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and their governments have been at the core of the sub-

ject since the days of Aristotle, Plato, and Herodotus.

Another tradition has been with us since the build-

ing of the Acropolis: history is a constant debate. In this 

spirit, our contributors off er interpretations of their top-

ics, not merely a factual record or a summary of views 

held by others. Each article ends with a bibliography 

meant to guide the reader to some of the most signifi -

cant works on that topic.

Th e study of politics in the United States has featured 

several interpretive approaches since the fi rst serious his-

tories of the subject were published in the middle of the 

nineteenth century. First, at a time when universities 

were just beginning to train historians, such self-taught, 

eloquent writers as George Bancroft and Henry Adams 

wrote multivolume narratives of presidents and diplo-

mats. Th eir prose was often vivid, and their judgments 

had a stern, moralizing fl avor. 

By the early twentieth century, such grand personal 

works were being supplanted by a rigorously empirical 

approach. Th is was a style of history pioneered by disci-

ples of the German academic scholar Leopold von Ranke, 

who declared that the past should be studied “as it really 

was.” Rankean scholars wrote careful monographs which 

piled fact upon fact about such subjects as the decisions 

that led to independence and the making of new state 

constitutions. Th ey believed a “scientifi c” approach could 

produce a political history with the opinions of the his-

torian left out.

At the same time, however, a new group known as the 

“progressive” historians was garnering controversy and 

a large readership outside academia as well as among 

Preface 

What is political history? Th e answer may seem obvious. 

In everyday language, “politics” in a democratic nation 

like the United States is the subject of who gets elected 

to offi  ce and what they do with the powers granted to 

them by voters, laws, and constitutions. It is an endless 

contest of speech making, lawmaking, fund-raising, and 

negotiating in which ambitious actors spend their lives 

struggling to come out on top. 

Th is defi nition may seem like common sense, but it 

does not capture what most political historians actu-

ally do. Many authors who engage in the serious study 

of past politics try to understand the larger forces that 

propel changes in governments, laws, and campaigns. 

Th e most infl uential historians, in particular, have al-

ways framed the narrative of legislative give-and-take 

and winning and losing offi  ce within a context of grand 

historical themes and developments. In the 1890s, Fred-

erick Jackson Turner argued that the frontier experience 

shaped American democracy. For him, regional identi-

ties and cultures drove political development. Early in 

the twentieth century, Charles and Mary Beard con-

tended that the clash of economic interests was at the 

root of every turning point in U.S. history—from the 

drafting of the Constitution to the Civil War. At mid-

century, Richard Hofstadter used the psychological con-

cept of “status anxiety” to explain the fervor of both 

Populist and Progressive reformers. In recent decades, 

leading scholars have sought to illuminate evolving ten-

sions within the body politic by focusing on intersecting 

diff erences of religion and cultural taste, race and ethnic-

ity, gender and class. 

Th is encyclopedia also assumes an expansive defi ni-

tion of politics: the meaning and uses of power in the 

public sphere and the competition to gain that power. 

Th e word politics derives from the Greek word for “citi-

zen,” and the rights, powers, and obligations of citizens 
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gers describes how American reformers in the early 

twentieth century tried to apply policy ideas they had 

picked up on visits with fellow progressives and moder-

ate socialists in Europe. 

Whatever the individual approach, nearly every con-

temporary historian implicitly applies a broad defi nition 

of politics to her or his work. Historians are interested not 

only in such traditional topics as presidents, bureaucratic 

institutions, and constitutions but also in popular ideol-

ogy and consciousness, social movements, war, educa-

tion, crime, sexuality, and the reciprocal infl uence of mass 

culture on political thinking and behavior. At the same 

time, scholars in fi elds outside of history— especially in 

political science and law—have demonstrated a grow-

ing interest in the American past. Meanwhile, best-seller 

lists routinely include one or more skillful narratives 

about past presidents, diplomacy, and the politics of war. 

Th is is an exciting time to be a political historian in the 

United States.

To convey that excitement and the breadth of the 

subject, the encyclopedia includes 187 essays in the fol-

lowing areas—some traditional, some exemplifying the 

creative changes that mark the discipline.

Periods

Which issues, parties, institutions, events, and leaders 

were dominant in diff erent spans of time? In chron-

ological order, these essays include the era of a new 

republic (1789–1827), the Jacksonian era (1828–45), 

sectional confl ict and secession (1845–65), Recon-

struction (1865–77), the Gilded Age (1870s–90s), pro-

gressivism and the Progressive Era (1890s–1920), the 

conservative interregnum (1920–32), the New Deal 

Era (1933–52), the era of consensus (1952–64), the era 

of confrontation and decline (1964–80), and the con-

servative ascendancy (1980–2004). Th e essays provide 

an overview of pivotal elections, political developments, 

policies, and policy makers, and the rise and fall of 

major party coalitions.

Institutions

Th is category includes the presidency, the House of 

Representatives, the Senate, and the Supreme Court; as 

well as the cabinet departments; the Electoral College; 

local, state, and territorial governments; and civil service. 

But it also includes such nongovernmental institutions 

as party nominating conventions, think tanks, interest 

groups, and public opinion polls, as well as such topics 

scholars. Such leading progressives as Turner, the Beards, 

and Vernon Parrington described a long-standing di-

vision between, on the one hand, the makers of elite, 

urban culture and big business and, on the other hand, 

small farmers and self-taught, self-made men from rural 

areas and the frontier. Th ese historians were sympathetic 

toward the reform movements of their day—from the 

Populists in the 1890s to the New Dealers of the 1930s—

which portrayed themselves as fi ghting for “the people.”

By the 1940s, a reaction to the progressive scholars was 

gathering force. Such historians as David Potter, Daniel 

Boorstin, and the political scientist Louis Hartz joined 

Hofstadter in arguing that politics in the United States 

had long been characterized more by a consensus of 

values than by a confl ict over economic interests. Such 

“counterprogressive” scholars argued that most Ameri-

cans had always embraced liberal capitalism and rejected 

any politicians and movements that aimed to do more 

than tinker with the existing system. 

Th is sober, often ironic sensibility was challenged 

head-on in the late 1960s by historians—most of them 

young—who were inspired by contemporary move-

ments for African American freedom, feminism, and 

against the war in Vietnam. Th ese “New Left” scholars 

revived the progressive emphasis on sharp, ongoing con-

fl ict but located its wellsprings among workers, racial 

and ethnic minorities, and women—groups that had 

previously received little attention from political histo-

rians. Infl uential scholars like Eric Foner, Gerda Lerner, 

Nathan Huggins, Eugene Genovese, and Alan Brinkley 

embedded their narratives of power in a rich context of 

class relations, racial identities, and cultural assumptions. 

Arguing that ordinary people were as much agents of 

change as were national politicians and government of-

fi cials helped to democratize understanding of the past, 

even as it deemphasized such durable institutions as the 

courts, Congress, and the major political parties. 

More recently, an increasing number of scholars have 

turned away from focusing on American politics in iso-

lation from similar developments occurring elsewhere 

in the world. Th eir “transnational” perspective chal-

lenges patriotic vanities by chipping away at the notion 

that the United States ever stood apart from ideas and 

social movements that shook other lands and peoples. 

Th omas Bender interprets the North’s victory in the 

Civil War as producing a newly potent national state 

much like those emerging at the same time in Japan, 

Italy, Argentina, and Germany. Similarly, Daniel Rod-
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ments as well as debates about their meaning and appli-

cation over the next two centuries and beyond. Th e full 

text of these documents can be found in the appendix 

(volume II).

Regions 

In wide-ranging essays, authors focus on the major is-

sues, dominant institutions, and pivotal actors in the 

politics of New England, the Middle Atlantic, the South 

since the end of Reconstruction, the Midwest, the Great 

Plains, the Rocky Mountains, the Pacifi c Coast, and 

Alaska and Hawai‘i. Th ese contributions examine how 

the expansionist, regionally diverse character of U.S. his-

tory has shaped its political evolution. 

Ethnic and Racial Groups

Tens of millions of people immigrated to the United 

States voluntarily, and many others came as slaves. Th e 

articles in this category discuss the ideas and political ac-

tivities of immigrant clusters from diff erent parts of the 

world and their descendants—European, African, La-

tino, Asian, Caribbean—and how ethnic and racial di-

versity have infl uenced larger social changes. Th ere is also 

an article on Native Americans, the original immigrants, 

and separate contributions on the changing role of race 

in politics.

Issues

Th is category includes subjects and actors whose sig-

nifi cance has been perennial in U.S. history, as in the 

political history of every modern nation: the economy 

(banking policy, agrarian politics, consumers, taxation, 

transportation), cities and suburbs, class and crime. 

Th ese are the “issues” that—since the beginning of the 

republic—politicians, movements, and voters have de-

bated, and that have spurred major pieces of legislation 

and court rulings. 

Mass Culture

Anyone who follows politics knows how important the 

culture of image making and performance is to framing 

and winning contests for offi  ce. But the engagement of 

mass culture and politics stretches back to the beginnings 

of the nation. Th is category includes essays about car-

tooning, the American novel, fi lm, music, radio, televi-

sion, political advertising, and the Internet. Th ese essays 

off er provocative interpretations about how art and artful 

technology have infl uenced the world of  politics. 

as citizenship, whose legal and political history is critical 

to understanding the politics of ethnicity, immigration, 

and gender.

Movements

Mass movements have had a major impact on political 

change in the United States. Th is category includes both 

long-lived movements that still exist—such as labor and 

pacifi sm—and ones of great historical signifi cance that 

now exist only in memory, such as abolitionism and 

Prohibition. 

Political Parties

Th is category includes lengthy articles on the Democrats 

and Republicans in diff erent periods as well as shorter es-

says about defunct major parties, such as the Federalists 

and Whigs, and a variety of other political parties that 

have had a national presence. Th e essays on the major 

parties discuss the impact of key elections, leaders, events, 

and social changes on the fortunes and evolution of these 

organizations whose competition has done much to struc-

ture the political order from the 1850s to the present.

Ideas, Philosophies, and Religions

Th is category includes such hotly contested and unde-

niably signifi cant concepts as conservatism, liberalism, 

republicanism, radicalism, Americanism, feminism, and 

democracy. It also includes articles about how American 

Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and Muslims have infl u-

enced politics and vice versa. 

War and Foreign Policy

Th e rest of the world has been a major infl uence on the 

development of the American polity and on a variety 

of related subjects—from the growth of the military, to 

the Fourteenth Amendment, to the rise of the African 

American freedom movement in the 1940s and 1950s. 

Th e essays about the nation’s wars discuss the eff ect of 

military operations on domestic debate and policy as 

well as the role of military leaders and battles in shap-

ing electoral outcomes. 

Founding Documents

Th is category includes the Articles of Confederation as 

well as the Declaration of Independence, the Constitu-

tion, and the initial amendments to it, the Bill of Rights. 

Articles in this category discuss the genesis of these docu-
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Recommended Reading

For excellent surveys of historical scholarship about 

U.S. politics, see Richard J. Jensen, “Historiography of 

American Political History,” in Encyclopedia of Amer-
ican Political History, edited by Jack P. Greene (New 

York: Scribner’s, 1984), 1–25; Meg Jacobs and Julian E. 

Zelizer, “Th e Democratic Experiment: New Directions 

in American Political History,” in Th e Democratic Ex-
periment: New Directions in American Political History, 
edited by Meg Jacobs, William J. Novak, and Julian E. 

Zelizer (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2003), 1–19; Sean Wilentz, “American Political Histo-

ries,” OAH Magazine of History (April 2007), 23–27. 

For excellent essays on signifi cant individuals, see Amer-
ican National Biography (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2002). Th e latter is also available online (with a 

subscription). A bracing history of the historical profes-

sion in the United States is Peter Novick’s Th at Noble 
Dream (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

1989).

 
Biographical directories abound, in print and on the 

Internet. So we decided that even short sketches of the 

44 presidents would take up space better devoted to 

major themes and contexts in which each chief executive 

won offi  ce and governed. Of course, nearly every article 

mentions prominent individuals and the decisions they 

made, and the index can help readers follow signifi cant 

historical fi gures through the book. 

Th e best political histories teach readers a good deal 

that is new to them but do so in clear, direct, evocative 

prose. Th is work is intended to help readers at all levels 

of knowledge to understand patterns and connections 

in U.S. history, from its colonial origins to the present 

day, and to serve as a fi rst step to further research. All our 

contributors combine expertise with an ability to write 

for a broad audience. 

We hope you fi nd this encyclopedia both instructive 

and a pleasure to read. 
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Th e title of “associate editor” does not really convey 

what Rebecca Edwards and Adam Rothman contributed 

to this work. As distinguished scholars, Rebecca and 

Adam used their deep knowledge and lists of contacts 

to fi nd the right authors for dozens of topics and then 

helped make those essays both more probing and more 

precise. And their own entries are models of concision 

and analysis. 

Finally, I am grateful to the over 150 people who agreed 

to write entries on a remarkable variety of topics in U.S. 

political history. Most are academics who teach history, 

political science, or a related discipline; some are journal-

ists, and a few are advanced graduate students. But each 

took on the diffi  cult task of synthesizing what is known 

about a vital subject and produced a thoughtful essay 

that makes sense of it. Th is is their encyclopedia, most 

of all.

M I C H A E L  K A Z I N

Editor in Chief

Th ree names appear on the covers of these volumes, 

but the encyclopedia is really the work of hundreds of 

people and could not have been conceived, edited, or 

produced without them. Since Anne Savarese, reference 

editor at Princeton University Press, asked me to join 

this daunting project, she has been a paragon of wisdom 

and effi  ciency. I quickly learned that when Anne makes a 

suggestion about a topic, an author, or anything else, the 

only wise choice is to take it. Claire Tillman-McTigue, 

her assistant, was equally sensible and resourceful. I have 

learned a great deal about editing from both of them. 

And my agent, Sandy Dijkstra, continued to give me les-

sons about the complicated business of  publishing.

Terri O’Prey managed the production of the encyclo-

pedia with great skill and unfailing enthusiasm. She had 

a fi ne team to help her. It included Tracy Baldwin, who 

is responsible for the elegant design; Dimitri Karetnikov, 

who handled the illustrations; the copyeditors Joseph N. 

Reilly and Brian Bendlin; the proofreader, Jeanette Na-

kada; and the indexer, Richard Comfort. 
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A
  abolitionism 

 A major reform movement during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, abolitionism sought to end slav-

ery and free millions of black people held as slaves. Also 

known as the antislavery movement, abolitionism in the 

United States was part of an international eff ort against 

slavery and the slave trade in the Atlantic World. Its his-

torical roots lay in black resistance to slavery, changing 

interpretations of Christian morality, eighteenth-century 

ideas concerning universal human rights, and economic 

change. Some of slavery’s opponents advocated gradual 

abolition and others immediate abolition. By the 1830s 

the term  abolitionism  applied only to the latter. 

 Early Development 

 Race-based slavery, whereby people of European de-

scent relied on the forced labor of Africans and their 

descendants, began on a large scale during the six-

teenth century as a result of European colonization in 

the Americas. By the middle of the seventeenth cen-

tury, slavery had reached the portion of Great Britain’s 

North American colonies that later became the United 

States. In the American form of slavery, the enslaved 

lost customary rights, served for life, and passed their 

unfree condition on to their children. From the start, 

those subjected to slavery sought freedom through self-

purchase, court action, escape, or, more rarely, rebel-

lion. Th ere were major slave revolts in New York City 

in 1712 and Stono, South Carolina, in 1739. 

 Th e fi rst white abolitionists in America were mem-

bers of the Society of Friends (Quakers), who—like 

their coreligionists in Britain—held slavery to be sin-

ful and physically dangerous to slave and master alike. 

During the 1740s and 1750s, Quaker abolitionists 

John Woolman of New Jersey and Anthony Benezet 

of Pennsylvania urged other American members of the 

 society to end their involvement in the slave trade and 

gradually free their slaves. With the American Revo-

lution (1775–83), abolitionism spread beyond African 

Americans and Quakers. Natural rights doctrines rooted 

in the  European Enlightenment and endorsed by the 

Declaration of Independence, black service in Patriot 

armies, black petitions for emancipation, evangelical 

Christianity, and the activities of the earliest white abo-

lition societies encouraged the American North to lead 

the world in political abolitionism. Starting with Ver-

mont in 1777 and Massachusetts in 1783, all the states 

north of Delaware had by 1804 either ended slavery 

within their jurisdiction or provided for its gradual abo-

lition. Meanwhile, Congress in 1787 included a clause in 

the Northwest Ordinance banning slavery in the North-

west Territory. During the 1780s, states in the Upper 

South eased restrictions on masters who wished to free 

individual slaves, and small, Quaker-dominated, grad-

ual abolition societies spread into Delaware,  Maryland, 

and Virginia. 

 Revolutionary-era abolitionism peaked during the 

1780s. Th ereafter, several developments stopped and 

then reversed the southward advance of antislavery 

sentiment. Th e invention of the cotton gin in 1793 and 

resulting expansion of cotton cultivation into the Old 

Southwest reinvigorated slavery. Th e brutal Haitian 

slave revolt that began in 1791 and culminated in the 

creation of an independent black republic in 1804 led 

white Southerners—who feared they could not control 

free African Americans—to believe that slavery had to 

be strengthened rather than abolished. An aborted re-

volt conspiracy led by the slave Gabriel near Richmond, 

Virginia, in 1800 bolstered this belief. As a direct result 

of increased white defensiveness, antislavery societies 

in the Upper South disbanded or declined. Meanwhile, 

in the North, a new scientifi c racism encouraged white 

residents to interpret social status in racial terms, restrict 
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black access to schools, churches, and jobs, and regard 

enslavement as suitable for black Southerners. 

 White gradual abolitionists came to accept a contention 

that emancipation must be linked with expatriation of for-

mer slaves to avoid the formation of a dangerous and un-

controllable free black class. Th e American Colonization 

Society (ACS), organized by prominent slaveholders in 

1816, claimed its objective was to encourage gradual aboli-

tion by sending  free  African Americans to Africa. It became 

the leading American antislavery organization of the 1820s 

and established Liberia as a black colony in West Africa. 

For a time black leaders, facing increasing oppression in the 

United States, agreed with this strategy. Best represented 

by black sea captain Paul Cuff e, they cooperated with the 

ACS during the 1810s, hoping that a homeland beyond 

America’s borders would undermine slavery there and 

throughout the Atlantic World. Yet, by the 1820s, most 

free African Americans believed the ACS’s real goal was 

to strengthen slavery by removing its most dedicated 

opponents—themselves. 

 Immediate Abolitionism 

 Th ree factors led to the emergence, during the late 1820s 

and early 1830s, of a more radical form of abolitionism 

dedicated to immediate emancipation and equal rights 

for African Americans in the United States. First, black 

abolitionists convinced a small minority of white North-

erners that the ACS was a proslavery fraud. Second, signs 

of black unrest inspired urgency among white abolition-

ists who wished to avoid a race war in the South. In 1822 a 

free black man named Denmark Vesey organized a major 

slave conspiracy in Charleston, South Carolina. Seven 

years later in Boston, black abolitionist David Walker 

published his revolutionary  Appeal to the Colored Citi-
zens of the World . Slave preacher Nat Turner in 1831 led a 

slave revolt in Southampton County, Virginia, which left 

nearly 60 white residents dead. Th ird, the convergence 

of northern economic modernization with a massive re-

ligious revival known as the Second Great Awakening 

encouraged increasing numbers of white people to re-

gard slavery as a barbaric, outmoded, and sinful practice. 

Th ey believed it had to be ended if the country were to 

prosper and avoid God’s wrath. 

 All these factors infl uenced the extraordinary career 

of William Lloyd Garrison, a white New Englander who 

began publishing his weekly newspaper,  Th e Liberator , in 

Boston in 1831. Late in 1833 Garrison brought together in 

Philadelphia a diverse group—including a few black men 

and a few white women—to form the American Anti-

Slavery Society (AASS). Rejecting all violent means, the 

AASS pledged to rely on “moral suasion” to achieve im-

mediate, uncompensated emancipation and equal rights 

for African Americans in the United States. White men 

dominated the organization’s leadership, but thousands of 

black men and thousands of women of both races lent ac-

tive support. A few African Americans, including former 

slaves Frederick Douglass, Henry Highland Garnet, and 

Sojourner Truth, emerged as leaders in this biracial abo-

litionist movement. As they became antislavery activists, 

such white women as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton grew conscious of their own inequality and 

initiated the women’s rights movement. 

 Although members of the AASS comprised a tiny, de-

spised minority, the organization spread rapidly across 

the North. In 1835 and 1836 its members sent thousands 

of antislavery petitions to Congress and stacks of aboli-

tionist propaganda into the South. Th eir eff orts, com-

bined with Turner’s revolt and the 1833 initiation of 

gradual abolition in the British West Indies, produced 

another fi erce proslavery reaction. Abolitionists could 

not safely venture into the South. In the North, mobs 

beat abolitionist speakers and destroyed abolitionist 

meeting places, schools, and printing presses. Th ey also 

attacked black communities. 

 A More Aggressive Abolitionism 

 Antiabolitionism and the failure of peaceful agitation to 

weaken slavery split the immediatist movement in 1840. 

Garrison and his associates, centered in New England, 

became social perfectionists, feminists, and anarchists. 

Th ey denounced violence, unrighteous government, and 

organized religion. Th ey refused to vote and embraced 

dissolution of the Union as the only way to save the 

North from the sin of slavery and force the South to 

abolish it. Known as Garrisonians, they retained control 

of the AASS and, until the Civil War, concentrated on 

agitation in the North. 

 Th e great majority of abolitionists (black and white) 

insisted, however, that church and government action 

could end slavery. Th ey became more willing to use vio-

lent means, rejected radical assertions of women’s rights, 

and formed aggressive organizations. Th e American and 

Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (1840–55), led by New York 

City businessman Lewis Tappan, concentrated on con-

verting churches to immediatism and continued to send 

antislavery propaganda into the South. Th e Liberty Party 

(1840–48) employed a variety of political strategies. Th e 

more radical Liberty abolitionists, centered in upstate 
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New York and led by Gerrit Smith, maintained that slav-

ery was always illegal, that immediatists had an obliga-

tion to go south to help slaves escape, and that Congress 

could abolish slavery in the southern states. Th e more 

conservative—and by far more numerous—Liberty fac-

tion depended on two Cincinnati residents, Gamaliel 

Bailey and Salmon P. Chase, for intellectual and politi-

cal leadership. It accepted the legality of slavery in the 

southern states, rejected abolitionist aid to help slaves 

escape in the South and sought to build a mass political 

party on a platform calling not for abolition but remov-

ing U.S. government support for slavery. 

 Meanwhile, black abolitionists led in forming local 

vigilance associations designed to protect fugitive slaves, 

and most of them supported the AFASS and the Liberty 

Party. In 1846 they joined church-oriented white aboli-

tionists in the American Missionary Association, an out-

growth of the AFASS that sent antislavery missionaries 

into the South. Douglass, who in 1847 began publishing 

the  North Star  in Rochester, New York, remained loyal 

to Garrison until 1851, when he joined the radical wing 

of the Liberty Party. 

 In 1848 members of the Liberty Party’s conservative 

wing helped organize the Free Soil Party, dedicated to 

preventing the spread of slavery into American territories. 

By then they had essentially ceased to be immediatists. In 

1854, when Congress opened Kansas Territory to slavery, 

they worked with antislavery Whigs and Democrats to 

form the Republican Party, which nominated its fi rst pres-

idential candidate in 1856. Th e Republican Party formally 

aimed only at ending slavery within the national domain. 

Many of its leaders claimed to represent the interests of 

white Northerners against the domination of slaveholders. 

But members of the party’s “Old Liberty Guard” and such 

former Free Soilers as Charles Sumner of Massachusetts 

and Joshua R. Giddings of Ohio held Republicans to a 

higher standard. As Radical Republicans, they pressed for 

abolition and equal rights for African Americans. 

 After 1848 the more radical members of the Liberty 

Party—known as radical political abolitionists—main-

tained their tiny organization. Th ey excelled in Under-

ground Railroad eff orts and resistance in the North to 

the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. More than any other 

abolitionist faction, the radical political abolitionists sup-

ported John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry in 1859. Brown 

and his biracial band had hoped to spark a slave revolt but 

were easily captured by Virginia militia and U.S. troops. 

Brown’s actions, nevertheless, angered and frightened 

white Southerners; after his capture and prior to his ex-

ecution that December, his elegant appeals for racial jus-

tice aroused sympathy among many Northerners. 

 Abolitionism during the Civil War and Reconstruction 

 Brown’s raid and the victory of Republican candidate 

Abraham Lincoln in the presidential election of 1860 

precipitated the secession movement among white 

Southerners, which led to the Civil War in 1861. As the 

war began, Lincoln, who advocated the “ultimate extinc-

tion” of human bondage, believed former slaves should 

be col onized outside the United States and promised 

not to interfere with slavery in the South. He feared 

that to go further would alienate southern Unionists 

and weaken northern support for the war. Abolition-

ists, nevertheless, almost universally supported the war 

because they believed it would end slavery. Garrison 

and his associates dropped their opposition to forceful 

means, and church-oriented and radical political aboli-

tionists rejoined the AASS. As the organization’s infl u-

ence grew, Garrison’s friend Wendell Phillips emerged 

as the North’s most popular orator. Phillips, Frederick 

Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and other prominent abo-

litionists joined Radical Republicans in lobbying Lin-

coln in favor of making emancipation and racial justice 

Union war aims. Abolitionists—especially black abo-

litionists—led in urging the president to enlist black 

troops. 

 When, in January 1863, Lincoln issued the Emancipa-

tion Proclamation, declaring slaves in areas under Con-

federate control to be free, abolitionists worried that—by 

resting emancipation on military necessity rather than 

racial justice—he had laid an unsound basis for black 

freedom. But they recognized the proclamation’s sig-

nifi cance, particularly its endorsement of enlisting black 

troops. Young white abolitionist men became offi  cers in 

the otherwise segregated black regiments. Abolitionists 

advocated voting rights, education, and landownership 

for African Americans as compensation for generations 

of unrequited labor. Th ese, they maintained, were essen-

tial to black economic and political advancement. In this 

regard abolitionists were similar to Radical Republicans, 

but they were much more insistent on involving Afri-

can Americans in rebuilding the Union. Th ey reacted 

negatively to Lincoln’s December 1863 Reconstruction 

plan that would leave former masters in control of the 

status of their former slaves. As a result, in 1864 a few 

abolitionists joined a small group of Radical Republicans 

in opposing Lincoln’s renomination for the presidency. 

However, Garrison, Douglass, and most leaders of the 
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AASS believed they could infl uence Lincoln and contin-

ued to support him. 

 During the summer of 1861, abolitionist organizations 

had begun sending missionaries and teachers into war 

zones to minister to the physical, spiritual, and educa-

tional needs of the former slaves. Women predominated, 

in part because younger abolitionist men had enrolled 

in Union armies. Th e most ambitious eff ort occurred in 

the South Carolina Sea Islands centered on Port Royal, 

which Union forces captured in 1861. Th ere, and at loca-

tions in Virginia, Kentucky, and Louisiana, abolitionists 

attempted to transform an oppressed people into inde-

pendent proprietors and wage laborers. Th eir eff orts en-

couraged the formation of black churches, schools, and 

other institutions but had serious shortcomings. North-

erners did not understand southern black culture, tended 

toward unworkable bureaucratic policies, and put too 

much faith in wage labor as a solution to entrenched con-

ditions. When the former slaves did not progress under 

these conditions, most abolitionists blamed the victims. 

 Nevertheless, with the end of the Civil War in May 

1865 and the ratifi cation that December of the Th ir-

teenth Amendment, making slavery illegal throughout 

the United States, Garrison declared that abolitionism 

had succeeded. He ceased publication of the  Liberator  
and urged the AASS to disband. He believed the Re-

publican Party could henceforth protect black rights and 

interests. A majority of immediatists, including Doug-

lass, Phillips, and Smith, were not so sure and kept the 

AASS in existence until 1870. Black abolitionists became 

especially active in lobbying on behalf of the rights of 

the former slaves and against the regressive policies of 

Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s successor as president. In 

1866 and 1867 most abolitionists opposed ratifi cation 

of the Fourteenth Amendment, contending that it did 

not insuffi  ciently protect the right of black men to vote. 

Th ereafter, they supported the stronger guarantees the 

Fifteenth Amendment provided for adult black male 

suff rage, although a minority of feminist abolitionists—

led by Stanton—objected that enfranchisement of white 

women should take precedence. 

 When the Fifteenth Amendment gained  ratifi cation in 

1870, the AASS declared that abolitionism had achieved 

its ultimate objective and disbanded. Th e organization 

was too optimistic. During the 1870s and 1880s, southern 

states—having rejoined the Union—curtailed black rights 

and the white North acquiesced. Th e abolitionists bear 

some responsibility for this tragic outcome. Nevertheless, 

they played a crucial role in ending slavery, in creating 

black institutions in the postwar South, and in placing 

protections for minority rights in the Constitution. 

  See also  slavery. 
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  African Americans and politics 

 In its most common sense, African American politics 

refers to the active participation of African Americans 

in U.S. electoral and party politics and the nation’s do-
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mestic and foreign policy. But given America’s historical 

denial of basic human rights and the rights of citizenship 

to African Americans, any defi nition must also take into 

account the responsiveness of American political institu-

tions to African American interests and the group’s quest 

for universal freedom. 

 Th is expanded defi nition requires one to consider the 

myriad ways in which African Americans have struggled 

to realize the nation’s founding ideals of freedom and 

equality. Th eir struggle has expanded the constitutional 

defi nition of national citizenship and transformed the na-

tion as a whole. Yet the persistence of racial inequity at 

the start of the twenty-fi rst century highlights the limita-

tions of the formal equality achieved through civil rights 

legislation. In particular, despite the historic election of 

Barack Obama as the fi rst African American president 

of the United States, the ascendancy of the conservative 

movement after 1980 has steadily eroded political support 

for African American civil rights and universal freedom. 

 Strangers in Their Own Land 

 An understanding of the history of African American 

politics begins with the question of how to defi ne the 

political behavior of a group that has traditionally been 

excluded from freedom, citizenship, and personhood—

the basic rights that, under normal conditions, would 

make political participation possible. 

 Enslavement limited the range of political options 

available to people of African heritage in British-

controlled America. Political action and agitation were 

their most important tools in pursuit of universal free-

dom and equality. As crown and colony institutional-

ized slavery into law during the seventeenth century, the 

responses of the enslaved ranged from individual acts 

of resistance and rebellion to full-blown conspiracies 

and violent insurrections. Colonial legislatures reacted 

by asserting military control over the enslaved popula-

tion, particularly in colonies like South Carolina, where 

there were three times as many blacks as whites in 1724. 

During the Revolutionary War, the British off ered free-

dom to any slaves who fought alongside them against 

the colonists. Many enslaved persons seized this oppor-

tunity, and joined the ranks of the British. After their 

emancipation, most settled in Nova Scotia. 

 Meanwhile, slavery remained essential to the agricul-

tural export economy of the southeastern states. Th is 

dependence led the framers of the Constitution to enact 

several proslavery ordinances, even in the face of north-

ern qualms about the institution: Congress could not 

ban the slave trade before 1808; slaves would be counted 

as three-fi fths of a person for the purposes of taxation 

and political representation; and the federal government 

would assume responsibility for the rendition of fugitive 

slaves and the maintenance of internal security against 

slave and other insurrections. 

 Th roughout the Revolutionary era, slaves and free 

blacks decried the moral contradiction of upholding 

slavery amid Patriots’ cries for universal liberty. During 

the early years of the republic, free and enslaved blacks 

petitioned for general emancipation, sued for their own 

freedom, and demanded equal access to education, an 

end to the slave trade, and support for those seeking emi-

gration to Africa. In 1783 an aged former slave in Boston 

named Belinda petitioned the Massachusetts legislature 

for an annual pension to be paid by her former master, a 

loyalist. Th e legislature ruled in Belinda’s favor (the for-

mer master’s executor, however, paid the pension only 

sporadically). Belinda was just one of dozens of ex-slaves 

in the early republic who sought compensation from 

former masters, sometimes successfully. Historians have 

seen these early suits as evidence that the notion of repa-

rations for slavery long predated Reconstruction. 

 Slavery was largely domestic in the North, as opposed 

to the plantation system of the South. But like its south-

ern counterpart, it was hereditary and permanent. Post-

revolutionary idealism, which inspired a transatlantic 

evangelical movement for the abolition of the slave trade, 

contributed to the gradual demise of slavery in the north-

ern states. Connecticut and Rhode Island passed laws 

in 1784 that freed the children of slaves born after that 

date. But northern antislavery sentiment—even when 

it took the form of law—did not temper the racism di-

rected against free blacks. Out of necessity, and as a buff er 

against this stark prejudice and discrimination, free blacks 

in the North and many areas of the South developed vi-

brant communities of their own, replete with churches, 

schools, and mutual aid institutions. By 1830, America’s 

free black population had grown to almost a quarter of 

a million. An outspoken leadership emerged from these 

communities that condemned slavery and the exclusion 

of blacks from northern white churches, schools, and 

civic organizations, laying the foundation for the aboli-

tionist and civil rights movements of later years. 

 Th ese “black founders” of the early republic aired 

their demands for equality through petitions, pam-

phlets, legal challenges, literary societies, and public 

orations, claiming American citizenship as the birth-

right of African Americans. Th e black founders and 
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abolitionists of the antebellum era insisted that America 

was their homeland, built and enriched by their toil, 

tears, and blood. Th ey equated literacy with the pursuit 

of freedom and cultivated a “dreaded eloquence” that 

enabled them to oppose slavery and contest antiblack 

stereotypes. 

 Black religious leaders became forceful exponents 

of abolition, reform, and racial uplift. Th ese ministers, 

abolitionists, writers, and orators fused elements of 

Judeo-Christian liberation theology, drawn from the 

biblical story of Exodus, with natural rights ideas from 

the Declaration of Independence. In 1797 the Masonic 

leader Prince Hall cited the Haitian revolution and the 

abolition of slavery in the French colonies when he 

condemned the public harassment of blacks in Cam-

bridge, Massachusetts. He disputed the pessimistic and 

disparaging views of racial diff erence and black citizen-

ship off ered by such authorities as Th omas Jeff erson and 

Benjamin Franklin. Like Hall, the African Methodist 

minister Richard Allen, the writer Lemuel Haynes, the 

scientist Benjamin Banneker, and others considered slav-

ery an aff ront to republican ideals of freedom and liberty 

and called for the redemption of the American nation. 

Some, including the shipping magnates Paul Cuff ee and 

James Forten, supported emigration to Africa in protest 

against slavery and discrimination. 

 Th ough largely excluded from electoral politics—

free blacks could vote in only fi ve northern states be-

fore 1860—African Americans established abolitionist 

strongholds in several northern cities, including Bos-

ton, Newport, Philadelphia, and New York. Th eir ef-

forts attained national prominence with the founding 

of  Freedom’s Journal , the fi rst African American–owned 

newspaper, in New York in 1827.  Freedom’s Journal  estab-

lished the African American press as the voice of group 

aspirations—a role that it continued to play through 

the modern civil rights movement. Th e paper exposed 

the abuses of chattel slavery and discrimination against 

free blacks in the North. Like many antebellum black 

newspapers, it also exhorted free blacks to redouble their 

commitment to self-help, education, moral reform, and 

group advancement. 

 In 1829, David Walker, a Boston-based clothing mer-

chant, journalist, and abolitionist born free in North 

Carolina, published his  Appeal to the Colored Citizens 
of the World , an incendiary call for armed resistance by 

slaves. Walker denounced slavery as a threat to the repub-

lic, attacked religious proslavery arguments as avaricious 

propaganda, and derided the colonization movement, 

which encouraged emancipated blacks to emigrate to 

Africa, as a proslavery plot to rid America of abolition-

ist free blacks. Walker’s seafaring customers covertly 

distributed his pamphlet up and down the Atlantic sea-

board. But southern states put a price on his head and 

made possession of his book a capital off ense. Th e au-

thor died under mysterious circumstances in his shop in 

1830. 

 Walker’s incitement heightened the southern au-

thorities’ fears of slave uprisings and insurrections. Th ey 

responded to news of the conspiracies led by the slave 

Gabriel in Virginia in 1800 and the free black Denmark 

Vesey in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1822 by restrict-

ing the rights of free blacks to assemble, worship, and 

own guns. Southern states also outlawed public debate 

of antislavery ideas and prohibited the circulation of 

abolitionist literature. After scores of whites were slain in 

a revolt led by Nat Turner in Southampton, Virginia, in 

1831, the white population organized itself into informal 

patrols, creating a formidable deterrent for large-scale 

revolts. 

 With the armed revolt option foreclosed, slave resis-

tance took other forms, including spontaneous fl ights 

north into free territory, the more concerted eff orts of 

the Underground Railroad to assist fugitive slaves, and 

the reinterpretation of Christianity as a liberation theol-

ogy. While many slaveholders used religious indoctrina-

tion to enforce the tenets of slavery, the slaves themselves 

insisted that all persons were equal in the sight of God. 

African American Christians identifi ed with the Israel-

ites, to whom God sent Moses to deliver them from 

bondage. Th ey came to see the God of the Old Testa-

ment and a fi ghting “King Jesus” as sympathetic to their 

aspirations for freedom. Such beliefs and practices sus-

tained African Americans throughout slavery, the Civil 

War, and the segregation of the Jim Crow era. Religious 

leaders continued to provide political, as well as moral, 

leadership for many African Americans throughout the 

twentieth century and to this day. Th eir churches, in-

dependent institutions not entirely beholden to white 

power, became a cradle of political socialization and 

a source of mass support for the modern civil rights 

movement. 

 Th e era of Jacksonian democracy was, from the stand-

point of free blacks, a democracy for whites only. Free 

blacks were routinely met with intolerance and even 

violence, as when white mobs attacked them and their 

abolitionist supporters in Philadelphia in 1838. Such an-

tiabolitionist violence was commonplace in the North. 
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 As the confl ict between the North and South over the 

expansion of slavery intensifi ed, free blacks came under 

renewed assault. Th e 1850 Fugitive Slave Act empowered 

federal marshals to summon ordinary citizens, regular 

troops, and militias to capture escaped slaves, and sub-

jected those who aided fugitives to fi nes and imprison-

ment. Slave hunters cited the need to capture alleged 

fugitives as a pretense to invade abolitionist offi  ces in 

Massachusetts and New York. Th e Supreme Court de-

cision in  Dred Scott v. Sandiford  (1857) further jeopar-

dized black freedom by affi  rming the legitimacy of slave 

property in all territories and declaring that African 

Americans could not be citizens of the United States. 

Th e Court’s decision left many blacks feeling that they 

had no future in America, and African American leaders 

such as abolitionist Martin Delany began to argue for 

emigration to Africa. 

 Support for emigration among disaff ected blacks dif-

fered from the colonization movement, which remained 

one of the most popular solutions for whites who be-

lieved racial equality was impossible, including  Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin  author Harriet Beecher Stowe and President 

Abraham Lincoln. As president, Lincoln supported the 

removal of emancipated blacks to Haiti and Liberia. 

Blacks who espoused emigration did so from a prag-

matic conception of self-determination, which was quite 

diff erent from whites’ dismal estimate of the capacity of 

black people to be free and equal citizens. Emigration’s 

appeal waned for many blacks, however, once Lincoln 

responded to the pressures of the Civil War by issuing 

the Emancipation Proclamation and opening Union 

Army recruitment to African American soldiers. Delany 

himself soon became a commissioned offi  cer. 

 Reconstruction and Electoral Politics 

 Th e Civil War and Reconstruction revolutionized both 

the status of African Americans and the nation’s poli-

tics. Th e Th irteenth Amendment to the Constitution 

outlawed slavery, and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

Amendments affi  rmed African Americans as citizens of 

the United States, ending their exclusion from the body 

politic. Black men voted and ran for and won offi  ce in 

substantial numbers, serving in Congress as well as state 

legislatures and municipal governments throughout the 

South. Because the Democratic Party remained hostile 

to their interests, African American voters generally 

heeded the counsel attributed to Frederick Douglass: 

“Th e Republican Party is the deck, all else the sea.” Afri-

can American political representation in this period was 

indeed almost exclusively the result of pro–civil rights 

laws and Constitutional amendments passed by “radical” 

Republicans. 

 In the face of white attempts to reassert economic and 

political dominance, former slaves struggled to defi ne 

freedom on their own terms. Yet, for all their eff orts, the 

period of black offi  ce holding and political participa-

tion proved brief in most of the South. It ended by the 

1890s with the rise of segregationist Jim Crow laws and 

customs, the amendment of state constitutions to deny 

the vote to African Americans, and the rampant use of 

violence to oust blacks from politics. 

 Still, black Americans maintained their commitment 

to the electoral system, despite being rejected by one 

or the other political party throughout most of the na-

tion’s history. Between 1865 and the 1930s, the Republi-

cans were the only party somewhat responsive to black 

interests and rhetorically committed to equal rights. 

Choices did open up once other parties started to vie for 

black support in the 1930s, but the change proved fl eet-

ing. Since 1964, when the conservatism associated with 

Arizona senator and Republican presidential nominee 

Barry Goldwater fi rst gained infl uence, large majorities 

of African Americans have voted Democratic, at least in 

national elections. 

 However fl eeting, the Reconstruction period was 

a time in which African Americans forged an abiding 

sense of collective interests and linked fate. Th e aspi-

rations for economic independence and redistribu-

tive justice sparked by Reconstruction still loom large 

in cultural memory a century and a half later. But the 

readiness of so many whites to engage in lynching and 

other forms of violence against blacks has also indelibly 

stamped the political imagination of African Americans. 

Although post–civil rights class diff erences may be erod-

ing the idea of a cohesive black identity, many African 

Americans still view politics through the prism of their 

history of oppression and the continuing use of antiblack 

racial imagery in the nation’s electoral politics—and vote 

accordingly. 

 Reconstruction also profoundly aff ected the south-

ern political landscape. As former slaves and others of 

humble station replaced elite slaveholders in political of-

fi ce, the new leadership class redefi ned the scope and re-

sponsibilities of government for the South and the entire 

nation. After all, the federal government had intervened 

against southern claims of states’ rights in order to af-

fi rm the national citizenship of African Americans. Fed-

eral power had also established the Freedman’s Bureau 
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to provide relief for ex-slaves and destitute whites, and to 

create schools for freed people. (African Americans also 

committed their own resources in order to build schools 

and hire teachers.) Reconstruction state governments 

supported free universal public education and generally 

broke with the laissez-faire politics propagated by the 

masters of the antebellum slave economy. 

 With the end of Reconstruction, political violence 

waged by forces sympathetic to the Democratic Party 

drove the majority of the region’s black offi  cials from elec-

toral offi  ce. Meanwhile, the national Republican Party 

retreated from its support for equal rights to become an 

advocate for business interests. Many of the same U.S. 

Army troops that had recently defended Reconstruction 

governments were now redeployed to suppress a nation-

wide railroad workers’ strike. Well into the twentieth 

century, historians of Reconstruction echoed the white 

supremacist portrayal of the immediate postwar period 

as an era of “Negro domination” and condoned the ram-

pant use of violence by such vigilante groups as the Ku 

Klux Klan. When the Supreme Court upheld a Louisi-

ana law segregating railroad travel in  Plessy v. Ferguson  

(1896), its assertion of the “separate but equal” principle 

decisively restored the concept of states’ rights federalism 

to its pre-Reconstruction dominance. 

 Voting with Their Feet 

 Denied the rights and protections of federal citizenship, 

African Americans were once again left to their own de-

vices. Besieged by debt peonage, lynching, concubinage, 

and wholesale violations of human rights hardly distin-

guishable from slavery, they came to see internal migra-

tion as one of the only remaining paths to freedom. Th e 

1878 “exodus” of some 5,000 African Americans from 

Louisiana and Mississippi to Kansas is one such case, and 

it exemplifi es how black political behavior found expres-

sion outside of mainstream white channels. 

 Th e exodus began with desperate calls among rural 

black masses for migration to Liberia, a West African na-

tion established by former slaves in 1847 with the aid 

of the U.S. government and the American Colonization 

Society. Although mass emigration to Liberia ultimately 

proved impractical, many African Americans considered 

it a viable option up through the 1890s as they struggled 

to cope with impoverishment and the brutality of south-

ern racism. Th e former Georgia Reconstruction politi-

cian Henry McNeal Turner was moved by the pervasive 

violence against blacks to join those advocating this 

solution. 

 Th e calls for migration also exposed internal group 

confl icts in the black leadership of the time. On one side 

were leaders who doubted that the movement would 

lead to freedom; on the other were those who felt that 

“voting with one’s feet” was the only way to better Afri-

can Americans’ situation. Having rejected Liberia as a 

haven, a number of enterprising grassroots black lead-

ers from the promigration group, including Benjamin 

“Pap” Singleton, organized transportion to land they had 

purchased in Kansas. Th ese migrants to Kansas became 

known as the “Exodusters.” 

 Journalist Ida B. Wells became another prominent ad-

vocate of migration, although with her own characteristic 

take on the issue. Th rust into leadership by her eloquent 

account of the lynching of three black businessmen in 

Memphis, Tennessee, in 1892, Wells advocated the mass 

migration of African Americans as retaliation against the 

Th e twentieth annual session of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) took place June 6, 1929, in Cleveland, Ohio. (Library of Congress)
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city’s white elite for their condoning of extralegal vio-

lence. Wells also promoted armed self-defense, declar-

ing that a Winchester rifl e should have a sacred place in 

every black home. Reviving an antebellum tradition of 

transatlantic speaking tours by black abolitionists, Wells 

brought her antilynching campaign to audiences in En-

gland, marshaling international condemnation of mob 

rule. Like other outspoken southern black leaders, she 

was eventually forced into exile in the North, where she 

became a leading agitator for equal rights. 

 Wells eventually joined the National Afro-American 

Council, which, along with the Niagara Movement, was 

formed almost exclusively by northern African American 

male professionals who opposed the relatively conserva-

tive leadership of Booker T. Washington. She was also a 

founding member of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an inter-

racial group that lobbied Congress, the president, and 

persons of infl uence to support the cause of civil rights 

and oppose lynching. As a highly visible and eff ective 

black woman activist, Wells combated not only the racist 

practices of whites but also, on occasion, the sexism of 

male “race” leaders. 

 Foreign Wars as Engines of Change 

 Military service has provided African Americans with 

many of their most important opportunities for mate-

rial and political gain. Th e need to respond quickly and 

decisively to foreign wars has encouraged and some-

times forced the federal government to recognize African 

American demands for freedom and equal rights, in ex-

change for their support as citizens and soldiers. 

 Foreign wars have heightened the stakes for African 

Americans in their quest for freedom and equal citizen-

ship. Blacks who served in wars of imperial expansion 

waged against racialized enemies, such as the Spanish-

American War and the U.S. war in the Philippines, 

were reminded of their own inferior status as African 

American troops bearing arms alongside many white 

racists on behalf of a nation hostile to their own rights 

and well-being. Th e question of black participation in 

World War I was hotly contested within African Ameri-

can leadership, coming as the war did in the wake of the 

administration of Woodrow Wilson’s segregation of the 

federal bureaucracy. 

 In retrospect, the “Great War” also catalyzed African 

Americans’ admission into the industrial working class. 

Th e labor shortage created by the war’s disruption of 

European immigration led northern defense industries 

to actively recruit African American workers from the 

South. Th e black-owned  Chicago Defender , which was 

covertly distributed below the Mason-Dixon Line by 

African American Pullman porters, encouraged south-

ern blacks to abandon dehumanizing conditions in the 

South for opportunity and a better life in the North. 

 Th e wartime migration of almost a million African 

Americans to northern cities transformed black poli-

tics. African American migrants entered electoral poli-

tics, voting fi rst for Republican and then Democratic 

urban machines. Oscar De Priest of Chicago was elected 

to Congress in 1928, the fi rst black representative since 

1901. Th e postwar emergence of vibrant urban black 

communities fostered a newly militant and ideologically 

diverse black leadership, as well as a new group asser-

tiveness that was celebrated in the person of the “New 

Negro.” Th e New Negro made his (or her) presence felt 

by organizing self-defense and retaliation eff orts in re-

sponse to the urban race riots of the Red Summer of 

1919; by joining the NAACP in record numbers in re-

sponse to the organization’s antilynching campaign; and 

by supporting Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican immigrant 

whose formidable but short-lived Universal Negro Im-

provement Association inspired West Indian immigrants 

and native-born southern blacks alike with its message of 

self-reliance and black pride. 

 Th e ideological diversifi cation of black politics contin-

ued throughout this period, fueled by interactions with 

other radical movements, including the Communist and 

Socialist parties. In 1926 black socialist and labor leader 

A. Philip Randolph broke the Pullman Company’s al-

liance with probusiness African American ministers by 

organizing the Pullman porters (an occupation restricted 

to black and Filipino men) and winning American Fed-

eration of Labor support for the Brotherhood of Sleep-

ing Car Porters. 

 Until the 1940s, no U.S. president since Ulysses S. 

Grant had actively supported the cause of civil rights 

(with the partial exception of Benjamin Harrison, who 

did support legislation to reverse the Supreme Court’s 

1883 ruling outlawing the Civil Rights Act of 1866). 

Th is neglect of civil rights was even true of Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, the Democratic president who broke the Re-

publican Party’s traditional monopoly over the African 

American vote. Despite the entreaties of civil rights ad-

vocates—including his wife Eleanor—Roosevelt refused 

to jeopardize the support of southern Democrats by 

endorsing eff orts to make lynching a federal crime. He 

was convinced that he needed the support of the white 
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supremacist southern wing of the Democratic Party in 

order for his New Deal economic reform programs to 

succeed. 

 Th e New Deal did, however, lend indirect support 

to civil rights eff orts. Federal relief programs challenged 

the states’ rights ideology of the South, energizing civil 

rights challenges to the disenfranchisement of black vot-

ers. Blacks benefi ted from the New Deal’s public works 

and relief programs, as well, even though these were ad-

ministered in a discriminatory manner. Cognizant of his 

party’s need for black votes, Roosevelt set aside his con-

cerns about white southern voters long enough to ap-

point African Americans to the federal bureaucracy, and 

to name William Hastie the fi rst black judge to serve on 

a federal court. 

 In 1941, with war looming, the threat of labor unrest 

eventually forced Roosevelt to make a more signifi cant 

concession to civil rights demands. As America prepared 

to enter World War II, A. Philip Randolph threatened to 

bring 150,000 people to march on Washington against 

racial discrimination in the defense industries. Hastening 

to avoid this spectacle, Roosevelt issued Executive Order 

8802, banning employment discrimination in defense 

jobs. Such reforms boosted Roosevelt’s popularity with 

African American voters and led to increased Democratic 

support from northern blacks. 

 Because FDR’s support for civil rights was tempered 

by his continued reliance on segregationist Democrats, 

freedom advocates turned to the courts. Th e NAACP 

Legal Defense Fund was founded in 1939; under the 

guidance of Th urgood Marshall, it developed a winning 

strategy of well-researched challenges against educational 

discrimination, with the goal of invalidating the  Plessy v. 
Ferguson  doctrine of “separate but equal.” Marshall’s 

strategy culminated in the 1954  Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion of Topeka  decision, which found segregation in all 

forms to be inherently unequal and thus a violation of 

the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause. 

  Brown  was a triumph for Marshall and all those as-

sociated with it. Indeed, women’s rights and other in-

terest groups would adopt a similar strategy with great 

success in subsequent decades. But the Court’s decision 

in  Brown  included no provisions for enforcing desegre-

gation, essentially leaving it up to the states to desegre-

gate themselves. It became apparent to blacks that mass 

activism would be necessary to eff ect real change. 

 Civil rights leaders embraced the cold war struggle 

against communism as an opportunity in this regard, ar-

guing that desegregation was vital for national security. 

Th e tactic proved eff ective in infl uential circles. After 

Roosevelt’s death, his successor, Harry S. Truman, sup-

ported civil rights out of a concern for national security 

and America’s continued infl uence in global aff airs. With 

an eye toward gaining crucial African American support 

for his 1948 reelection campaign, Truman also became 

the fi rst president in the twentieth century to publicly 

endorse civil rights and to submit reform legislation to 

Congress, although none of his proposed laws passed. 

Th at same year, Truman issued Executive Order 9981, 

banning discrimination in the armed forces. 

 Truman’s successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, had op-

posed the  Brown  decision but nonetheless felt bound to 

respond to international pressures by ordering the Na-

tional Guard to enforce the desegregation of Central High 

School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957. For presidents 

Truman, Eisenhower and, later, John F. Kennedy—who, 

like Roosevelt, was reluctant to antagonize segregation-

ists by supporting civil rights—the imperatives of the 

cold war were paramount. Indeed, Kennedy had once re-

garded civil rights demonstrations as injurious to Amer-

ica’s image overseas. But after the brutal repression of 

nonviolent demonstrators led by Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963, Kennedy 

proposed a civil rights bill and began describing racial 

equality as a moral issue. After Kennedy’s assassination, 

President Lyndon Johnson fulfi lled Kennedy’s vision by 

securing the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 

1965 Voting Rights Act. But as presidents from Roosevelt 

to Kennedy had foreseen, Johnson’s decision came at a 

political cost. Upon signing the Civil Rights Act, John-

son is reported to have said, “We [the Democratic Party] 

have just lost the South for a generation.” 

 The Post–Civil Rights Era 

 Th e ideological diversity of African American politics 

was a signifi cant factor during the turbulent years of the 

civil rights movement. While Martin Luther King Jr. 

led nonviolent direct-action campaigns in the South 

from the mid-1950s until 1965, northern African Ameri-

can spokespersons, including Nation of Islam minister 

Malcolm X and African American writer James Baldwin, 

aggressively challenged the nation’s conscience over insti-

tutionalized racism. Malcolm X and Baldwin expressed 

a growing impatience with the Kennedy administra-

tion’s cautious approach to civil rights, and gave voice 

to African Americans’ fury and helplessness as bomb-

ings, shootings, and assaults claimed the lives of black 

activists. For many, the goodwill of the massive August 
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1963 March on Washington was shattered just a month 

later, when the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist 

Church in Birmingham claimed the lives of four young 

girls. Meanwhile, seeing that civil rights reforms had 

failed to address the socioeconomic roots of discontent 

among urban blacks, Dr. King shifted his movement 

northward to a campaign for economic and racial jus-

tice in 1966; the following year he added his voice to the 

growing opposition to the Vietnam War. Th ese stands 

made him a pariah in the eyes of a once admiring U.S. 

mass media. But for a younger generation of black activ-

ists, nonviolence had ceased to be a viable strategy well 

before King’s murder in April of 1968. 

 During the late 1960s and 1970s, African Americans 

celebrated the election of black mayors in major Ameri-

can cities. But the timing of these gains—and indeed, 

of desegregation overall—coincided with the collapse 

of the industrial economy that had underwritten much 

black social mobility. Black urban populations struggled 

against the loss of capital and jobs, “white fl ight” to the 

suburbs, and a shrinking tax base. Th e declining fortunes 

of central cities, combined with the enormous cost of 

the Vietnam War, undermined eff orts to expand on the 

reforms of President Johnson’s War on Poverty. 

 Ironically, given his pursuit of southern white racist 

voters in the election of 1968, President Richard Nixon’s 

Republican administration arguably achieved a stronger 

record on civil rights than the two Democratic admin-

istrations that followed his. Nixon presided over the de-

segregation of southern public schools, the 1970 renewal 

of the Voting Rights Act, and the implementation of 

Executive Order 11246, which established affi  rmative ac-

tion. Nixon also appointed blacks to a number of high-

level government posts. Even more intriguing was his 

proposal for the Family Assistance Plan, which, if ap-

proved, would have guaranteed an income to all families 

with children and would have substantially raised the 

income of poor households of all races. 

 Democratic president Jimmy Carter supported af-

fi rmative action but opposed an antipoverty program 

proposed by his African American housing secretary 

Patricia Roberts Harris. Arkansas governor Bill Clin-

ton, a complex fi gure widely perceived to be free of 

racial prejudice, nevertheless distanced himself from 

African Americans during his presidential campaign in 

pursuit of right-leaning Democratic voters. After win-

ning the White House, Clinton defended affi  rmative ac-

tion against right-wing opposition but also capitulated 

to conservatives by withdrawing his nomination of Lani 

Guinier, a strong advocate of civil rights, as Assistant At-

torney General for Civil Rights. 

 Clinton also proposed a comprehensive plan that 

would have guaranteed health care to all Americans—a 

plan that, if passed by Congress, would have benefi ted 

African Americans. But the bill failed. And in July 1996, 

during his reelection campaign, Clinton signed a welfare 

bill that included a GOP-authored provision abolishing 

the New Deal guarantee of welfare as a universal, feder-

ally mandated right. 

 Clinton had appointed more black offi  cials than any 

previous president, but also left intact executive orders by 

Republican presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. 

Bush that undercut federal antidiscrimination provi-

sions. Many of his own regulatory reforms ignored civil 

rights as well. 

 Th e nation’s judiciary described a similar arc of hope 

and disappointment. From roughly 1940 until the 1970s, 

the Supreme Court under Chief Justice Earl Warren 

staunchly defended civil rights reforms and civil liberties. 

But in its more recent iterations the Court has tended to 

reject calls to remedy discrimination. Indeed, the Court’s 

2007 ruling under Chief Justice John G. Roberts against 

race-conscious admissions policies in public schools in 

Seattle, Washington, and Louisville, Kentucky, construed 

remediation itself as discriminatory. Since the late 1980s, 

the Court has eroded affi  rmative action in contracting 

for minority-owned businesses, school desegregation, 

voting rights and redistricting, often with the support of 

conservative black justice Clarence Th omas. 

 One notable exception to this trend was the Court’s 

decision in  Grutter v. Bollinger  (2003), which reaffi  rmed 

the 1978  Regents of the University of California v. Bakke  
decision upholding the use of race-conscious admissions 

policies in higher education. Th e hope inspired by the 

 Grutter  decision was short-lived, however: opponents of 

affi  rmative action, led by African American businessman 

Ward Connerly, launched a campaign to overturn the 

policy through a series of state ballot initiatives. To date, 

such initiatives have succeeded in outlawing affi  rmative 

action in public institutions in California, Washington, 

Florida, and Michigan. Th is post–civil rights trend, in 

which African Americans lend legitimacy to an anti–civil 

rights agenda, recalls Th urgood Marshall’s statement 

upon his resignation from the Court in 1991 when asked 

if he believed an African American should be appointed 

to replace him. No, Marshall replied with his characteris-

tically earthy wit: “Th ere’s no diff erence between a black 

snake and a white snake—they’ll both bite.” 
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 Back in 1962, Attorney General Robert Kennedy had 

speculated that the United States would elect a black 

president in 40 years, infuriating James Baldwin, who 

felt that Kennedy was not doing enough to secure equal 

rights for his own time. Th e next four decades did see a 

signifi cant number of successful black candidacies at the 

state and national levels. Traditionally, black elected offi  -

cials have been “race men” whose electoral constituencies 

are predominantly African American and who have an 

image as staunch, if not defi ant, champions of black in-

terests. Representative Adam Clayton Powell, elected to 

Congress in 1944 from his position as pastor of Harlem’s 

largest church, was a well-known example, as were black 

mayors Coleman Young (Detroit, 1974–93) and Harold 

Washington (Chicago, 1983–87), although both Young 

and Washington also depended on the votes of white 

liberals. 

 In recent years, scholars have debated whether black 

politicians for statewide and national offi  ce can forge 

winning coalitions by moving beyond their (presumed) 

African American base to attract white voters. Only a 

few have done so in signifi cant numbers. On the state 

level, Douglas Wilder, a grandson of slaves, was elected 

governor of Virginia in 1990 and served until 1994. In 

national politics, Edward Brooke, a Republican from 

Massachusetts, served in the Senate from 1966 to 1979. 

Brooke, who did not fi t the “race man” mold, was the 

fi rst black elected to that house since Reconstruction—

and the last until Carol Moseley Braun, a Democrat 

from Illinois, followed him in 1992. And the civil rights 

leader Jesse Jackson, in some respects a “race man” par 

excellence, attracted enough white support with his 

message of economic populism to win several prima-

ries and caucuses during his 1984 and 1988 presidential 

campaigns. 

 Racial antagonisms are still used to attempt to derail 

black candidates. As recently as 2006, a political adver-

tisement evoking the South’s miscegenation taboo may 

have helped defeat the Senate run in Tennessee of U.S. 

representative Harold Ford Jr. At the same time, the 

Republican Party’s reputation for racial scapegoating has 

drastically limited the prospects for a dwindling number 

of black GOP candidates overall. Republican racial poli-

cies also helped the Democratic Party gain some 90 per-

cent of the African American vote in national elections 

during the 1980s and 1990s. 

 Barack Obama, an Illinois Democrat elected to the 

Senate in 2004, represented a younger generation of 

black politicians—including Newark Mayor Cory 

Booker; Deval Patrick, the fi rst African American gov-

ernor of Massachusetts; Harold Ford Jr.; and Governor 

David Paterson of New York—whose perceived cross-

racial appeal seemed to off er an alternative to the “race 

man.” In 2008 Obama became the fi rst person of African 

heritage to win a major party’s presidential nomination, 

besting Hillary Clinton in a hard-fought primary cam-

paign. In defeating the Republican Party nominee, Ari-

zona senator John McCain, Obama defi ed the doubts of 

many in the United States and abroad, to become the 

fi rst African American elected to the presidency. 

 Obama did so by consistently downplaying the issue 

of race. In their apparent disavowal of the “race man” 

model, Obama and his peers may be younger and more 

liberal analogues to Colin Powell, the African American 

former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  and secre-

tary of state in the administration of George W. Bush. 

Like Powell, who rose through the military (and who 

broke from the Republican fold to endorse Obama), 

Obama and his counterparts (all Democrats) claimed 

to represent an alternative to black leaders shaped by 

the civil rights movement, even as they have undoubt-

edly benefi ted from that movement and absorbed its 

infl uences and legacy (Obama had been a community 

organizer and his campaign prevailed in large part on 

the strength of a massive 50-state voter registration 

eff ort). 

 But the real story is more complex. Obama’s 2008 

campaign brought attention to the so-called Bradley ef-

fect, named for African American Los Angeles mayor 

Tom Bradley, who was defeated in the 1982 California 

gubernatorial election despite a strong lead in preelec-

tion polls. In the Bradley eff ect, signifi cant numbers of 

whites claim in polls to support a black candidate, only 

to later cast their votes for the white opponent. While 

scholars will continue to debate the validity of the Brad-

ley eff ect, Obama’s campaign highlighted African Ameri-

can candidates’ continuing need to overcome the fears of 

a substantial segment of the white electorate. 

  See also  abolitionism; civil rights; race and politics; Reconstruc-

tion era, 1865–77; segregation and Jim Crow; slavery; voting. 
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 K E V I N  G A I N E S 

 agrarian politics 

 Agrarian politics describes the strategies, tactics, and val-

ues of the farmer-based political movements that played 

a prominent reform role in American political history. Its 

purest manifestation came in the Populist movement of 

the 1880s and 1890s, but its language, goals, and methods 

persisted, in a more subdued way, in the New Deal Era 

and beyond. 

 Agrarian politics played an important role in the evo-

lution of American democracy and the construction of 

public institutions to regulate business without dimin-

ishing its productive energies. Indeed, the regulatory 

goal of agrarian politics after the Civil War provided the 

confi dence that consumers, service users, and investors 

needed to buy, sell, and ship in a market economy. Agrar-

ian politics—egalitarian, rights-based, inclusive, electoral, 

and targeted at the legislature where the most numerous 

classes presumably have their best shot—produced im-

portant structural reforms of national institutions, at least 

those not won by war: the Bill of Rights, direct election of 

senators, antimonopoly laws, an income tax, regulation of 

big business (starting with railroads), a monetary system 

controlled by public offi  cials and not based on gold, the 

right of workers to organize and bargain collectively (and 

of agricultural cooperatives to similarly operate without 

being charged as “conspiracies in restraint of trade” under 

the Sherman Act), and the lowering of tariff s (the most 

prevalent and burdensome taxes) on goods consumed 

and used by ordinary people, to name just a few. 

 Th e term  agrarian  is virtually synonymous with  repub-
lican , denoting a mode of politics and political thought 

nurtured by British and French Enlightenment philoso-

phy that fl owered in eighteenth-century North Amer-

ica. It was no doubt encouraged by the immigration of 

dissenters and the mode of settlement in what became 

(in 1789) the United States—a nation of independent 

landowners who belonged to diverse religious commu-

nities, themselves permeated by democratic demand, in 

contrast to the hierarchical denominations prevalent in 

the Old World. 

 Agrarianism’s central tenets were galvanized by the 

struggle for independence from Great Britain. Its foremost 

philosopher was Th omas Jeff erson, the apostle of sturdy 

yeoman farmer democracy (or, more accurately,  self-
government),   whose creed came together in the cauldron 

of revolution and who provided the revolutionary lan-

guage of that struggle. Agrarianism’s principal antagonist 

was Alexander Hamilton, the foremost intellectual ad-

vocate of economic industrialism, commercialism, and 

political elitism. 

 In Jeff erson’s philosophy, the hand of government 

should be as light as possible, keeping opportunities 

open without favoritism, exploitation, or needless con-

straints on human aff airs; and that hand’s guidance 

should be in the legislature, the popular branch of the 

people’s elected representatives. If its public offi  cials be-

came unresponsive to the suff erings of their constitu-

ents, the spectacle of a passionate people rising up in 

arms against its government (as in Shays’s Rebellion 

in 1787) was not for Jeff erson the nightmare it was for 

Hamilton. 

 Popular mobilization  against  bad, and  for  better, gov-

ernment, with wide participation by citizens and guaran-

teed commitment not to infringe on the personal rights 

on which good government depended—these were the 

tenets of Jeff ersonian republicanism that shaped the rhet-

oric and action of agrarian politics. Individual rights, but 

a strong role for collective action; decentralized power, 

but enough governmental authority to protect the peo-

ple from private exploitation—these became the central 

tensions of agrarian republicanism. Th is may sound like 

the rosiest statement of an American creed. But while an 

American creed without Alexander Hamilton, business 

politics, and a powerful presidency is possible to imag-

ine, an American political history without Jeff ersonian 

republicanism is not. 

 Yet agrarian reformers had to struggle for decades to 

achieve their political goals; their successes were episodic, 

concentrated in reform periods like the Populist and Pro-

gressive eras, and the New Deal. Th eir opponents had 
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far greater material resources and the deference of many 

elected offi  cials (as well as the federal courts, historically 

skeptical of regulation and redistribution). 

 Th e fi rst national manifestation of agrarian politics 

came in the battle over the Constitution itself. Given 

the elite composition and Hamiltonian persuasion of 

many delegates at Philadelphia, the small farmers of the 

 interior and less-developed regions who had constituted 

the left fl ank of the Revolution would not accept this 

ominous concentration of power in a national govern-

ment without the guarantees of the Bill of Rights, and 

only its promise got the new Constitution ratifi ed. 

 In the next decades came the spread of yeoman 

settlement at the expense of the native population, to 

whom few of the agrarian democrats would grant equal 

citizenship rights. For white Americans, the Jacksonian 

era brought a broadening of suff rage to all adult white 

males, the moving of presidential nominations to a 

large meeting of partisan delegates from local jurisdic-

tions (the party-nominating convention), the war with 

a national bank seen as serving only elite interests, and 

the democratizing of government service in the partisan 

spoils system later reviled by the well educated (who saw 

their own placement in those jobs as a matter of natural 

right and governmental effi  ciency). Th ough the new na-

tional government had been conceived without partisan-

ship (and in fear of it), it was the fundamental agrarian 

republican vehicle of popular government. 

 Bureaucracy would inevitably expand, but the no-

tion of autonomous and expert bureaucratic governance 

never achieved legitimacy in an agrarian republic where 

universal suff rage preceded any signifi cant growth of 

executive power. Nor has it today, despite the dramatic 

expansion of the executive branch in the New Deal, cold 

war, and Great Society eras. Agrarian politics cherishes 

collective action at the grass roots, and hails laws that tax 

the rich and restrain the powerful, but prefers to accom-

plish those goals with minimal bureaucratic discretion. 

Agrarian movements press for clear and specifi c laws, 

powerful in their precision and automatic sanctions, 

leaving little to presidential or bureaucratic imagination. 

“Th ou shalt not, on penalty of a hefty fi ne and jail term, 

do the following” is the favored preamble of an agrarian 

statute. 

 Th e practice of slavery was the shame of one region 

in the agrarian heartland, and of elites elsewhere who 

tolerated it—including Jeff erson himself. Racism was 

a system of elite social control in the South, and was 

not implicit in agrarian republicanism. To the contrary, 

the disfranchising and segregation laws developed in 

the South at the end of the nineteenth century were 

a response to the threat that agrarian populism would 

succeed and confront the Democratic Party elite with a 

biracial, class-based reform coalition. 

 Beginning in the late 1860s, a sequence of agrarian 

movements—the Grange, antimonopoly and green back 

movements; the Farmers’ Alliance; the Agricultural 

Wheel, an important farm organization that began in 

Arkansas and ultimately merged with the Farmers’ Al-

liance; the Populist Party; and the Farmers’ Union—

had put democratic demands on the agenda of national 

politics. In demanding expansion of government pow-

ers, they abandoned the Jeff ersonian-Jacksonian antipa-

thy to big government and affi  rmed the faith that an 

aroused populace with universal (male) suff rage could 

seize and purify the state, turning it away from elite 

privilege and toward the common good. Agrarian radi-

cals won few legislative victories in the Gilded Age—

the Sherman Act, the Interstate Commerce Act, and 

the fi rst postwar attempt at an income tax were greatly 

weakened or, in the latter case, struck down by the Su-

preme Court—though the agrarians did accomplish a 

considerable radicalization of the Democratic Party in 

1896. 

 Th e defeat of the Populist Party in the South, and the 

contraction of the electorate that followed it, sapped the 

promise of agrarian reform, however. Th ereafter, agrar-

ians relied on an alliance of white farmers and workers 

within a Democratic Party tainted with racism and less 

committed to reform than their forebears in the Populist 

and Greenback-Labor parties had been. 

 While the agrarians could not elect their most popular 

leader, William Jennings Bryan, to the presidency, the 

Democratic Party he presided over lost most of its elite 

wing and strengthened its farmer and labor base after 

1896. Dissident agrarian Republicans in the Midwest 

and the mountain states joined the mostly southern 

Democratic agrarians to accomplish the key economic 

and political reforms of the Progressive Era, and to op-

pose President Woodrow Wilson’s war preparedness pro-

gram in 1915–16. 

 Critically expanded with the infl ux of millions of 

urban lower-middle-class voters, the agrarian-labor co-

alition put through many reforms of the New Deal: the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act, the Tennessee Valley Act, 

the Silver Purchase Act, the Glass Steagall (banking regu-

lation) Act, the Securities Act, the National Labor Rela-

tions Act, the Public Utility Holding Company Act, the 



 agrarian politics

 15

Farm Security Act, and the Huey Long–inspired Income 

Tax Act of 1935. 

 After World War II, agrarianism waned with the in-

dustrialization of the South and the West, and the rise 

of the civil rights struggle. In the southern heartland 

of agrarian politics, race had always been an enormous 

hurdle to class politics. It was, nevertheless, still possible 

to identify the occasional agrarian political style among 

southern Democrats. Texas representative Wright Pat-

man fought the banks and the Federal Reserve over 

credit, interest rates, and the supply of money until he 

lost his House Banking Committee chair to a more ur-

bane and conservative Democrat in the 1970s. In the 

early 1980s and as late as the early 1990s, congressional 

representatives of farm states and districts battled those 

same antagonists in one of the most serious threats to 

Federal Reserve Board autonomy that the agency had 

ever experienced. Former Texas commissioner of agricul-

ture Jim Hightower was a radical agrarian critic of the 

administrations of Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, 

and George W. Bush. 

 Yet agrarian politics was born in a yeoman agricul-

tural society and the thick web of community self-help 

activities and movement-readiness of that past America. 

Whether it could continue in a thoroughly urban era was 

always open to question. Th e city, for Jeff erson and his 

followers, was a place where citizens lost their indepen-

dence, dignity, and virtue, in a polity dominated by the 

wealthy and a politics naturally inclined toward Hamilto-

nianism. Early agrarians saw the city as a place of weaker 

cultural strictures that people confused with freedom. 

 Th e greenback-populist transformation of the Jeff er-

sonian creed in the late 1870s and 1880s acknowledged 

that most Americans had lost their independence to the 

powerful forces of the emerging industrial and commer-

cial marketplace. It would take a much more powerful 

government to level the playing fi eld, and so the Jeff er-

sonian animus against government was abandoned as a 

matter of practical necessity. Vulnerable workers (who 

had lost their artisanal autonomy decades before the 

farmers had to confront the railroad and the commod-

ity market) could sometimes be recruited to farmer-labor 

politics, as demonstrated fi tfully in the greenback and 

populist movements and the Progressive Era, and more 

successfully in the New Deal. 

 Th e Republican Party’s “Reagan Revolution” of 1980 

revived the Gilded Age assault on government, using 

populist language without the populist class base or pol-

icy impetus. But the Democratic Party also did its part 

to bury agrarianism by adopting a new form of cultural 

liberalism. Agrarians were radical on economics and con-

servative on morals, which President Franklin Roosevelt 

had recognized when he led the repeal of Prohibition 

and pushed that hotly contested social issue back to the 

states and localities. Supreme Court decisions in the 

1960s and 1970s that outlawed prayer in public schools 

and public functions and nationalized abortion rights 

took away that structural dodge, and thus contributed 

to the defeat of the agrarian impulse in American poli-

tics. Th e agrarians who remained would have to choose 

between their moral and religious passions and their 

agrarian economics. Each of the two major political par-

ties off ered half, but only half, and the agrarian soul was 

clearly torn. 

 Of course, fewer and fewer rural and small town 

people existed in the early twenty-fi rst century. Despite 

some protection in the Senate, the steady dwindling of 

farm and ranch populations and the towns and busi-

nesses they once supported had weakened rural political 

clout. Th e results of earlier political successes and the rise 

of agribusiness also made farmers much more conserva-

tive than they once were. 

 Nevertheless, cultural norms were imbedded and per-

petuated in memory and in institutions, and the legacy of 

agrarian politics may be, to some extent, self-perpetuating. 

However, one imagines that it would take a serious eco-

nomic downturn, and perhaps a revolt against a Hamil-

tonian presidency, to induce a genuine revival of agrarian 

republican politics. 

  See also  populism. 
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 E L I Z A B E T H  S A N D E R S 

 Alaska and Hawai‘i 

 Alaska and Hawai‘i, the forty-ninth and fi ftieth states, 

may be considered a political region when viewed from 

the mainland United States. Th e two share a number of 

historical and political characteristics that are decidedly 

diff erent from those of the contiguous 48 states. Th ey 

were both part of an American expansion into the Pacifi c 

in the nineteenth century, and each experienced a pro-

longed territorial period in the twentieth century. Alaska 

and Hawai‘i saw direct military action in World War II 

and joined forces in a 15-year period after the war to 

achieve statehood. In the early twenty-fi rst century, both 

still discuss the relative success that they hoped statehood 

would bring but which still seems unfulfi lled. Each state 

contains a mix of indigenous and settler populations with 

a greater political prominence of native minorities than 

on the mainland. Th ese similar experiences diff erentiate 

Alaska and Hawai‘i from the mainland more than unite 

them in a common region. Each sees itself as a political 

area separate from the contiguous states. 

 In the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, Alaska—

then known as Russian America—was a European 

colony, governed by the commercial Russian-American 

Company. Hawai‘i was an independent kingdom. Amer-

ican entry into the China trade in the 1790s brought 

American ships into ports in both Russian America and 

Hawai‘i. American commercial contact increased with 

the expansion of the Pacifi c whaling industry. American 

missionaries, many of whom became permanent set-

tlers, arrived in Hawai‘i in the 1820s. With the admis-

sion of California as a state in 1850, U.S. commercial 

presence in the Pacifi c swelled. Overtures for the an-

nexation or purchase of Russian America and Hawai‘i 

were widespread. 

 Th e outbreak of the Civil War turned mainland at-

tention away from the Pacifi c. Th e end of the war re-

ignited dreams of Pacifi c expansion. Secretary of State 

William Seward negotiated the purchase of Alaska for 

$7.2 million in less than a month in early 1867 from a 

Russian government ready to divest its North American 

holdings. A predicted a rush of settlement to the north 

did not occur. Uncertain of what Alaska’s political form 

should be, the United States left the northern region in 

a nebulous condition as a customs and military district, 

not as an American territory with any form of elected 

government. Alaska’s population remained low until 

gold discoveries in the late 1880s revived interest in the 

north. 

 Th ough overtures of annexation were made to Hawai‘i 

after the war, the monarchy sought to distance itself 

from the United States and kindle relations with Britain. 

Th e United States issued this 

check for the purchase of Alaska 

from Russia, in the amount of 

$7.2 million, dated August 1, 1868. 

(National Archives)
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Th e island kingdom, however, drew closer to the United 

States in trade relations when a reciprocity treaty, fi rst 

signed in 1875 and renewed in 1887, allowed raw sugar 

grown in the islands to enter the United States duty free. 

Th e ensuing boom in sugar production created the need 

for an ever increasing labor supply. Th e plantations re-

cruited substantial numbers of Chinese, Japanese, Por-

tuguese, and later Filipino workers. By the mid-1890s, 

the newly arrived workers outnumbered native Hawai-

ians and the smaller Caucasian commercial community 

of Americans and Europeans (locally called  haoles ) in an 

overall population of 100,000. 

 In the late 1880s and early 1890s, tensions increased be-

tween the  haoles,  many of whom were now third-gener-

ation settlers, and the monarchy. In 1893 the  haoles , with 

the aid of a U.S. Marine contingent in Honolulu, staged 

a revolution against Queen Lili‘uokalani. Th e revolution-

aries asked for U.S. annexation but were initially turned 

down because James Henderson Blount, an investiga-

tor sent by President Grover Cleveland, concluded that 

Hawaiian natives did not support the revolution. Th e 

revolutionaries then created the independent Republic 

of Hawai‘i. Finally, in 1898, under the euphoria of U.S. 

victory in the Spanish-American War, Congress agreed 

to annex Hawai‘i. Th e subject of the Hawaiian Revolu-

tion and the annexation remains controversial more than 

a century later. Was the annexation spearheaded by local 

settlers who manipulated Congress to annex Hawai‘i, or 

was the annexation an act of mainland imperialists who 

found a group of willing settlers to help execute their 

plan? Nearly all modern interpretations agree that native 

Hawaiians did not support the overthrow of their king-

dom. Hawai‘i became an American territory in 1900. It 

diff ered from previous territories in the western United 

States in that the native population had full voting rights 

and representation in the territorial legislature. 

 The Twentieth-Century Territorial Period 

 During the fi rst four decades of the twentieth century, 

Alaska and Hawai‘i followed quite diff erent paths of po-

litical and economic development. Hawai‘i functioned 

much like earlier American territories. It had an elected 

legislature and an appointed governor, who was selected 

from island residents. As an American  territory, it came 

under federal anti-Asian immigration legislation. Chi-

nese immigration ended immediately, while Japanese 

immigration was halted for men in 1907–8 and women 

in 1924. Asian immigrants were forbidden naturaliza-

tion by federal precedent. Th eir children born in Hawai‘i 

were American citizens under the Fourteenth Amend-

ment. Th us, in the early decades of territorial life, resi-

dent Asians were not a part of Hawai‘i’s political process. 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, local-born Asians came 

of voting age and entered the territorial legislature. By 

1940 the Hawai‘i territorial legislature was one of the 

most racially diverse in the nation, containing Hawai-

ian, Causcasian, Chinese American, Japanese American, 

and African American members. 

 In the pre–World War II period, sugar continued to 

be the economic mainstay of the islands. Th e companies 

dominating the industry, known locally as the Big Five, 

were owned predominantly by island residents. Local 

companies successfully bought out both Californian and 

German interests between 1900 and 1920. Hawai‘i’s econ-

omy was characterized by hierarchically managed planta-

tions, but Hawai‘i diff ered from other Pacifi c plantation 

cultures in that the territory maintained a tax-supported 

public school system for children of all races. 

 Hawai‘i’s economy and population were also in-

fl uenced by the growth of military installations built 

between 1900 and 1940. Th e federal government saw 

Hawai‘i as the centerpiece for its Pacifi c military pres-

ence. By 1940, the naval installation at Pearl Harbor 

as well as army installations at Schofi eld Barracks and 

Hickam Field gave the islands a military population of 

approximately 25,000 to 30,000, out of a total popula-

tion of 423,000. 

 While territorial Hawai‘i grew economically and in 

population, Alaska followed a diff erent path of develop-

ment. Gold strikes at Juneau in southeastern Alaska in 

the 1880s brought a modest increase in population. Th e 

Klondike gold strike of 1896–98, though technically in 

Canada, brought a rush of mainland settlers into Alaska, 

where gold was then discovered at Nome in 1899 and 

Fairbanks in 1902. Alaska’s population, which stood at 

32,000 (mostly indigenous natives) in 1890, doubled to 

63,000 in 1900. Such a population increase, which re-

mained stable over the next decade, led to the creation 

of a full territorial government with a small elected 

legislature in 1912. Hopes for economic expansion in-

creased with the growth of the canned salmon industry 

and further discoveries of gold and copper. During 

World War I, Alaska canned salmon became a staple for 

American soldiers in Europe, and Alaska copper became 

a main source of supply for war munitions. 

 Th e economy of Alaska was absentee controlled. Th e 

canned salmon industry was owned by fi rms in San Fran-

cisco and Seattle, and the metals industry was controlled 
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by outsiders, including the New York–based Guggen-

heim/Morgan conglomerate known as the Alaska Syndi-

cate. Local residents increasingly resented the grip of the 

“outside interests,” whom they accused of controlling the 

small, 24-member territorial legislature. 

 Unlike Hawai‘i, where the federal government built 

a substantial military infrastructure, Alaska was left 

relatively unfortifi ed until 1940, when Congress made 

appropriations to increase airfi elds and troop levels as 

a guard against both a Japanese naval or air attack and 

an “over the pole” aerial attack from German-occupied 

Norway. In 1940 Alaska, with a population of 72,000, 

was still an underdeveloped territory. It had seemingly 

little in common with its more prosperous Pacifi c neigh-

bor 2,500 miles directly south. 

 World War II and the Statehood Movement 

But  American entry into World War II in late 1941 

brought the two territories closer together. Th e bomb-

ing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, followed by the 

bombing of Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians in June 1942 

and the ensuing battles of Attu and Kiska in 1943, united 

Alaska and Hawai‘i in the American consciousness as 

centers of the Pacifi c campaign. Hundreds of thou-

sands of military personnel and civilian workers from 

the mainland fl ooded both territories. Hawai‘i’s popu-

lation doubled to 860,000 by 1944; Alaska’s more than 

tripled to 230,000 at the same time. Th ough the military 

infrastructure of Hawai‘i was solidly in place by 1941, 

the military buildup of Alaska, which had begun only 

in 1940, increased dramatically and helped the cities of 

Fairbanks and Anchorage to emerge from their earlier 

status as small towns, if not villages. Th e most dramatic 

infrastructure improvement was the building of the 

1,500-mile Alaska Highway in only nine months from 

March to November 1942. 

 Each territory had a diff erent political experience 

during the war. Hawai‘i was placed under martial law a 

few hours after the Pearl Harbor attack and remained so 

until 1944. Th ough about 1,000 Japanese and Japanese 

Americans in Hawai‘i were arrested and interned for sup-

posedly subversive activities, the massive relocation and 

internment of that population, which occurred so dra-

matically in the western United States, did not occur in 

Hawai‘i, largely through the cooperation of the business 

community and Army commander Delos C. Emmons. 

Th e tricky question of the service of Japanese Ameri-

cans in the military was resolved through initiatives in 

Hawai‘i and Washington to create the 100th Infantry 

Battalion and the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. 

Both groups were highly decorated by the end of the 

war. 

 Alaska escaped the imposition of martial law, though 

Japanese Americans in the territory were interned, and 

Aleuts were relocated to southeastern Alaska. Th e po-

litical development of the northern territory was heavily 

shaped during the war by the extended governorship of 

Ernest Gruening, an easterner and New Deal civil ser-

Workers stack sugar cane on 

the island of Oahu, Hawai‘i. 

(Department of Special 

Collections, University of 

Chicago Library)
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vant, who served from 1939 to 1953. Gruening created 

territorial reserve guard units to include Alaska natives 

(Indians and Eskimos) in the war eff ort and then en-

couraged natives to run for political offi  ce. One native, 

William Paul, had served in the territorial legislature 

from 1925 to 1929, and in 1944 the election of two na-

tives, Frank Peratrovich and Andrew Hope, started a tra-

dition of native representation unbroken to the present 

day. In 1945 Gruening championed the passage of the 

Alaska Equal Rights Act, which ended racial discrimina-

tion against natives in public accommodations. 

 Th e end of World War II in 1945 spelled changes and 

common causes for Alaska and Hawai‘i. Th ough there 

was an initial demobilization of military forces in 1946, 

national decisions for a permanent cold war military 

presence in both territories were made by 1947. In both 

territories, 1946 also marked the emergence of statehood 

movements. World War II convinced residents of both 

territories to shed their second-class status and gave them 

hope that Congress would grant statehood. 

 A plebiscite in Hawai‘i in 1940 endorsed statehood, 

but Congress delayed hearings until 1946. Initial signs 

pointed to quick congressional action, but delay ensued 

when Senator Hugh Butler of Nebraska feared that the 

islands’ largest labor union, the International Longshore-

men’s and Warehouse Union, was under Communist in-

fl uence. Meanwhile, Alaska held a plebiscite in 1946 that 

endorsed statehood. Congressional statehood hearings 

soon began in the northern territory. While concerns 

over Communist infl uence delayed action on Hawai‘i, 

fears that Alaska did not have a sustainable economy, ex-

cept for its military defense role, stymied the northern 

region. During the early 1950s, Congress was narrowly 

split between Republicans and Democrats. Each party 

feared that the admission of one state might tip the bal-

ance, as Hawai‘i was considered Republican and Alaska 

Democratic. 

 To attract national attention in the 1950s, each terri-

tory sought to convince Congress of its fi tness for state-

hood. Both states wrote and ratifi ed new constitutions. 

Alaska had been politically underdeveloped, so it elimi-

nated counties in the proposed new state and established 

one unifi ed state court system. Both states increased the 

size of their legislatures, and Hawai‘i lowered the voting 

age from 21 to 20 and Alaska to 19. While waiting for 

statehood, Japanese Americans increased their represen-

tation in the Hawai‘i territorial legislature. In 1952 Con-

gress passed the McCarran-Walter Act, which ended the 

prohibition of naturalization for Japanese and Korean 

immigrants. (Th e prohibition of Chinese naturaliza-

tion had been ended during World War II.) Th us, all 

of Hawai‘i’s residents now could become citizens and 

vote. 

 In the late 1950s, the congressional delegates from 

Alaska and Hawai‘i (Bob Bartlett and John Burns) co-

coordinated their statehood initiatives to ensure con-

gressional passage for both. In 1958 Congress fi nally 

voted to admit Alaska as the forty-ninth state. Alaska’s 

statehood bill was signifi cant because it made a grant of 

103 million acres (out of 365 million acres in the terri-

tory) directly to the state to help spur economic devel-

opment. In 1959 Congress voted to admit Hawai‘i as the 

fi ftieth state. Residents then ratifi ed statehood in local 

plebiscites with substantial majorities, 8 to 1 in Alaska 

and 17 to 1 in Hawai‘i. Both states offi  cially joined the 

union in 1959. 

 In the 50 years since statehood, Alaska and Hawai‘i 

have retained certain common characteristics but have 

rarely worked together on any particular issue such as they 

did for statehood. Both continue to be major bastions of 

America’s Pacifi c military presence. Internally, each state 

has pursued diff erent objectives. Alaska’s quest for eco-

nomic sustainability was advanced by oil discoveries in 

the late 1960s on portions of the lands (Prudhoe Bay) 

granted to the state in 1959. Other land issues have also 

been in the forefront. Native land claims, acknowledged 

but held in limbo by the federal government since 1867, 

were fi nally settled in 1971 with the passage of the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), which appor-

tioned some 44 million acres of land and $962 million in 

cash to 13 native corporations. A fi nal settlement of most 

of the remaining federal lands was made in 1980 with 

the passage of the Alaska National  Interest Lands Con-

servation Act (ANILCA), which placed 131 million acres 

of wilderness lands in the National Park Service and Na-

tional Wildlife Refuge System. 

 In Hawai‘i issues of economic development were 

not so pressing, but the new state grew substantially, 

with tourism replacing agriculture as a mainstay of the 

economy. Asian Americans continued to advance politi-

cally in the state, and Hawai‘i elected both Chinese and 

Japanese Americans to Congress for the fi rst time. On 

the other hand, many native Hawaiians perceived that 

their infl uence in the islands, politically and culturally, 

declined in the years since statehood. As a result, there 

was a Hawaiian Movement in the last decades of the 

twentieth century to revive traditional Hawaiian culture 

and, in some cases, to call for political independence. 
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Debates over the proper disposition of native lands, held 

originally by the monarch but transferred to the United 

States after annexation, have yet to be resolved. 

 As a political region in the twenty-fi rst century, 

Alaska and Hawai‘i are more diff erent from the main-

land than they are alike. Native issues have been a com-

mon concern, but the natives of the two states have 

not made a common cause. Both states are in the mid-

Pacifi c, distant from the mainland, but 2,500 miles from 

each other. Still, the common memory of their wartime 

heritage and joint battle to join the union as the last 

two states should keep them united in the American 

mind for some time to come. 

See also territorial government.
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 amendment process 

 Th e creation of a mechanism to formally alter the terms 

of the U.S. Constitution provided a means of bridging 

the gulf between the confl icting goals of stability and 

adaptability in the basic principles, structure, and func-

tions of American national government. From the time 

that eff ective legal instruments to defi ne and limit gov-

ernmental powers began to appear, a question persisted 

as to how such arrangements could be altered short of a 

revolution or coup d’etat so that a government would 

perform those tasks, and only those tasks, that politi-

cal society desired of it. Th e British solved the problem 

through sweeping parliamentary declarations at mo-

ments of crisis to refi ne the original instrument of articu-

lated and confi ned royal power, the Magna Carta of 1215. 

Th e 1628 Petition of Rights, the 1689 Bill of Rights, and 

the 1701 Act of Settlement further confi ned the ruler and 

led to a multipart and not entirely consistent framework 

for government. Th is collection of legislative acts came 

to be referred to often, if somewhat inaccurately, as an 

unwritten constitution. 

 Operating under royal charters or other instruments 

laying out quite specifi cally the terms for their rule, the 

British North American colonies functioned as subor-

dinates of the mother country but with more coher-

ent written frameworks of government. In their quest 

for independence in the 1770s, the rebellious colonies 

demonstrated their commitment to the concept of con-

stitutionalism and their resistance to British-imposed 

changes in fundamental arrangements that lacked popu-

lar sanction. 

 Creating an Amendable Constitution 

 Th e initial U.S. state and federal constitutions put into 

eff ect after the Declaration of Independence usually 

contained specifi c provisions for their own amendment. 

Th e federal Articles of Confederation were no exception, 

stipulating that a majority of the Congress could initiate 

changes in constitutional arrangements, but these would 

only take eff ect if the legislatures of every state endorsed 

the provision for reform. As the fi rst U.S. government 

began to function in the midst of ongoing war with Brit-

ain, various defi ciencies in the Articles of Confederation 

became apparent, especially in matters of fi nance. Eff orts 

to amend the articles failed repeatedly, however, when 

they failed to win the unanimous support of the states. 

 Th e need to devise satisfactory amendments for the 

articles propelled the convening of a convention of the 

states in Philadelphia in 1787. Th e framers’ decision to 

construct an entirely new basic instrument for their 

federation, submit it for the approval of the Confedera-

tion Congress, and stipulate that it would go into op-

eration if ratifi ed by conventions in at least 9 of the 13 

states was a radical approach to the process of amending 

the Articles of Confederation. If the states initially em-

braced the new instrument, they would subsequently 

be bound to accept altered arrangements lacking their 

unanimous consent. Th e founders thus set a bold stan-

dard that amendment could fundamentally reconfi gure 

a government, not merely make modest revisions in its 

terms. 

 Discussion of a proper constitutional amending pro-

cess continued throughout the Philadelphia convention, 
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intertwined with considerations of federal versus state 

authority, large state versus small state power, and major-

ity preference versus a higher consensus for fundamental 

commitments. Contemplation of an amending process 

was entangled with discussion of how the Constitu-

tion itself could be legitimately ratifi ed. Th e convention 

reached a Lockean conclusion that the sovereign people 

had the right to constitute a new government when 

previous arrangements proved wanting and when their 

representatives specifi cally chosen for the purpose agreed 

to the new Constitution. Moreover, once approved, the 

new fundamental instrument could then be amended 

if such a proposal came from two-thirds of each house 

of Congress, or, in the absence of congressional action, 

if two-thirds of the states summoned another constitu-

tional convention. In any case, amendments proposed 

by either means would take eff ect only if ratifi ed by 

three-fourths of the states through conventions of popu-

larly elected delegates or decisions of states’ legislatures— 

whichever method the Congress chose. Th ese multiple 

avenues to amendment were incorporated into the new 

Constitution’s Article V and submitted with the rest of 

the document to the Confederation Congress. Swift ap-

proval there, however, was not an indicator of certain 

ratifi cation by state conventions, which proved to be a 

greater test. 

 Th e frame of government that 55 men produced in 

Philadelphia between May and September 1787 met a 

mixed reception, not only from the convention’s mem-

bers, a few of whom refused to sign it, but also from the 

politically alert public. Th e principal objection to the 

proposed Constitution was its lack of rights guaranteeing 

individual protections against abusive conduct by the new 

government. Faced with stiff  and potentially fatal resis-

tance to ratifi cation in, fi rst, the Massachusetts conven-

tions and, subsequently, in Maryland, Virginia, New York, 

and elsewhere, the Constitution’s proponents narrowly 

carried the day by calling attention to the availability of 

the amending process and agreeing to submit proposals 

for a Bill of Rights. Th e reassurance provided by the ex-

istence of Article V was crucial to the ratifi cation of the 

Constitution by the requisite number of states. 

 Fulfi lling the pledge to provide a Bill of Rights through 

constitutional amendment became the highest priority 

of James Madison, one of the Constitution’s most in-

fl uential framers and one of its leading protectors in the 

fi rst House of Representatives. Insistent that the pledge 

to enact a Bill of Rights not be neglected in the face of 

other pressing needs in establishing a functioning gov-

ernment, Madison refi ned a long list of proposals from 

the various state ratifying conventions. His eff orts in the 

House and those of colleagues in the Senate achieved 

adoption of a package of 12 amendments during the fi rst 

session of Congress in 1789. Two years later, 10 of the 

12 measures, subsequently referred to as the Bill of Rights, 

were ratifi ed by enough state legislatures to put them 

into eff ect. Anti-Federalist criticism of the Constitution 

was undercut by this eff ective fi rst employment of the 

amending process, and thereafter confi dence in the new 

national government grew steadily. 

 Reshaping American Government 

in the Nineteenth Century 

 As the Constitution began to function, fl aws in the doc-

ument soon became evident. Th e Eleventh and Twelfth 

Amendments were easily adopted in 1798 and 1804 to 

remedy problems involving suits of state governments by 

citizens of other states and the lack of clarity in the Elec-

toral College’s process for selecting presidents and vice 

presidents, a matter that became clear during the election 

of 1800. Th ereafter, given the cumbersome nature of the 

amending process and its requirement of supermajority 

consensus, a preference soon emerged for resolving most 

constitutional disputes through judicial review. Prior to 

1860, Congress approved only one more amendment, a 

measure forbidding grants of foreign titles to American 

citizens, and it failed to win ratifi cation. As the sectional 

crisis came to a head following the election of Abraham 

Lincoln, Congress made a desperate eff ort to avert con-

fl ict by approving an amendment to preserve slavery in 

states where it existed. Th is fi rst eff ort at a Th irteenth 

Amendment came too late to avert southern secession 

and gained ratifi cation by only two northern states. 

 Th e Civil War led to a fundamental reformulation 

of the Constitution through three amendments. All 

were designed by the Congress to confi rm the Union 

victory. Southern state acceptance was required as the 

price of regaining full participation in national aff airs. 

Th e Th irteenth Amendment, adopted in 1865, not only 

abolished slavery but also demonstrated that the amend-

ing process could reverse, not merely modify, previous 

constitutional arrangements. Th e Fourteenth Amend-

ment (1868) bestowed the privileges and immunities of 

citizenship as a birthright, regardless of race or previous 

condition of servitude, and also promised equal protec-

tion and due process of law to all citizens. In essence, 

this amendment asserted the dominant authority of 

the national government over the states in the federal 
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relationship. Th e Fifteenth Amendment (1870) took the 

further step of guaranteeing adult male citizens suff rage 

regardless of race. Although southern grumbling about 

coerced ratifi cation of the Reconstruction Amendments 

would persist, the process of making these amendments 

met the Article V standard and represented a choice 

made by the South to accept its loss on the battlefi eld 

and take the necessary steps to regain its place in na-

tional government. 

 Accelerated Amending in the Twentieth Century 

 Th e amending process would not be employed again for 

more than 40 years, stirring new doubts that it could 

function in ordinary circumstances. However, the Su-

preme Court’s 1895 rejection of an income tax and the 

Senate’s repeated refusal to accept the principle of popular 

election (instead of state legislative selection) of its mem-

bers led to public demands for fundamental reform. Th e 

House and a majority of state legislatures embraced both 

proposals, and the Senate fi nally capitulated, fearing that 

if it did not, states would employ the alternative Article V 

process of demanding a constitutional convention that 

would be beyond congressional control. Th e adoption 

and ratifi cation of the Sixteenth (income tax) and Sev-

enteenth (direct election of senators) Amendments were 

completed in 1913, encouraging a belief that amendment 

was possible and stimulating successful campaigns for 

nine amendments in little more than a half century. 

 In 1913 long-standing temperance and women’s 

rights campaigns turned their attention to quests for 

amendments to prohibit alcoholic beverages and grant 

woman suff rage. Mobilizing public pressure on  Congress 

and benefi ting from the crisis of World War I, both 

 crusades achieved success by the end of the decade. Con-

gressmen who did not favor Prohibition but hoped to 

make the issue go away agreed to vote for the amend-

ment if a provision was added requiring ratifi cation 

within seven years, something they thought unlikely. 

Th is fi rst eff ort to frustrate amendment by placing a 

time limit on the Article V process failed miserably. Th e 

Eighteenth Amendment was ratifi ed in 1919, 13 months 

after Congress proposed it. Th e Nineteenth Amendment 

encountered more resistance, but ratifi cation of woman 

suff rage was completed shortly before the 1920 election. 

 Both amendments proved disappointing, however; 

the Eighteenth because many Americans did not wish 

to abandon drinking alcohol and the Nineteenth be-

cause suff rage neither changed the partisan balance nor 

brought full equality for women. Within a few years, a 

campaign was underway to repeal national Prohibition, 

based in part on the belief that it was undermining re-

spect for the Constitution. Perceiving that state legislators 

had succumbed to pressure from temperance advocates 

rather than that they refl ected majority will, the anti-

Prohibition movement insisted that a repeal amendment 

be sent for ratifi cation to popularly elected state conven-

tions. After the 1932 election seemed to show that the 

electorate wanted repeal by favoring wet Democrats over 

dry Republicans, the convention ratifi cation process, 

unused since the endorsement of the original Constitu-

tion, functioned smoothly and quickly, bringing Prohi-

bition to an end in December 1933 with the Twenty-First 

Amendment. Th at a constitutional provision could be 

repealed a mere 14 years after its implementation re-

vealed an unanticipated fl exibility in the amendment 

process. Whereas the Civil War amendments had dem-

onstrated that original constitutional provisions could be 

overturned, the repeal of national Prohibition made it 

clear that amendments could be toppled if public and 

legislative opinion changed direction substantially. 

 Th e amending process was used repeatedly during 

the twentieth century to make technical changes in the 

Constitution that seemed far less consequential than al-

cohol control, income taxation, or suff rage expansion, 

but subtly reshaped the functioning of government. Th e 

Twentieth Amendment of 1933 reset the calendar to initi-

ate presidential and congressional terms more promptly 

after a national election. It ended lengthy postelection pe-

riods, during which discredited lame ducks  continued to 

exercise power and serve rejected interests. Th e Twenty-

Second Amendment of 1951, limiting a president to two 

terms, represented a reaction of Republicans and conser-

vative southern Democrats to the four electoral victories 

of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Th e measure had the unex-

pected consequence of politically weakening second-

term presidents unable to run again. Th e Twenty-Th ird 

Amendment (1961), granting the District of Columbia 

three electoral votes, and the Twenty-Fourth (1964), 

eliminating the poll tax, were small steps toward civic 

participation for African Americans, symbolic victories 

for proponents of major civil rights reform, but so mod-

est that even congressional opponents did not strenuously 

object. Th e Twenty-Fifth Amendment (1967), establish-

ing procedures to deal with presidential disability and 

fi ll vice presidential vacancies, was expected to be rarely 

needed. Within a decade, however, it was used twice in 

a single term as both Spiro Agnew and Richard Nixon 

resigned: their replacements, Gerald Ford and Nelson 
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Rockefeller, were presidential selections, confi rmed by 

Congress rather than the choice of voters. Th e Twenty-

Sixth Amendment (1971), lowering the suff rage age from 

21 to 18, was, like the preceding technical amendments, 

quickly ratifi ed once adopted by Congress. 

 Th e steepest hurdle in the amending process appeared 

to be obtaining congressional approval, with more than 

10,000 proposed amendments failing that test in the 

Constitution’s fi rst two centuries. Some came close but 

failed to win congressional approval, such as measures 

requiring a national referendum on a declaration of war; 

limiting executive agreements with foreign nations; over-

turning Supreme Court rulings requiring equal-sized 

legislative districts, forbidding school prayer, protecting 

fl ag burning as symbolic free speech; and requiring an 

annually balanced federal budget. A few measures ob-

tained the required two-thirds congressional approval 

but fell short of ratifi cation by three-fourths of the states. 

Th e child labor amendment of the 1920s languished in 

state legislatures at fi rst, then appeared unnecessary after 

adoption and judicial acceptance of the New Deal’s 

Fair Labor Standards Act. Th e equal rights amendment 

(ERA) and District of Columbia amendment, adopted 

in the 1970s with ratifi cation time limits, likewise suc-

cumbed, the ERA falling only three states short of the 

necessary 38. 

 Th e importance of state ratifi cation in the overall sys-

tem was underscored in 1992, as the process was com-

pleted for an amendment approved by Congress in 1789 

as a part of the original package of 12 that had no time 

limit on ratifi cation. After 203 years, words drafted by 

James Madison were added to the Constitution in a 

Twenty-seventh Amendment that prohibited a  Congress 

from raising its own salary. Despite doubts regarding the 

amendment’s viability after such a long time, as well as 

unhappiness with its limitation on congressional pre-

rogatives, Congress chose not to challenge the stark lan-

guage of Article V as to the bounds of the amending 

process. 

 A Diffi  cult but Manageable Method 

for Constitutional Change 

 As its repeated use over more than two centuries has 

shown, the Constitution’s Article V amending process 

provides a workable mechanism for altering the basic 

terms of government when a supermajority consensus to 

do so can be achieved. Th e failure to bring the process to 

a successful conclusion often refl ects a general unwilling-

ness to tamper with the framers’ design, widely regarded 

as a work of genius. At times, an inability to achieve the 

required federal and state supermajority consensus in the 

face of sectional, ideological, and partisan divisions has 

also been involved. Yet the successful operation of the 

amending process provides fundamental confi rmation of 

a living, evolving Constitution, one whose unamended 

features gain reendorsement whenever its other terms are 

altered, and thus one whose legitimacy no longer rests 

simply on the original intent of the framers. 

  See also  Articles of Confederation; Bill of Rights; Constitution, 

federal. 
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 American (Know-Nothing) Party 

 In 1854 and 1855 the American Party, nicknamed Know-

Nothings because of their secretive origins, won hun-

dreds of elections by campaigning against immigration, 

political corruption, and sectional extremism. In 1856 the 
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party collapsed when confl ict over slavery overshadowed 

its signature issue of nativism, or hostility to foreigners. 

 Political nativists reacted to a wave of immigration 

between 1845 and 1854 that brought 3 million foreign-

ers to the United States, most of whom fl ed hard times 

in Ireland, Germany, and England. Foes of immigration 

argued that foreigners were ignorant of how America’s 

republican government worked. Protestant bigots went 

further, claiming that Catholic immigrants, who com-

prised a majority of the newcomers, acted as Vatican 

foot soldiers in a plot to subvert American liberty. Moral 

reformers believed that immigrants drank to excess, 

committed crime, and disrespected American cultural 

values. Workers feared job competition. Know- Nothings 

addressed these concerns with proposals to curb immi-

gration, extend naturalization to 21 years, restrict foreign-

born voting and offi  ceholding, teach Protestant values 

in public schools, disband immigrant militia units, and 

investigate allegations of sexual abuse committed by 

Catholic priests and nuns. 

 Th e American Party traced its origins to the short-

lived American Republican Party of 1844–45. American 

Republicans fared poorly because although underway, 

the full impact of the 3-million strong wave of Ger-

man and Irish immigration had yet to materialize. It 

would take until the mid-1850s, when all these im-

migrants had arrived, for their presence to become 

highly visible. Another factor limiting the American 

Republicans’ success was enduring voter loyalty to the 

established Whig and Democratic parties. Although 

defeated, American Republicans created the Order of 

United Americans, a semisecret nativist society that, 

in 1853, merged with the Order of the Star Spangled 

Banner, which limited membership to American-born 

Protestants sworn to vote for men of the same status. 

 In 1854 these secret societies fi elded candidates for 

the newly minted American Party in elections across the 

country. Know-Nothings won votes by capitalizing on 

nativist concerns that the established parties had largely 

ignored and by exploiting discontent with the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, a measure that opened to slavery territo-

ries north of the old Missouri Compromise line should 

settlers vote to allow it. Popular criticism of Whig and 

Democratic corruption intensifi ed voter alienation. In 

response, Know-Nothings promised to combat immi-

gration, safeguard the Union from extremists, and clean 

up government. 

 Because of the irregular schedules of nineteenth-

 century elections, most of the 1854 contests occurred in 

the North. Th e American Party performed best in the 

populous northeastern states of Massachusetts, New York, 

and Pennsylvania. In one year, Know-Nothings doubled 

their membership to 1 million people organized into 

more than 10,000 lodges. Seeking to build on that surge, 

the American Party abandoned secrecy, which many vot-

ers disliked. In the 1855 elections, most of which were 

held in the South, Know-Nothings polled the strongest 

in Kentucky, Maryland, and Louisiana, where Whigs 

had been dominant and where large cities provided a 

base of nativist workers. Although both Whigs and 

Democrats switched to the Know-Nothings, the collapse 

of the Whigs after the 1852 elections made their former 

partisans more receptive to the new Know-Nothing and 

Republican parties. 

 Seeking the White House in 1856, the American Party 

nominated former president Millard Fillmore, a New York 

Whig. While he tried to appeal to the party’s nativist base, 

Fillmore hoped to win votes on his conservative Unionist 

credentials derived from his support for the Compromise 

of 1850. Although they wanted to preserve the Union, 

Know-Nothings both North and South disagreed on 

what the other side should concede on the slavery ques-

tion. Southern nativists were proslavery but unwilling to 

back the proimmigrant and more sectional Democrats. 

Northern Know-Nothings generally opposed the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, but their support for nativism kept them 

out of the Republican Party, a new organization com-

mitted to excluding slavery from federal territory rather 

than nativism. 

 Th e presidential election of 1856 forced Know-

 Nothing supporters to choose between the pro-Union 

nativist Fillmore and more sectional, non-nativist al-

ternatives. At the American Party’s February nominat-

ing convention, a united southern delegation aided by 

a northern  minority endorsed existing proslavery laws. 

Th at stand alienated most of the northern delegation, 

which quit the convention and formed a rival North 

American Party that endorsed John C. Frémont, the Re-

publican nominee. 

 Fillmore’s remaining hopes to win on a platform that 

emphasized nativism and sectional comity disappeared 

in May 1856, when proslavery vigilantes rampaged in 

Kansas, and South Carolina Democratic congressman 

Preston Brooks caned Massachusetts Republican sena-

tor Charles Sumner in retaliation for an infl ammatory 

speech. Th is violence convinced many Northerners 

to back the Republicans and drove Southerners to the 

Democrats, who not only had a better record of sup-
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porting slavery but also appeared more likely to beat Fré-

mont. On Election Day, Fillmore won 22 percent of the 

ballots and the Electoral College vote of only one state 

(Maryland). 

 Although dead at the national level and in much of 

the North, the American Party survived in some south-

ern states and cities. In the presidential election of 

1860, many southern Know-Nothings supported con-

stitutional unionist John Bell and opposed secession 

during the ensuing crisis that culminated in the Civil 

War. 

 Despite their quick fall, Know-Nothing victories in 

1854–56 were impressive. Th ey elected seven governors, 

eight U.S. senators, and 104 members of the House of 

Representatives and took majority control of eight state 

legislatures. Know-Nothings were particularly infl uential 

in cities where they won votes from workers concerned 

about immigrant job competition. In cities, election 

rioting by nativist gangs often accompanied Know-

 Nothing victories. Because the American Party never 

held a congressional majority and rarely controlled all 

three branches of any state government, it failed to enact 

most of its anti-immigrant agenda. 

 In states where Know-Nothings held legislative ma-

jorities, such as Connecticut, Maryland, and Massa-

chusetts, they banned immigrant militias and restricted 

public works employment to the native born. Th e 

Know-Nothing stronghold of Massachusetts enacted a 

delay on voting rights for naturalized citizens, but the 

law was quickly repealed by the next Republican admin-

istration. A more extreme proposal to outlaw Catholic 

convents also failed. 

 Beyond nativism, the American Party combined the 

public investment policies of the defunct Whig Party 

and good government measures advocated by nonpar-

tisan reformers. Massachusetts, with a Know-Nothing 

majority in the statehouse and a Know-Nothing gover-

nor, illustrated this tendency. American Party legislators 

increased social welfare spending via poor hospitals and 

expanded public schooling. Workers benefi ted from the 

elimination of imprisonment for debt and state regula-

tion of industry. Massachusetts Know-Nothings also 

advanced women’s legal equality by protecting married 

women’s property rights; liberalizing divorce law; and 

giving wives the right to sue, make business contracts, 

and work without their husband’s consent. In the North, 

Know- Nothings generally opposed slavery and its ex-

pansion, and in  Massachusetts the party passed a per-

sonal liberty law protecting runaway slaves and ended 

racial segregation in public schools. While Massachusetts 

had perhaps America’s most progressive Know-Nothing 

regime, it also had one of the most anti-Catholic ones. 

Th e same legislature that promoted the rights of blacks, 

women, and workers investigated convents, mandated 

reading of the Protestant King James version of the Bible 

in public classrooms, and banned state aid to Catholic 

schools. Unlike civil rights liberals of a later day, north-

ern Know-Nothings saw no contradiction between pro-

moting Protestant nativism while breaking down other 

categories of social exclusion. 

 At the municipal level, Know-Nothings managed to 

deliver on many of their promises to native-born work-

ers. American Party administrations in cities increased 

municipal spending on public works, created more 

working-class jobs in government by professionalizing 

police and fi re departments, extended city services to 

newer, cheaper neighborhoods on the edges of growing 

cities, and permitted unions to wage strikes free of po-

lice interference. In a few places—such as New Orleans, 

where a stevedore won the mayoralty—Know-Nothings 

placed wage earners in positions of power, but most lead-

ers belonged to the same class of lawyers and business 

professionals who traditionally predominated in high 

party offi  ces. 

 Th e American Party combined nativism with anti-

partisan reform and a commitment to preserving the 

Union. It briefl y used these issues to win elections across 

the country, but it fell apart when its leaders failed to 

resolve sectional confl icts within their own party. 

  See also  Free Soil Party; nativism. 
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 F R A N K  TO W E R S 

Americanism

 Americanism has two diff erent meanings: it signifi es 

both what is distinctive about the United States (and the 

colonies and territories that formed it)  and  loyalty to that 

nation, rooted in a defense of its political ideals. Th ose 

canonic ideals—self-government, equal opportunity, 

freedom of speech and association, a belief in progress—

were fi rst proclaimed during the era of the Revolution 

and early republic and have developed more expansive 

meanings since then. Th anks to a powerful civil rights 

movement,  social  equality, for example, fully entered the 

canon only in the decades after World War II. But the 

bundle of ideals associated with Americanism has proved 

remarkably supple over time, which helps to account for 

its enduring appeal to people in other lands as well as at 

home. 

 Its shifting content is not the only thing that distin-

guishes Americanism from the patriotisms generated 

by other powerful nation-states. Love of any country 

requires attachment to its supposed virtues, past and 

present. Aff ection for “Holy Russia”—its fi elds and for-

ests and Orthodox Church—long predated the Soviet 

Union and easily survived it. Traditional Japanese patri-

ots revere the uniqueness of their national tongue and of 

Shinto, a pantheistic faith linked closely with an unbro-

ken imperial house. Americanism, by contrast, has been 

rooted less in a shared culture than in shared political 

ideals. 

 Like Americans, French patriots may pay homage to 

the Enlightenment-born ideals of their revolution—

liberty, equality, fraternity—but French patriotism 

includes a stronger cultural component than does 

America’s national creed. Americans have always fought 

more over how to defi ne and apply the national ideals 

than about the merits of their language or cuisine. As 

the historian Richard Hofstader wrote, “It has been our 

fate as a nation not to have ideologies but to be one.” 

Th e resulting battles to defi ne Americanism have alter-

nately divided the nation and unifi ed it, producing both 

internal strife and solidarity against foreign enemies. 

Th ese two tendencies have often crested together dur-

ing wartime. Americanism’s propensity to generate both 

confl ict and cohesion continues in the early twenty-fi rst 

century, when the United States has no rival on the 

world stage but when “Americanism” is fought about 

nearly everywhere. 

 From the Puritans to the Pledge of Allegiance 

 Th e concept itself is nearly as old as the fi rst European 

settlements to endure on the land mass of North Amer-

ica. John Winthrop was thinking about his church, not 

a nation, when in 1630 he told those fellow Puritans who 

sailed with him to a New World that “we must consider 

that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all peo-

ple are upon us.” But Winthrop’s notion that America 

ought to be a model for Christendom and beyond soon 

transcended the intra-Protestant dispute that had led 

to the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In 

1763 another New Englander, John Adams, wrote that 

America’s settlement was “the Opening of a grand scene 

and design in Providence.” Adams believed his young 

land was destined to break the grip of feudal laws and 

customs, thus showing how individuals could free them-

selves from an irrational, often tyrannical past. During 

and just after the war for independence, such thinking 

was commonplace in sermons, pamphlets, and even in 

the diaries of ordinary men and women. Th e new nation 

had the potential to be more than what Tom Paine called 

“an asylum for mankind.” It had a mission to liberate 

the world. 

 For many Americans, that messianic ambition was 

fused with religious meaning. Th e Second Great Awak-

ening of the early nineteenth century spawned thou-

sands of new Protestant churches and made the passion 

of evangelicalism the common discourse of most in-

habitants, whether free or slave. Since that spiritual 

upsurge, the idea that anyone, regardless of learning or 

social background, can “come to Christ” has dovetailed 

with the belief in equal rights emblazoned in the Dec-

laration of Independence. Th is synthesis of evangelical 

Protestantism and republicanism was found in no other 

nation—at least not with such passionate conviction and 

for such a long period of time. 

 Over the past two centuries, Americanism has been 

put to a variety of uses, benign and belligerent, demo-

cratic and demagogic. During the fi rst decades of the 

nineteenth century, the quasi-religious ideal took luxuri-

ant, imperial form. It inspired the notion of Manifest 
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Destiny, which legitimized the conquest of lands occu-

pied by Native American tribes as well as by Mexicans 

in the Southwest. It was omnipresent among both Jack-

sonian Democrats, who defi ned it as the gospel of rough 

hewn, self-made men in confl ict with “the rich, the 

proud, [and] the privileged,” and their Whig opponents, 

whose “American System” called for higher tariff s and 

a national bank. It also animated, in the 1850s, the at-

tempt by the new American Party (the Know-Nothings) 

to drive Irish immigrants from political power wherever 

the “papists” had established a foothold. 

 At the same time, the national faith was provoking 

an equally prophetic critique. In the forefront were abo-

litionists, both black and white, who scored the hypoc-

risy of a slave-holding republic. In 1829 David Walker 

demanded that white citizens “compare your own lan-

guage” in the Declaration of Independence “with your 

cruelties and murders infl icted … on our fathers and on 

us—men who have never given your fathers or you the 

least provocation! ! ! ! ! !” In the 1850s, William Lloyd 

Garrison called the Constitution “a covenant with hell,” 

and Frederick Douglass asked, “What to the slave is the 

Fourth of July?” 

 Yet few radicals rejected the ideals themselves. At the 

end of his famous Independence Day speech in 1852, 

Douglass predicted the abolition of slavery in his life-

time. He drew his optimism from “the great principles” 

of that same Declaration of Independence “and the ge-

nius of American institutions” as well as from an enlight-

ened spirit he believed was swelling on both sides of the 

Atlantic. Such fi gures initiated a vital countertradition. 

Since the antebellum era, dissidents have routinely cited 

the gap between America’s utopian promise and its dis-

appointing reality. 

 Th e Civil War brought two contending versions of 

Americanism into a bloody confl ict, the terms of which 

were not fi nally settled until Reconstruction had run its 

course in the mid-1870s. In many ways, the war’s “new 

birth of freedom” renewed the national faith. Yet no 

sooner had Reconstruction begun to wane, than anxiety 

grew about the weakness of Americanism in the fast-

growing, culturally fragmented land. On the eve of the 

war, Carl Schurz, a German-born reformer and foe of 

slavery, had confi dently predicted, “True Americanism, 

tolerance and equal rights will peacefully overcome all 

that is not reconcilable. . . .” By the 1870s it seemed that 

jagged splits along lines of region, race, religion, class, 

and immigrant status could tear the industrializing so-

ciety apart. 

 For national leaders, it thus became essential to Amer-

icanize the population if Americanism were to prosper. 

Never before had patriots made so self-conscious an 

attempt “to make a religion out of citizenship,” as the 

political theorist Michael Walzer puts it. Th e massive 

Grand Army of the Republic created the ritual of Memo-

rial Day to associate love of country with selfl ess loyalty 

in battle. Veterans, ministers, and teachers urged that the 

fl ag be displayed in every public building and many pri-

vate ones. 

 In 1892 Francis Bellamy, a devout Christian attracted 

to socialism, wrote a short pledge to the Stars and Stripes 

that he hoped would bind American children to a shared 

set of beliefs. An admirer of the French Revolution, Bel-

lamy mused about including “equality and fraternity” in 

the pledge but decided that would be too controversial 

in a society riven by diff erences of race and ideology. So 

he restricted himself to a single line: “one nation indi-

visible, with liberty and justice for all.” His Pledge of 

 Allegiance was quickly adopted by schools throughout 

the land (Congress added “under God” in 1954). 

 As that example suggests, a reassertion of American-

ism was not always intended to produce political con-

formity at the turn of the twentieth century. Dissenters 

could appropriate the national faith as readily as conser-

vatives. Th ree years after the pledge was drafted, Eugene 

Debs, the railroad unionist who would soon become 

leader of the Socialist Party, emerged from jail to greet 

a throng of his supporters. “Manifestly the spirit of ’76 

still survives,” he declared, “Th e fi res of liberty and noble 

aspirations are not yet extinguished.” 

 The Armoring of Americanism 

 Yet as the United States grappled with a fl ood of new 

immigrants and became an imperial power, the most ag-

gressive promoters of Americanism were eager to prop 

up the established order. Th ese fi gures weren’t necessar-

ily conservative, as we now defi ne the term. But Th eo-

dore Roosevelt’s praise of the melting pot and of martial 

virtues stemmed from his fear that immigrants who re-

tained even a shred of loyalty to their native countries 

weakened America’s resolve in a dangerous world. 

 Inevitably, such fears intensifi ed during World War I. 

All but ignoring the First Amendment, the federal gov-

ernment jailed radicals who opposed the war and looked 

the other way when vigilantes forced German Americans 

to prostrate themselves before the fl ag. Th e new Ameri-

can Legion crafted a “100 per cent Americanism” that 

stressed only the self-protective, coercive aspects of the 



Americanism

28

creed. In the 1920s, this defensive style of Americanism 

merged with the desire for cultural homogeneity to pro-

duce a spate of restrictive immigration laws. Th roughout 

this period, racists had little diffi  culty rationalizing racial 

segregation as an essential component of the “American 

way of life.” 

 Th e armoring of Americanism in the early twenti-

eth century produced some unexpected consequences. 

Wartime service in uniform or in defense industries al-

lowed immigrants to legitimize their struggles for justice 

by draping them in the mantle of Americanism. Th ose 

struggles were further validated during World War I as 

federal offi  cials enticed ethnic workers with the promise 

of “industrial democracy” and the idea that, in America, 

“Th e People ARE the Government.” Even the immigra-

tion restrictions of the 1920s, by weakening ties between 

immigrants and their countries of origin, fostered an 

Americanization from below that set the stage for a new 

regime of cultural pluralism. 

 Patriots Left and Right 

in the Twentieth Century 

 During the 1930s and World War II, New Deal liberals 

managed to daub Americanism with a tolerant, popu-

list hue. Th e federal government hired artists to paint 

historical murals in post offi  ces that highlighted the ex-

ploits of farmers and workers. It also published guides 

to every big city and region that documented the riches 

of local histories and cultures. In the new National Ar-

chives building next to the Capital Mall, the founding 

documents of the United States were displayed as if they 

were the relics of secular saints. Meanwhile, such fi lm-

makers-turned-wartime-propagandists as Frank Capra 

depicted America as one big friendly house for ordinary 

people of all religions and races (even if, in most of their 

productions, the minorities politely kept to their own 

rooms). 

 Yet the Left’s attempt to marry class-consciousness to 

nationalism did not fare as well. During the Great De-

pression, CIO organizers described their nascent unions 

as expressions of “working-class Americanism,” while 

pro-Soviet radicals portrayed communism as “Twentieth-

Century Americanism.” But domestic opponents ridi-

culed these leftist twists on a common theme, and they 

all but vanished during the cold war. Th e new global 

confl ict recast Americanism as the antithesis of commu-

nism and identifi ed the national creed as the last best 

hope of a world threatened by totalitarianism and yearn-

ing for freedom. 

 Th e subsequent hunt for “un-American activities” 

brought to a close the long period during which no single 

political faction controlled the meaning of the national 

canon. Th e civil rights struggle of the late 1950s and early 

1960s did reinvigorate the dissident tradition, for a time. 

But by the late 1960s, Americanism had become virtually 

the exclusive property of the cultural and political right. 

 Th e politics of the Vietnam War played a critical role 

in this change. In a decisive break with tradition, leading 

activists in the protest movements of the era took issue 

not just with government policies but also with the ide-

als from which those policies were supposedly drawn. 

Young radicals did not seek to draw attention to the dis-

tance between America’s promise and its reality as much 

as to debunk the national creed itself as inherently reac-

tionary and destructive. 

 Th at cynical view held fi rm among dissenters through 

the remainder of the twentieth century and beyond, 

despite a sprinkling of anti-war posters declaring that 

“peace is patriotic.” In 2001 Noam Chomsky, one of the 

most popular writers on the left, dismissed patriotism as 

the governing elite’s way of telling its subjects, “You shut 

up and be obedient, and I’ll relentlessly advance my own 

interests.” 

 Meanwhile, conservatives redoubled their eff orts to 

claim Americanism as their cause. Th ey successfully 

yoked such rituals as saluting the fl ag, honoring the 

Founding Fathers, and singing patriotic songs to their 

larger purposes. But their success occurred largely by 

default. 

 How Exceptional a Nation? 

 Th e confl ict of words and symbols drew new attention 

to an ongoing debate about the degree to which, in the 

context of world history, America has been an “excep-

tional” nation. From Alexis de Tocqueville to Louis 

Hartz, leading interpreters, whether admirers or critics, 

focused on what seemed distinctive about the character 

and ideology of Americans and viewed the development 

of the nation as unique. Th e list of exceptional qualities 

is a lengthy one. It includes the primacy of individual 

identity over communal ties, belief in almost unlimited 

social mobility, absence of an established state church 

and the consequent fl ourishing of both diverse denomi-

nations and grassroots piety, and a potent tradition of 

antiauthoritarian and anticentralist politics. One should 

also add the remarkable self-confi dence of most Ameri-

cans, particularly white ones, that they live in a nation 

blessed by God that has a right, even a duty, to help 
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other nations become more like the United States. Over 

the decades, the exceptionalist argument was repeated so 

often—by scholars, journalists, and politicians—that it 

hardened into cliché. 

 Perhaps some exceptionalisms, some nationalist ide-

ologies, are more equal than others. For over 200 years, 

the idea of America—as new Jerusalem or new Rome 

or something in between—has had a uniquely potent 

meaning for a broad variety of people outside the United 

States: from French aristocrats like Tocqueville to Eu-

ropean Communists like Antonio Gramsci to Islamic 

terrorists like Mohammed Atta to teenagers all over the 

world. Recently, non-American scholars have joined 

U.S. historians in concentrating on the fragmented, 

disputatious nature of American society and the infl u-

ence of those factors on the development of nationalist 

ideology. But there remains a persistent inclination by 

academics as well as ordinary citizens in other lands to 

view America as a whole—to examine how “it” uses and 

abuses its ideology both within the nation’s borders and 

outside them. 

 What makes  Americanism  exceptional is thus its con-

fl uence with the realities of historical development itself. 

Ultimately, Americanism demands understanding on 

its own terms because of the unrivaled power for good 

or ill that the United States wields in the world. As the 

historian David Hollinger wrote in 2002, the United 

States is “the most successful nationalist project in all of 

modern history. . . . Its signifi cance is measured by its 

sheer longevity, its infl uence in the world arena, and its 

absorption of a variety of peoples through immigration, 

conquest, and enslavement and emancipation.” 

 Th e success of the American nation has, in turn, be-

stowed tremendous power on the notion of American-

ism, with all its contradictions and silences. It allows 

Mormons from Utah and Pentecostalists from  Missouri 

to go into the world, converting people to a faith marked 

by the material success of its adherents as much as by 

the appeal of their doctrines and ceremonies. It has also 

given dissident groups in the United States the ability 

to inspire analogous movements in other parts of the 

globe. Th e U.S. movement for black freedom helped 

galvanize the antiapartheid struggle in South Africa, and 

the radical feminist movement (although indebted to 

texts by non-Americans like Juliet Mitchell and Simone 

de Beauvoir) to spark like-minded insurgencies on every 

continent. Th e same is true of the gay and lesbian rights 

movement, spawned in the United States at the end of 

the 1960s. 

 Th e recent rise of anti-Americanism notwithstanding, 

one cannot neglect the worldwide appeal of American-

ist ideology in the laudable desire to internationalize the 

study and teaching of U.S. history. Th e very percep-

tion that such a distinct set of “values” exists was greatly 

boosted, particularly from World War II on, by the un-

matched power and allure of the American nation itself. 

Of course, no “civilizing mission” proceeds by discourse 

alone. Yet without a well-developed, internally persua-

sive ideology, no national mission, whether civilizing or 

barbarous, ever gains much sway. 

    See also conservatism; liberalism; republicanism.
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 M I C H A E L  K A Z I N 

 anarchism 

 Often described as having exhausted its historical mission—

or at least its political signifi cance—anarchism has come 

back repeatedly in U.S. political history. With the col-

lapse of the Soviet model in 1989 and growing public dis-

taste for its corporate capitalist alternative in the decades 

since, the anarchist dream found newer generations of 

disciples, newer projects in ecology, and decentralized 

political-economic models. 
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 Anarchism fi rst grew to considerable numbers in the 

United States among the German immigrant commu-

nity of the 1870s–80s. Its visionaries opposed all forms 

of class society, all political and economic hierarchies, 

capitalists and state authorities alike. Th eir infl uence 

reached a high point in Chicago in the mid-1880s, with 

newspapers, schools, athletic societies, and militia, all 

crushed by authorities in the aftermath of an 1886 bomb-

ing incident in the city’s Haymarket Square on May 

Day. Repression spread rapidly across German American 

communities, the labor movement’s radical cutting edge 

was demobilized, and an anarchist era ended. Individual 

immigrant anarchists, notably Johann Most, retained a 

following and helped bring about a new generation of 

mostly Jewish immigrant anarchists, notably Alexander 

Berkman and Emma Goldman. A more individualistic 

and cultural-minded Yankee anarchist trend also formed 

around issues like women’s rights and birth control. An 

attempt to form utopian colonies of cooperative labor, 

inspired by Edward Bellamy’s 1888 novel  Looking Back-
ward , brought a fresh wave of perfectionists into a type 

of anarchist politics little appreciated by immigrant radi-

cals fi xed on ideas of class struggle. 

 In 1901 the assassination of President William McKin-

ley by the anarchist-infl uenced Leon Czolgosz seemed 

to end the movement’s prospects in another wave of re-

pression, but the founding of the Industrial Workers of 

the World (IWW) four years later revived it gloriously. 

Drawing heavily from European immigrant traditions, 

the “Wobblies” made anarcho-syndicalist ideas of work-

ers’ councils substituting for political and economic gov-

ernment seem poetic as well as genuinely American. Th e 

Lawrence, Massachusetts, textile strike of 1912 united 

more than a dozen nationalities under Wobbly banners, 

and songster Joe Hill wrote famous and hilarious bal-

lads before being executed by authorities in Utah in 1915. 

Th e IWW did not offi  cially oppose U.S. entry into the 

World War I, but its unwillingness to support the war 

brought horrendous attacks upon the Wobblies, includ-

ing long prison sentences for their leaders. Th e Com-

munist movement that grew out of the war drew upon 

anarchist traditions but also swallowed or crushed anar-

chist movements everywhere: Bolshevism seemed to be 

a philosophy of action, rather than patient education of 

workers, and a global movement uniting the world’s op-

pressed, including the colonized peoples, but one linked 

to decisive state force. 

 A largely cultural movement with anarchist sympa-

thies remained. Before their exile to Europe, avant-garde 

Dadaists breathed anarchist sentiment into nascent mod-

ern art during the late 1910s. Meanwhile, small coop-

erative colonies with nude swimming and free thought 

survived in some places; likewise free-spirited schools for 

children, pacifi st and non-English language (mainly Yid-

dish) publications held on. Th e defense of Italian Ameri-

can anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, 

executed by the state of Massachusetts in 1927, became 

a cause for embattled immigrant radicals at large, with a 

strong sense of martyrdom that passed from anarchist to 

Communist sensibilities. 

 Not until the later 1940s did anarchists have a larger 

public infl uence, mostly but not entirely cultural in form. 

In the wake of the Holocaust, the horror of atomic war-

fare and the saber rattling of the world’s two surviving 

superpowers, a new generation of anarchist sympathiz-

ers began to gather on both coasts. Dwight Macdonald’s 

 Politics  magazine (1944–49)—the most important anar-

chist publication after the aging Yiddish  Fraye Arbeter 
Shtimme  (Free Workers’ Voice)—sparkled, then faltered 

and disappeared. In the San Francisco Bay area, KPFA, 

fi rst station of what would become the Pacifi ca radio net-

work, off ered thousands of listeners anarchist-fl avored 

politics and avant-garde culture. 

 Th e religious anarchist-pacifi st Catholic Worker group, 

established during the 1930s and barely tolerated by 

Church authorities, joined with a post-Marxist Ban the 

Bomb sentiment in resisting nuclear weapons testing 

and the staging of government drills in preparation of 

war. Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and others 

loosely called “Beats” added a decisive cultural fl avor-

ing to these antiwar, antigovernment sentiments. Th ese 

latter savants presaged the movements of the 1960s and 

imprinted upon them a sense of radicalism far exceeding 

old notions of a future rational, worker-run economy. 

 Liberation  magazine, absorbing an eclectic opposition to 

the state and a generous spirit, was the paper bridge to 

the New Left. 

 Th e Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), ideo-

logically uncertain until its sudden takeover by factions 

of Marxist-Leninists in 1969, discovered an identity for 

itself as “student syndicalism,” an IWW-like belief in 

student autonomy, self-direction, and resistance to the 

corporate control of campus. Able to synthesize anti-

draft sentiment, youth revolt, and insistence on wider 

democracy than older generations would accept, SDS 

was hugely popular for a few years among millions of 

young people. Not since the immigrant brigades of the 

1880s had so many rebels shaped by roughly anarchist 
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doctrines exerted themselves so successfully against state-

imposed rules (such as Selective Service and drug laws) 

and social norms (premarital sex, heterosexuality, unmar-

ried cohabitation, and most of all, women’s passivity). 

Nothing was quite so anarchist or short-lived as Hip-

piedom, and nothing so quickly rendered avant-gardism 

into popular culture. 

 But, once again, by 1980, this time through absorp-

tion and political reversion, anarchism seemed dead and 

beyond revival. When the fi rst strains of the globalized 

economy began to reveal the depths of ecological devas-

tation and the deteriorating condition of populations in 

the global South, Wobbly-like themes of a global people’s 

movement against capitalist globalization returned to 

anarchist doctrines. State socialism having failed, decen-

tralization became fashionable among rebellious sections 

of the young. And so, a new Students for a Democratic 

Society suddenly came back to life in 2006. No ideology 

could be described as dominant in the new SDS, but 

some form of anarchism was the overwhelming favorite 

of emerging activists. 

 Two other, apparently dissimilar phenomena had been 

hidden within the political culture of the late twentieth 

century and early twenty-fi rst. During the 1980s, Libera-

tion Th eology, a vision and practice of egalitarian, anti-

imperial, and anticorporate religiosity, encouraged and 

embraced the landless and their supporters on several 

continents. It owed so little to any centralized author-

ity that, in eff ect, it embraced anarchist principles. Its 

infl uence was mainly among younger activist clergy and 

idealists of a dwindling liberal Christian community in 

the United States. Meanwhile, a DIY, “do it yourself,” 

impulse fl ourished among young people in the former 

factory districts of large cities, where cheap rents or 

“squats” off ered space to artists and musicians seeking 

their own versions of community. With each technologi-

cal shift, the possibilities of self-created art by masses of 

youngsters inspired the restless and creative-minded. 

 How much did such diverse impulses owe to historic 

anarchism? It is a diffi  cult question to answer. It seems 

that the belief in a self-created community against the 

power of the state and its economic partners lived on 

more in spirit than in doctrine. But it could not die. 

  See also  communism; labor movement and politics; labor 

 parties; New Left. 
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 PAU L  B U H L E 

 anticommunism 

 Under close analysis, political movements sometimes 

turn out to be coalitions of antagonistic groups brought 

together for a time by a common antipathy that over-

comes their enmity toward each other. Such was the case 

with American anticommunism, an activist movement 

distinct from the passive anticommunism sentiment 

that was the common reaction of almost all Ameri-

cans to communism, to the extent that they thought 

about it. Th is coalition included Jews, Protestants, and 

Catholics in an age of religious and ethnic tensions. It 

included white racist anti-Communists and black anti-

Communists during the Jim Crow era. Th ere were so-

cialist, liberal, and conservative anti-Communists; there 

were ex-Communist anti-Communists and former fel-

low traveler anti-Communists. Th ere were soberly re-

alistic experts on communism and the Soviet Union, 

and there were conspiracy theorists in thrall to paranoid 

fantasies that saw all American reform as a “red web” 

with Moscow at the center. It should come as no sur-

prise, then, that American anti-Communists expended 

at least as much energy fi ghting one another as they did 

the common enemy. 

 Some historians have seen American anticommu-

nism as simply the twentieth-century manifestation of 

 nineteenth-century nativism and antiradicalism. Nativists 

and antiradicals, the countersubversive anti-Communists, 

 were  among the fi rst to mobilize opposition to the Russian 

Revolution and its American supporters, and remained a 

noisy and generally disruptive presence throughout the 

history of anticommunism. But while anticommunism’s 

opponents often succeeded in making the countersubver-



anticommunism

32

sive part stand for the anti-Communist whole, that was 

not the whole story. 

 Th e Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917 produced 

three political reactions in the United States: liberal in-

ternationalists (whose views were summarized in Wood-

row Wilson’s Fourteen Points of 1918 with his vision of a 

world organization of liberal democratic nation-states); 

the progressive left, which agreed with Lenin that world 

revolution and an international workers’ state were the 

only solution to militarism, imperialism, and the injus-

tices of capitalism; and, fi nally, anti-Communists, who 

believed that communism was such a threat to American 

values that it could not merely be contained, as the lib-

eral internationalists advocated, but had to be actively 

opposed by exposing the activities of American Commu-

nists and their supporters. Liberal internationalists, who 

ran American foreign policy for the rest of the century, 

generally regarded both the progressive left and their 

anti-Communist opponents as dangerous extremists and 

pests who made it diffi  cult to pursue a rational foreign 

policy. For their part, anti-Communists saw themselves 

as a protest movement on the defensive against a power 

structure of liberal internationalists who failed to under-

stand the Communist threat. 

 The Beginning 

 Th e history of anticommunism passed through fi ve 

stages from its beginnings in 1917 until communism’s 

collapse as an international movement at the end of the 

1980s. Th e fi rst period began with the Bolshevik takeover 

in Russia that touched off  a series of Communist revolu-

tions in Europe. When these were followed by a general 

strike in Seattle in February 1919 and a wave of politi-

cal bombings that spring , many Americans and much 

of the press feared that America was also on the brink 

of a revolution. Th e government formed an antiradical 

division of the Justice Department, led by the young 

J. Edgar Hoover, who led a roundup of alien anarchists 

and Communists in December 1918 and January 1919, 

intended as a prelude to an attack on the entire Ameri-

can radical movement. 

 A disorganized movement of more responsible and 

knowledgeable anti-Communists, motivated by com-

munism’s threat to their own group interests, included 

Jewish anti-Communists like Louis Marshall of the 

American Jewish Committee, who tried to protect 

American Jews from the Jewish-Bolshevik stereotype, 

and socialists like Abraham Cahan, editor of the  Jewish 
Forward , who was dismayed by the fate of Jewish social-

ists in Russia. Among Catholic anti-Communists Father 

Edmund A. Walsh of Georgetown University (founder 

of its Foreign Service School) saw communism primar-

ily as an enemy of the Roman Catholic Church, while 

Patrick Scanlan of the  Brooklyn Tablet  saw anticommu-

nism as a way to advance Catholics at the expense of the 

Church’s rivals. 

 Th ere were black anti-Communists, like George 

Schuyler, Harlem editor of the  Pittsburgh Courier , who 

targeted black Communists for denunciation and satire. 

Th ere were disillusioned ex-Communists and ex-fellow 

travelers. After Stalin’s repression of his rivals in the late 

1920s, ex-Communists such as Ben Gitlow, Jay Love-

stone, Isaac Don Levine, Bertram Wolfe, and Eugene 

Lyons, and ex-front members such as J. B. Matthews 

(whose  Memoirs of a Fellow Traveler  became classic 

reading for right-wing anti-Communists) became anti-

Communist activists. Labor anti-Communists like Sam-

uel Gompers and David Dubinsky worried about Com-

munist attempts to subvert the unions. But there were 

also countersubversive anti-Communists concocting 

fanciful red web smears, among them Attorney General 

Harry Daugherty, Blair Coan, Richard Whitney, Nesta 

Webster, Ralph Easley, and Hamilton Fish, who held the 

fi rst congressional investigations of communism in 1930 

and 1931. 

 Anti-Fascism Versus Anti-Communism 

 Th e second chapter in the history of anticommunism 

began in 1933, when Hitler came to power in Germany. 

Anti-Communists now had to choose which of the two 

evils, Nazism or communism, was the more immediate 

threat. Some, notably right-wing countersubversives and 

many Catholics, saw Hitler as the lesser of two evils, even 

an ally. In the 1930s, charismatic radio preacher Father 

Charles Coughlin used his newspaper  Social Justice  and 

his nationwide broadcasts to give voice to an anti-Semitic 

Catholic anticommunism, although he was opposed by 

anti-Communist liberal Catholics who were themselves 

terrifi ed at losing the allegiance of the working class and 

who fought Communists in the labor unions. Once 

again the irresponsibility of countersubversives discred-

ited all anti-Communists. Martin Dies of the House 

Un-American Activities Committee, whose staff  director 

was J. B. Matthews, convulsed the country by “expos-

ing” the actress Shirley Temple for lending her name to 

a front group. Dies also gave lunatic countersubversives 

like Elizabeth Dilling (who wrote  Th e Red Network  and 

 Th e Roosevelt Red Record  ) a respectful hearing. 
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 Left anti-Communists came to regard the Hitler-

Stalin pact as a litmus test separating true anti-Nazis 

from supine Communists following the Moscow party 

line. Sidney Hook led the drive against the fronts and 

helped found the anti-Communist American Commit-

tee for Cultural Freedom in 1939. He also organized the 

Dewey Commission of Inquiry into the Truth of the 

Moscow Trials. Anti-Communist union leader John L. 

Lewis took his mine workers out of the Congress of In-

dustrial Organizations (CIO), charging it was Commu-

nist dominated, while Matthew Woll, David Dubinsky, 

and George Meany fought Communists within the CIO 

and hired Jay Lovestone as the CIO’s liaison with anti-

Communist unions in Europe. 

 During this 1939–41 period, anti-Communists were 

subjected to what historian Leo Ribuff o called the 

“brown scare,” in which the entire movement was blamed 

for the Nazi sympathies of a few. A serious body of writ-

ing emerged that exposed the reality of Communist sub-

version and espionage, such as Eugene Lyons’s  Th e Red 
 Decade , 1941; Walter Krivitsky’s  In Stalin’s Secret Service , 
1939 (edited by Isaac Don Levine); and Jan Valtin’s  Out of 
the Night , 1939. Former Soviet espionage agent Whittaker 

Chambers took his revelations about Soviet spy networks 

to the State Department in 1939, but they were ignored 

until after the war, when Chambers became an icon of 

countersubversive anticommunism. 

 Perceived opposition to or half-hearted support for 

the war eff ort weakened anticommunism during World 

War II. Th e government staged a show sedition trial of 

notorious right-wing anti-Communists in 1944 to expose 

their Nazi sympathies, as alleged in John Roy Carlson’s 

 Undercover . Catholic anti-Communists also resented 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s war policy and judged the suc-

cess of the war by the outcome in Poland and Lithuania, 

where pro-Soviet governments reigned. By the end of 

the war, anticommunism stood discredited for skepti-

cism about the good intentions of Stalin and American 

Communists, who were, respectively, America’s most im-

portant ally and the war’s most vigorous supporters. 

 The Domestic Cold War 

 Th e third stage of anti-Communist history began with 

the end of World War II and the Russian occupation 

of Eastern Europe. Th e American Catholic community 

was galvanized by the Communist takeover of Catho-

lic Poland, Hungary, Romania, and the rest of Eastern 

Europe. Bishops led protest parades in cities across the 

country and commissioned a study of the infl uence 

of Communists in the government, which they saw as 

blocking aid to the captive nations. Father John Cronin, 

a labor priest from Baltimore, wrote the report with the 

assistance of the FBI, and the Chamber of Commerce 

gave it national circulation during the 1946 congressio-

nal elections. 

 President Harry Truman, a liberal internationalist, 

was deeply suspicious of domestic anticommunism, lik-

ening it to witch-hunting, and actually commissioned 

a report to support this conclusion. Th is perspective 

led Truman to agree with a reporter’s characterization 

of the Communists-in-government issue as a red her-

ring. Th at all but ceded the security issue to counter-

subversive Republicans and to J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI, 

paving the way for the emergence of Senator Joseph 

R. McCarthy as the new face of the anti-Communist 

movement. 

 Th e great spy cases of the late 1940s seemed at last to 

prove that a vast Communist conspiracy reached to the 

highest levels of the government and penetrated secret 

defense installations. Hoover’s FBI rode a wave of popu-

larity from its success in the spy and Smith Act cases that 

imprisoned the leadership of the American Commu-

nist Party. To create public support for the internment 

of Communists and their sympathizers in the event of 

hostilities with the Soviet Union, Hoover launched a 

mass media campaign to indoctrinate the public in anti-

Communist ideology. 

 Liberal anti-Communists mobilized to fi ght Commu-

nist infl uence in culture and politics. With the help of 

the CIA, they organized the Congress for Cultural Free-

dom, founded by Arthur Koestler and Sidney Hook, to 

combat the Soviet peace off ensive against the Marshall 

Plan and the Truman Doctrine, and sponsored anti-

Communist intellectual journals like  Preuves  and  En-
counter . Anti-Communist liberals like Eleanor Roosevelt, 

Hubert Humphrey, Walter Reuther, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., 

and David Dubinsky launched the Americans for Demo-

cratic Action to combat communism in the Democratic 

Party and opposed Henry Wallace’s progressive campaign 

for president in 1948. 

 McCarthyism and the Collapse of the 

Anti-Communist Consensus 

 Th e fourth stage of anti-Communist history began 

with the rise of Senator McCarthy in 1950, bringing to 

an end this uneasy coalition of conservative, left, and 

liberal anti-Communists, and leaving the movement 

nearly totally discredited and with little infl uence in 
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American politics. McCarthy’s indiscriminate smearing 

of liberals during his notorious Senate hearings con-

jured up images of anticommunism as the new face of 

American fascism, and his incredible Senate speech ac-

cusing George Marshall of being a Communist traitor 

raised questions about his sanity. His reign between 1950 

and 1954 demolished whatever fragile consensus had 

bound together liberal, socialist, and conservative anti-

Communists in the early cold war years. 

 Th eir support for McCarthy pushed conservative 

and countersubversive anti-Communists outside the 

respectable mainstream of American politics. Liberal 

and left anti-Communists were wary of anything that 

might associate them with such pariahs. Th at reluctance 

was reinforced with the emergence of Robert Welch’s 

John Birch Society, built around its leader’s theory 

that Dwight D. Eisenhower himself was a “conscious, 

deliberate agent of the Soviet conspiracy.” A vigor-

ous liberal counterattack against Welch succeeded in 

branding all ideological anticommunism as “extremist,” 

the kiss of death in American politics. Th e Kennedy 

administration used the extremist issue against right-

wing anti-Communists, as did Lyndon Johnson in his 

1964 campaign against Barry Goldwater, another anti-

Communist icon. Th e Kennedy administration ended 

anti-Communist indoctrination programs in the armed 

forces, claiming they fueled dangerous extremism. By 

this time it was inadvisable for anti-Communists to 

bring up the subject of communism as an ideologi-

cal justifi cation for the cold war without being (self )-

caricatured as belonging to the lunatic anti-Communist 

right. 

 Meanwhile, developments in the Roman Catholic 

Church were carrying the mass of American Catholics 

out of the anti-Communist movement. Anticommunism 

had been a vehicle to social respectability for American 

Catholics because it allowed them to demonstrate their 

patriotism. McCarthy’s disgrace had been a serious set-

back, but with the election of Kennedy, American Cath-

olics felt they could dispense with the tainted crutch of 

anti communism. Pope John XXIII opened the Church 

to a dialogue with the left, and the Kennedy adminis-

tration’s equation of anticommunism with extremism 

provided more motivation for Catholics to discard the 

movement, to the dismay of true believers like William F. 

Buckley Jr. 

 One of the paradoxes of the Vietnam War was that it 

was an essentially anti-Communist confl ict in which there 

was little discussion of the anti-Communist ideological 

basis for the war, leaving by default the liberal internation-

alist domino theory as its justifi cation. Nevertheless, the 

disastrous course of the war, the publication of the  Penta-
gon Papers , the Watergate scandal, and the Church Com-

mittee investigations of government security agencies in 

1975 resulted in anticommunism being blamed not only 

for Vietnam but, by implication, for a misguided cold 

war foreign policy. By the end of the 1970s, the United 

States had a president, Jimmy Carter, who decried the 

nation’s alleged “inordinate fear of communism.” Anti-

communism had achieved the dubious status of national 

scapegoat for much of what had gone wrong at home and 

abroad, a point driven home by a library of revisionist 

histories about the cold war and McCarthyism. 

 Rebirth and Redemption? 

 Now began the fi fth and fi nal chapter in the story of 

American anticommunism: its improbable and vigor-

ous rebirth during the Ronald Reagan administration. 

By 1976 anticommunism was, in the opinion of Nor-

man Podhoretz, the editor of  Commentary  (sponsored 

by the anti-Communist American Jewish Committee), 

a taboo term in American political discourse. Mean-

while, Soviet dissidents like Andrei Sakharov and Alex-

ander Solzhenitsyn scolded Americans for abandoning 

anticommunism. Podhoretz revived the discussion of 

communism and helped organize the Committee on 

the Present Danger (along with Paul Nitze and Eugene 

Rostow), populated with surviving members of the Jew-

ish, Socialist, and labor union anti-Communist move-

ments along with big business conservatives, retired 

military offi  cers, and old-time architects of cold war 

foreign policy. 

 Th e Committee launched a withering attack on Cart-

er’s arms negotiations strategy and furnished the Reagan 

campaign with its foreign policy expertise. Almost all its 

members were appointed to powerful positions in the 

Reagan administration. 

 Reagan was arguably the nation’s fi rst and only truly 

anti-Communist president, a product of labor union 

anticommunism of the late 1940s and early 1950s. He 

appointed the anti-Communist William F. Casey as di-

rector of central intelligence. Casey convinced Reagan 

that the time was ripe to roll back communism, and 

the administration began funneling arms, money, and 

moral support to anti-Communist insurgencies and dis-

sidents around the world. Reagan’s Evil Empire speech 

of 1983 unabashedly made the anti-Communist critique 

of the Soviet Union the moral basis for American for-
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eign policy, and he used Catholic and AFL-CIO anti-

Communists to aid the Polish Solidarity movement that 

opened the fi rst fatal crack in the iron curtain. 

 With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Ameri-

can anticommunism had achieved its main goal. Outside 

of the movement itself, it got little credit. Because it is 

identifi ed with the most intolerant elements of American 

politics, its worthwhile contributions have been generally 

ignored, though commentators from Russian and East-

ern Europe have been more generous in giving American 

anti communism some share of the credit for commu-

nism’s demise. But the American anti-Communist  re-

mains, and probably will remain, a prophet without 

honor in his own country and in his own house. 

  See also  communism, nativism. 
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 anti-Federalists 

 Anti-Federalists opposed the proposed Constitution’s 

ratifi cation in the late 1780s. Many current scholars pre-

fer to hyphenate the term and write it as “anti-Federalist.” 

While this changes the label that has described this group 

for 200 years, it clarifi es that they did not necessarily 

oppose Federalism, the division of governmental pow-

ers between multiple geographic levels. Instead it em-

phasizes that they opposed the group that championed 

the Constitution, who called themselves Federalists and 

who probably pinned the name Antifederalists on their 

critics to discredit them. Th ough the anti-Federalists 

represented many diff erent views, the great majority of 

them objected to the amount of power the Constitution 

would shift to the national government. Th eir criticisms 

forced the Federalists to explain how the new govern-

ment would work. Th ey possessed suffi  cient strength to 

pass recommended amendments in fi ve states, and they 

prevented ratifi cation for a time in two others. Many 

of their suggestions were incorporated into the Bill of 

Rights. Th e anti-Federalists’ infl uence and arguments are 

of enduring importance in the United States, where the 

relationship between levels of government is frequently 

contentious and always evolving. 

 The Anti-Federalist Movement through Time 

 When the American colonies revolted in 1776, they did 

so together but as independent political states. Each of 

these states retained its sovereignty, or ultimate decision-

making power. Most who favored revolution wanted 

self-government by each state because they identifi ed 

with their state more than they did with America as a 

whole. Th ey were also convinced that self-government 

was more likely to work in a small territory, a point made 

by political philosopher Baron de Montesquieu in the 

1750s. Th e colonists’ experience with the British govern-

ment seemed to prove Montesquieu right. Th e British 

Empire did not allow colonists representation in Parlia-

ment, and King George III had come to dictate colonial 

policy. In opposing the Constitution, the anti-Federalists 

believed that they were preserving the individual rights 

and popular rule that had been vindicated by the Ameri-

can Revolution from a dangerous attempt to recentralize 

government on a continental scale. 

 Th ose who wanted to preserve state power were wary 

of calls for a constitutional convention in the mid-1780s. 

Rhode Island decided not to send delegates to the Phila-

delphia convention in 1787 and others, like Virginia’s 

Patrick Henry, refused to attend. When it became clear 

that the convention would exceed its authority to revise 

the Articles of Confederation and propose a new sover-

eign national government, New York’s Robert Yates and 

John Lansing left it, never to return. After serious fi ghts 

over many provisions, there was no one fully satisfi ed 

with the fi nal document, although most of the delegates 

were suffi  ciently satisfi ed to back the proposed govern-

ment. However, seven delegates were so concerned about 

the Constitution that they did not support it when it 

became public in September 1787. 

 Th ey were joined by numerous newspaper editorials 

and pamphlets objecting to the Constitution, most writ-

ten by people employing pseudonyms. Some of these au-

thors, like “Brutus,” “Centinel,” and the “Federal Farmer,” 

wrote series of letters in late 1787 and into 1788 explain-

ing why adopting the Constitution unamended would 

be problematic. Some of their commentary was shrill 

and alarmist. Other commentary was measured and 
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sober. Some authors fanned popular prejudices. Others 

employed arguments borrowed from respected political 

thinkers like Montesquieu. Despite diff erences in style 

and tone, together the anti-Federalists ensured that the 

Constitution was thoroughly examined. Th rough this 

ratifi cation debate, Federalists were made to articulate 

how the Constitution would work and to explain its 

benefi ts. 

 Th e ratifi cation debate was longer and more conten-

tious in some states than others. Delaware, Georgia, Con-

necticut, and New Jersey ratifi ed the document quickly 

and without much opposition. Pennsylvania’s ratifi cation 

occurred quickly, but its critics were silenced in the state 

convention, prompting them to circulate a petition ob-

jecting to the convention’s actions and articulating their 

objections to the Constitution. In most of the remaining 

states, anti-Federal forces were strong enough to prevent 

a straightforward ratifi cation. Federalists in Massachu-

setts responded by agreeing to a list of recommended 

amendments. Four of the next fi ve states, including the 

large and politically powerful states of Virginia and New 

York, ratifi ed with recommended amendments. 

 Many anti-Federalists advocated holding a second 

constitutional convention that would consider these pro-

posals. Federalists objected, thinking that a second con-

vention would threaten what had been accomplished in 

Philadelphia. Ratifi cation was secured only after enough 

states had approved of the document for it to go into 

 eff ect. Some anti-Federalists in New York’s convention 

had to vote for ratifi cation to secure its passage. Th ey did 

so, probably to keep the national capital in New York 

City. 

 As believers in the rule of law, the vast majority of 

anti-Federalists pledged to abide by the new government 

as the nation prepared for its implementation. Promises 

from Federalists that the national government possessed 

only limited powers and the expectation that amend-

ments would be considered allowed them to think 

that their worst fears would not be realized. Federal-

ists won a landslide victory in the fi rst federal elections, 

end ing a number of anti-Federalist political careers as 

a result. With anti-Federalist strongholds North Caro-

lina and Rhode Island still not part of the new national 

government, it was up to the Federalists to formulate 

amendments, but most were willing to ignore the anti-

Federalists’ concerns. 

 However, during the First Congress, James Madison 

convinced his colleagues that they should frame amend-

ments to bolster the legitimacy of the new government. 

Madison wrote 15 amendments that guaranteed indi-

vidual rights and assured Americans that the national 

government possessed only limited power. By 1791 ten 

of these amendments had become part of the Constitu-

tion, protecting such fundamental freedoms as the right 

to worship without government interference, the guar-

antee of a free press, and the right to peaceably assemble 

and petition the government. Additionally, the Tenth 

Amendment codifi ed the Federalists’ reassurance that 

the “powers not delegated to the United States by the 

Constitution . . . are reserved to the States respectively, 

or to the people.” In other words, the national govern-

ment’s power was to be limited to the responsibilities 

outlined in the Constitution itself. 

 Most anti-Federalists opposed the policies formulated 

by the Federalist Congress and implemented by the 

Washington administration in the early and mid-1790s. 

Th ey forged an alliance with Th omas Jeff erson, James 

Madison, and other like-minded supporters of the Con-

stitution who came to feel that the national government 

was exercising too much power. Th is coalition became 

the Democratic-Republican Party. Th ey used the Feder-

alists’ ratifi cation arguments against them, insisting that 

the national government had limited powers and that 

the Federalists were exceeding them in many cases. 

 Th e Federalists continued to denigrate their oppo-

nents as “Antifederalists” throughout the 1790s, wanting 

to link their opponents with their losing battle against 

the Constitution. But the Democratic-Republican Party 

swept the elections of 1800 and this coalition, includ-

ing most of the former anti-Federalists, attempted to roll 

back many Federalist policies to restrict the national gov-

ernment to what they thought was proper. 

 Anti-Federalist Views 

 Anti-Federalists often disagreed with each other about 

why the Constitution was problematic and how its fl aws 

should be remedied. Th e most ardent opponents of the 

Constitution wanted the states to retain their sovereignty. 

Th ey preferred the weak alliance of states that already ex-

isted under the Articles of Confederation to any national 

government. Even an amended Constitution would not 

have satisfi ed them because it would still have set up a 

stronger national government. 

 Among the critics of the Constitution representing 

this view were New York’s delegates to the Philadelphia 

convention, Robert Yates and John Lansing. Th ey sug-

gested that the policies formulated by a national govern-

ment would diff er fundamentally from their own states’ 
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preferences and interests. While their argument fi t with 

the widely accepted view that sovereignty could not be 

divided, in practice the United States was already more 

than a confederation of independent states. Most citi-

zens also recognized that the United States was disadvan-

taged by its weakness and that centralizing reforms were 

necessary. 

 Th e largest group of anti-Federalists was willing to 

lodge more power in a national government but thought 

that the Constitution granted the nation too much 

power or that it would render the states powerless over 

time. Th ese fi gures stressed that the “necessary and 

proper clause” and the “supremacy clause” of the Consti-

tution might be used to allow the national government 

to do whatever it wished. Among them was Brutus, a 

middle-class pamphleteer who stressed that the state 

governments were more representative than the national 

government would be. 

 Early in the ratifi cation debate, a prominent Feder-

alist, James Wilson, suggested that the Constitution 

granted only enumerated powers to the national govern-

ment. Th e U.S. Congress could only make laws on the 

subjects listed in Article I, Section VIII of the Constitu-

tion, Wilson said. His argument was repeated by many 

Federalists, and it was a major concession to this group 

of anti-Federalists. Th ey may have doubted the sincerity 

of these Federalist pledges, but after ratifi cation they did 

their best to hold the Federalists to this promise, and the 

Tenth Amendment helped them to make their case. Th is 

group came to work fairly comfortably within the Con-

stitution’s bounds, using its language and logic to oppose 

Federalist initiatives. 

 A few other anti-Federalists objected narrowly to the 

lack of popular representation in the new government. 

Th eir objection was rooted in a philosophical preference 

for a “mixed republic,” where each institution of govern-

ment represents a diff erent interest in society, a view not 

shared by many who criticized the Constitution. Th ese 

elite fi gures were comfortable with the Senate being few 

in number so it could represent property, or a “natural 

aristocracy,” but they felt that the House of Representa-

tives should be expanded to represent average citizens. 

Initially, the House was slated to have just 65 members. 

People like Elbridge Gerry, a wealthy Boston merchant 

who refused to sign the Constitution, suggested that the 

House should be signifi cantly expanded to represent 

people from various walks of life. 

 Th e anti-Federalist coalition was formidable, perhaps 

even encompassing a majority of the politically literate 

and empowered citizenry. Yet their diff ering philoso-

phies and interests hurt their ability to win politically. 

Th ere was no clear, constructive alternative to the Feder-

alist proposal, because the Federalists had set the agenda 

by proposing the Constitution and because there was 

no single alternative to it that appealed to all the anti-

 Federalists. Th e anti-Federalist cause was also hurt by its 

geographical distribution. Some northern anti- Federalists 

objected to the Constitution because it accepted slav-

ery. Some southern anti-Federalists were angered that it 

did not suffi  ciently protect that institution. Merchants 

were predominantly Federalist because the Constitu-

tion promised to break down trade barriers. Th e anti-

 Federalists were concentrated away from the mercantile 

hubs of the nation, and many of their strongholds were 

inland. Th is harmed their ability to communicate with 

each other. Additionally, most of the nation’s newspa-

pers were printed in the coastal areas that tended to be 

Federalist strongholds, a major benefi t to the Federalist 

cause. 

 Nevertheless, there was a consensus among the anti-

Federalists that representation would be inadequate in 

the new national government. Th e Federalists intention-

ally made each person elected to national offi  ce repre-

sent many people. Th ey believed that the more people 

citizens would have to choose from for an offi  ce, the 

more likely a quality individual would be chosen. Most 

senators would represent over 100,000 people, and their 

selection was not given to the public but to state legisla-

tors. Th e average representative in the House would have 

more than 30,000 constituents. Th e only individuals 

known by enough people to get elected would be those 

who were already rich and famous. Anti-Federalists thus 

predicted that the House of Representatives would not 

be a representative cross section of the American elector-

ate. Few anti-Federalists had confi dence that these patri-

cian representatives would write legislation favoring the 

average citizen. 

 Legacy 

 Th e anti-Federalists cannot be simply dismissed as los-

ers in the fi ght over the Constitution. Ratifi cation was 

a process that clarifi ed how the Constitution would be 

implemented. It forced the Federalists to reassure their 

doubters and to consider adopting amendments, even 

though it did not alter the institutions set up by the 

Constitution, as many anti-Federalists had hoped. Th e 

safeguards on individual rights that resulted have had 

an enduring eff ect on American law. Most of the cases 



anti-Federalists

38

 before the Supreme Court involve language from the Bill 

of Rights. Often, one of the litigants before the Court 

asks that the national government’s actions be limited, 

refl ecting anti-Federalists’ hopes. 

 Having multiple layers of government is perhaps the 

most distinctive feature of the American system. Th is 

federal relationship is both cooperative and contentious. 

Many anti-Federalists noted the tendency of centralized 

government to expand its reach and eclipse the power of 

state and local governments. American history seems to 

vindicate these predictions. Additionally, their actions, 

both during the ratifi cation debate and afterward, served 

to put a brake on the extension of national power and 

helped to preserve state autonomy. Some fi nd this eff ort 

worthy and others fi nd it problematic, yet there is little 

doubt that they helped preserve the states as the main 

locus of government action in their time. 

 Among the anti-Federalists were individuals who later 

became powerful fi gures in the national government. 

Th ey took their experience from the ratifi cation fi ght 

into a variety of political offi  ces. Presidents James Mon-

roe and John Quincy Adams had expressed their opposi-

tion to the Constitution, as did vice presidents George 

Clinton and Elbridge Gerry. A host of the Constitution’s 

critics were elected to Congress and state legislatures, the 

last of them serving into the 1820s. 

 Ironically, the anti-Federalists must also be credited 

with helping to legitimate the Constitution itself. Th eir 

acquiescence to the ratifi ed document helped to move it 

beyond a contentious document weakened by the divi-

sive ratifi cation fi ght. In the 1790s, when they employed 

James Wilson’s argument and the Constitution’s lan-

guage to suggest that Federalist policies were unconstitu-

tional, they cemented the Constitution’s central position 

in American political culture. Almost all politicians, the 

former anti-Federalists included, quickly came to argue 

that the Constitution set defi nitive bounds for American 

politics, even though they did not agree on what those 

bounds were. 

 Recently the anti-Federalists have enjoyed something 

of a renaissance, with many scholars rediscovering their 

thinking and several presses issuing compilations of 

their writings. Various political movements have also 

gained inspiration from the critics of the Constitu-

tion. Many conservatives admire the anti-Federalists 

for their attempt to limit national power. Th ey suggest 

that a more faithful reading of the Constitution would 

restrict national policies and restore the independent 

prerogatives of the states. A very diff erent group, par-

ticipatory democrats, wish to see a more active and en-

gaged citizenry. Th ey echo the anti-Federalist view that 

the sheer size of the national government prevents av-

erage citizens from participating and having an impact 

on American politics. Like many of the original critics 

of the Constitution, they argue that politicians would 

be more responsive if governmental power were more 

localized. Th e anti-Federalists’ thinking should con-

tinue to be attractive to those who are not fully satis-

fi ed with U.S. politics and who wish to contemplate 

alternatives not fully explored in American political 

history. 

 Th e ratifi cation process created a hybrid regime. No 

individual or group was entirely successful, including the 

Federalists. Th eir coalition was fragile, proving that the 

Constitution could be interpreted and administered in 

several diff erent ways. Th e anti-Federalists learned to live 

with the Constitution and helped to administer it after 

1800. Th is was not a result of them being convinced of its 

benefi ts. Rather, it was due to the respect they accorded 

to what had been made legal by the American people 

and the reassuring clarifi cation that it sanctioned a lim-

ited government at the national level. 

  See also  federalism; Federalist Party. 
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 Anti-Masonic Party 

 Th e transformation of American political culture in the 

second quarter of the nineteenth century cannot be un-

derstood without reference to America’s original third 

party. Th e Anti-Masonic Party sprang from western New 

York in response to the 1826 disappearance of William 

Morgan, an obscure artisan kidnapped and apparently 

murdered by Freemasons to stop his publication of Ma-

sonic rituals. Spreading quickly throughout the North-

east and parts of the Old Northwest, the party marshaled 

voters by the tens of thousands behind populist evangeli-

cal and egalitarian appeals. Anti-party in rhetoric though 

not in practice, Anti-Masons pioneered new techniques 

of organization and persuasion. Placing religion and re-

publican ideology center stage in partisan debate and in-

sisting on the centrality of public opinion via the ballot 

box, this ephemeral party shaped mass politics in lasting 

ways. 

 How could Morgan’s disappearance from a small vil-

lage, no matter how dramatic the circumstances, trigger 

physical and verbal violence, divide families, churches, 

and communities, and create a powerful political move-

ment? Freemasonry, a prestigious fraternal order that 

included founders and leaders of the new nation, ex-

panded rapidly after the Revolution, spreading south 

as far as Georgia and Louisiana and west to Kentucky 

and  Michigan Territory. Brothers exerted great po-

litical infl uence in many locales, initially as Federalists 

but increasingly as Republicans. Growth was particu-

larly spec tacular in New York, where Masons in fron-

tier com munities spearheaded local development and 

held elected and appointed offi  ces out of all propor-

tion to their numbers in the population. Masonry’s em-

phasis on virtue, merit, and hierarchy resonated with 

republi can values and attracted upwardly mobile men. 

Th e addition of higher degrees and new oaths to post-

 Revolutionary Masonry raised no red fl ags until “the 

Outrages.” 

 Anti-Masonry began a citizens’ protest against vigi-

lantism, followed by the thwarting of justice and stone-

walling by unapologetic Masons. Particularly noticeable 

to incipient Anti-Masons were the many public offi  cials 

and jurors associated with the earliest trials of the ac-

cused in Genesee and Ontario counties in New York. 

Religious concerns took hold fi rst, but early in 1827 pub-

lic meetings began resolving to bar Masons from town 

offi  ces. Fifteen Republican-Anti-Masons won New York 

Assembly seats (one-eighth of the total) in September, 

and Anti-Masonic slates swept some counties. Voter 

realignment presaging the Second Party System had 

begun. In 1830 Anti-Masons held the nation’s fi rst na-

tional political convention, and one year later, delegates 

from 12 states convened the fi rst presidential nominat-

ing convention. Jacksonian Democrats followed suit 

immediately. 

 As a third party that split the anti-Jackson vote in most 

states, the Anti-Masons enjoyed mixed success. Th eir 

presidential nominee William Wirt won only Vermont, 

where Anti-Masons controlled the governorship and leg-

islature for four years, but the party also briefl y played 

pivotal roles at the state level in Pennsylvania, New York, 

Massachusetts, and Rhode Island. Th ree states prohib-

ited extra-judicial oaths, but none abolished Freema-

sonry. However, the party so faded, in part, due to its 

success. In northern electoral strongholds Anti-Masonry 

kept Masons from public offi  ce for a generation, and the 

movement devastated Freemasonry everywhere. Lodges 

surrendered their charters or went underground, and 

membership dropped by some two-thirds nationally. 

Even in southern states, where Anti-Masonry did not 

organize politically, lodges experienced sharp declines 

in membership. Th e fraternity revived in the 1840s but 

never regained its earlier public infl uence. 

 Historians have struggled to explain this fi restorm, 

debating Anti-Masonry’s left-wing or right-wing ten-

dencies, its mix of religious and political-ideological mo-

tivations, and partisans’ social characteristics. In places 

studied systematically, Anti-Masons came from all socio-

economic strata and especially from the rising middle 

class of towns and villages. Some New England Anti-

Masons seemed anxious about market-inspired changes. 

But, in the party’s western New York heartland, the most 

economically developed or rapidly developing towns 

supported Anti-Masonry overwhelmingly. Th ere, party 
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lead ers co-operated with other local boosters to spur 

internal improvements and banking. Everywhere, Anti-

Masonry politicized evangelical Protestants, with some 

churches barring loyal Masons. 

 A bottom-up party, the Anti-Masons harnessed a tradi-

tion of popular protest and politicization dating from the 

Revolution to an innovative means of persuasion. Anti-

Masons, along with Jacksonian Democrats, constructed 

the new mass politics of the “party period.” Organizers 

utilized the communications revolution to tell and re-

tell the Morgan narrative through newspapers, including 

some 100 new ones; almanacs; broadsides; public inqui-

ries; traveling lecturers, and dramatization of lodge ritu-

als. Appealing directly to “the people” with stirring calls 

for “equal rights and equal privileges,” the party enlisted 

thousands of activists, including many new to politics, 

for a hierarchy of delegate conventions and grassroots 

Anti-Masonic committees which sometimes extended 

to the school district level. And some women, as well 

as men, entered an expanding public sphere to embrace 

Anti-Masonry. In at least one instance “Anti-Masonic la-

dies” passed resolutions condemning Masonry, among its 

other dangers, as a threat to family life. 

 Anti-Masons had responded to an immediate local 

situation and to existing powerful currents of political 

egalitarianism, religious revivalism, economic optimism, 

moral reform, and domesticity. Along New York’s boom-

ing Erie Canal and across “the universal Yankee nation,” 

a secret, closed, oath-bound, all-male society that privi-

leged its members seemed to threaten economic and 

political opportunity, piety, family life, and a republic 

of laws controlled by the people. When Anti-Masonry 

turned political, organizers such as Th urlow Weed made 

the most of this perfect storm of circumstances and the 

populist passions it aroused. As Masonry waned, leaders 

broadened the party’s appeal, backing other reforms, such 

as abolition of imprisonment for debt (accomplished in 

New York in 1831), and government-supported economic 

development. 

 With few exceptions, Anti-Masons moved into the 

Whig Party as it took shape in the 1830s. Th ey provided 

Whiggery with leaders like Weed, William H. Seward, 

and Th addeus Stevens and with a large, persistent evan-

gelical voting block and reformist wing. Subsequently 

they helped shape political insurgencies emerging from 

the sectional crisis, including the Free Soil movement 

and the Republican Party. Th e Anti-Masonic Party, al-

beit short-lived, had contributed to the new political 

culture of the mid-nineteenth century, and its former 

partisans continued to inject a moralistic and egalitarian 

dimension into American politics. 

  See also  antiparty sentiment; Whig Party. 
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antiparty sentiment

 Hostility toward the political party has been an im-

portant dimension of American culture from the earli-

est days of the republic. During the fi rst three or four 

decades following the adoption of the Constitution, 

antiparty sentiment derived primarily from the central 

tenets of classical republican theory, as this ancient body 

of thought was developed and reshaped by British politi-

cal philosophers during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Particularly important were two related con-

cepts: that eff ective and just government fl ows from the 

decisions of virtuous leaders pursuing the public good 

rather than their own or others’ private interests; and 

that the political infl uence of those interests and interest 

groups that do emerge within society must be transi-

tory and contained, so that no single interest acquires 

enduring power over all others and over the republic as 

a whole. Th e notion of party was antithetical to these 
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concepts and was universally condemned by the Found-

ing Fathers (who used the terms  party  and  faction  in-

terchangeably), even before anything resembling an 

institutionalized political party appeared on the Ameri-

can landscape. 

 To be sure, some of the most prominent spokesmen 

for the republican creed—Th omas Jeff erson, James 

Madison, Alexander Hamilton, John Adams, and even 

George Washington, whose Farewell Address of 1796 re-

mains the classic American warning against the dangers 

of party—quickly behaved in accordance with the fi rst 

system of enduring alignments that could be identifi ed 

as partisan. But the Federalists and Republicans of the 

early republic did not develop the elaborate institutional 

structures of later political parties, and their leaders 

perpetuated antiparty principles, in public discourse at 

least, by claiming that they and their allies worked for 

the common good while their opponents threatened 

good government by representing a specifi c constella-

tion of interests. As the historian Richard Hofstadter has 

pointed out, neither party accepted the legitimacy of the 

other, while in power or as a formal opposition. Both 

sought to eradicate the other, and when the Republicans 

succeeded in doing this in the aftermath of the War of 

1812, they were able to interpret their success as the ful-

fi llment of classic republican principles. 

 Th e factionalism that soon bedeviled the triumphant 

Republicans gave way during the 1830s and 1840s to a 

fully institutionalized and enduring two-party system, 

and to a new set of ideas that legitimated the party as 

necessary to the functioning of a viable democracy. In 

this era of mass voter mobilization by Democrats and 

Whigs (the latter replaced by Republicans before the 

Civil War), well-organized parties linked themselves not 

only to new theories of power and legitimate opposition 

but also to popular ideas and symbols intended to es-

tablish each party as truly national and fully American, 

and therefore less worrisome as ongoing representatives 

of specifi c programs and interests. Antiparty sentiment, 

in this new environment, was deliberately weakened; yet, 

it survived not merely as an old-fashioned idea but dis-

covered a new foundation in the very success of political 

parties as institutions. 

 As the parties grew, they developed professional roles 

and a set of cultural and behavioral codes that empha-

sized institutional loyalty and reward. Perhaps more 

than party platforms supporting or opposing one or 

another interest-based program, professionalism and 

patronage undermined each party’s republican charac-

ter. Increasingly, Americans defi ned partisan activists as 

“politicians,” driven by the quest for power and for pri-

vate reward in the form of government jobs or contracts 

rather than by service to the public good, even when 

that good was loftily declared in the party’s specifi c pro-

gram. And in the pursuit of power and its spoils, politi-

cians debased the electoral process with vulgar campaign 

practices and widespread bribery and intimidation at the 

polls. Th e corruption that followed from self-interest 

was now to many Americans—including regular voters 

and avid partisans—the concrete property of the party 

system. 

 Even before this system was fully formed, antiparty 

sentiment helped fuel a number of dissenting move-

ments, including several that put themselves forward as 

alternative political parties, freer from the corruption in-

herent in routine partisan activity. Th e Know-Nothings 

of the 1850s, for example, attracted some of their adher-

ents by portraying themselves in this way. Such dissent 

could emerge, too, from within the parties, as it did in 

the decades following the Civil War, when groups of 

mostly well-to-do Republicans, and somewhat later their 

counterparts in the Democratic Party, urged civil service 

reform, educational campaigns, voter registration, secret 

balloting, and other changes to a party system increas-

ingly perceived as disreputable. 

 Th ese reforms may have succeeded in elevating the rep-

utation of the political system, but they did not prevent 

a general weakening of partisan identity during the course 

of the twentieth century. Traditional antiparty themes 

such as political careerism, corruption, and the pursuit of 

interests opposed to the general good continued and still 

remain persuasive in political discourse. Th ey have mani-

fested themselves in a long trend toward independent 

voter registration (by the end of the twentieth century, 

independents were as numerous as either Democrats or 

Republicans among registered voters), toward the eleva-

tion of nonpartisanship as apolitical ideal, and toward 

more personalized political campaigns, stressing the 

 qualities of the candidate rather than his or her party af-

fi liation and in many cases portraying the candidate as a 

political outsider transcending mere partisanship. Even 

third-party movements have been more frequently orga-

nized around highly visible and often charismatic lead-

ers, from Th eodore Roosevelt and Robert La Follette to 

Ross Perot and Ralph Nader. 

 Parties remain central to the American political pro-

cess. But they continue to function within a culture long 

suspicious about partisan methods and motives and 
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newly inclined to reduce the role of parties in the shap-

ing of public aff airs. 

See also republicanism.
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 S T UA R T  M .  B LU M I N 

anti-statism

 Although conservative Austrian economist Friedrich A. 

Hayek fi rst employed the term  statism  in 1944 as part of 

a critique of modern governance, hostility to centralized 

political power has profound roots in the American ex-

perience. Borrowing notions from liberal theorists John 

Locke and Adam Smith, American Revolution leaders 

contrasted natural property rights with the privileges 

of political and market power. A concurrent republican 

ideology endorsed liberation from government coercion 

and freedom from the tyrannies of bureaucracy and 

standing armies. By the 1830s, the followers of Presi-

dent Andrew Jackson had codifi ed such sentiment into 

a campaign against government-licensed monopolies 

like the Second Bank of the United States. Free market 

advocates of nineteenth-century producer democracy 

continued to celebrate the perceived advantages of a 

government whose laissez-faire policies left corporations 

and individual enterprisers freed from state interference. 

Not surprisingly, Congress and the federal courts viewed 

regulation of business and the workplace as violations of 

constitutional rights of property. 

 As a complex industrial order convinced Progressive-

era reformers like educator John Dewey and economist 

Richard T. Ely to advocate government use of scientifi c 

expertise to serve the general welfare, small business and 

independent farming interests increasingly took excep-

tion. In Wisconsin, the Democratic Party contested 

rule by reform-minded Republicans in 1912 and 1914 

with charges that “tax-eating commissions” and remote 

bureaucrats had imposed paternalistic rule on ordinary 

people. A similar cry characterized the protests of Idaho 

Republican Senator William E. Borah in the 1920s. 

“Th e remorseless urge of centralization” and “the insa-

tiable maw of bureaucracy,” complained Borah, deprived 

“more and more the people of all voice, all rights touch-

ing home and hearthstone, of family and neighbor.” 

 Suspicion of government rule accelerated in the later 

stages of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. 

Employing a “brain trust” of academic advisers and 

plan ning consultants to fashion a consumer-oriented re-

vival of the economy, Roosevelt came under fi re for a 

lack of political accountability to constituencies beyond 

his electoral coalition. As producer interests attacked 

the administration’s judicial and executive reorganiza-

tion plans, defi cit spending, ties to organized labor, and 

sponsorship of social experimentation, critics began to 

picture Washington, D.C., as a hotbed of “strangers” to 

the American way. During World War II, when domestic 

agencies like the Offi  ce of Price Administration (OPA) 

and the National Resources Planning Board (NRPB) 

sought systemic solutions to wartime infl ation and pros-

pects of postwar unemployment, congressional critics of 

government concentration closed down New Deal agen-

cies and welcomed a spate of polemics about the dangers 

of excessive bureaucracy. 

 Hayek’s anti-statist treatise,  Th e Road to Serfdom , was 

one of fi ve such works published in 1944. Th e unitary 

economic power of the managerial state was a threat to 

human freedom and personal liberty, insisted the au-

thor, because it sought to control productive output and 

distribution. Behind government collectivism, Hayek 

saw the shadowy hand of technical specialists who used 

their expertise to advance an agenda that furthered their 

own role in the administrative machinery. By focusing 

on the political intelligentsia’s ties to state power, Hayek 

anticipated Milovan Djilas’s descriptions of the New 
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Class. A former offi  cial in Communist Yugoslavia im-

prisoned for dissenting views, Djilas contended that 

socialized economies allowed managers and offi  cials to 

serve their own class interests by administering collectiv-

ized property. 

 Speculation over the policy-making infl uence of New 

Class intellectuals prompted a number of social scientists 

in the United States to apply such a model at home. So-

ciologist Alvin W. Gouldner’s  Th e Future of Intellectuals 
and the Rise of the New Class  (1979) suggested that knowl-

edge elites were often responsible for policies involving 

state regulation of production and the provision of social 

welfare services. Beginning in the late 1960s, a more crit-

ical portrait emerged from a group of neoconservatives 

including economist Milton Friedman, sociologist Dan-

iel P. Moynihan, social commentator Michael Novak, 

and editor Norman Podhoretz. Th ese critics condemned 

a powerful cabal of collectivist bureaucrats and planners 

who consolidated a hold on power by providing social 

services to the poor and administering an antibusiness 

regulatory structure. 

 As federal involvement in civil rights placed Wash-

ington, D.C., in a controversial light in the South and 

elsewhere in the 1950s and 1960s, antigovernment dis-

course broadened. Th e fi rst politician to exploit such 

hostility was Alabama governor George C. Wallace. 

Running in several Democratic presidential pri maries 

outside the South in 1964, Wallace abandoned rhetoric 

about white supremacy and focused on the social engi-

neering of a federal government that ruled by executive 

or judicial edict. Arizona’s Republican Senator Barry 

Goldwater made a similar case in the general election 

campaign. Centralized planning, bureaucracy, and regi-

mentation, charged Goldwater, had produced a gov-

ernment of “easy morals and uneasy ethics.” Although 

Republican Richard Nixon occasionally embraced con-

servative critiques of big government and the liberal es-

tablishment, Ronald Reagan proved to be the twentieth 

century’s most successful inheritor of the anti-statist 

mantle. Campaigning for Goldwater in 1964, Reagan 

warned that “government can’t control the economy 

without controlling the people.” Two years later the 

popular Republican sailed into the California governor’s 

chair by directing conservative critiques of state power to 

exposure of the seemingly wasteful welfare programs of 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society. Similar ap-

proaches energized Reagan’s election to the White House 

in 1980. Promising to “take the government off  the backs 

of the people,” the populist conservative heralded “an 

era of national renewal” freed from federal bureaucracy 

and excessive taxation. Accordingly, Reagan cut taxes, re-

duced corporate regulation, trimmed welfare spending, 

and limited federal civil rights enforcement. 

 Following the election of President George H. W. 

Bush in 1988, Republican strategists boasted of a “new 

paradigm” that rejected rule by experts and bureau-

crats. By the early twenty-fi rst century, however, in-

creasing concerns about health care, social security, 

pension viability, and federal responses to the threats 

of terror ism and natural disasters profoundly compli-

cated the conversation about state power. After more 

than two centuries of heated debate over the proper 

place of government in a democratic society, Ameri-

cans seem as uncertain as ever over the legitimate role 

of knowledge professionals, human service practi-

tioners, and administrative specialists who have ruled 

in their name. 

  See also  conservatism. 
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  armed forces, politics in the 

 In considering the connection between politics and the 

American armed forces, three features are most notewor-

thy: fi rst, the political attitudes and relations that develop 

within the services; second, the political connections that 

develop with civilians, notably political leaders, outside 

the services; and third, the role of the armed forces as a 

political lobby—not just in terms of their role in pro-

moting debates over national security but in relation to 

their place and function in society. Such an approach 

was pioneered in Samuel P. Huntington’s book  Th e 



armed forces, politics in the

44

Soldier and the State  (1957). Soldiers in particular have 

played a signifi cant part in American politics even before 

independence. Th e glamor and heroism implicit in mili-

tary service have proved alluring. Electoral competition 

at every level could be promoted if the candidate had 

been in earshot of what George Washington described as 

the “charming sound” of bullets. Th e American republic 

shared one important feature with the Roman republic 

of antiquity: both witnessed a large degree of interpen-

etration between military and political institutions, with 

politicians eager to become military men, and vice versa. 

But American military heroes, unlike their Roman coun-

terparts, have not sought to overthrow the U.S. Con-

stitution and set up a dictatorship. Th ey have preferred 

advancement within strict constitutional boundaries and 

have rarely sought to overstep them. 

 The Legacy of the Revolution 

 Th e emphasis on political supervision of military aff airs 

before 1783 refl ects the revolutionary character of the re-

volt against the British crown. Ironically, discontent with 

British rule and agitation for self-government and then 

independence in the former colonies underlined the de-

gree to which they had inherited British military attitudes. 

Occupation by small numbers of British troops provoked 

a latent suspicion of and hostility toward regular, standing 

armies and a disinclination to pay for them. Americans 

came to believe that standing armies were a source of tyr-

anny, a threat to the values of popular freedom eventually 

expressed as liberal democracy. Here lay a source of per-

petual distrust that runs throughout American history. 

Civilians suspected soldiers of harboring antidemocratic 

tendencies, and soldiers believed that civilians were pre-

pared to indulge their prejudices to the degree that they 

might endanger American security itself. 

 In 1775 George Washington’s commission as com-

mander in chief and those of all his senior generals were 

issued by a Continental Congress responding to the in-

terests of the various states and the level of commitment 

of each to the Revolution. “Political generals”—leaders 

who could exert infl uence over important areas of the 

home front—could be found in all American wars. But 

whether these were professional politicians or not, they 

unleashed disenchantment with the system of promo-

tion and, in turn, stirred up political agitation against 

the leaders who had appointed them. Th roughout the 

Revolution, Washington shrewdly ensured that civilians 

always remained in control. In his offi  cial relations with 

the Continental Congress and the state governments, 

Washington chose to overlook lethargy, ignorance, and 

inexperience—although he inveighed against these in 

private—and treated them with deference, conscious of 

the precedents he was establishing. Civilians have been 

attacked in all American wars for failure to understand 

how to wage war and treat military men. In 1783 such 

discontent threatened to get out of control during the 

Newburgh Conspiracy, an attempt by Continental Army 

soldiers to secure back pay by threatening a military 

coup. Washington acted energetically to thwart any mili-

tary intervention in politics and ensure that legitimate 

grievances over back pay were brought before Congress 

in a respectful manner. 

 Th e image of Cincinnatus, the successful Roman gen-

eral who laid aside his command to return meekly to 

agricultural pursuits, lacking either ambition or a thirst 

for power, remained a potent element of the American 

military tradition for 150 years. It continued to exert in-

fl uence after the rise of military professionalism, stimu-

lated by the 1802 founding of the United States Military 

Academy at West Point. Th e professional ethos came to 

embrace discipline, duty, physical fi tness, and manly vir-

tue. Soldiers believed themselves expert; they evinced a 

sense of superiority in relation to civilians; they felt a 

more powerful patriotism, were singular and devoted, 

moderate and rational by comparison with their self-

ish, grasping, and often unscrupulous political masters. 

From such attitudes grew the myth that soldiers avoided 

political entanglements. Winfi eld Scott boasted that he 

never voted; George B. McClellan admitted to doing so 

only once, in 1860; so, too, did Ulysses S. Grant, in 1856. 

Yet all these men sought the presidency. Only Grant was 

successful, serving two terms and desirous of a third. 

McClellan served as governor of New Jersey (1878–81). 

Many other military offi  cers engaged in politics. In 1858 

P. G. T. Beauregard ran for mayor of New Orleans, and 

the later General Montgomery C. Meigs thought noth-

ing of building up congressional alliances to aid him in a 

dispute with the secretary of war, John B. Floyd. 

 Civilian Control and the Two Party System 

 Th e presumption of political “innocence” among regu-

lar offi  cers arose partly from resentment at the failure 

of American leadership from the War of 1812 onward 

to distinguish between high political and military rank. 

During the Mexican-American War (1846–48), the ten-

sions between President James K. Polk and his generals 

Winfi eld Scott and Zachary Taylor resulted not from a 

clash of values but from the Democratic president’s jus-
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tifi ed fear that Scott and Taylor, as Whigs, would exploit 

any military success in subsequent runs for the presi-

dency. Polk briefl y considered placing Democrat sena-

tor Th omas Hart Benton as a lieutenant general over 

both of them before abandoning the idea. However, 

throughout the nineteenth century the nonregular sol-

dier appeared to fi t the Cincinnatus model more closely. 

In Andrew Jackson’s fi rst inaugural address on March 4, 

1829, he declared that “the bulwark of our defence is the 

national militia.” High rank in volunteer service proved 

a path to the presidency not just for Jackson, but also for 

William Henry Harrison, Franklin Pierce, Rutherford 

B. Hayes, James A. Garfi eld, Benjamin Harrison, and 

William McKinley. 

 In 1861 many Americans blamed the outbreak of the 

Civil War on selfi sh partisanship that had infl amed pas-

sions. Abraham Lincoln thus treated the enlistment of 

northern Democrats in support of the war eff ort as a high 

priority. He off ered many of them senior commissions, 

including Benjamin F. Butler, Daniel E. Sickles, John A. 

Logan, and John A. McClernand. James G. Blaine, later a 

Republican presidential candidate and secretary of state, 

contended in his  Twenty Years of Congress  (1884–86) that 

the war could not have been won without them. War 

Democrats also included Secretary of War Edwin M. 

Stanton and Judge Advocate General Joseph Holt. In-

deed, disappointed Republicans calculated that 80 out of 

110 brigadier generals’ commissions and 80 percent of all 

generals’ commissions had gone to the Democratic Party 

opposition. In 1861–62, the three most important com-

mands were held by Democrats: George B. McClellan, 

who presided as general in chief; Henry W. Halleck, who 

in July 1862 succeeded him; and Don Carlos Buell. 

 All these generals were West Point graduates. Profes-

sional soldiers tend to be conservative in politics, and 

before 1861 West Point had been criticized for nurturing 

an “aristocratic” elitism among regular offi  cers. For years 

afterward Republicans accused it of having sheltered a 

treasonous “slave power” conspiracy, as over 26 per cent 

of West Point graduates resigned and sought commis-

sions in the armies of the Confederacy. Th e leading 

Democratic generals were spokesmen for military pro-

fessionalism, and thus made claims for their superior 

knowledge of military science. Th ey argued that they 

should be able to make decisions free of “political” ha-

rassment. McClellan, who admired the code of the 

southern gentleman, and Buell, who had southern rela-

tives through marriage, gained a reputation for being 

slow, overly cautious, and incapable of making the most 

of their opportunities. Th eir Republican critics on the 

Congressional Joint Committee on the Conduct of the 

War equated their reluctance to engage southern armies 

in “vigorous” operations to their conservative political 

views. Such critics as Senator Benjamin F. Wade of Ohio, 

ridiculed McClellan’s use of military jargon—especially 

“lines of retreat”—as an excuse for moral cowardice. One 

War Democrat, Senator Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, 

joined in such denunciation because he saw McClellan 

as a rival for the 1864 Democratic nomination, which he 

eventually won after leaving the service. 

 Few of the antebellum regulars among the senior offi  -

cers of the Union Army were opposed to slavery. In 1861 

outright abolitionists, like David Hunter, were a belea-

guered minority. After McClellan’s removal in Novem-

ber 1862, the infl uence of Democrats waned. A growing 

number, like Henry W. Halleck, Ambrose E. Burnside, 

and Joseph Hooker, came to embrace the Emancipation 

Proclamation. In 1863 an aggrieved Abner Doubleday 

still complained that proslavery “cliques” ran the army 

and that “anti-McClellan men” were held back. Nonethe-

less, under the Grant-Sherman regime of 1864–65 most 

of the signifi cant commands were held by West Pointers, 

though Grant evinced a skill at handling “political gen-

erals” like Butler. Th e soldiers in the ranks—especially 

in the East—who had previously adored McClellan did 

not vote for him in the presidential election of 1864. Lin-

coln and the Republican Party won 77.5 percent of the 

soldiers’ vote. 

 After the Civil War, the powerful support off ered to 

the Republican Party by the veterans’ organization, the 

Grand Army of the Republic, foreshadowed the political 

sway of such twentieth-century successors as the Ameri-

can Legion. 

 Th e partisanship of 1861–65 had also bequeathed a bit-

ter legacy. Th e sense that the regular army was “apart” 

from American society probably dates from the 1840s, but 

it came to assume greater symbolic importance after 1877. 

Such disillusionment had less impact in the U.S. Navy, 

which expanded rapidly after the 1880s. Democratic soci-

eties, in any case, have felt less antipathy toward navies, as 

they represented a lesser direct threat to liberty. 

 Resentment of the army’s marginal role at the conclu-

sion of the Indian Wars diminished respect in the ranks for 

the Constitution and popular democracy. Brevet Major 

General Emory Upton became the mouthpiece for such 

views. Upton argued that volunteers were invariably inef-

fective and that civilian control remained the central rea-

son for American military failures. Henceforth, he argued, 
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all decision making should be the monopoly of military 

professionals. 

 Th e U.S. triumphs in both world wars revealed these 

claims to be misguided. Th e role of military men in policy 

making worked smoothly, especially from 1941–45. Har-

mony prevailed because to work eff ectively civilian con-

trol requires trust, not sulky acquiescence. Th e chief of 

staff  during World War II, George C. Marshall, spoke out 

candidly when he disagreed with President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, but he never made any disagreements public. 

Th e basic system continued to work well after 1945 de-

spite interservice squabbling over budgets. Most diff er-

ences could be subsumed in pursuit of the common goal 

of winning the cold war. But the dramatic dismissal of 

General Douglas MacArthur in 1951 for colluding with 

a Republican congressman while criticizing President 

Harry S. Truman’s policy in the Korean War (1950–53) 

was a portent of the tensions that would develop after 

1989 with the collapse of the cold war consensus. 

 MacArthur’s dismissal led to a revival in interest in 

civil-military relations, especially after the publication of 

Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. and Richard H. Rovere’s book 

on the controversy,  Th e General and the President and the 
Future of American Foreign Policy  (1952). Yet MacArthur’s 

political record before the Korean War, in which he acted 

prudently and democratically as supreme commander of 

the Allied Powers (1945–51) in postwar Japan, belies the 

fear that he hankered for the military’s dominance in 

politics. 

 Th e postwar détente smiled favorably on younger 

candidates for political offi  ce who fought in “the good 

war.” All the victorious presidential candidates from 

1960–92, with the exception of Ronald Reagan, had 

respectable service records in the U.S. Navy: John F. 

Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald 

Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H. W. Bush. Service 

records or the lack of them would continue to be con-

troversial in President Bill Clinton’s relations with the 

U.S. Army, especially, and would resurface in the 2004 

presidential election in the exchanges over the relative 

merits of the incumbent president, George W. Bush, 

who did not serve in Vietnam, in comparison with that 

of the Democratic Party candidate, Senator John Kerry, 

a decorated Vietnam War veteran. 

 Given the importance of military service to candidates, 

it was hardly unexpected that the Second World War’s 

higher commanders—mostly generals—would pursue 

political careers. Former Army Chief of Staff  Marshall 

served as secretary of state (1947–49), setting a precedent 

whereby, after 1945, retired military men were often pre-

ferred candidates for this offi  ce, and as secretary of de-

fense (1950–51) in the Truman administration. Dwight D. 

Eisenhower served two terms as president (1953–61); 

at the beginning of his political career, Eisenhower ap-

peared ideologically ambiguous, and could have gained 

either the Democratic or Republican nomination. His 

instincts proved to be more conservative, however. He 

was committed to fi scal conservatism and “small govern-

ment,” suspicious of the civil rights movement, and hos-

tile to high defense expenditures. Eisenhower’s policies 

were subject to scathing criticism by some generals, most 

notably Maxwell D. Taylor in his  Th e Uncertain Trumpet  
(1959). In 1961 John F. Kennedy summoned Taylor from 

retirement to become chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff . 

 Civil Military Relations since Vietnam 

 Compared with the MacArthur controversy during the 

Korean War, a civil-military consensus held up to the 

strain of conducting the Vietnam War reasonably well—

until it was clear the confl ict could not be won. By De-

cember 1969, however, the notion became popular that 

the errors of the war were due, as  Time  magazine explained 

in a feature exploring the army’s “stab-in-the-back com-

plex,” to civilian leaders forcing military men to fi ght 

with “one hand tied behind their back.” Another popular 

scapegoat was the media, which was accused of corroding 

support for the war by mischievous reporting, although 

most news agencies (both print and television) had been 

consistent supporters of the war. By the 1980s, however, 

the military had changed its tack and drew very diff erent 

lessons that advised less, rather than more, force. 

 Th e reaction of all three services to the humiliation 

of defeat in Vietnam ushered in a new period of civil-

military tensions. An initial solution was expressed in the 

Powell Doctrine, which resolved that the United States 

should never again intervene militarily unless victory was 

virtually guaranteed, and should always plan an “exit 

strategy”—a euphemism for retreat. Its author, General 

Colin Powell, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff , 

seemed to demand a right of veto over policy which 

echoed McClellan’s practice and Upton’s complaints. 

 At the same time, the armed services had given ground 

to technically minded civilian think tanks and the private 

sector. Many tasks were contracted out to private fi rms 

and such business techniques as management models 
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and systems analysis were increasingly employed. Under 

Robert S. McNamara, secretary of defense from 1961–67, 

the value of military experience had been subordinated 

to earlier, similar, techniques, advanced by “whiz kids” 

equipped with slide rules. But, from the 1990s onward, 

civilianization represented a major assault on the military 

ethos; in short, the military could be treated as “just an-

other profession.” Other armed forces with comparable 

traditions, like the British, faced similar threats. 

 The Future of Civil Control 

 Th e armed forces reacted to such challenges with a politi-

cally alert response that exploited unprecedented levels 

of public support evident since the Gulf War of 1991. Se-

nior offi  cers did not hesitate to express partisan political 

opinions. Th e habit of endorsing presidential candidates 

began with Admiral William J. Crowe for Clinton in 

1992. Powell and General Norman Schwarzkopf, former 

commander in chief of the U.S. Central Command and 

overall commander in the Gulf War of 1990–91, sup-

ported Robert Dole in 1996; the majority of the senior 

military supported George W. Bush in 2000 (and Powell 

served as his fi rst secretary of state). In December 2007, 

more than 100 retired admirals and generals (with 54 of 

them at four-star rank) endorsed Senator John McCain 

for the Republican nomination. 

 It is therefore ironic that the most bitter recent po-

litical tussle between the armed forces and a presidential 

administration should be with that of the party that the 

military supported at the polls. Opposition to Secretary 

of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld escalated as the 2003 

invasion of Iraq touched off  a long war. In April 2006, a 

group of retired senior offi  cers launched a scathing attack 

on Rumsfeld, violating the principle laid down by George 

Marshall that disputes should never be made public until 

the administration concerned has left offi  ce. 

 Such events pose serious questions for the future of 

civilian control. Th e military risks being seen as just 

another political lobby that invites purges of its senior 

ranks. In 2007–8, criticism of the role of General David 

Petraeus as the “front man” of the Bush administration’s 

policy in Iraq hinted that the neutrality of the armed 

forces, and especially the U.S. Army, had become sus-

pect. Scholars have detected a rise in the “militarization” 

of American society, and fear that the army again stands 

apart from the mainstream of American society. Offi  cers 

frequently voice hostility to what they see as a hedonistic 

society that contrasts unfavorably with their own ethos. 

Th is shift to increased politicization, Richard H. Kohn 

has argued, can only be arrested when civilians especially 

regard the armed forces with renewed knowledge and 

sympathy. Such knowledge cannot be assumed to exist 

among the members of any one political party. Donald 

Rumsfeld provoked more hostility than any other sec-

retary of defense for 40 years. Servicemen and women 

must also refl ect on the price paid for forfeiting political 

neutrality. 

  See also  war and politics. 
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 B R I A N  H O L D E N  R E I D  

 Articles of Confederation 

 Th e Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union, 

drafted in 1776, formed the fi rst written constitution of 

the United States, in which the 13 newly independent 

states entered “into a fi rm league of friendship with each 

other, for their common defense, the security of their 

liberties, and their mutual and general welfare, binding 

themselves to assist each other, against all force off ered 

to, or attacks made upon them, or any of them, on ac-

count of religion, sovereignty, trade, or any other pre-

tense whatever.” Known to history as the unfortunate 

predecessor of the federal Constitution of 1787, the ar-

ticles have generally had a bad reputation, for on the eve 

of the 1787 convention the Congress they created had 

virtually ceased to function. In the estimation of Feder-

alist critics, the articles provided for a system of federal 

government that was “radically vicious and unsound,” 

requiring not amendment but “an entire change in its 

leading features and characters.” 

 Despite these failures, which even the friends of state 

sovereignty were often willing to concede, the Articles of 

Confederation are nevertheless highly signifi cant. Until 

the Civil War, and even in some measure thereafter, the 

articles were frequently invoked to justify contending 

interpretations of the nature of the union and the pow-

ers allocated to state and national governments by the 

1787 Constitution. Many aspects of the articles found 

their way into that constitution—the change, as James 

Madison insisted, consisted “much less in the addition 

of  new powers  to the Union, than in the invigoration 

of its  original powers .” In the drafting of the Articles of 

Confederation, Americans confronted for the fi rst time 

the great promise—and problems—entailed by the con-

struction of their federal union. Th e idea that 13 inde-

pendent sovereignties could elaborate an eff ective system 

of cooperation on a virgin continent was inspiring, and 

augured a new ordering of state relations utterly unlike 

the European system, with its war-prone and clashing 

sovereignties. 

 Th e drafting of the articles and the subsequent expe-

rience of union, however, also showed how diffi  cult it 

would be to actually establish such a system. From the 

beginning the union was surrounded, and nearly sub-

merged, by contentious disputes among its states and 

sections. It was widely believed in Great Britain that no 

such system of cooperation among the American states 

could possibly succeed. In 1776, as David Ramsay of 

South Carolina recalled two years later, “Our enemies 

seemed confi dent of the impossibility of our union; 

our friends doubted it; and all indiff erent persons, who 

judged of things present, by what has heretofore hap-

pened, considered the expectation thereof as romantic.” 

 Origin and Purpose 

 Th e committee of the Continental Congress charged 

with drafting articles of confederation fi rst met in May 

1776, pursuant to the critical decisions in the fi rst two 

weeks of May pointing toward a declaration of indepen-

dence, the pursuit of foreign recognition and assistance, 

the establishment of new state governments, and the 

making of the union. Delegates to Congress, conscious 

that they would be setting vital precedents, had divided 

on which of these momentous acts should come fi rst, 

if come they must, but they fi nally decided in the rush 

toward independence to do all four things together and 

at once. 

 Our understanding of the articles is hobbled by the 

absence of anything approaching a full record of the de-

bates in either the drafting committee or the Congress. 

Unlike 1787, when James Madison resolved to take de-

tailed notes of the proceedings, only fragmentary records 

remain of these debates, though we are assured they were 

voluminous. 

 Th e committee charged with devising terms of con-

federation issued its report on July 12, 1776, based on a 

draft in the hand of John Dickinson. Historians diff er 

on the question of how much the initial conception of 

confederation changed over the next year, as debate over 

the terms continued in confi dential sessions of the Con-

gress. Some argue that the change was substantial, with 

a decided shift away from national control toward state 

sovereignty; others insist that the basic character of con-

federation changed very little between the fi rst and fi nal 

drafts. Th ough the fi nished product lost the provision 

granting Congress the authority to cut off  the extrava-
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gant claims of the states with land claims beyond the 

Appalachians, the initial and fi nal draft each provided 

for a league of states rather than a centralized govern-

ment. Neither proposed that Congress be vested with 

the all-important power of taxation. Each established 

the dependence of the federal government on the state 

governments for the requisition of troops and revenues, 

and each made clear that the rights not surrendered by 

compact to the federal authority were retained by the 

states. 

 Th e promise of confederation was most eloquently 

conveyed by John Witherspoon, delegate from New 

Jersey. Witherspoon saw the union as the working out, 

under the novel conditions and circumstances of North 

America, of the “peace plan” tradition in European 

thought, and he expressed the hope that “a well planned 

confederacy among the states of America” might “hand 

down the blessings of peace and public order to many 

generations.” Europe had progressed from its former 

“disunited and hostile situation” to the “enlarged system 

called the balance of power.” It lay with America to take 

a step beyond the balance of power “to a state of more 

perfect and lasting union.” 

 Th e paradigm shift that Witherspoon described—

from balance of power to federal union—conveys a 

world of meaning and experience intensely relevant to 

his generation. But it was one thing to state in words 

this grand and glorious vision, quite another to bring 

it to fruition. As Witherspoon and others recognized 

in 1776, and which would be repeatedly echoed there-

after, Americans had a serious security problem, one 

represented by the likely interaction of the ambitions 

of foreign powers and internal divisions among the 

American states. In the absence of lasting confederacy, 

Witherspoon warned, the peace to follow the achieve-

ment of independence would raise the certain prospect 

“of a more lasting war, a more unnatural, more bloody, 

and much more hopeless war, among the colonies them-

selves.” Given the profound regional diff erentiation of 

the colonies, that grim prospect was a much pondered 

outcome, and it profoundly conditioned attitudes to-

ward the union. 

 “Th e colonies,” as John Adams recalled in 1818, “had 

grown up under constitutions so diff erent, there was so 

great a variety of religions, they were composed of so many 

diff erent nations, their customs, manners, and habits had 

so little resemblance, and their intercourse had been so 

rare, and their knowledge of each other so imperfect, that 

to unite them in the same principles in theory and the 

same system of action, was certainly a very diffi  cult en-

terprise.” Th e most serious division was between the New 

England and the southern states. Neither region wished 

for a separate national identity; but forming a durable 

union out of these heterogeneous materials often seemed, 

from 1776 to 1787, to be a virtually hopeless enterprise. 

 Provisions 

 Th e articles, as fi nally submitted to the states, allowed one 

vote for each of the 13 states. Th e compact also allocated 

burdens according to the value of all land within each state. 

Both provisions provoked intense  disagreement, though, 

together in the same document they formed something 

of a compromise. Th e one-state one-vote provision was 

disadvantageous to the southern states, led by Virginia, 

and the provision for dividing the burdens of the war fell 

most severely on New England. It would allow the south-

erners, wrote one New Englander, “by their negroes being 

left at home, [to] till their lands and git Bread & Riches, 

while some other States may be greatly distressed.” Th e 

formula assessing burdens according to land value had 

been resorted to in preference to the more obvious crite-

rion of population because the delegates were unable to 

reach agreement over how to count slaves, the discussion 

of which had disclosed the fundamentally incompatible 

perspectives of North and South. 

 A key provision, adopted at the urging of Th omas 

Burke of North Carolina, held, “Each state retains its sov-

ereignty, freedom, and independence, and every power, 

jurisdiction, and right, which is not by this Confedera-

tion expressly delegated to the United States, in Congress 

assembled.” By the same token, the United States did 

enjoy authority over those matters imparted to it by the 

confederation. Despite the absence of a clause empower-

ing Congress to use force against recalcitrant states, some 

Americans believed that such a power was implicit in 

the confederation. Th omas Jeff erson, a later apostle of 

nullifi cation, noted in 1786, “When any one state in the 

American Union refuses obedience to the Confederation 

by which they have bound themselves, the rest have a 

natural right to compel them to obedience.” 

 Th e articles provided that 9 out of 13 states were nec-

essary in order to reach decisions on important matters, 

a provision adopted in order to ensure “a due Balance” 

among the states and sections. Without the agreement 

of nine states, Congress could not “engage in a war, nor 

grant letters of marque or reprisal in time of peace, nor 

enter into any treaties or alliances, nor coin money, 

nor regulate the value thereof, nor ascertain the sums 
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and expenses necessary for the defense and welfare of the 

United States, or any of them, nor emit bills, nor borrow 

money on the credit of the United States, nor appropri-

ate money, nor agree upon the number of vessels of war, 

to be built or purchased, or the number of land or sea 

forces to be raised, nor appoint a commander in chief of 

the army or navy.” 

 Perhaps the most unusual feature of the Articles of 

Confederation is the resemblance it had to the “constitu-

tion of the British empire,” as the Americans had come 

to understand it. Th at mixture of executive, judicial, and 

“federative” powers that, in the American theory, had 

 belonged to king and council, were basically given to 

“the United States in Congress assembled”; those powers 

that belonged to the legislatures of the provincial colo-

nies passed to the newly founded states. In the traditional 

theory of the British constitution, the king enjoyed the 

powers of war and peace and of leagues and alliances that 

John Locke had identifi ed with the “federative power.” 

Th is authority went to the Continental Congress under 

the articles, which excluded the states from everything 

 touching on foreign relations. By the same token, the 

arrangement the Americans made among themselves 

displayed the same dependence on the provincial legis-

latures that, in their view, had characterized the imperial 

constitution. While Congress was to propose, the states 

were to dispose.  Unlike the Congress established by the 

1787 Constitution, which was undoubtedly a legislative 

body, the Congress of the Confederation is best thought 

of as a “plural Executive” or “deliberating Executive as-

sembly” that would be the agent rather than the master 

of the states. 

 Controversy and Crisis 

 When independence was declared, the expectation 

among many congressmen was that Articles of Confed-

eration would be rapidly drafted and ratifi ed. In fact, it 

took 16 months, until November 1777, for the articles 

to be submitted to the states for approval, and it was 

not until 1781 that consent was received from all 13 states 

(with the last hold-out, Maryland, succumbing to pres-

sure from the French minister to the United States). 

 Th is sequence of events created an anomalous con-

stitutional situation for the American states and, both 

at the time and subsequently, aroused much disagree-

ment over what it meant. In eff ect, the American states 

had agreed to get hitched in 1776 but experienced grave 

diffi  culties and delays in reaching agreement on the 

terms. What was their constitutional relationship during 

this time of declared mutual love but not yet fully licit 

union? Until March 1781, the Articles of Confederation 

were not binding on the American states, but the states 

were nevertheless bound together by the sacred prom-

ises of the Declaration of Independence, which Jeff erson 

would later call “the fundamental act of union of these 

states.” Nationalists in later years argued that Congress 

from 1776 to 1781 actually enjoyed its authority from a 

revolutionary grant given to it by the American people; 

states’ righters countered that no such people were rec-

ognized in the formal terms of union and that Congress 

before 1781 could scarcely be thought to have more au-

thority than it enjoyed after ratifi cation. 

 Another great debate in which the Articles of Confed-

eration and Perpetual Union fi gured was just how per-

manent the union really was. In arguing that the union 

preceded the states, nationalists sought to counter any 

assumption that the states might enjoy a right to nullify 

federal laws within their jurisdiction or to secede from 

the union. Th e union, in their view, was perpetual. Th is 

perspective, however, was complicated by the fact that 

when the Federal Convention proposed revised terms of 

union, it violated the amendment procedures of the Ar-

ticles of Confederation. Instead of requiring unanimous 

consent, as the articles had done, the federal Constitu-

tion would enter into operation and allow for amend-

ments with the consent of three-fourths of the states. 

Th is was either a fl agrant violation of constitutional pro-

priety or a stark admission that the old union had ceased 

to exist. It was on the latter ground that the Federalists 

rested their case for the Constitution, but that, in turn, 

implied that the union was not perpetual and could be 

changed or dissolved by the acts of the states. 

 Th ese now somewhat obscure controversies were 

once of commanding interest to Americans, and indeed 

formed part of the preliminaries to the Civil War. What-

ever conclusion might be reached as to the validity of 

the contending cases in theory, little disagreement ex-

ists that, in practice, the Articles of Confederation in-

stitutionalized a huge gap between what Congress was 

responsible for doing and what it could actually ac-

complish. In the artful summary of one historian, Con-

gress “could ask for money but not compel payment; it 

could enter into treaties but not enforce their stipula-

tions; it could provide for raising of armies but not fi ll 

the ranks; it could borrow money but take no proper 

measures for repayment; it could advise and recommend 
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but not command.” It was the paralysis in government 

produced by that gap that provided the chief impetus on 

the road to the Philadelphia convention. Despite these 

acknowledged defi ciencies, the 1783 Treaty of Paris se-

curing American independence was achieved under the 

government provided by the articles; so, too, was the 

1787 Northwest Ordinance establishing the terms under 

which western territories would be settled and admitted 

into the union. 

 A Distant Mirror 

 Th e 1787 federal Constitution had many imitators in for-

eign lands, but it is the “weak” and “defective” version 

of American federal union that most resembles interna-

tional organization in the twentieth century. Th e boast 

sometimes heard in American history that America’s 

federal union would be the model and beginning of the 

federation of the world proved only half right: modern 

international organizations (such as the United Na-

tions, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and the 

European Union) are saddled with allocations of power 

and authority that mimic the articles in their bold aims 

and weak structures, leaving these associations always in 

danger of either disintegration or ineff ectiveness. In the 

1990s, the American political philosopher Benjamin Bar-

ber held that the Articles of Confederation had surpris-

ing relevance in dealing with the world of globalization, 

with its contending forces of profound interdepen-

dence and fanatical tribalism. Th e dilemma of modern 

 governance—of nation-states that are too large for the 

small things in life and too small for the big things—

shows that the generic problem the Articles of Confeder-

ation were intended to address remains very much with 

us. Repelled by visions of both international anarchy and 

a universal state, the contemporary world seems fated 

to experience all over again the trials and tribulations of 

states that bind themselves in “fi rm leagues of friend-

ship” while reserving to themselves the maximum degree 

of autonomous action. 

  See also  Bill of Rights; Constitution, federal. 
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 D AV I D  C .  H E N D R I C K S O N 

 Asian immigrants and politics 

 Asian immigrants and Asian Americans only became vis-

ible as a force in U.S. electoral politics in the last decades 

of the twentieth century, but they have a long history of 

political and legal activism in the United States. Asian 

immigrant and citizen activism have taken several forms 

over the years, including protests against substandard 

wages and working conditions and harsh immigration 

laws that limited options for entry to the United States, 

revolutionary activities aimed at the homeland, and en-

gagement in local and national electoral politics. Th e 

development of Asian activism in each area was intrinsi-

cally linked to domestic and international factors that 

created the transpacifi c migration of Asians and the laws 

governing their movements and activities. 

 Early Immigration 

 Th e earliest Asian immigrants came to the United States 

from China, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, and India. 

Chinese merchants reached the American East Coast 
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by the late eighteenth century, but the fi rst large infl ux 

of Chinese arrived in California in the 1850s. Th ere, 

 Chinese not only panned for gold but also built railroads 

and fi lled gaps in the service industry in a predominantly 

male society by opening restaurants and laundries. In 

response to complaints by white workers about Chi-

nese laborers putting in longer hours at lower wages, 

California considered laws to protect Americans from 

competition with the Chinese. As anti-Chinese senti-

ment and violence increased, Congress passed the fi rst 

Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, which barred Chinese 

laborers from entry for ten years. Economic arguments 

intersected with regional politics to create the fi rst law 

restricting immigration to the United States and the only 

immigration act to single out a particular ethnic group. 

Th e Exclusion Acts—the laws renewed repeatedly over 

several decades—also had the eff ect of preventing Chi-

nese from acquiring naturalized citizenship. Although 

the Supreme Court ruled in  United States v. Wong Kim 
Ark  that Chinese were eligible for birthright citizenship, 

Chinese women were barred from legal immigration 

to the United States, and antimiscegenation laws pre-

vented many Chinese men from marrying outside their 

race. 

 Th e Chinese Exclusion Acts became the model for 

excluding Asians from the United States for decades, 

but they did not go unchallenged. Chinese immigrants 

organized mutual aid societies, and, through them, ques-

tioned the legality of the Chinese Exclusion Acts in law-

suits such as  Chae Chan Ping v. United States  and  Fong 
Yue Ting v. United States . Th ese eff orts ultimately proved 

unsuccessful, as anti-Chinese sentiment trumped their 

careful legal arguments. But Chinese claiming the right 

to enter the United States so fl ooded the courts with 

cases suing for habeas corpus that the U.S. Department 

of Justice responded by creating a separate system for 

hearing immigration appeals. Chinese were also active in 

defending their rights as laborers, leading strikes against 

railroads and other employers and demanding equal pay 

and treatment. 

 Beginning in the 1890s, Japanese immigrants arrived 

in signifi cant numbers after labor recruiters from Califor-

nia sought workers to help with backbreaking farm labor, 

and Hawaiian plantation owners began using Japanese 

to diversify their workforce. Unlike imperial China, the 

Japanese government was a strong power internationally 

and in a much better position to protect the rights and 

interests of its citizens abroad. Anti-Asian sentiment in 

the United States included prejudices against Japanese 

migrants, however, so immigration was limited through 

the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907. Like the Chinese, 

the Japanese contested poor treatment. In Hawai‘i Japa-

nese organized a mass strike in 1904 that involved some 

1,200 workers; a second movement in 1909 mobilized 

an impressive 7,000. In both cases, the Japanese labor-

ers sought better working conditions and more equitable 

wages. But concessions from their American employers 

proved hard to win as strike funds dwindled and the pro-

tests dragged on. Over time, employers in Hawai‘i con-

tinued to diversify their labor forces, combining laborers 

from across Asia so that linguistic diff erences would 

make organization more diffi  cult. 

 Th e question of whether Japanese were eligible for cit-

izenship was highly contested, as more Japanese arrived 

intending to become permanent residents. After a series 

of inconsistent court rulings that allowed some Japanese 

to become naturalized citizens and denied others, the Su-

preme Court fi nally decided in the 1922 decision  Takao 
Ozawa v. United States  that Japanese were ineligible for 

naturalization. 

 Asian immigrants to the United States also came from 

three other locations: Korea, the Philippines, and Brit-

ish India. As with early Japanese arrivals, Korean immi-

grants fi rst came as a result of American labor recruiters 

visiting their country. Th e window for early migration—

only opened in 1905—closed by 1910, however, as Japa-

nese colonial control over the peninsula solidifi ed. South 

Asians, mostly from Punjab, also came in small numbers, 

many entering the United States after Canada began to 

place restrictions on their entrance in 1908. Beginning 

in 1917, U.S. laws restricted immigration from anywhere 

within the “Asiatic Barred Zone,” and the national ori-

gins  quotas created in 1920 further limited immigra-

tion to groups that already had a large presence in the 

United States. Th e 1924 Immigration Act succeeded in 

banning most remaining immigration from Asia. Th e 

sole exception to these legal restrictions on Asian immi-

gration was that of the Philippines, because its citizens 

were U.S. nationals of an American colony. In 1934, the 

Tydings-McDuffi  e Act created a procedure for grant-

ing the  Philippines independence. In the process, it re-

stricted Filipino immigration to a mere 50 new arrivals 

each year. 

 During the Exclusion Era—the period between the 

advent of Chinese exclusion in 1882 and the revision of 

U.S. immigration laws to allow widespread Asian natu-
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ralization in 1952—ineligibility for citizenship barred 

most Asian immigrants from participation in the Ameri-

can political system. But Chinese, Korean, and Indian 

reformers took advantage of U.S. freedoms to call for 

changes in their homelands. In Hawai‘i in 1894, Sun Yat-

sen, later a leader of the Chinese republican revolution 

and the fi rst elected leader of China, created a political 

party to promote the revolution. Koreans and Indians 

also sought independence from colonial rule for their 

homelands. Koreans founded the Korean Nationalist As-

sociation in 1909, while Indians created the revolution-

ary Ghadar Party in 1913. 

 Asian Immigration and Activism at Midcentury 

 World War II marked a beginning of major changes for 

Asian immigrant communities. Following the attack on 

Pearl Harbor in 1941, many Japanese Americans were la-

beled “enemy aliens.” Suspected to be Axis collaborators 

by many Americans, Japanese American residents on the 

West Coast, most of whom were citizens, were rounded 

up and placed in camps to wait out the war. Some excep-

tions to the general internment found work inland or 

joined the U.S. armed forces, but thousands lost their 

homes, possessions, and jobs. At the same time, the once 

reviled Chinese were given a new life as American al-

lies and heroes of the East; they were rewarded for their 

homeland’s long and diffi  cult struggle against the Japa-

nese with the repeal of the Exclusion Acts in 1943. After 

repeal, 105 Chinese immigrants were allowed to immi-

grate to the United States each year, but more important, 

Chinese nationals became eligible for naturalization for 

the fi rst time since the 1882 Exclusion Acts. Th e repeal 

also paved the way for postwar acts permitting both 

Indian and Filipino migrants to naturalize and immi-

grate in small numbers. In 1952 the McCarran- Walter 

Act fi nally replaced the Asiatic Barred Zone with an 

Asia-Pacifi c Triangle in which minimum quotas of 100 

were granted for each Asian nationality. Th e inclusion 

of Asian—primarily Chinese and Japanese—veterans in 

the privileges granted by the War Brides and War Fian-

cées acts of 1945 and 1946 also brought major changes 

to Asian American communities. Bachelor immigrants 

were able for the fi rst time to marry or bring over their 

wives and began to build families and permanent homes 

in the United States. 

 In spite of these reforms, the era between the immigra-

tion laws passed by Congress in 1952 and 1965 is known as 

the era of de facto exclusion. Although McCarran-Walter 

Persons of Japanese ancestry 

arrive at the Santa Anita 

Assembly Center in Arcadia, 

California, from San Pedro on 

April 5, 1942. Evacuees lived 

at this center before being 

moved inland to relocation 

centers. (Clem Albers/

National Archives)
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opened the door for annual quotas and naturalization, 

it kept extremely low limits on new entries. Th e 1965 

Immigration Act fi nally did away with national origins 

quotas altogether, creating in their place a series of pref-

erences based on special skills and family ties and overall 

hemispheric quotas. As a result of this act, signifi cant im-

migration began that fundamentally changed the nature 

of Asian America, created a quickly growing minority 

population, and sowed the fi rst seeds of Asian American 

political activism. Not only did Chinese, Japanese, Ko-

rean, Indian, and Filipino immigrants arrive in greater 

numbers, but the new law opened the door for immigra-

tion from Asian countries not previously represented in 

the United States, such as Th ailand, Pakistan, Indonesia, 

or Malaysia. U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War and 

the refugee acts that passed as a result of its withdrawal 

also created new migration from Vietnam, Cambodia, 

and Laos after 1975. 

 Th is new infl ux of Asian immigration created the im-

petus for increased engagement in U.S. politics. Long 

denied the vote, Asian Americans had earned a reputa-

tion for political apathy sometimes fed by those trying to 

prove that their immigration posed no threat to U.S. in-

stitutions. But as numbers increased, so did political in-

volvement. In the postwar era, the fi rst Asian American 

politicians were elected to U.S. political bodies. Arizona 

state representative Wing F. Ong became the fi rst Asian 

American to be elected to a state assembly in 1946. In 

1956, Dalip Singh Saund was elected to Congress from 

California. After Hawai‘i achieved statehood in 1959, its 

large population elected Asian American Hiram Fong 

was to the U.S. Senate in 1959, followed three years later 

by Daniel K. Inouye. In 1964, Patsy Takemoto Mink be-

came the fi rst Asian American woman elected to Con-

gress. Japanese and other Asian Americans in Congress 

proved critical to passing legislation in 1988 that com-

pensated loyal Japanese Americans for their unlawful 

incarceration during World War II. 

 Asian Pride and Pan-Asian Organization 

 Although Asian American politicians from the U.S. 

mainland remained rarer than from Hawai‘i, Asian 

Americans increasingly took part in the civil rights and 

antiwar movements that contributed to a breakdown in 

the domestic cold war consensus. Asian American stu-

dents at San Francisco State University went on strike 

in 1968 to demand that the school create ethnic studies 

programs. At the same time, Asian and Asian American 

students also joined the movement calling for an end to 

American involvement in Vietnam; some claimed soli-

darity with the beleaguered citizens of Southeast Asia. 

 As such activism increased, however, so did the idea 

of Asians as a U.S. “model minority.” With high rates of 

educational and occupational success and low levels of 

crime, Asian Americans were held up in political circles 

and the media as the ideal minority group, the model 

for African Americans and Latinos to follow. Th e reality 

proved more complicated: while many Asian Americans 

of Chinese and Japanese descent were high achievers, in-

come levels for unskilled Asian American workers lagged 

behind those of white Americans. Meanwhile, the diver-

sity of the Asian American population meant that gen-

eralizations that applied to second- or third-generation 

Chinese families were not valid for recent migrants from 

Vietnam or Cambodia. 

 Th e tendency of the American public at large to 

generalize about Asian American identity has had both 

tragic and useful consequences. For example, the mur-

der of Vincent Chin in 1982 became a basis for greater 

cooperation among Asian American communities. Chin 

was a Chinese American two white attackers mistook for 

a Japanese foreigner complicit in the loss of their jobs 

in the auto industry. Th ey beat him to death, but nei-

ther man was sent to jail. Th e failure of the courts to 

bring justice to Chin’s killers energized Asian American 

organizers, and the result was the fi rst real movement 

that crossed ethnic and national boundaries to orga-

nize Asian Americans to address their shared interests. 

Organizations like Chinese for Affi  rmative Action, the 

Japanese American Citizens League, the Organization 

of Chinese Americans, and the Filipino American Com-

munity Council worked together to help Chin’s mother 

fi le a civil suit against the two men. Th e incident sparked 

mobilization to prosecute and raise awareness of hate 

crimes against Asian Americans; it was the start of a new 

push for civil rights. 

 However, the diversity between and within Asian 

American groups meant that they rarely formed a vot-

ing bloc that could infl uence the outcome of elections. 

Organizations like the nonpartisan 80/20–Initiative 

seek to change this reality and to form Asian Americans 

into an important constituency. Th e organization tries 

to get 80 percent of voting Asian Americans to vote for 

the same candidate in each race, chosen on the basis 

of how well that individual addresses issues of impor-

tance to the Asian American community. Th ough not 

yet united on issues, Asian Americans were more visible 

in the 2008 presidential primaries, as a political force 
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than at any time in their long history of activism in the 

United States. 

  See also  immigration policy. 
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 M E R E D I T H  OY E N 

  assassination, presidential 

 According to Secret Service research, between 1949 and 

1996, 25 people tried to assassinate the president of the 

United States (and one of them succeeded). Th us, on 

average, someone tries to kill the president somewhat 

more often than every two years; or to put it another 

way, holders of the offi  ce stand vulnerable to such at-

tacks perhaps twice in each of their four-year terms. 

Only four presidents have fallen prey to murderers, 

and the results of these killings do not explain why 

someone might wish to kill the president. But based on 

the frequency with which the Secret Service must pre-

vent assassinations, presidential murder clearly occupies 

a larger place in the minds of violent Americans than the 

number of successful eff orts suggests. It also sparks more 

extensive and complex political consequences than its 

perpetrators imagine. 

 In 1835 a painter named Richard Lawrence met Presi-

dent Andrew Jackson at the Capitol and tried to shoot 

him with two pistols. Both misfi red. Jackson and some 

of his allies believed the assault came from his political 

opponents. Lawrence had a history of confi nement for 

insanity in his family and, at his trial, indicated his belief 

that he was rightful ruler of Great Britain and the United 

States, declaring, “It is for me, gentlemen, to pass upon 

you, and not you upon me.” Th e jury found him not 

guilty by reason of insanity, and he received a life sen-

tence. In 1861 he died at the Government Hospital for 

the Insane in Washington, D.C. 

 Th e Lawrence incident established patterns that per-

sist in discussions of presidential assassinations. Fore-

most among them was the evident readiness, particularly 

among the political class, to see murder as an extension 

of political confl ict. Presidential politics requires a de-

gree of devious anticipation, and the mind of a skilled 

and jaded practitioner can see the hand of a defeated 

opponent behind any eff ort to strike at one’s position, 

even attempted murder. Close behind the assumption 

that assassination attempts result from political conspir-

acy came the alternative explanation: they result from 

delusion. As the Lawrence case also shows, it is often dif-

fi cult to untangle the two. Someone who demonstrates 

madness in one way may nevertheless plan rationally and 

choose a target for reasons entirely in keeping with main-

stream political assumptions: Lawrence appears to have 

been exercised about the Bank of the United States, like 

many Americans of the Jacksonian era. Even delusional 

assassins do not generally choose their targets at random, 

so an assassination or its attempt becomes an occasion 

to consider the role of political discourse in defi ning 

enemies. 

 Of the four presidential assassinations, that of Abra-

ham Lincoln in 1865 resulted most clearly from politi-

cal causes and entailed dramatic political consequences. 

Lincoln’s murderer, John Wilkes Booth, took part in a 

conspiracy meant to achieve by personal violence the 

vengeance that the Confederate armies could not win 

on the battlefi eld. Not only did the conspirators kill the 

president, they also wounded (though not fatally) Secre-

tary of State William Seward. 

 In murdering Lincoln, Booth put Andrew Johnson 

into the presidency, setting in motion a clash between 

president and Congress that culminated in Johnson’s 

impeachment and produced a disastrous peace policy. 

Johnson’s immediate lenience toward the recently rebel-

lious white Southerners, coupled with his inability to 
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craft and execute a successful plan for Reconstruction 

with the Republican Congress, assuredly rates as one of 

the greatest political catastrophes in American history. 

Th e consequences of the Johnson presidency—and thus 

of the Lincoln assassination—lasted for decades. Lincoln 

might not have wrung a triumphant peace and racial 

justice from the bloody shirt of Reconstruction politics, 

but it is hard to imagine that had he lived (and, say, had 

Seward died), he could have done considerably worse 

than Johnson. In the longer term, Lincoln’s martyrdom 

became a powerful symbol for the forces opposing the 

Confederacy and its legacy, and was used to promote 

the cause of civil rights for African Americans a hundred 

years after his death. 

 Charles Guiteau shot President James Garfi eld in 

1881 because, he said, he wished to “unite the Repub-

lican Party and save the Republic.” Guiteau had spent 

time at the Republicans’ New York headquarters during 

the 1880 campaign and claimed to have played a pivotal 

role in the election, though this was diffi  cult to prove. 

He repeatedly asked offi  cials of the new administra-

tion for a patronage position, which he believed he had 

earned through his support—perhaps, he suggested, he 

could have a diplomatic post in Paris. When Secretary 

of State James G. Blaine told Guiteau that he would not 

deliver this plum, Guiteau became convinced of Blaine’s 

malign infl uence on Garfi eld, believing the two were 

pulling the Republican Party away from its traditions—

and from men who would appoint him to the offi  ce he 

deserved. 

 Upon Guiteau’s imprisonment, he poured forth justi-

fi cations for his actions. Th ey ranged from the political—

“the President, under the manipulation of his Secretary 

of State . . . has wracked the Republican Party”—to the 

historic—“I shot the President as I would a rebel”—to 

the intermingled divine and commercial—“Th e Presi-

dent’s nomination was an act of God. Th e President’s 

election was an act of God. Th e President’s removal is 

an act of God. I am clear in my purpose to remove the 

President. . . . it will create a great demand for my book, 

‘Th e Truth.’ Th is book was written to save souls and not 

for money, and the Lord wants to save souls by circulat-

ing the book.” 

 Guiteau’s trial took 72 days, during which he took 

full opportunity of the epic stage thus aff orded him. His 

brother-in-law defended him by claiming he suff ered 

from an insanity that ran in the family, which Guiteau’s 

brother denied, declaring “masturbation and self-abuse is 

at the bottom of his imbecility.” Guiteau himself agreed 

that, in the legal sense, he should enjoy the defense of 

insanity because he was not responsible for his actions—

God was. He spoke confi dently of his certain acquittal, 

frequently of his fan mail, and hopefully of his prospects 

in the presidential election of 1884. Found guilty, he read 

at the gallows a poem of his own in the voice, he said, “of 

a child babbling to his mamma and his papa,” in which 

he declared repeatedly his certainty that “I am going to 

the Lordy.” 

 Garfi eld’s murder brought political consequences 

rather diff erent from those his assassin intended. After 

the shooting and before the president’s death, Senator 

George Pendleton delivered a speech in which he ana-

lyzed the crime: “Th is is the brutality of our politics. Th e 

desire for offi  ce is what made this crime possible. We 

must by law abolish the whole system of offi  ce-giving 

and offi  ce-seeking.” In 1883 Congress passed a law bear-

ing Pendleton’s name, laying the basis for an indepen-

dent civil service in which offi  ce seekers won places by 

competitive examination. 

 Twenty years later, the murder of William McKinley 

by Leon Czolgosz in Buff alo, New York, also entailed 

consequences the assassin would have been unlikely to 

predict. Upon his arrest and interrogation, Czolgosz said, 

“I killed President McKinley because I done my duty. 

I don’t believe in one man having so much service and 

another man having none.” He told police and attorneys, 

“I am an anarchist. . . . I fully understood what I was 

doing when I shot the President. I realized that I was sac-

rifi cing my life. I am willing to take the  consequences.” 

Th e district attorney tried to ensure Czolgosz would get 

little publicity and decided “suppress all that was pos-

sible,” on the ground that “any writing or talking on this 

matter only kept it before the public.” In other words, 

Czolgosz would not enjoy the spotlight that had shone 

on Guiteau. His trial came soon and passed swiftly, 

his jury deliberated briefl y, and his execution followed 

shortly afterward. Just before his death, he claimed, “I 

shot the President because I thought it would help the 

working people, and for the sake of the common people. 

I am not sorry for my crime.” As his guards strapped him 

into the electric chair, he added, “I am awfully sorry be-

cause I did not see my father.” Afterward the prison staff  

poured sulfuric acid into his grave to ensure the swift 

dissolution of his remains. 

 Despite the speed with which the legal system dis-

pensed justice to Czolgosz, his prosecutors could not 

prevent a painful rehearsal of the key political problem 

that presidential assassination presented. Th is problem 
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was evident in the Lawrence case and was cast into car-

toonish relief in the case of Guiteau: to acknowledge the 

sanity of the assassin was to acknowledge a logical case 

for a murderous assault on the president and a symbolic 

attack on the nation itself, while to deny the assassin’s 

sanity was to deprive the community of its rightful re-

venge. Czolgosz cited as his motives the widespread 

inequality in America—which was real enough—and 

the cold logic of anarchism, which held that regimes 

perpetuating such inequality were subject to the same 

rationale that governed total war: there are, as one anar-

chist terrorist declared, no innocents. One of Czolgosz’s 

defense lawyers argued at his trial that it would be much 

easier to fi nd his client mad than to confront the impli-

cations of his sanity: “If our beloved President had met 

with a railroad accident coming here to our city and had 

been killed, we should all regret very much, we should 

mourn over the loss of a just man, but our grief would 

not compare to the grief that we have now. . . . [I]f you 

could fi nd that he met his fate by the act of an insane 

man, it would amount to the same as though he met it 

accidentally.” Th is the jury could not support. 

 In all that Czolgosz said or was supposed to have 

said, he did not appear to have anticipated the great-

est consequence of his actions: the presidency of Th eo-

dore Roosevelt. Although some historians have claimed 

that Roosevelt only continued McKinley’s policies, this 

is diffi  cult to credit. McKinley may have pondered lib-

eralization of the tariff  and an antitrust prosecution or 

two, but he showed little desire or ability to champion 

 progressive reforms as often, as loudly, and as memorably 

as Roosevelt did; Roosevelt “smote with many a message 

the money changers in the temple of his own party,” as 

Charles Beard wrote. Roosevelt gave the most radical re-

forms of the day a place in the most respectable political 

discourse and set himself up as a friend to the common 

people, taking their side against those whom he called 

“malefactors of great wealth.” 

 Czolgosz represented a greater threat than he really 

posed: with the Eastern European diphthongs in his 

name and his professed radical politics, he seemed like 

the personifi cation of foreign menace. As police noted, 

he was born in the United States—but a great many of 

his fellow citizens saw him instantly as, in one man’s 

words, an alien “who, thank God, bears a name that 

can not be mistaken for that of an American.” In the 

years after McKinley’s assassination, the unwarranted as-

sumption that murderous radicalism came from overseas 

found legal expression in a new authority to bar immi-

grants based on their political beliefs. McKinley’s mur-

der also gave rise to plans for presidential protection by 

the Secret Service, a law enforcement agency of the U.S. 

Treasury. 

 Th e assassination of John F. Kennedy sprang from 

motives that remain murky, because Lee Harvey Os-

wald met his end even sooner after the crime than Leon 

Czolgosz had: nightclub operator Jack Ruby shot and 

killed Oswald before he could stand trial. A former U.S. 

Marine, Oswald developed a discontent with capitalism 

and fl ed America for the Soviet Union, which in turn 

quickly disillusioned him. He returned to the United 

States and settled in Dallas, Texas. In the spring of 1963, 

Oswald tried to kill retired General Edwin Walker, who 

was promoting a more aggressive policy toward Cuba 

and whom Oswald believed to be a “Fascist.” Th en, on 

November 22, Oswald shot Kennedy from the sixth fl oor 

of the Texas School Book Depository in Dallas and was 

arrested a short time later. 

 Th e swirl of theories that followed Kennedy’s assassi-

nation, the subsequent political murders of other public 

fi gures, including Robert F. Kennedy, and the well-known 

assassination attempts on Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, 

and Ronald Reagan gave rise to various eff orts to catego-

rize assassins. Th e most motivated of researchers in this 

eff ort, the Secret Service, compiled, in the 1990s, a list of 

all known assassinations and attempted assassinations of 

public fi gures spanning about 50 years. Researchers ex-

amining the data concluded that no set of factors could 

identify a plausible threat: “Th ere was no single profi le,” 

they wrote. Beyond what “seems obvious”—that “people 

who see themselves as doing well in life rarely attempt 

assassinations”—they could not say what might trigger a 

political murder. If assassins were doing poorly, they were 

not unique: “the kinds of problems experienced . . . were, 

with few exceptions, neither rare nor extreme.” A diag-

nosis of mental illness did not serve as a useful indicator, 

nor did making threats: “Although some threateners may 

pose a real threat, usually they do not. . . . However, 

most importantly, those who pose threats frequently do 

not make threats.” Apart from looking out for those who 

are evidently planning such a murder, the Secret Service 

could not specify a sure method of prevention. Assassins 

focused ordinary anxieties in extraordinary ways, and 

in their great diversity and disillusion they represented, 

as Stephen Sondheim and John Weidman suggested in 

their 1990 musical  Assassins , the American multicultural 

dream of opportunity for everyone, refl ected in a dark, 

nightmarish mirror. 
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See also presidency.
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B
 banking policy 

 Banking policy has been debated in the United States 

since Alexander Hamilton and Th omas Jeff erson squared 

off  in George Washington’s cabinet over the fi rst Bank of 

the United States. Banks are depository fi nancial institu-

tions: people and fi rms deposit money in these interme-

diaries, which, in turn, lend it to other people and fi rms. 

Banking policy aims to ensure safety for depositors and 

borrowers and the fi nancial soundness of banks. But 

there is more at stake than the banking industry. Banks 

allocate capital among the competing claims of individ-

uals and fi rms, industries and regions, pursuing social 

goals and economic development. Further, the banking 

process is closely related to the nature and availability of 

the money supply, thus banking policy has long been 

entangled with monetary policy. 

 Th e big issues at stake are pragmatic and political. 

What arrangements will  work well  to provide and al-

locate money and credit? What implications do alter-

native arrangements have for the  distribution of power : 
When do banks have too much economic power or 

political infl uence? U.S. banking policy debates have 

been about the  structure  of banking organizations—

banks and regulatory agencies—as well as about rules 

that constrain their  practices . Some of the organizations 

launched or redesigned in those debates are gone, but 

most remain. In the twenty-fi rst century, banking fi rms 

include commercial banks and savings banks, savings 

and loan associations (S&Ls), and credit unions. Th ree 

federal agencies regulate commercial banks: the Offi  ce 

of the Comptroller of the Currency in the Treasury De-

partment attends to national banks; the Federal Reserve 

System has responsibility for state banks that are its 

members; and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corpora-

tion (FDIC) oversees nonmember state banks. Federal 

S&Ls are supervised by the Offi  ce of Th rift Supervision, 

also in Treasury, while credit unions are overseen by the 

independent National Credit Union Administration. 

Public agencies in the states supervise and regulate de-

pository intermediaries chartered under state laws. Th e 

Deposit Insurance Fund in the FDIC insures deposits 

in banks and S&Ls, while credit unions have a separate 

deposit insurance fund. Two rediscount institutions—

Federal Reserve Banks and Federal Home Loan Banks—

lend to depository intermediaries of all types. How did 

we get here? 

 First Bank of the United States 

 Th e fi rst Bank of the United States was chartered by 

Congress in 1791. Alexander Hamilton, secretary of 

the treasury, proposed the bank to provide credit for 

economic development and a reliable circulating me-

dium and to assist the government as fi scal agent. At 

the time, and until establishment of the Federal Re-

serve System more than a century later, what should 

comprise the circulating medium remained at issue. 

Provisions in the new Constitution had ended issuance 

of paper money by the states. Th e national government 

had taken up the practice during the Revolution, but 

Hamilton wanted to stop it, arguing that the temptation 

to run the printing presses excessively would be irresist-

ible in an emergency. Bank notes, on the other hand, 

issued in the process of commercial lending, would not 

be infl ationary. In laying out the bank’s design, Hamil-

ton identifi ed dimensions of bank structure and prac-

tice that policy makers have manipulated in pursuit of 

workable institutions throughout U.S. history: capital-

ization, ownership, governance, and permissible assets 

and liabilities. 

 Th omas Jeff erson, then secretary of state, led the oppo-

sition. Jeff erson championed an agrarian economy, and 

so rejected the importance of aggregating capital for the 

development of manufacturing and commerce. Neither 
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did he see merit in increasing circulating medium with 

bank notes. As a “hard money” (gold and silver, also called 

specie) advocate, Jeff erson viewed paper money as infl a-

tionary regardless of whether it was issued by a bank or 

a government. But in a letter to George Washington dis-

puting the bank’s constitutionality, he rested the weight 

of his objection on its evils as a corporation. Jeff erson op-

posed corporations as artifi cially contrived entities for the 

private accumulation of wealth. Th e economic inequality 

they engendered would threaten political equality. Jef-

ferson indicted the fi rst Bank of the United States as a 

corporation, and because the new Constitution did not 

explicitly grant Congress the power to charter corpora-

tions, charged that it was unconstitutional. Nonetheless, 

Washington signed the statute establishing the Bank. 

 Th e Bank of the United States operated from 1791–

1811, augmenting capital and the money supply and serv-

ing as the government’s fi scal agent, as planned. But in 

response to the unanticipated increase in the number of 

state-chartered banks, from four to over one hundred, it 

developed the additional function of de facto state bank 

regulator. As its charter approached expiration, Presi-

dent James Madison supported renewal, but a majority 

of Jeff erson’s Republican Party defeated it in Congress 

in 1811. 

 Second Bank of the United States 

 Over the next fi ve years, the number of state banks dou-

bled; they issued paper notes used as currency and drove 

infl ation. As specie disappeared from circulation and ef-

forts to sell Treasury notes to fund the War of 1812 largely 

failed, the government accepted state bank notes but 

found it diffi  cult to use them across the states to pay sol-

diers and buy supplies. In a pragmatic consensus, Congress 

chartered a second Bank of the United States in 1816 to 

provide for a “uniform currency,” which meant adequate 

but not infl ationary levels of currency and credit available 

throughout the United States. John Calhoun developed 

the positive argument for the bank’s constitutionality on 

which centralized monetary policy rests into the twenty-

fi rst century: the Constitution gives Congress authority 

to “coin money” and “regulate the value thereof.” Bank 

paper had become money, and though the founders had 

not foreseen this, they had intended to provide authority 

to regulate whatever served as money. 

 Th e second Bank of the United States performed 

poorly at fi rst. It fed the boom that followed the War 

of 1812 and then contributed to the fi nancial panic of 

1818–19. But under Nicholas Biddle, who became bank 

president in 1823, it was widely viewed by contempo-

rary policy makers as eff ective. Andrew Jackson never-

theless vetoed the bill renewing its charter in 1832. He 

argued that the corporate charter provided a monopoly 

on banking with the government’s deposits and that the 

bank’s economic power resulted in political infl uence. 

Eff orts to override the veto failed and the second Bank 

was wound down as its charter expired in 1836. 

 State Banks 

 In 1833 Jackson directed Treasury Secretary Roger Taney 

to transfer government deposits from the Bank of the 

United States to selected state banks. Some chroniclers 

have interpreted this as favoritism for “pet banks” or an 

example of Jackson’s support for states’ rights. But Jack-

son opposed incorporated banking in the states as well 

as at the national level. He believed that the mechanisms 

involved in using bank notes as money inherently robbed 

common people. Jackson’s solution was to return to hard 

money. Accordingly, his administration used govern-

ment deposits in state banks as leverage to prohibit bank 

issuance of small notes and to require payment in specie 

on demand. 

 By the eve of Jackson’s bank veto, state legislatures 

had chartered some 400 banks. Like Congress, they 

used banks to aggregate capital and provide commercial 

credit, a circulating medium, serve as the state’s  fi scal 

agent, and regulate other banks. Pragmatic  legislators 

also used banks to fi nance public improvements and 

state operations, and to ensure credit for agriculture. 

Th ey initially responded to Jackson’s bank veto by char-

tering more banks and enlarging existing banks. But 

following the Panic of 1837, a partisan rift opened. A 

majority of Democrats moved to Jacksonian opposition 

to all incorporated banking. Whigs insisted that banks 

were needed, at a minimum, to provide capital for eco-

nomic development. Th e issue in the state banking de-

bates changed from how to design banks to whether to 

charter them at all. 

 Th e institutional outcome of these debates was the 

“free bank.” Th is model emerged in New York as a com-

promise among Jacksonian opponents of all incorporated 

banking, free enterprisers who objected to requiring leg-

islative authority to bank, and supporters of regulated 

banking. To address charges of monopoly, New York’s 

free banking law was a general law, permitting anyone 

to bank who met its requirements. To protect notehold-

ers, a new bond-backed currency was devised. A bank 

deposited bonds of public jurisdictions with the state’s 
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comptroller. If the bank refused to pay hard money on 

demand for its notes, the comptroller was to sell the 

bonds and redeem the notes. 

 National Banks 

 With the Civil War, banking policy returned to the 

agenda in Washington. Treasury Secretary Salmon P. 

Chase sold bonds, mostly to banks, to fi nance the war, 

and insisted that they pay in specie. By late 1861, major 

banks had no more specie and the government was 

confronted—as in the War of 1812—with the need for a 

uniform currency acceptable across state lines. Chase re-

quested and Congress passed the National Currency Act 

of 1863, repealed and replaced by the National Bank Act 

of 1864. Th e statute aimed in the short run to fi nance the 

war but ultimately to achieve a national currency without 

raising Jacksonian specters of private power run amok in 

a single national bank or a currency wildly over-issued 

by many state banks. Modeled on the states’ free bank-

ing laws, the National Bank Act provided for privately 

owned banks that would issue bond-backed currency. 

Minimum capitalization of these banks depended upon 

size of place, but all were very small compared to the fi rst 

and second banks of the United States. Th e statute estab-

lished the Offi  ce of the Comptroller of the Currency in 

the Treasury Department to regulate national banks and 

issue the currency. 

 Banks chartered under the National Bank Act became 

signifi cant actors in the U.S. economy, but the approach 

did not result in the unifi ed national banking system that 

was expected. To motivate state banks to convert to na-

tional charters, Congress placed a prohibitive tax on their 

notes. But as state banks learned to make loans in the 

form of deposit credit, legislatures returned to chartering 

banks to meet needs not well served by national banks, 

notably credit for agriculture, real estate, and local busi-

ness. Th e distinctive U.S. dual banking system emerged. 

Th e National Bank Act did not result in one currency 

either. State bank notes disappeared, but since national 

banks were not operational quickly enough to meet the 

government’s need for Civil War cash, the Treasury is-

sued notes, dubbed “greenbacks.” Greenbacks circulated 

with national bank notes, short-term U.S. bonds, gold 

and gold certifi cates, silver and silver certifi cates. 

 Institutional arrangements framed by the National 

Bank Act served the expanding economy poorly in the 

decades following the Civil War. Farmers’ interests were 

ravaged as commodity prices declined in a long defl a-

tionary trend. In the populist critique that developed, 

the problem was the return to the gold standard, which 

arbitrarily limited the money supply, in tandem with 

bank control of credit allocation. Th e National Bank 

Act’s pyramiding reserve arrangements (country banks 

held reserves in city banks, which in turn held reserves in 

larger “reserve city” banks) were charged with channeling 

every community’s money to big banks in the East—the 

“money trust”—which loaned it to stock market specula-

tors. In a reversal of the Jacksonian anti-infl ation stance, 

farmers called for expanding the money supply through 

means subject to government—not bank—control, 

including greenbacks and remonetizing silver. In the 

realigning election of 1896, Democratic presidential can-

didate William Jennings Bryan championed free coin-

age of silver against supporters of the gold standard. Th e 

Democratic Party became home to farmers in the West 

and South, while erstwhile Democrats who favored the 

gold standard moved into the Republican fold to form a 

party system that stood until the New Deal. 

 Business and banking interests also indicted the Na-

tional Bank Act’s currency and reserve provisions. In 

their critique, these arrangements provided no leverage 

for countering the debilitating business cycles and fi nan-

cial panics that plagued the economy. Th e bond-backed 

currency was inelastic. It should be replaced with cur-

rency backed by bank assets and issued in the process 

of extending short-term commercial credit; the supply 

was expected to expand and contract automatically in 

keeping with productive needs (the “real bills” doctrine). 

Reserve provisions, which required that each bank  keep  

reserves, should be changed to facilitate  using  reserves. 

 Federal Reserve System 

 More than 40 years after the National Bank Act, the 

Panic of 1907 and the severe contraction that followed 

fi nally provoked the Federal Reserve Act of 1913. Th is 

statute refl ected compromises of ideology and interest as 

policy makers tried to design arrangements that would 

work. Old Guard Republicans and eastern bankers pro-

posed a privately owned central reserve bank with mone-

tary policy discretion. Conservative Democrats and 

small business agreed with private ownership but feared 

Wall Street control; they called for decentralized reserve 

banks and believed that self-regulating asset currency 

made monetary policy discretion unnecessary. Bryan 

Democrats insisted on government control of any re-

serve system and government-guaranteed currency. De-

termined to achieve banking reform, President Woodrow 

Wilson brokered compromises. Th e Federal Reserve Act 
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 established 12 regional Federal Reserve Banks owned by 

commercial bankers, a Federal Reserve Board (the Fed) 

comprising presidential appointees to regulate reserve 

banks, and new Federal Reserve notes backed by the assets 

of the bank that issued them and guaranteed by the gov-

ernment. National banks were required to join the Fed-

eral Reserve System; state banks were permitted to join. 

 Th e Federal Reserve System did not prevent the Great 

Depression or widespread bank runs. Indeed, easy money 

policy in 1927 and 1928, deployed under leadership of the 

Federal Reserve Bank of New York, was a factor in the 

speculative boom in the stock market that ended with 

the crash of October 1929. Once retrenchment was un-

der way, an indecisive Federal Reserve Board permitted 

the money supply to contract along with the economy, 

intensifying the downward spiral into Depression. Th e 

Banking Act of 1935, introduced at the insistence of 

President Franklin Roosevelt’s Fed chairman Marriner 

Eccles, responded to these mistakes by strengthening 

the Federal Reserve Board and subordinating the Fed-

eral Reserve Banks. Th e statute empowered the Board to 

wield the known instruments of discretionary monetary 

policy. Bank reserve requirements, previously fi xed in the 

Federal Reserve Act, could be adjusted by the Fed within 

a statutory range. Th e discount rate, which had been the 

purview of the separate Federal Reserve Banks, became 

subject to Board approval. Open market operations, un-

known when the Federal Reserve Act was passed in 1913, 

had been “discovered” in practice by the Federal Reserve 

Banks. Resolving a tug of war between the reserve banks 

(banker control) and the Federal Reserve Board (public 

control), the legislation vested authority to use this tool 

in a newly constituted Federal Open Market Commit-

tee, eff ectively controlled by the Board. 

 Depression-Era Changes to Depository Institutions  

 In the Banking Act of 1933 (the Glass-Steagall Act), Con-

gress took aim at banking practices which had contrib-

uted, along with the Fed’s easy money policy, to the stock 

market crash. As the stock market boom gained steam, 

large banks had fi nanced the underwriting of securities 

(stocks and bonds), thus reaping fees; made loans to in-

siders for speculation in securities;  and  peddled securi-

ties to the public. To address this confl ict of interest, the 

statute erected the “Glass-Steagall wall” that prohibited 

commercial bank involvement with investment bank-

ing (securities dealers). To restore public confi dence in 

bank safety, it required deposit insurance for commer-

cial banks. Funded with premiums paid by banks and 

backed by a government guarantee, the Federal Deposit 

Insurance Corporation (FDIC) is a public corporation 

that pays depositors if a bank cannot. 

 Depression-era legislation also put home ownership 

fi nance on a fi rmer footing. Savings and loan associa-

tions (S&Ls) were community-based depository inter-

mediaries, chartered under state laws, devised to provide 

fi xed-rate, fully amortizing loans for home ownership. 

Th e bipartisan Federal Home Loan Bank Act of 1932 es-

tablished 12 regional Federal Home Loan Banks to make 

loans to S&Ls so that S&Ls could meet depositors’ with-

drawal pressure and borrowers’ credit demand. Legisla-

tion in 1933 created a federal charter, and a 1934 statute 

provided for S&L deposit insurance. 

 Credit unions moved onto the national policy agenda 

during the Depression as well. Underpinned by a popu-

list philosophy, credit unions are cooperatives, mutually 

owned by depositors. Th e Federal Credit Union Act of 

1934 authorized a federal charter, which made it easier 

to organize credit unions in states with nonexistent or 

unwieldy enabling laws. In 1970, federal legislation gave 

them deposit insurance and an independent regulator. 

 Deregulation 

 Th ese Depression-era banking arrangements stood for de-

cades but were increasingly challenged by macroeconomic 

dynamics, fi nancial market innovations, and shift ing ide-

ology. Infl ationary spikes in the 1960s and stagfl ation 

in the 1970s led to “disintermediation”: bank and S&L 

depositors transferred money to new money market in-

struments in pursuit of higher interest, while big borrow-

ers went elsewhere for loans. Advocacy for deregulation 

gained ground among elites. Th e rationale was that easing 

asset and liability constraints would facilitate soundness 

in individual depository institutions, and that unleash-

ing competition in the industry would improve macro-

economic effi  ciency. In 1971, President Richard Nixon’s 

Commission on Financial Structure and Regulation (the 

Hunt Commission), laid out a comprehensive deregula-

tory reform agenda which was large ly implemented over 

the next two decades. 

 Th e bipartisan Depository Institutions Deregulation 

and Monetary Control Act of 1980 phased out interest 

rate ceilings on deposits and substantially eliminated 

states’ usury ceilings, permitted S&Ls and credit unions 

to off er checking accounts, and expanded banks’ asset 

powers. At the same time, to increase monetary policy 

leverage, the statute extended the reach of the Fed. 

All depository institutions became subject to the Fed’s 
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reserve requirements and gained borrowing privileges. 

In 1982 the Garn-St. Germain Act moved further in the 

direction of expanding depository institutions’ asset and 

liability options. 

 Whether due to too much deregulation or too little, 

in the 1980s much of the S&L industry collapsed, and 

its insurance fund went bankrupt. Commercial banks 

got into trouble too: several large banks failed and the 

bank insurance fund dipped into the red. Th e Financial 

Institutions Reform, Recovery and Enforcement Act of 

1989 resolved the S&L crisis. It replaced S&Ls’ original 

deposit insurer with a new fund located in the FDIC, 

and S&Ls’ independent regulator with a new agency lo-

cated in the Treasury Department. Th ese changes moved 

toward the Hunt Commission objective of consolidat-

ing S&L and commercial bank regulation. In 1991 the 

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation Improvement 

Act recapitalized the bank insurance fund and estab-

lished new risk-based deposit insurance premiums: 

banks could compete aggressively but would need to pay 

a commensurate price for deposit insurance. In 2006, 

the S&L and commercial bank deposit insurance funds 

were merged into a single Deposit Insurance Fund. 

 In addition to easing asset and liability constraints 

and standardizing regulation across classes of depository 

institutions, the deregulatory agenda called for easing 

barriers to entry into banking. State and federal bank 

regulators progressively undermined restrictions on inter-

state banking and branching rooted in the Jeff ersonian-

Jacksonian-populist fear of concentrated wealth. Th e 

Riegle-Neal Interstate Banking and Branching Effi   ciency 

Act of 1994 eliminated what was left of these restric-

tions. In 1999, Congress ticked off  the last major item 

on the deregulatory agenda: ease barriers to entry across 

the lines between banking and other fi nancial services. 

Th e Financial Institutions Modernization Act (Gramm-

Leach-Bliley Act) demolished the Glass-Steagall wall 

be tween commercial banking and the securities indus-

try and removed the prohibition, dating from 1956, on 

banks dealing in insurance. 

 Under the “modernized” regulatory framework, bank 

size increased dramatically, and organizations of nation-

wide and regional scope combined banking with secu-

rities underwriting and brokerage and insurance. Th ese 

organizations would be tested in terms of the same fun-

damental issues that Hamilton and Jeff erson debated: 

Do they  work well  to achieve the goals of banking policy? 

Are they  too powerful  in the economy or in democratic 

politics? 

 In the fi nancial crisis of 2008, deregulated U.S. bank-

ing failed its fi rst signifi cant test. At the root of the crisis 

were the large volume of subprime residential mort-

gages originated after 2000 and resulting waves of de-

faults and foreclosures. Th ese loans were extended with 

inadequate attention to borrowers’ ability to repay and 

had features, like variable interest rates, which had been 

mostly eliminated by Depression-era regulatory moves 

but reappeared with deregulation. Th e loans were as-

sembled into pools on the basis of which mortgage-

backed securities were issued. Th ree large banks heavily 

involved in subprime mortgage lending failed in 2008. 

Most subprime mortgages, however, were originated 

not by banks but by mortgage brokers and mortgage 

bankers, their way paved by banking deregulation. Sim-

ilarly, securitization was mostly provided not by com-

mercial banks and S&Ls, but by Wall Street investment 

banks. Even so, commercial banks were major  buyers  
of the mortgage-backed securities built on low-quality 

mortgages—and this is the link between inadequately 

regulated mortgage lending, even outside of banks, to 

the failure of banking in 2008. As commercial banks real-

ized that they could not assess one another’s safety and 

soundness due to exposure to mortgage-backed securi-

ties, interbank lending, and therefore lending to busi-

ness customers in the real economy, ground to a halt. 

Th e open question in banking policy is whether policy 

makers had learned, this time, that unregulated fi nan-

cial capitalism will—sooner or later—undermine the real 

economy. 

  See also  business and politics; economy and politics. 
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 S U S A N  H O F F M A N N   

 Bill of Rights 

 On September 25, 1789, the fi rst Congress sent a packet 

of 12 constitutional amendments to the states. Two years 

later, ten of these amendments became part of the Con-

stitution after Virginia’s ratifi cation provided their neces-

sary approval by three-fourths of the states. Over time, 

these amendments came to be known collectively as the 

Bill of Rights, and their adoption is generally portrayed 

as a critical concluding act in the story of constitutional 

reform that began with the Federal Convention of 1787. 

Since the early twentieth century, the interpretation of 

the rights enumerated in the fi rst eight amendments, 

along with the equal protection and due process clauses 

of the Fourteenth Amendment (ratifi ed in 1868), has 

emerged as the richest and most controversial realm of 

modern constitutional jurisprudence. 

 At the time of their adoption, however, the amend-

ments were as much an anticlimax to the great con-

stitutional debate of the late 1780s as its culmination. 

Th e major changes that the anti-Federalist critics of the 

Constitution sought in 1787 – 88 involved the structure of 

the new federal government and the division of power 

between the Union and the states. Th e limited scope of 

the amendments that James Madison introduced in the 

House of Representatives on June 8, 1789, hardly satis-

fi ed the anti-Federalists’ deeper concerns. Nor did most 

of the Federalist supporters of the Constitution who 

dominated the new Congress agree that amendments 

were necessary. It took a fair amount of hectoring from 

Madison even to get his congressional colleagues to con-

sider the subject of amendments. Once Congress sent 

the amendments out for ratifi cation, it took the states 

much longer to approve the ten articles that were adop-

ted than it had to act on the original Constitution. 

 Once ratifi ed, the amendments were largely forgot-

ten. Th e Bill of Rights imposed restrictions only on the 

national government, not the states. Well into the nine-

teenth century, most of the governance that aff ected the 

daily lives of Americans occurred at the level of the states 

and local communities, where the federal guarantees did 

not apply. As the scope of federal activity gradually ex-

panded after the Civil War, the national Bill of Rights 

slowly began to develop its own constitutional jurispru-

dence. But the critical evolution came later, after the 

Supreme Court, developing what is known as the Incor-

poration Doctrine, construed Section I of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to apply the protections enumerated in the 

federal Bill of Rights against state and local governments. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, a slew of decisions extended this 

doctrine almost comprehensively. 

 The Tradition of Declarations of Rights 

 Th e belief that bills of rights were an essential safeguard 

of liberty occupied a prominent and venerable place in 

Anglo-American constitutional thinking during the sev-

enteenth and eighteenth centuries. Th e classic example 

was Magna Carta, the famous agreement between the 

protesting barons of England and the domineering 

King John. Its negotiation in 1215 was thought to mark 

the moment when an English nation began to recover 

the ancient liberties it had lost in 1066, when William the 

Conqueror sailed from Normandy to impose the yoke of 

feudal rule on a free people. To this way of thinking, a bill 

of rights was a compact negotiated between a ruler and 

his subjects. It was not so much the source of the rights 

they claimed as proof and confi rmation that they already 

possessed the liberties and privileges in question. 

 Th ere were other helpful examples of such documents 

of more recent vintage. In 1628, at an early point in the 

great constitutional controversies between the Stuart 

monarchy and its opponents, Parliament had presented 

King Charles I with a Petition of Right meant to affi  rm 

fundamental rights dating to Magna Carta and beyond. 

In 1689 the new monarchs William and Mary accepted 

a Declaration of Rights framed by the so-called Con-
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vention Parliament as an implicit condition of their ac-

cession to the throne after the fl ight of Mary’s father, 

James II. Once legally reenacted by Parliament later that 

year, it became formally known as the Bill of Rights. 

Closer to home, many individual colonies had their own 

declarations of rights, often reiterating the customary 

rights and liberties that they and their English country-

men claimed but also including other statements of spe-

cial importance to particular provinces. 

 Th ere is no simple way to categorize the statements 

these documents could contain. In contemporary usage, 

a declaration of rights could combine broad principles of 

governance and general affi  rmations of natural rights to 

life, liberty, and property with the specifi c protections 

of common law procedures of trial and adjudication. 

Equally important, constitutional thinking before the 

revolutionary era did not regard statements of rights 

as legally binding commands that formally limited the 

power of government. Instead they identifi ed principles 

and procedures that rulers  ought  to respect and follow. 

But the leading principle of Anglo-American constitu-

tionalism after 1689 was the idea of legislative supremacy, 

which meant that the Crown, the executive branch of 

government, could no longer be allowed to assert the 

power to make law unilaterally, as a mere expression of 

royal will. Th e best way to protect the rights and liberties 

of a people was to empower and enable their duly elected 

representatives to act as lawmakers. A second security lay 

in the power of juries to prevent royal judges from de-

ciding cases on their own authority. Th e right to vote 

for representatives and to serve on juries off ered the best 

political safeguards a free people could enjoy. 

 The Revolutionary Controversy 

 In the mid-eighteenth century, these views were com-

monly held in both Britain and its American colonies. 

Th e great imperial controversy that began with the par-

liamentary Stamp Act of 1765 and ended with Ameri-

cans declaring independence a decade later exposed 

the limited utility of bills of rights as instruments for 

checking power. Th e controversy pivoted on the Brit-

ish claim that the legislative supremacy of Parliament 

trumped the colonists’ belief that they could be taxed 

and governed only by the acts of their elected represen-

tatives. Appealing to their colonial charters and state-

ments of rights was only one of many ways in which 

the colonists tried to prove they were exempt from the 

jurisdiction of Parliament. Th ere were occasional sug-

gestions that the dispute might be resolved by negotiat-

ing an American bill of rights to clarify the respective 

powers of empire and colonies. But the colonists could 

not overcome the dominant principle of British au-

thority: that Parliament was the supreme source of law 

within the empire. If the colonists were loyal subjects 

of that empire, they must ultimately acknowledge its 

sovereignty over them. 

 Th e Americans would not acknowledge such sover-

eignty, and war came in April 1775, followed by the deci-

sion for independence 15 months later. During this fi nal 

crisis, legal government eff ectively collapsed in most of 

the colonies, replaced by a network of extra-legal com-

mittees, conventions, and congresses. By early 1776, 

many Americans recognized that independence was in-

evitable, and individual colonies began petitioning the 

Continental Congress for permission to create new legal 

governments to replace both the revolutionary commit-

tees and the old colonial institutions. Th at would require 

writing constitutions to establish institutions grounded 

on republican rather than monarchical principles. 

 In the process, eight states adopted declarations of 

rights to accompany the new constitutions they were 

drafting. In three states (Pennsylvania and North Caro-

lina in 1776, Massachusetts in 1780), these declarations 

became integral parts of the new constitutions. In oth-

ers, they remained independent documents of uncertain 

authority. Some states, like New York, while not adopt-

ing distinct declarations, did include articles specifying 

particular rights in the constitutional text. 

 Whatever form these statements took, they were not 

initially regarded as fi rm commands that the new gov-

ernments were fully obliged to obey. Th eir original pur-

pose was more political than legal. In a literal-minded 

way, Americans in 1776 saw themselves emerging from 

the condition known as a “dissolution of government,” 

a situation well described by John Locke a century ear-

lier. In that condition, a people exercising their natural 

right to form a compact of government were entitled and 

indeed expected to state the principles on which they 

were acting. By stating their rights, a people could re-

mind themselves, their descendants, and their rulers of 

the basic purposes of the government they were forming. 

Hopefully, the rulers would not overstep the just bound-

aries of their power. But if they did, the existence of such 

declarations would enable a people to judge their ruler’s 

behavior and oppose or resist the encroachments of the 

power of the state upon the liberty of society. 

 In adopting these constitutions and declarations, 

the revolutionaries did not immediately abandon the 
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 assumptions of legislative supremacy they had inherited 

from the Anglo-American constitutional tradition. His-

torically, the major threat to rights was perceived to lie 

in the unchecked power of the Crown and the great pur-

pose of identifying and protecting rights was to secure 

the people as a whole, conceived as a collective entity 

outside of government, from its arbitrary will. Th e idea 

that a legislative assembly composed of the people’s own 

representatives could also threaten their rights was not 

easy to conceive. Th ese early statements of American 

constitutionalism sometimes included articles affi  rm-

ing the principle of separation of powers, as laid down 

by the Baron de Montesquieu in his infl uential treatise 

 Th e Spirit of the Laws . A republican people had a right 

not to be subjected to a government in which the three 

forms of power (legislative, executive, and judicial) 

were concentrated in the same hands. But that did not 

make all three departments of power equal in authority. 

Th e legislature was the dominant branch, and its domi-

nant role included protecting the rights of the people. 

 Developments after 1776 

 Th at inherited understanding was severely tested in the 

fi rst decade after independence was declared. Th e war 

forced the legislatures to unprecedented levels of activity. 

Th e measures they adopted to keep the military struggle 

going intruded on people’s lives and liberties in novel and 

costly ways, through economic dislocations that aff ected 

the property rights that Anglo-American thinking had 

long deemed almost sacred. Inevitably, these laws had a 

diff erential impact on various sectors of society, driving 

criticism of the elected legislatures that faced unpleasant 

choices in distributing the burden of waging a prolonged 

and diffi  cult war. As Americans grew more critical of the 

performance of these governments, it also became pos-

sible to think of a bill of rights as a potential restriction 

on the authority of the people’s own representatives. 

 A second, closely related development at the state level 

of governance also had a profound impact on American 

ideas. Calling a written charter of government a con-

stitution did not by itself make such documents into 

supreme fundamental law. Th e constitutions drafted in 

1776 were not only written in haste but also promulgated 

by the provincial conventions that drafted them, and not 

submitted to the people for ratifi cation. In this sense, 

they did not embody a form of law higher than ordinary 

legislation, but were merely statutes, admittedly of ex-

ceptional importance, but still potentially subject to re-

vision by later sessions of the legislature. Th ey were not, 

in other words, constitutions in the exalted sense of the 

term: supreme law that would set benchmarks against 

which ordinary acts of government could be measured. 

 Th e movement to fi nd a way to distinguish constitu-

tions as supreme law began in Massachusetts and led to 

an important procedural breakthrough. Two conditions 

had to be satisfi ed, several Massachusetts towns argued, 

for a constitution to become fully constitutional. First, 

it had to be drafted by a special body elected for that 

purpose alone. Second, it then had to be ratifi ed by the 

sovereign voice of the people, assembled in their town 

meetings. Th is doctrine took hold with the adoption of 

the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, and marked a 

milestone in American constitutional theory and prac-

tice. Th omas Jeff erson, among others, elaborated on this 

idea in his  Notes on the State of Virginia , fi rst published 

in France in 1784. 

 Th ese developments raised provocative questions 

about the value and authority of bills of rights. How 

could a declaration or bill of rights operate as an ef-

fective restraint on the people’s own representatives? If 

 constitutions were regarded as fundamental law, unalter-

able by ordinary acts of government, could the authority 

of bills of rights also be enhanced by following the pre-

cedent of the three states that integrated their statements 

of rights into the text of the constitution proper? If that 

happened, declarations of rights could operate less as state-

ments of principle and more as legal commands, leaving 

open the possibility of their enforcement by the indepen-

dent judiciaries the new constitutions had also created. 

 James Madison’s Reformulation 

of the Problem of Rights 

 When Jeff erson sent copies of his  Notes on Virginia  back 

home, he also asked James Madison whether the work 

would be appropriate for an American audience. One of 

Jeff erson’s concerns was that his adverse comments on 

the Virginia constitution would be taken amiss. After 

reading the work closely, Madison agreed with Jeff erson’s 

charge that the constitution had no greater authority 

than a statute. Madison also took the leading role in per-

suading the Virginia legislature to enact the Bill for Re-

ligious Freedom that Jeff erson drafted in the late 1770s. 

Among other things, that bill affi  rmed that freedom of 

conscience—the right to believe whatever one wished 

about religious matters—was a fundamental natural 

right that no state could legitimately abridge. But the 

concluding paragraph of the bill also restated the consti-

tutional dilemma that Jeff erson had addressed in  Notes 
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on Virginia.  A right recognized only by statute could also 

be repealed by statute, because one legislature had no 

power to bind its successors. 

 Jeff erson and Madison had fi rst met in 1776, while 

serving on the committee on religion in the lower house 

of the new Virginia legislature. Both were products of 

the eighteenth-century Enlightenment that regarded the 

previous centuries of religious persecution and warfare 

as a blight on European and Christian civilization. Th eir 

shared commitment to the principles of freedom of con-

science and separation of church and state formed one 

basis of their deep personal friendship. But to Madison, 

even more than Jeff erson, the idea of protecting an in-

dividual right to believe whatever one wished in matters 

of religion contributed to a broader rethinking of the 

problem of protecting rights in a republican society. 

 Th e basis for this rethinking came from Madison’s ex-

perience in the Virginia legislature (1784 – 86). Notwith-

standing his success in securing passage of the Bill for 

Religious Freedom, his three terms of legislative service 

convinced him that representative assemblies could not 

be relied upon to act as guardians of the people’s rights. 

Too many recent acts seemed designed to promote one 

set of interests over another, without giving due atten-

tion to the rights of the losing minority. Th is was espe-

cially the case when matters of property were at stake. 

Madison was responding to the enormous upsurge in 

economic legislation that the war had made necessary, 

and which still plagued Americans in the mid-1780s as 

they wrestled with the public debt the war had created 

and other economic problems that accompanied the re-

turn of peace. 

 For Madison, as for most Anglo-American thinkers 

of the age, the protection of property was a fundamen-

tal purpose of society, as John Locke had made clear a 

century earlier in his  Second Treatise of Government . But 

Madison combined his original commitment to freedom 

of conscience with his new appreciation of the problem 

of economic legislation to recast the problem of protect-

ing rights in republican terms. Th e traditional problem 

under monarchical governments had been to protect the 

people against the arbitrary power of the Crown. But 

in a republic, where executive power seemed weak and 

derivative, the greater danger would come from a far 

more powerful legislature. Moreover, the real force driv-

ing the adoption of unjust laws would come not from 

the ambitions of the legislators but from the people 

 themselves—or rather, from majorities among the peo-

ple that would use legislative power to act unjustly to-

ward disfavored minorities. Coming as he did from the 

upper stratum of Virginia’s ruling class of landed slave 

owners, Madison was thinking of the interests of his own 

class. But his insight remained a profound one. In a re-

publican government, unlike a monarchy, one could not 

naively assume that the people would unite to protect 

their collective rights against the concentrated power 

of the state. Historically, bills of rights had been seen as 

instruments negotiated between the people’s representa-

tives and their monarchical rulers. What use would they 

be when representatives and rulers were one, and when 

the people were the very source of the problem? 

 One other critical conclusion followed from this 

analysis. If the people themselves could threaten private 

rights, at which level of government would they pose 

the greater danger: national or state? Here Madison fi rst 

formulated his famous argument about the problem of 

the “factious majority”—that is, a majority of citizens 

claiming democratic authority to rule but acting in ways 

inimical to either the “public good” or “private rights.” 

Th e smaller the society, Madison reasoned, the easier it 

would be for such mischievous majorities to form. It fol-

lowed that such majorities could coalesce more easily 

within the limited confi nes of the states than would be 

the case in the “extended republic” of an expansive and 

expanding federal union. National government should 

prove less “factious” than state government, and rights 

more secure at the national level than within the smaller 

compass of the states or localities. Moreover, Madison 

also understood that the states would remain the real 

locus of daily governance. If, then, one hoped to make 

rights more secure, a way had to be found to enable the 

national government to check or correct the unjust mis-

use of power at the state level. As he prepared for the 

Federal Convention that would meet at Philadelphia in 

May 1787, Madison reached the radical conclusion that 

the best way to protect rights would be to give the na-

tional legislature a negative on state laws, akin to the de-

tested veto the British crown had enjoyed over colonial 

legislation. 

 The Convention’s Great Oversight 

 In somewhat diluted form, Madison’s proposal for a 

negative on state laws was part of the Virginia Plan that 

formed the basic agenda for the deliberations at Phila-

delphia. By mid-July, that proposal was dead, and with 

it, Madison’s hope that the adoption of a federal con-

stitution would provide a means for dealing with the 

problem of protecting rights within the individual states. 
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Ten days after the convention rejected the negative, it 

adjourned to allow a Committee of Detail to convert 

the resolutions adopted thus far into a working draft of 

a constitution. In its own deliberations, that committee 

briefl y considered prefacing the constitution with some 

statement of principles akin to the state declarations. But 

as one of its members, Edmund Randolph, noted, the 

situation of 1787 was not the same as that of 1776. “We 

are not working on the natural rights of men not yet 

gathered into societies,” Randolph observed, “but upon 

those rights, modifi ed by society, and  interwoven with  

what we call the rights of states.” 

 Th e convention did include a few clauses protecting 

specifi c rights in the completed draft of the Constitu-

tion: the right to trial by jury in criminal cases; a prohibi-

tion on the suspension of habeas corpus except “in Cases 

of Rebellion or Invasion”; the guarantee that “Citizens 

of each State shall be entitled to privileges and Immuni-

ties of Citizens in the several States.” A prohibition on 

religious tests for offi  ce-holding would open the right to 

participate in government to all, but the fundamental 

right to vote was left a matter of state, not federal, law. 

Similarly, a prohibition on state laws impairing the obli-

gation of contracts was consistent with Madison’s desire 

to prevent the states from enacting legislation inimical to 

vested rights of property (since such laws would advan-

tage debtors over creditors). 

 Important as these individual provisions were, they 

did not amount to a comprehensive statement of fun-

damental rights. On September 12, fi ve days before 

the convention adjourned, Elbridge Gerry and George 

Mason (the author of the Virginia Declarations of Rights 

of 1776) moved to correct that omission by proposing 

the adoption of a general bill of rights. By that point, 

most delegates knew that the two men would refuse to 

sign the completed Constitution. After cursory debate, 

their motion was rejected. Th e delegates apparently did 

not believe that the absence of a bill of rights would im-

pair the prospects for ratifi cation. 

 Th e convention’s Federalist supporters (as they soon 

became known) quickly realized this was a major politi-

cal miscalculation. Anti-Federalists almost immediately 

made the absence of a declaration of rights a rallying 

point against the Constitution. Th is was hardly their sole 

objection, nor even the most important. But the con-

vention’s failure to protect rights seemed to confi rm the 

charge that the Constitution was in reality designed to 

consolidate all eff ective power in one supreme national 

government, leaving the states to wither away and the 

people’s  liberties at the mercy of distant institutions they 

could not control. 

 An early speech by James Wilson, a framer and lead-

ing Pennsylvania Federalist, inadvertently reinforced the 

opponents’ concerns. Speaking outside the statehouse 

where the Constitution was written, Wilson argued that 

it would actually have been dangerous to provide explicit 

protection for such cherished rights as freedom of press 

or conscience. Properly understood, the Constitution 

vested only specifi c, explicitly designated powers in the 

new government. Providing for the protection of rights 

whose exercise the Constitution did not in fact threaten, 

Wilson argued, would imply that such a power had in-

deed been granted. 

 Th is was a lawyer’s argument, and politically it proved 

counterproductive. By Wilson’s logic, there was no need 

for the Constitution to protect the Great Writ of habeas 

corpus either; yet it did. By being too clever by half, Wil-

son only reinforced anti-Federalist suspicions that the 

Constitution was a lawyer’s document that skillful poli-

ticians could exploit to run roughshod over the people’s 

liberty. 

 With Wilson’s October 6 speech serving as a light-

ning rod, the omission of a bill of rights became a staple 

theme of anti-Federalist rhetoric. Drawing on the provi-

sions found in the state declarations, they argued that 

the Constitution should be amended to provide explicit 

protection for an array of rights, ranging from freedom 

of conscience and press to the “liberty to fowl and hunt 

in seasonable times, on the lands they hold” and “to fi sh 

in all navigable waters.” Most Federalists remained un-

persuaded. Th e convention might have miscalculated, 

but that did not mean that a constitution lacking such 

articles was truly defective. 

 In arguing for the adoption of rights-protecting 

amendments, anti-Federalists straddled a line between 

the traditional ideas of 1776 and the new constitutional 

norms that had emerged since. On the one hand, they 

did not fully imagine that a bill of rights, if adopted, 

would create a set of commands or rules that citizens 

could enforce at law, for example, by asking a court to 

provide a specifi c remedy when a right was infringed. 

Bills of rights were still regarded as  political  documents, 

a device for enabling the people to act in their political 

capacity to check abuses by government. Th is was a very 

traditional understanding. But many anti-Federalists also 

embraced the new way of thinking about written consti-

tutions that had developed since 1776. By arguing that 

rights would remain insecure unless they were explicitly 
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included in the constitutional text, they abandoned the 

older view that rights derived their authority from mul-

tiple sources, such as nature or custom. A right that was 

not incorporated in the text of a constitution might cease 

to be either a constitutional or a fundamental right. 

 Th e decisive fact making the adoption of a bill of rights 

more likely, however, was not the force of anti-Federalist 

reasoning. It was, rather, that narrow divisions in several 

key states—most notably Virginia and New York, the 

tenth and eleventh to ratify—inclined Federalists to agree 

to  recommend  the consideration of an array of amend-

ments to the fi rst Congress to meet under the Consti-

tution. Th is concession was the price of ratifi cation. To 

portray it as a fi rm bargain, as many histories have done, 

probably goes too far. It was more an expectation than a 

deal, and since Federalists successfully insisted that the 

states should ratify the Constitution without conditions 

or contingencies, they got the better of the deal. 

 Madison Again 

 Madison left the federal convention believing that its 

rejection of his proposed negative on state laws would 

leave the protection of individual and minority rights 

in the same vulnerable position as before. Th ough his 

disappointment eased over time, he shared the general 

Federalist misgivings about the utility of bills of rights. 

“Experience proves the ineffi  cacy of a bill of rights on 

those occasions when its controul is most needed,” Mad-

ison wrote Jeff erson in October 1788. “Repeated viola-

tions of these parchment barriers have been committed 

by overbearing majorities in every State.” Th ose majori-

ties that concerned him were more popular than legisla-

tive, for in Madison’s analysis, the problem of how best 

to protect rights required that one fi rst identify where 

“the real power in a Government lies.” In a republic, that 

power resided with “the majority of the Community,” 

and he simply doubted that such popular majorities 

would allow a mere declaration of rights to deter them 

from pursuing their violations of “private rights.” 

 Th is analysis of rights was, again, political rather 

than legal. But political considerations of a diff erent 

kind were driving Madison to accept the idea of adding 

rights-protecting amendments to the Constitution. He 

had taken that position in the Virginia ratifi cation con-

vention in June, and he soon repeated it publicly during 

a tough race for election to the House of Representatives. 

Yet even then, Madison thought that the chief value of 

a declaration of rights would lie in its eff ect on public 

opinion. As the rights declared gradually acquired “the 

character of fundamental maxims of free Government” 

and were “incorporated with the national sentiment,” 

they would work to “counteract the impulses of interest 

and passion” that would still drive most citizens. It took 

a suggestion from Jeff erson, writing from France, to prod 

Madison to concede that such articles might also enable 

the independent judiciary the Constitution would create 

to act as a “legal check” against abuses of power. 

 Consistent with his public statements, Madison as-

sumed the burden of convincing the new Congress to 

take up the subject of amendments. Th is proved an up-

hill struggle. Federalists had gained easy control of both 

houses in the fi rst federal elections, and few of them 

believed they were obligated to take up the question of 

amendments. For their part, anti-Federalists knew they 

would be unable to secure the structural changes to the 

Constitution they desired most, and without those, a 

mere statement of rights did not seem so important. 

Th us it fell to Madison to push what he privately called 

“the nauseous project of amendments.” 

 In preparing for this task, Madison reviewed all the 

amend ments that the various state ratifi cation conven-

tions had proposed. From this list of over 200 propos-

als, he culled the 19 clauses he introduced in the House 

of Representatives on June 8, 1789. Two of his propos-

als related to congressional salaries and the rule for ap-

portioning House seats among the states. Th e rest were 

concerned with identifying constitutional rights. Th ey 

would not appear as separate, supplemental articles but 

rather be inserted at those points in the Constitution 

where they seemed most salient. 

 In drafting these clauses, Madison avoided the 

 principle-propounding language of 1776. He did include 

one set of articles that would have added a second pre-

amble to the Constitution, this one affi  rming the funda-

mental right of a sovereign people to form and reform 

governments designed to secure “the enjoyment of life 

and liberty, with the right of acquiring and using prop-

erty; and generally of pursuing and obtaining happiness 

and safety.” Th e House eliminated this familiar language. 

Th e Senate subsequently rejected another article that 

Madison called “the most valuable amendment on the 

whole list”: a proposal to prohibit the states from violat-

ing “the equal right of conscience, freedom of the press, 

or trial by jury in criminal cases.” Th is proposal was 

consistent with Madison’s belief that the greatest dangers 

to rights would continue to arise within the states. 

 Th e remaining proposals formed the framework for 

the amendments that Congress ultimately sent to the 
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states nearly four months later. One major change in 

format came at the repeated urging of Roger Sherman 

of Connecticut, who insisted that Congress must not 

tamper directly with the original Constitution that he, 

like Madison, had helped to draft. Rather than inter-

weave the amendments in the existing text, as Madison 

had proposed, they should be treated as supplemental 

articles. Sherman, a dogged politician, had some diffi  -

culty getting his suggestion accepted, but eventually it 

prevailed. Turning the amendments into additional ar-

ticles rather than interwoven ones made it easier over 

time to think of them as a bill of rights, each of whose 

separate articles addressed some distinct or integral realm 

of civil liberty or governance. 

 Records of the House debates on the amendments 

suggest that few members regarded their approval as an 

urgent priority. Th ey did not discuss how the amend-

ments, if ratifi ed, would be enforced, nor did they 

speculate about the ways in which the constitutional 

entrenchment of rights might lead to an expanded judi-

cial role in their protection. Mostly, they tinkered with 

Madison’s language before sending the amendments on 

to the Senate in August. Th e Senate did some editorial 

work of its own, and fi nal revisions were made in a con-

ference committee. 

 One especially noteworthy change occurred here. 

Madison had originally proposed a religion article, stat-

ing, somewhat awkwardly, “Th e civil rights of none shall 

be abridged on account of religious belief or worship, 

nor shall any national religion be established; nor shall 

the full and equal rights of conscience be in any manner, 

or on any pretext infringed.” Th e House changed the sec-

ond clause to read, more simply, “Congress shall make 

no law establishing religion.” Th e Senate then narrowed 

that language to a mere prohibition on “laws establishing 

articles of faith or a mode of worship.” Th e conference 

committee on which Madison sat took a much simpler 

tack still, rejecting these eff orts at precision with a broad 

ban holding, “Congress shall make no law establishing a 

Religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” 

 Th at broader and simpler wording has left ample 

room for continuing interpretation and controversy, 

but its original signifi cance should not be overlooked. 

Religion was one realm of behavior that governments 

had always believed should remain subject to state sup-

port and public regulation. By approving the dual prin-

ciples of nonestablishment and freedom of conscience, 

the adopters of the religion clause were endorsing the 

far-reaching principle that matters of religious organi-

zation and belief should henceforth fall entirely within 

the sphere of private activity, where individuals, acting 

freely for themselves or in free association with others, 

could be counted upon to decide what was best. Here 

was the most telling example of what the broader Ameri-

can commitment to individual liberty and private rights 

could mean in practice. 

 Beyond Ratifi cation 

 For well over a century after its ratifi cation, the Bill of 

Rights was not a signifi cant element in American con-

stitutional jurisprudence. Th e “Congress shall make no 

law” formula of the First Amendment did not prevent 

the enforcement of the Sedition Act of 1798, which 

criminalized seditious speech directed against the ad-

ministration of John Adams. In 1833, the Supreme Court 

held, in  Barron v. Baltimore , that the numerous protec-

tions of the fi rst eight amendments applied only against 

acts of the national government, not those of the states. 

One noteworthy doctrinal development did take place 

in 1878. In  Reynolds v. U.S. , a case involving the Mor-

mon practice of plural marriage, the Court held that the 

free exercise clause of the First Amendment covered mat-

ters of religious belief but not all practices that followed 

from religious doctrine. In reaching this decision, the 

Court relied on the writings of Jeff erson and Madison, 

the two Revolutionary-era leaders who had written most 

eloquently on the subject. 

 Th at decision came at a time, however, when the 

Court was blunting the potential reach of the Four-

teenth Amendment, framed as the Reconstruction of 

the South was just getting under way. Section 1 of the 

amendment declared, “No state shall make or enforce 

any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities 

of citizens of the United States.” It was entirely plausible 

to read “privileges or immunities” to include the clauses 

of the federal Bill of Rights. Some of the amendment’s 

leading authors and supporters believed that the  Barron  

case of 1833 had been wrongly decided, and if their views 

were accepted, the amendment could have been read as 

a basis for enforcing the federal guarantees against the 

states generally. But in the early 1870s, with support for 

Reconstruction visibly waning, the Court began adopt-

ing a more restrictive approach, and the promise of the 

Fourteenth Amendment remained unfulfi lled. 

 Only after World War I did the Court gradually 

begin to develop the so-called Incorporation Doctrine, 

under which it held that many, though not all, clauses 

of the original Bill of Rights could act as restraints on 
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the actions of state governments. Freedom of speech was 

arguably the fi rst right to be nationalized in this way, be-

ginning with the 1925 ruling in  Gitlow v. New York.  Th e 

leading proponent of a wholesale incorporation of the 

Bill of Rights was Justice Hugo Black, the former Ala-

bama senator and New Deal supporter who became the 

mid-century Court’s leading libertarian. Although his 

brethren on the Court initially shied away from adopt-

ing his broad views, by the 1960s, the animus to apply 

most of the protections of the Bill of Rights against the 

states became one of the defi ning features of the juris-

prudence of the Warren Court. Decisions on a whole 

array of subjects, from school prayer to the “revolution 

in criminal justice” brought about by expansive inter-

pretation of the numerous procedural rights enshrined 

in the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Amendments, helped 

make the Supreme Court a lightning rod for political 

criticism. 

 Th e Court’s most controversial modern decisions 

were those promoting desegregation (beginning with 

 Brown v. Topeka Board of Education  in 1954) and a 

woman’s right to abortion ( Roe v. Wade  in 1973). But 

the nationalization of the Bill of Rights also played a 

critical role in the denunciations of “judicial activism” 

that have resonated so deeply in American politics since 

the 1960s, and that show no sign of abating. Whether 

debating school prayer or the right to bear arms or the 

unusual cruelty of the death penalty, Americans treat the 

clauses of the Bill of Rights as subjects for political dis-

cussion as well as judicial defi nition and enforcement. 

Th is is a diff erent notion of the political value of bills of 

rights than the one that Federalists and anti-Federalists 

disputed in the late 1780s. But it helps to explain why 

“rights talk” remains so prominent an element of our 

political discourse. 

  See also  Articles of Confederation; civil liberties; Constitution, 

federal. 
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business and politics

 For generations the United States has nourished the 

world’s most potent capitalist economy. Th e United States 

is also the longest-lived democracy. Th eir coexistence 

would seem to suggest that capitalism and democracy, 

at least in America, go together like love and marriage. 

But their union has been far from harmonious. At criti-

cal moments, relations have deteriorated to the breaking 

point. Yet for even longer stretches of time, popular sen-

timent has tacitly endorsed President Calvin Coolidge’s 

1925 adage that “the business of America is business.” 

 Faith in the inherent virtue of market society is less 

strictly mercenary than Coolidge’s aphorism might sug-

gest. From the origins of the republic to the present day, 

the free market has promised freedom, in particular, the 

liberty of the individual to pursue happiness, to dispose 

of his or her own powers and talents, and to amass private 

property unencumbered by government or other forms 

of social restraints. Th e conviction that the market is the 

passway to liberty has deep roots in American culture. 

 But some Americans have always dissented from this 

faith. Henry Demarest Lloyd, a widely read critic of the 

country’s new plutocracy during the late nineteenth cen-

tury, observed that “liberty produces wealth and that 

wealth destroys liberty.” Lloyd was worried about the 

power of great industrial combines and fi nancial institu-

tions to exterminate their competitors, snuffi  ng out the 

freedom the market pledged to off er to all. He was also 

bothered by the inordinate infl uence of these economic 

behemoths over the country’s political institutions. 

 Capitalism and democracy, by their very natures, 

establish two rival sources of power and authority: 

one private, the other public. Large-scale corporations 
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control and dispose of vast resources upon which the 

whole of society depends. Th e liberty associated with 

market society provides the rationale for this otherwise 

extraordinary grant of private empowerment over deci-

sions that carry with them the greatest public import. 

Democracy operates according to a contradictory im-

pulse, namely, that matters aff ecting the public welfare 

ought to be decided upon by popularly delegated and 

publicly responsible authorities. 

 It might be assumed that, in any showdown, democ-

racy would trump capitalism, if only by virtue of sheer 

numbers. Quite the opposite has often been the case. 

Market society presumes the privileged position of pri-

vate property as the vessel of liberty. Even a thorough-

going liberal democracy like the United States has been 

reluctant to challenge that axiom. Precisely because busi-

ness is so vital to the well-being of society, government 

has tended to bend over backward to encourage and pro-

mote the same business institutions that Lloyd cautioned 

were driven to destroy liberty. 

 Business and the Birth of the Nation 

 Th e fundamental question about the relationship be-

tween capitalism and democracy has been asked since 

the beginning of the nation. One of the most famous 

controversies about U.S. history was ignited by the his-

torian Charles Beard in his 1913 book,  An Economic In-
terpretation of the Constitution of the United States . Beard 

argued that the architects of the new nation who gath-

ered in Philadelphia in 1787 were chiefl y motivated by a 

desire to protect and further the interests of the country’s 

dominant economic classes: merchants, bondholders, 

plantation owners, and the like. Th e Constitution they 

authored established a central government empowered 

to regulate interstate and foreign commerce, to secure 

the credit worthiness of the infant republic, to levy taxes, 

to implicitly legitimate chattel slavery, and to ward off  

overzealous assaults on the rights and prerogatives of 

private property—the sort of democratic upheavals, like 

Shays’s Rebellion, that had made life under the Articles 

of Confederation too precarious for the well-off . 

 Beard’s interpretation echoed a primal antagonism 

about the future of America that began with the country’s 

birth and raged with great intensity all through the 1790s, 

turning founding fathers into fratricidal enemies. Alexan-

der Hamilton, the fi rst secretary of the treasury, envisioned 

a formidable commercial future for the new republic. He 

imagined a nation fully engaged in international trade, 

one with thriving manufacturing establishments and 

cosmopolitan urban centers where high culture and high 

fi nance would mingle. All this would happen thanks to 

the catalytic role of the federal government and under the 

guidance of the country’s rich and well-born. 

 Th ree proposals in particular embodied the secretary’s 

bold plan for the country’s future: a “Report on the Pub-

lic Credit,” which called on the new federal government 

to assume at face value the nearly worthless revolutionary 

and postwar debt obligations of the Continental Con-

gress and the states; the creation of a Bank of the United 

States; and a “Report on Manufacturers” that pledged 

the national government to help jump-start industrial-

ization. Each in its own way was designed to mobilize the 

capital resources and active participation of the country’s 

wealthier classes (as well as to attract foreign investment) 

in turning an underdeveloped country into a rival of the 

great European powers. Hamilton’s view prevailed dur-

ing the administrations of Washington and Adams. 

 But some old comrades from the war for indepen-

dence, men with whom Hamilton had jointly con-

ceived the Constitution, detested the secretary’s policies. 

Th omas Jeff erson and James Madison were convinced 

his proposals would incubate a new moneyed aristocracy 

that would subvert the democratic accomplishments of 

the Revolution. Th ey feared precisely what Hamilton 

desired, namely, a commercial civilization like the one 

characteristic of the Old World. For all its cultural sophis-

tication and economic vigor, such a society, they argued, 

was also a breeder of urban squalor and of vast inequali-

ties of wealth and income. It fed a mania about money-

making and self-seeking that incited moral and political 

corruption and an indiff erence to the public welfare. 

 Jeff ersonians, however, did not comprise some eigh-

teenth-century version of back-to-the-land romantics. 

Th ey too recognized the advantages, even the necessity of 

trade and commerce. Hardly hostile to the free market, 

they instead wanted to widen its constituency beyond 

those circles favored by Hamilton. Th e most notable ac-

complishment of Jeff erson’s presidency was the Louisi-

ana Purchase, which enormously enlarged the potential 

territory open to freeholder agriculture. 

 Nor did Jeff erson or his successors imagine these pio-

neering agrarians living in splendid, self-suffi  cient isolation. 

Every subsequent administration through the presidency 

of James Monroe sought to buttress the nation’s agricul-

tural foundation by opening up the markets of the world 

to the produce of American farms. Th is meant breaking 

down the restrictions on trade with the rest of Europe and 

the Caribbean imposed by the British Empire, a policy 
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that led fi rst to Jeff erson’s embargo on trade with Euro-

pean belligerents during the Napoleonic Wars and even-

tually to the War of 1812. Th ese drastic measures indicated 

that the Jeff ersonians considered international trade a vital 

component of a fl ourishing agrarian republic. 

 Over time, the infeasibility of the old Jeff ersonian 

persuasion became apparent. Even its most dedicated 

proponents reluctantly grew to accept that a modern 

market economy would inevitably bring in its wake 

dense commercial networks and a complex division of 

labor, industries, and cities. What nonetheless kept the 

temperature of political animosity at fever heat for the 

rest of the nineteenth century was how these warring 

parties envisioned the role of the government in promot-

ing economic development and keeping the channels of 

economic opportunity open to all. Even as agrarian re-

publicanism faded from view, its profound suspicion of 

fi nance and industrial capitalism remained very much 

alive, a living indictment of big business as the defi ning 

institution of American civilization. 

 The Age of Jackson 

 Andrew Jackson, “Old Hickory,” seemed the natural 

inheritor of the Jeff ersonian tradition. Jackson waged 

a dramatic and protracted struggle against an institu-

tion that seemed to embody every Jeff ersonian night-

mare about the rise of a counterrevolutionary moneyed 

aristocracy. Th e Second Bank of the United States was 

better known during the 1830s as “the Monster Bank.” 

It was run by Nicholas Biddle, a blue-blooded Philadel-

phian. He presided over a quasi-public institution that 

exercised decisive infl uence over the country’s monetary 

resources but without a scintilla of public accountability. 

Th e president set out to the kill the Monster. Because the 

bank aroused enormous popular resentment, he eventu-

ally succeeded. 

 Yet it would be a mistake to conclude from the so-

called Bank War that antebellum Americans, especially 

in the North, were hostile to the commercial develop-

ment of the country in the same way their Jeff ersonian 

ancestors were. On the contrary, they were men on the 

make. What they most resented about the Monster Bank 

was the way it limited commercial opportunity rather 

than opening it up to every man. While they remained 

wary of ceding the government too much power, they 

also believed it could and should help to nourish their 

entrepreneurial ambitions. 

 Beginning in the antebellum years, government at 

every level was dedicated to the promotion, not the reg-

ulation, of business. Th e country’s whole transportation 

and communications infrastructure—its roads, turn-

pikes, canals, wharves, dockyards, bridges, railroads, and 

telegraph system—were, practically without exception, 

quasi-public creations. Governments granted them fran-

chises, incorporated them, lent them money, invested 

in them, provided them with tax exemptions and subsi-

dies and land grants, and even, at times, shared in their 

management. 

 Such leaders of the Whig Party as Henry Clay and 

Daniel Webster sought to make this practice of state-

assisted business development the policy of the national 

government. For this reason, the party commanded 

the allegiance of the rising business classes, as did the 

newly created Republican Party, into which the Whigs 

dissolved. Clay’s “American system” of internal improve-

ments and a protective tariff  to nurture infant indus-

try also enjoyed signifi cant support among Jacksonian 

Democrats, but only in the North. Most Southern plant-

ers cared strictly about the cotton trade and were hostile 

to a protective tariff , which could only increase the costs 

of manufactured necessities and invite retaliation from 

its trading partners abroad. Because the slave South held 

the whip hand in the Democratic Party, the American 

system remained stillborn until after the Civil War. But 

the general proposition that government ought to be a 

helpmate to business was already widely, if not univer-

sally, accepted. 

 The Gilded Age 

 No myth about American history has demonstrated 

greater durability than the belief that the late nineteenth 

century was the golden age of laissez-faire. It was then, so 

the story goes, that a hands-off  policy by the government 

allowed the impersonal operations of the free market to 

work their magic and turn the United States into an in-

dustrial goliath. But actually all branches of the federal 

government were deeply implicated in that process. Not 

only did they actively promote the development of a 

national capitalist economy; they did so in a way that 

favored the interests of industrial and fi nancial corpora-

tions. Th us, the rise of big business was due less to im-

personal economic laws and more to man-made ones. 

 Railroads epitomized how the system worked. With-

out the land grants, loans, tax exemptions, and subsidies 

provided by the federal government, it is hard to imagine 

the extraordinary transcontinental network of rail lines 

that provided the skeletal framework of the national mar-

ketplace. Railroads were to the mid-nineteenth  century 
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what the steel industry was a generation later or the auto 

industry was during the mid-twentieth century: the en-

gine of the national economy driven by the country’s 

dominant business institutions. America’s emergence as 

the world’s foremost economy began in this hothouse 

relationship between business and government. 

 However, accompanying government largesse were 

well-documented instances of cronyism and corruption. 

During the Grant administration, a scandal involving the 

Crédit Mobilier company, responsible for helping con-

struct the transcontinental railroad, implicated congress-

men, cabinet members, and even the vice president in 

schemes to defraud the government. Similar outrages 

occurred locally, as with the Erie Railroad in New York, 

where city councilmen, state legislators, and judges were 

bought and sold by rival railroad speculators. Such trans-

gressions, however lurid and even illegal, were excep-

tional. Still, they signaled a more general disposition on 

the part of the country’s political class to align itself with 

the country’s most powerful business interests. 

 Th e Republican Party pursued this course most single-

mindedly and commanded the loyalty of the emerging 

class of manufacturers, who particularly applauded the 

party’s staunch support for the protective tariff —a bar-

rier against industrial imports that grew steadily higher as 

the century drew to a close. Th e promotion of business, 

however, was a bipartisan policy. New York merchants 

and fi nanciers engaged in the export trade tended to be 

Democrats because they favored free trade rather than 

a protective tariff . But the leadership of the party, and 

its two-time president Grover Cleveland, were of one 

mind with their Republican opponents when it came to 

defending the gold standard as essential for economic 

stability. 

 Th e late nineteenth century witnessed the emergence 

of trusts and other forms of industrial combinations all 

across the economy, from steel and sugar production to 

the drilling and distribution of oil. Th ese fi rms exercised 

extraordinary power over the marketplace and, inevita-

bly, posed a dire threat to the American dream of entre-

preneurial independence, inspiring a fi erce resistance. 

 Beginning during the Gilded Age and lasting well 

into the twentieth century, the antitrust movement was 

a major infl uence on American politics. It enjoyed the 

support of small and medium-sized businessmen and of 

the growing class of urban middle-class consumers and 

white-collar workers. It also inspired the political mobi-

lization of the nation’s farmers, especially in the South 

and the Great Plains, who particularly resented the life-

threatening power of eastern fi nanciers, the owners of 

the great railroads that crisscrossed the country, and 

the commercial middlemen (grain elevator operators, 

wholesalers, and the like) who dictated terms of credit 

as well as the costs of shipping, storing, and distributing 

farmers’ produce. 

 Together, these groups turned to the government for 

help. During the 1870s and 1880s, they were moderately 

successful, especially in state politics. Laws were passed 

regulating and restraining the operations of interstate 

corporations, particularly the railroads. But all three 

branches of the federal government were hostile to re-

form. In a series of landmark cases, the Supreme Court 

ruled that these regulatory attempts by state govern-

ments violated the rights of corporations to due process 

under the Fourteenth Amendment (which was originally 

passed to protect the civil rights of emancipated slaves) 

and also trespassed on the exclusive powers delegated to 

the federal government to regulate interstate commerce. 

At the same time, the Senate came to be known as “the 

Millionaires Club,” because its members seemed far 

more solicitous of the needs of major corporations than 

they did of their ordinary constituents. 

 Finally, the executive branch made its most formida-

ble resource—the coercive power of the armed forces—

available for the protection of corporate property. In 

addition to the antitrust and farmer movements (most 

famously the Populist or People’s Party of the 1890s), the 

other great challenge to the profi ts and preeminence of 

big business came from the labor movement. Th e main 

battle took place on the factory fl oor, where workers 

were subjected to a ruthless regime of wage cutting, ex-

hausting hours, and a draconian work discipline. Strikes, 

some local, some nationwide, in dozens of industries 

swept across the country in several waves, beginning in 

the mid-1870s and continuing to the end of the century. 

Again and again, businesses were able to count on state 

and federal judges to issue injunctions that outlawed 

these strikes, and on governors and even the president 

of the United States to send in state militias and federal 

troops to quell them when they continued. President 

Cleveland’s decision in 1894 to use the army to end the 

strike of the American Railway Union against the Pull-

man Company is the most famous instance of the latter; 

it convinced many people that big business had captured 

the government. 

 Ironically, most leading businessmen of the Gilded 

Age initially had no serious interest in politics. Th ey were 

content to turn to the government for particular favors 
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when needed but otherwise kept aloof from party poli-

tics. All that began to change, however, when antitrust, 

Populist, and labor resistance grew so sizable it could not 

be ignored. 

 In the end, the groundswell of popular sentiment 

in favor of some form of regulation proved irresistible. 

Frustrated at the state level, reformers redoubled their 

eff orts to get some redress from the federal government. 

Th e Interstate Commerce Act was passed in 1887 to try 

to do away with rebates and other forms of railroad mar-

ket abuse. And, in 1890, Congress approved the Sher-

man Anti-Trust Act. But in both cases business interests 

used their political infl uence to dilute the eff ectiveness 

of these laws. By necessity, the nation’s commercial elite 

became more practiced in the arts and crafts of demo-

cratic politics. 

 Indeed, as the century drew to a close, the business 

community mobilized to defeat its enemies in the elec-

toral arena as well. In 1896 the Democratic Party was 

captured by elements sympathetic to populism and to 

antitrust reform and nominated the charismatic Wil-

liam Jennings Bryan as its presidential candidate. But 

the victory of Republican William McKinley, lavishly 

supported by leading industrial and fi nancial interests, 

seemed to put an end to the immediate threat to the 

economic and political supremacy of big business and 

to bury along with it the vision of an alternative political 

economy and social order. 

 Business and the Progressive Movement 

 Yet in the early twentieth century, the axis of American 

politics shifted direction. Once devoted to the promo-

tion of business, government in the Progressive Era 

turned to its regulation. Odder still, important segments 

of business and fi nance welcomed this turn of events as 

often as they had resisted it. No longer indiff erent to or 

contemptuous of the democratic process, the business 

community increasingly grew to believe its fate would be 

decided in that arena. 

 Th e presidencies of Th eodore Roosevelt and Wood-

row Wilson especially marked the era as progressive. 

Roosevelt was feared by the Republican old guard—fi g-

ures like the industrialist and politician Mark Hanna and 

fi nancier J. P. Morgan. And the president was not shy in 

making known his disdain for such “malefactors of great 

wealth.” His administration initiated the fi rst antitrust 

lawsuits against such major corporations as Northern 

Securities (a gigantic railroad holding company) and 

Standard Oil. 

 Antitrust prosecutions comprised only a small por-

tion of his attempts at regulating business. Roosevelt’s 

regime achieved such legislative milestones as the Pure 

Food and Drug Act, the Meat Inspection Act, and the 

Hepburn and Mann-Elkins laws strengthening the hand 

of the Interstate Commerce Commission to rein in the 

railroads. Meanwhile, municipal and state governments 

in dozens of big cities and states—egged on by muckrak-

ing journalists like Lincoln Steff ens and Ray Stannard 

Baker—took on public utility and urban mass transit 

companies that had been looting government budgets 

for years. 

 Woodrow Wilson, elected in 1912, promised to ex-

tend the scope of business regulation. He and a chief 

adviser, future Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis, 

were convinced that the rise of big business and fi nance 

had worked to choke off  opportunity for would-be en-

trepreneurs, had aborted technological innovations, and, 

by blocking the pathways of economic mobility, had 

undermined the institutions of political democracy as 

well. Wilson took offi  ce amid a widely publicized con-

gressional investigation of the so-called money trust, a 

purported clique of Wall Street investment banks that 

controlled not only a host of other fi nancial institutions 

but also many industrial corporations, including United 

States Steel and General Electric. Soon after the hearings 

ended, the president signed into law the Federal Reserve 

Act. It established a quasi-public institution to oversee 

the nation’s monetary system and presumably break the 

stranglehold of the money trust. 

 Th e Wilson administration and a Democratic Con-

gress accomplished other notable reforms of the business 

system as well. Th e Clayton Act tried to strengthen the 

antitrust provisions of the Sherman Act and exempted 

labor unions from prosecution as conspiracies in restraint 

of trade, which had been the main use of the earlier law. 

Th e new Federal Trade Commission (FTC) broadened 

the powers of the national government to regulate in-

terstate commerce. Th e Adamson Act established the 

eight-hour day for railroad employees. However, the re-

form momentum stalled when the United States entered 

World War I in 1917. 

 Many businessmen and some consumers viewed cor-

porate consolidation of the economy at the turn of the 

century as a godsend rather than a curse. It would, they 

assumed, end the competitive anarchy that had pro-

duced numerous booms and busts and two severe and 

protracted depressions during the Gilded Age. Busi-

nesses had tried, on their own, to impose some order 
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over the marketplace by forming pools and other infor-

mal agreements to control prices, limit production, and 

share the market among the chief competitors. But such 

private arrangements to rein in the free market failed as 

fi rms could not resist taking advantage of any shift in the 

market to get a jump on their competitors. 

 Th us, some industrialists began to look to the gov-

ernment as the only institution with enough authority 

and legitimacy to impose commercial discipline. Th e In-

terstate Commerce Commission and the Mann-Elkins 

Act drew support not only from smaller businessmen 

who hoped to get rid of rate discrimination but also 

from the railroads themselves—as long as they could 

exercise some control over what the commissioners did 

and forestall popular pressure for more radical reform. 

Similarly, major meatpacking corporations welcomed 

the Meat Inspection Act. By establishing uniform stan-

dards of hygiene that their smaller competitors would 

have to meet, they hoped the act would open up foreign 

markets that had grown increasingly leery of importing 

American beef. 

 All this signaled that businessmen were becoming 

more politically conscious and organized. Trade asso-

ciations representing whole industries began lobbying in 

Washington. Th e National Civic Federation—organized 

by Mark Hanna, Andrew Carnegie, and other leading 

industrialists—tried to impart a more conciliatory mood 

into the brittle, often violent relations between labor and 

capital characteristic of the Gilded Age. Other national 

business organizations, including the United States 

Chamber of Commerce (USCC) and the National As-

sociation of Manufacturers (NAM), formed to represent 

the political desires of smaller business, especially to 

thwart legislation sympathetic to labor. 

 Th us, on the eve of World War I, many businessmen 

and politicians had come to accept the need for some 

degree of regulation to supplement government promo-

tion of private enterprise. However, diff erences within 

the business community and between it and the govern-

ment over the nature and extent of that regulation left 

many questions unresolved. 

 Th en the war fatefully shifted the terrain on which 

this tense relationship unfolded. On the one hand, the 

country’s need to mobilize its resources restored the so-

cial reputation of big business, which produced most of 

the munitions and other goods for the American Expe-

ditionary Force and its European allies. On the other 

hand, such a massive mobilization of private assets de-

manded a level of coordination that only the govern-

ment could impose. Th e War Industries Board, created 

by President Wilson and run by fi nancier Bernard Ba-

ruch, initiated a degree of state intervention into the 

private sector that would have astonished most of the 

radical critics of the previous century. Although this ap-

paratus was quickly dismantled once the war ended, the 

experience with economic planning and supervision left 

a legacy many would turn to during the next national 

emergency. 

 More immediately, however, it was the political reha-

bilitation of big business that left its mark on the Jazz 

Age following the war. Th e Republican administrations 

of Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert 

Hoover deferred to the corporate world. Businessmen 

were hailed as the nation’s wise men who seemed to have 

solved the age-old problem of the business cycle, usher-

ing in a new era of permanent prosperity. 

 Antitrust prosecutions virtually ceased. Th e Supreme 

Court severely restricted the power of the FTC to defi ne 

methods of unfair competition. Th e regulatory vigilance 

of the government was relaxed in what turned out to be 

a tragic turn of events. 

 The Great Depression and the New Deal Order 

 No crisis in American history, save for the Civil War, 

 presented as grave a national trauma as did the crash 

of 1929 and the Great Depression that followed. Th e 

economic wisdom, social status, moral authority, and 

political weight of the business community collapsed 

in a hurry. Until that moment business had generally 

prevailed in its tug of war with the government and the 

forces of democracy. But, for a long generation begin-

ning in the 1930s and lasting well into the 1970s, the 

balance of power was more equally divided. 

 President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal never 

amounted to a single, coherently conceived and executed 

set of economic policies. It was in a constant state of 

motion, tacking fi rst in one direction, then in another, 

pursuing courses of action that were often contradictory. 

One fundamental, however, never changed: the govern-

ment must act because economic recovery could not be 

left to the impersonal operations of the free market. A 

return to the laissez-faire approach of the old regime was, 

once and for all, off  the table. 

 Indeed, the Roosevelt administration found itself 

under relentless pressure from various social movements 

to challenge the power of big business. A new and militant 

labor movement spread through the industrial heartland 

of the country, taking on the most formidable corpora-
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tions and mobilizing in the political arena to support 

the New Deal. Small farmers, tenants, and sharecroppers 

in the Midwest and South defi ed banks and landlords 

to stop foreclosures and evictions. Charismatic fi gures 

aroused populist emotions against fi nanciers and the 

wealthy. Huey Long, the demagogic governor and later 

senator from Louisiana, led a Share the Wealth move-

ment that called for taxing away any income over a mil-

lion dollars a year. Father Charles Coughlin, the “radio 

priest” broadcasting from a suburban Detroit Catholic 

church, electrifi ed millions of listeners with his denun-

ciations of parasitic bankers. 

 Such democratic upheavals reverberated within the 

Democratic Party and helped heighten the tension be-

tween the Roosevelt administration and major sectors 

of the business and fi nancial world. Th ey inspired the 

President’s denunciation in 1936 of “economic royalists.” 

Without these upheavals, it is hard to imagine the basic 

reforms accomplished by the New Deal. 

 New Deal innovations covered four broad areas aff ect-

ing the material well-being of Americans: (1) economic 

security and relief; (2) fi nancial and industrial regulation; 

(3) industrial reform; (4) economic planning. 

 Th e most enduring legislative legacy of the New Deal 

is the Social Security system. Passed in 1935 by an over-

whelmingly Democratic Congress, the Social Security 

Act, for the fi rst time, established government responsi-

bility for protecting against the most frightening insecu-

rities generated by the free market: a poverty-stricken old 

age and unemployment. In fi ts and starts, the New Deal 

also initiated a series of federal relief measures to address 

the plight of the jobless and dispossessed in both urban 

and rural America. 

 Th is ethos of social responsibility for the economic 

security of all citizens continued well beyond the New 

Deal years. Th e welfare state continued to expand after 

World War II, most memorably through the GI Bill, 

which committed the federal government to subsidizing 

the education and housing of returning veterans. In the 

mid-1960s, President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society 

programs included various antipoverty and urban re-

development measures—especially Medicare and Med-

icaid, which addressed the health needs of the elderly 

and some of the poor. However limited and fl awed, 

such programs represented a major shift in the country’s 

political orientation. Th ey indicated a recognition that 

the free enterprise system could not be relied upon, by 

itself, to assure the economic security of the American 

people. 

 Rightly or wrongly, most people blamed the Depres-

sion on Wall Street, in particular on the reckless specu-

lation, insider trading, and fraudulent practices that 

allegedly led to the crash of 1929 and to the economic 

implosion that followed. Th e resulting demand for the 

government to closely monitor the behavior of business 

naturally focused on the fi nancial system. Th erefore, 

the Roosevelt administration and Congress targeted the 

banking and securities industries. Th e Glass-Steagall 

Act of 1933 made it illegal for the same establishment 

to function both as an investment and as a commercial 

bank on the grounds that there was an inherent confl ict 

of interest between those two functions—one that had 

undermined the credibility of the whole banking struc-

ture of the country. 

 Th e suspect and secretive practices of the stock mar-

ket were addressed by two securities acts, the second of 

which established the Securities and Exchange Com-

mission. Th ese reforms demanded of Wall Street a far 

greater transparency about its operations, outlawed cer-

tain kinds of insider dealings, and subjected the nation’s 

chief fi nancial markets to ongoing public supervision. 

 Business regulation under the New Deal was hardly 

confi ned to the fi nancial sector. New agencies like the 

Federal Communications Commission were created, 

and transportation and public utility companies found 

themselves under more rigorous scrutiny. Th e Public 

Utility Holding Company Act attempted, without much 

success, to dismantle corporate pyramids in the electrical 

power industry that had fl eeced consumers and left the 

underlying companies saddled with insupportable debt. 

Th is assault, while abortive, refl ected a revving up of anti-

trust sentiment. 

 While the politics of antitrust would lose energy in 

the years ahead, the regulatory momentum of the New 

Deal order would only grow stronger. By the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, its emphasis would shift from regulating 

the abuses of particular industries to policing business 

in general. New environmental and consumer protec-

tion movements inspired deep popular distrust of the 

business community. Largely composed of middle-

class, college-educated professionals, these public inter-

est organizations demanded that corporations be held 

not only responsible but accountable for their actions. 

Th e Occupational Health and Safety Act and the En-

vironmental Protection Act of 1970 and the Consumer 

Product Safety Commission created in 1972—followed 

by legislation to clean up the air and water and the 

toxins of industrial waste—were all passed during the 
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Republican  administration of President Richard Nixon, 

suggesting just how irresistible this regulatory impulse 

had become. 

 A third phase of New Deal economic intervention 

proved just as robust. It is hardly an exaggeration to 

describe the pre–New Deal system of industrial labor 

relations as a form of industrial autocracy, especially in 

heavy industry. Most workers endured long hours at low 

wages, conditions subject only to the unilateral whim 

of their employers, who could also hire and fi re them 

at will. Th e rise of a militant labor movement and the 

growth of pro-labor sentiment within the Democratic 

Party during the early years of the Depression resulted in 

fundamental reform. Th e National Labor Relations Act 

(NLRA, or Wagner Act) of 1935 established a form of in-

dustrial democracy by inscribing workers’ right to orga-

nize unions free of employer interference. It proscribed 

a range of employer behaviors as unfair labor practices 

and made companies legally obliged to engage in col-

lective bargaining once a union had been established by 

government-supervised elections. Th e Wagner Act was 

supplemented in 1938 by the Fair Labor Standards Act, 

which set a national standard of minimum wages and 

maximum hours and outlawed child labor. 

 Many of those who supported the NLRA did so not 

just out of a sense of social justice. Th ey believed that re-

forming the system of labor relations was part of a larger 

design for economic recovery in which the government 

would have to play a central role. Unions and minimum 

wages, they hoped, would restore the mass purchasing 

power of ordinary Americans and thereby spur produc-

tion and employment. Th e idea that government had an 

overarching role to play in getting the economy mov-

ing again was hardly restricted to these areas, however. 

It inspired the fourth salient of New Deal innovation: 

economic planning. 

 Th e National Industrial Recovery Act (NRA) of 

1933—the New Deal’s fi rst attempt at general economic 

recovery—created a form of federally sanctioned corpo-

ratism or cartelization, operating not unlike the old War 

Industries Board of World War I. Th e system eff ectively 

suspended antitrust laws so that big businesses in every 

industrial sector could legally collaborate in establishing 

codes of fair competition. 

 A similar form of government intrusion into the op-

erations of the free market tried to address the depressed 

state of the agricultural economy. Th e Agricultural Adjust-

ment Administration established government- sanctioned 

production controls and acreage allotments that were 

designed to solve the crisis of overproduction that had 

led to mass farm foreclosures and evictions all across the 

country. 

 At fi rst, many businesses welcomed these forms of 

economic planning, because they amounted to a form 

of self-regulation that left big fi rms in eff ective control 

of the government machinery charged with doing the 

planning. But for just that reason, they were vociferously 

attacked by smaller businessmen and small farmers. In 

1935, the Supreme Court ruled the NRA was uncon-

stitutional. Its demise, however, gave life to diff erent, 

more democratically minded strategies for government-

directed economic recovery. 

 Members of the New Deal administration were con-

vinced that only government intervention could restart 

the country’s economic engine. Th e Tennessee Valley 

Authority (TVA) was created with an ambitious mission 

to transform the economic and social life of the deeply 

impoverished trans-Appalachian southeast region. Under 

the auspices of the TVA, the federal government itself 

entered the electrical power business, directly competing 

with private utilities and forcing them to make their own 

operations more effi  cient and cost eff ective. By making 

electricity available to millions of rural Americans, TVA 

planners hoped to bring them within the orbit of the 

modern economy, improving their standard of living 

and turning them into customers for manufacturers of 

electrical appliances. 

 Balancing the federal government’s budget had been a 

central orthodoxy of the old order. In the face of this, the 

New Deal committed the sacrilege of defi cit spending to 

help get the economy out of its protracted slump. Defi cit 

fi nance was at the heart of a new economic policy associ-

ated with the famous British economist, John Maynard 

Keynes. Keynesianism located the origins of the Depres-

sion in the problem of insuffi  cient demand and argued 

that this tendency was inherent in modern capitalism. 

To overcome it, the government had to resort to its pow-

ers over fi scal and monetary policy, especially the former. 

Th e government’s tax policy would redistribute wealth 

downward, bolstering consumer demand. Th e “wealth 

tax” of 1935 was a fi rst attempt to do this by raising taxes 

on corporations and the wealthy. Th e Roosevelt adminis-

tration never fully committed itself to this strategic break 

with the past, but even its experiments in that direction 

were pioneering. 

 During World War II, a version of Keynesianism be-

came the new orthodoxy. Much of the war economy 

operated under government supervision, was fi nanced 
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with federal loans and cost-plus contracts, and a sizable 

portion of the new plants and equipment was actually 

owned by the government.   But by putting an end to the 

Depression, the war also restored the economic and po-

litical fortunes of the private sector. Consequently, after 

the war, the business community managed to rein in the 

more social democratic variant of Keynesian policy and 

replace it with a version friendlier to private enterprise. 

Commercial Keynesianism relied more on monetary 

policy, that is, on manipulating the money supply and 

interest rates in responding to the business cycle. Th e 

government backed away from any eff ective commit-

ment to assuring full employment, grew more leery of 

defi cit spending (except in the military sector) and in-

vestments in the public sector, and avoided—until the 

mid 1960s—a broad expansion of the social welfare state. 

Commercial Keynesianism relied on automatic stabiliz-

ers like unemployment insurance to stabilize the busi-

ness cycle. 

 Th e New Deal’s groundbreaking eff orts at income re-

distribution and social welfare did inspire the early years 

of the Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society during the 1960s. 

But the enormous fi nancial burdens of the Vietnam 

War and America’s other military commitments short-

circuited those assaults on poverty. Infl ation—always the 

latent danger of defi cit spending—haunted the economy 

as the decade of the 1960s drew to a close. It was easier 

to cut budgets for poverty programs than to tackle the 

politically more potent military-industrial complex that 

President Dwight Eisenhower had warned about in his 

Farewell Address in 1961. 

 Business and the Rise of Modern Conservatism 

 Commercial Keynesianism made business fi rst among 

equals in the postwar New Deal order. Moreover, some 

segments of American fi nance and business had always 

supported certain New Deal reforms, just as there were 

elements of the business community that had backed 

Progressive-Era legislation. Industries that relied on the 

consumer market and banks oriented to the small de-

positor were sympathetic to Keynesian approaches that 

bolstered demand. Th ese businesses formed the Com-

mittee on Economic Development in 1942. Th ere were 

also corporations that supported Social Security as po-

litically inevitable and worked to make the program 

business friendly. Some northern-based manufacturers 

backed the Fair Labor Standards Act as a way of elimi-

nating the wage diff erential that gave their southern-

based competitors an advantage. Still, the main business 

lobbies—the NAM and the USCC—militantly opposed 

most New Deal reforms. 

 Th en the Keynesian regime entered a terminal crisis 

at the end of the 1960s. It collapsed for many reasons: 

the costs of the Vietnam War; the inability of the gov-

ernment’s economic managers to stem war-induced in-

fl ation; the unraveling of the postwar system of fi xed 

international exchange rates in 1971; the emergence of 

powerful industrial competitors in Germany and Japan; 

the rise of foreign oil-producing nations that hiked en-

ergy costs. A protracted period of what came to be called 

“stagfl ation” in the 1970s seemed the fi nal refutation of 

the Keynesian outlook. After all, its adherents had always 

maintained it was impossible for the economy to suff er 

simultaneously from infl ation and unemployment. By 

the late 1970s, however, it indubitably was. 

 Commercial Keynesianism had been a bipartisan 

persuasion. Th e reaction against it, however, formed 

mainly within the Republican Party and culminated 

in the election of Ronald Reagan to the presidency in 

1980. If big business had been the bete noire of the New 

Deal, big government played that role for champions of 

the free market counterrevolution to reverse the New 

Deal. 

 Restoration of the old order proceeded in several direc-

tions at once. Supply-side economics, which in contrast 

to Keynesianism focused on encouraging investment 

rather than demand, became the theoretical justifi cation 

for cutting taxes on corporations and the wealthy and for 

trimming the social welfare budget and public spending 

on infrastructure. Both occurred during the two Reagan 

administrations. 

 Deregulation became a key watchword of the new 

regime. It entailed both capturing and dismantling the 

regulatory apparatus of the federal government. Agen-

cies were increasingly run and staff ed by people either 

directly recruited from the industries they were charged 

with regulating or by civil servants with decided sym-

pathies for the business point of view. So, for example, 

presidential appointees to the National Labor Relations 

Board, beginning under Reagan and continuing during 

the administrations of George H. W. Bush and his son 

George W. Bush, ruled repeatedly in favor of businesses 

charged with unfair labor practices, or they at least tol-

erated long procedural delays that eff ectively stymied 

union organizing and collective bargaining. 

 Rules were relaxed or not enforced or eliminated en-

tirely in a host of specifi c industries, including airlines, 

trucking, telecommunications, and the fi nancial sector. 
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Th e lifting of rules governing the operations of savings-

and-loan banks resulted in the collapse of the whole 

industry in the late 1980s and the largest government 

bailout of private enterprise in American history; until, 

that is, the massive rescue and partial nationalization of 

the country’s leading fi nancial institutions during the 

meltdown of the country’s fi nancial system in 2008. 

 Th e drive to deregulate was less successful in the arena 

of non-industry-specifi c social regulation, exemplifi ed 

by the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occu-

pation Health and Safety Administration. Here power-

ful middle-class constituencies resisted the deregulatory 

impulse. Still provisions of the Clean Air Act were weak-

ened, the powers of the FTC reduced, and eff orts to beef 

up consumer protections thwarted. 

 Th e Democrats put up little eff ective resistance to such 

changes. Th e infl uence of big business and fi nance within 

the Democratic Party had grown steadily after Reagan’s 

1980 victory. By the 1990s, leading elements within the 

Democratic Party also favored cuts in the welfare state, 

deregulation, and monetary and fi scal policies that were 

designed to please the business community. 

 Still, the politics of restoration went only so far; 

modern business had come to rely on the government 

in certain crucial respects. While paying lip service to 

the aim of a balanced budget, defi cits grew under both 

Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, sometimes enor-

mously. In both cases this had to do with a consider-

able expansion of the defense budget. Even before the 

Republican counterrevolution, military spending had 

become big business and a permanent part of the coun-

try’s political economy. Much of this military produc-

tion is sustained by government-guaranteed, cost-plus 

contracts, insulated from the oscillations of the free 

market. 

 However, the assault on the New Deal order had ac-

complished a great deal. Substantial credit for its suc-

cess must go to the remarkable ideological discipline, 

self-organization, and political savvy of the business 

community itself. Beginning in the 1970s, new organi-

zations like the Business Roundtable (founded in 1972 

and made up the country’s top CEOs) worked with es-

tablished ones like the USSC and the NAM not only to 

aff ect public policy but also the underlying values that 

shaped such policy. Together with such well-funded 

think tanks as the Heritage Foundation and the Ameri-

can Enterprise Institute, they denounced the profl igacy 

of “tax and spend” liberalism, exposed the “culture of 

dependency” encouraged by the welfare state, and ex-

tolled the virtues of the free market. If the New Deal 

had been premised on the quest for economic security 

and a sense of social obligation, the business-sponsored 

literature of the Reagan and Bush eras help create a large 

constituency for older values of individualism, risk tak-

ing, and self-reliance. 

 Th e heightened activities of corporate lobbyists and 

think tanks were supplemented by an equally spectacu-

lar growth of business involvement in elections. A 1976 

Supreme Court decision— Buckley v. Valeo— established 

the right of corporations to make unlimited fi nancial 

contributions to political parties and political action 

committees. Increasingly, the viability of candidates for 

public offi  ce came to depend on how much money they 

could raise to wage their campaigns. No one had more 

money to off er than big business. Even without engaging 

in corrupt or illegal practices, the machinery of Ameri-

can democracy came to be more and more lubricated by 

cold cash. 

 Th e relationship between capitalism and democracy 

in American history has been a tumultuous one. It began 

in mutual suspicion, but then passed through a period 

when the governing classes considered it their mission to 

promote the development of business and the national 

market. Th e dilemmas of late nineteenth-century free 

market capitalism led to widespread demands for reform, 

ushering in the next phase of that relationship in which 

the government took up the responsibility of regulating 

business, culminating in the New Deal order. At least 

until the presidency of Barack Obama, the latest stage 

shifted the balance of power back in favor of the pri-

vate sector, but the contemporary business system re-

lies on government intervention and support far more 

than its nineteenth-century predecessor. Arguably, this 

latest phase in the relationship between capitalism and 

democracy was less a return to some imaginary laissez-

fair utopia than it was a return to the kind of elitist fi -

nancial system that Alexander Hamilton proposed at the 

birth of the republic. 

  See also  banking policy; economy and politics; labor 

movement and politics. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Berkowitz, Edward, and Kim McQuaid.  Creating the Welfare 

State . New York: Praeger, 1988. 

 Cochran, Th omas, and William Miller.  Th e Age of Enterprise . 

New York: Macmillan, 1942. 

 Collins, Robert.  Th e Business Response to Keynes, 1929–1964 . 

New York: Columbia University Press, 1981. 



 business and politics

 81

 Fraser, Steve.  Every Man a Speculator: A History of  Wall Street in 

American Life.  New York: HarperCollins, 2005. 

 Galbraith, John Kenneth.  Th e Great Crash: 1929.  Boston: Mar-

iner Books, 1997. 

 Lindbloom, Charles.  Politics and Markets: Th e World’s Political-

Economic Systems . New York: Basic Books, 1977. 

 McCoy, Drew.  Th e Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeff er-

sonian America . New York: Norton, 1982. 

Mills, C. Wright.  Th e Power Elite . New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1956.

 Phillips, Kevin.  Wealth and Democracy: A Political History . New 

York: Random House, 2002. 

   Vogel, David.  Fluctuating Fortunes: Th e Political Power of Busi-

ness in America . New York: Basic Books, 1989. 

 Wiebe, Robert.  Businessmen and Reform: A Study of the Pro-

gressive Movement.  Chicago: Quandrangle Books, 1962. 

 S T E V E  F R A S E R 



This page intentionally left blank



83

C
 cabinet departments 

 Th e fi rst three cabinet departments—the Departments of 

State, War, and the Treasury—were organized in 1789 by 

the U.S. Congress at President George Washington’s ur-

gent request. Th e addition of the Department of Home-

land Security in 2002 brought to 15 the total number 

of cabinet departments created since then. Charting the 

emergence of cabinet departments provides a shorthand 

guide of sorts to American history. Th e westward expan-

sion of settlement, the extension of agriculture into un-

familiar environments, industrialization, urbanization, 

the emergence of the United States as a world power, 

and the advent of twentieth-century social movements 

in pursuit of political equality and economic security for 

all American citizens—each of these trends in American 

history was eventually refl ected in the president’s cabi-

net. Indeed, in a nation with a political culture suppos-

edly premised on a mistrust of “big government,” the 

existence of 15 cabinet departments within the executive 

branch stands as a frank acknowledgment of reality: there 

are, in fact, matters that require oversight and manage-

ment on the part of the federal government. Th e order 

in which the cabinet departments were created provides 

not just a rough indication of the general contours of 

American history, then, but also suggests how and when 

Americans arrived at a consensus that the role of the 

federal government ought to be expanded to address a 

particular problem. 

 Political scientists often refer to “inner” and “outer” 

cabinet departments. Inner cabinet departments are 

generally understood as those performing essential gov-

ernmental tasks, including national defense, fi nance, and 

enforcement of the law. Th ese were among the fi rst 

cabinet departments formed. Th e outer cabinet depart-

ments, by contrast, emerged over the course of the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries as new and unforeseen 

problems surfaced. Th e creation of these cabinet depart-

ments often met with controversy and delay, but most 

Americans have come to accept the role of the federal 

government in these areas as well. 

 The Inner Cabinet Departments 

 Th e inner cabinet departments perform functions nearly 

universally recognized as essential for any successful 

nation-state. Th ese functions include forging relations 

with foreign nations, providing for the national de-

fense, ensuring a sound fi nancial system, and enforcing 

the law. Accordingly, during the fi rst months of 1789, 

George Washington lobbied Congress successfully for 

the establishment of the Departments of War, State, and 

the Treasury. President Washington also established the 

Offi  ce of the Attorney General, forerunner to the De-

partment of Justice and the fourth inner cabinet depart-

ment. Th e Department of Homeland Security, created 

in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks 

on the United States, has arguably been the only addi-

tion made to the inner cabinet since 1789. 

 The Department of State 

 Th e Department of State was the fi rst cabinet depart-

ment created by Congress and is the oldest department 

in the executive branch. President Washington signed 

the law creating a Department of Foreign Aff airs in 

July 1789 in order to formulate and carry out the new na-

tion’s foreign policy. After Congress placed a number of 

domestic duties into the new department’s  portfolio—

including the administration of the census and the man-

agement of both the U.S. Mint and the nascent Library 

of  Congress—the department was re named the Depart-

ment of State in September 1789. Although these do-

mestic obligations were shuttled to other departments 

during the nineteenth century, the name stuck. Since 

its inception, the State Department has served as the 
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 primary representative of the American government and 

its citizens in the international community. It assumes 

responsibility for maintaining diplomatic relations with 

other nations and assists and protects U.S. citizens trav-

eling or living overseas. 

 Th e offi  ce of the secretary of state was a prestigious 

position during the early years of the republic—Th omas 

Jeff erson, James Madison, James Monroe, and John 

Quincy Adams all used the State Department as a step-

ping-stone to the presidency. But given its emphasis on 

foreign policy, it is not surprising that the department 

itself grew slowly during the early nineteenth century, 

when isolationism and a focus on continental expansion 

prevailed. As the United States became a leading exporter 

of goods in the decades following the Civil War, how-

ever, the State Department’s consular functions became 

more important. And as the United States became more 

involved in hemispheric and then world aff airs begin-

ning in the late nineteenth century, the department grew 

accordingly. State Department offi  cials also took steps to 

professionalize the department. Written examinations—

complete with foreign-language tests—began in 1895. 

Secretary of State Philander Knox (1909–13) introduced 

geographic divisions into the organization of the depart-

ment and encouraged area expertise among its employ-

ees. Th e Rogers Act of 1924 unifi ed the department’s 

diplomatic and consular services, thereby creating the 

modern Foreign Service of the United States. By World 

War II, the department was on its way to developing a 

career-oriented foreign service complete with improved 

salaries, merit-based promotions, and an increased em-

phasis on language and cultural training. 

 Th e development of the State Department during the 

World War II and cold war eras was even more notable. 

Th e number of employees at the department increased 

from 1,100 to nearly 10,000 between 1940 and 1950. In 

1949, moreover, the department reorganized into geo-

graphic bureaus focusing on inter-American, Far East-

ern, European, Near Eastern, African, and international 

organization aff airs, refl ecting the geographic scope of 

postwar American foreign policy. 

 Other additions, such as the Bureau of Economic 

Aff airs (1944), the Bureau of Intelligence (1957), and 

the Bureau of Cultural Aff airs (1960), indicated the 

wide range of interests that the shapers of U.S. foreign 

policy had in the rest of the world. And whereas the 

secretary of state position in the nineteenth century 

proved to be a prestigious perch from which to launch 

a bid for the presidency, during these immediate post–

World War II years when State Department infl uence 

was at its apex, secretaries of state George C. Marshall 

(1947–49), Dean Acheson (1949–53), and John Foster 

Dulles (1953–59) pursued cold war policies that endured 

for more than a generation, profoundly aff ected the 

U.S. role in international aff airs, and altered American 

domestic politics. Yet at the very height of its infl u-

ence, the State Department lost its monopoly on for-

eign aff airs. Th ree cold war era creations—the Defense 

Department, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the 

National Security Council—circumscribed the State 

Department’s power to shape American foreign policy. 

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger (1973–77) wielded 

considerable infl uence in the administration of Presi-

dent Richard Nixon, for example, but this was due as 

much to his concurrent position as national security 

advisor as to the power inherent in the offi  ce of the sec-

retary of state. Similarly, President George W. Bush’s 

secretary of state, Colin Powell (2001–5), proved unable 

to restrain the administration’s hawkish foreign policy 

in advance of the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 

 Nevertheless, the Department of State remains the 

primary agency in charge of implementing U.S. for-

eign policy, even if it now competes with other policy 

actors at the formulation stage. Th e State Department 

currently maintains relations with nearly 180 countries, 

and, in 2007, it had approximately 30,000 employees 

and a budget of $10 billion. 

 The Department of the Treasury 

 Established in September 1789, the Department of the 

Treasury is the second oldest cabinet department still in 

existence. Th e Treasury Department performs many dif-

ferent functions, unifi ed by money. It functions as the 

chief manager of the nation’s fi nancial and economic 

policies and ensures the solvency of the U.S. govern-

ment. Its domestic duties include overseeing the col-

lection of taxes and tariff s, allocating budgeted funds, 

borrowing the money necessary to operate the federal 

government, safeguarding the integrity of the nation’s 

banks, manufacturing the nation’s coins and printing its 

currency, and advising the president on matters of do-

mestic and international economics. 

 Th e Department of the Treasury has historically 

served as one of the largest law enforcement agencies in 

the federal government: it enforces federal tax laws and 

investigates counterfeiting and the evasion of taxes and 

customs. Th ese responsibilities have remained relatively 

consistent since 1789, although the department’s power 
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to manage the nation’s fi nances naturally increased 

commensurate with the increasing power of the federal 

government. Th e Treasury Department expanded con-

siderably during the Civil War, for example, when se-

cession led both to a precipitous drop in revenue and a 

costly war to reunite the Union. Th e Bureau of Internal 

Revenue (forerunner to the Internal Revenue Service) 

was established in July 1862 to ensure a steady stream of 

revenue during the war eff ort. Similarly, the increased 

role of the United States in world aff airs in the aftermath 

of the World War II led to an expansion in Treasury De-

partment activities. Th e department helped shape the 

1944 United Nations Monetary and Financial (Bretton 

Woods) Conference and has remained one of the domi-

nant infl uences on the International Monetary Fund and 

the World Bank. 

 On the other hand, more recent events have stripped 

the Treasury Department of many of its law enforcement 

functions. Heightened concerns surrounding national 

security in the twenty-fi rst century led to the transfer of 

the U.S. Customs Service and the U.S. Secret Service to 

the new Department of Homeland Security in 2002; the 

law enforcement arm of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 

and Firearms was transferred to the Department of Jus-

tice by the same Homeland Security Act. Th is reorga-

nization left the modern Treasury Department with an 

$11 billion annual budget and 110,000 employees spread 

throughout the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bu-

reau, the Comptroller of the Currency, the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing, the Financial Crimes Enforce-

ment Network, the Internal Revenue Service, the U.S. 

Mint, the Bureau of the Public Debt, and the Offi  ce of 

Th rift Supervision. 

 The Department of Defense 

 Perhaps the most readily identifi able cabinet depart-

ment, the Department of Defense is responsible for 

training, equipping, and deploying the military forces 

that defend the security of the United States and ad-

vance the nation’s interests abroad. Th e Defense De-

partment is the largest cabinet department in terms of 

human resources. It manages 1.4 million active-duty 

military men and women and 1.2 million Army Re-

servists and National Guard members. Th e Defense 

Department also employs approximately 700,000 ci-

vilians. Its budget was $440 billion in 2007, although 

it remains unclear how much of the costs of the ongo-

ing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were included in that 

fi gure. 

 Th e Department of Defense is the direct successor to 

the War Department, which was originally established 

alongside the Foreign Aff airs (State) Department in 

July 1789 and was in charge of all land military forces 

from 1789 until 1947. Concerns over disorganization and 

ineffi  ciency grew as the Army, Navy, and Air Force de-

veloped into discrete military units and made coherent 

military planning increasingly diffi  cult. Between 1920 

and 1945, for example, over 50 bills called for the unit-

ing of the armed forces into a single organization, and 

concerns about ineffi  ciency and redundancy were only 

exacerbated by the nation’s participation in World War II 

and the looming cold war. 

 Th ese anxieties culminated in the National Security 

Act of 1947, which eliminated the War Department and 

subsumed the Departments of the Army, Navy, and Air 

Force under the newly created National Military Estab-

lishment (NME). A series of 1949 amendments to this 

National Security Act reconstituted the NME as the 

Department of Defense, stripped the service branches of 

department status, and centralized command and con-

trol of all branches of the armed forces under the secre-

tary of defense. 

 The Department of Justice 

 Often described as “the largest law fi rm in the nation,” 

the Department of Justice is charged with enforcing fed-

eral laws. As is the case with the Department of Defense, 

the Justice Department can be traced back to the events 

of 1789, even though the department itself did not come 

into existence until much later. In 1789 Congress estab-

lished the offi  ce of the attorney general to represent the 

interests of the United States at the Supreme Court and 

to advise the president on legal matters. But the legal 

work of a growing nation quickly became more than the 

small offi  ce of the attorney general could manage. An 

avalanche of costly litigation during the Civil War era led 

to the creation of the Department of Justice. 

 As established by the Judiciary Act of 1870, the De-

partment of Justice—led by the attorney general—was 

ordered to conduct the legal business of the federal gov-

ernment, including all civil and criminal cases in which 

the United States had an interest. Th e 1870 legislation 

also established the Justice Department as the primary 

agency responsible for the enforcement of federal law. 

Th is obligation to enforce federal laws has meant that as 

such laws have moved into new legal territory, so, too, 

has the department expanded: alongside the original 

Civil, Criminal, and Tax Divisions, the modern Justice 
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Department also houses Antitrust, Civil Rights, Envi-

ronment and Natural Resources, and National Security 

Divisions—all legacies of legal developments in the 

twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries. 

 Also included in the current Justice Department are 

the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Federal Bu-

reau of Investigation, the Federal Bureau of Prisons, and 

the U.S. Marshals Service. Since 2003 the department 

has housed the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, 

and Explosives. In 2007 the Department of Justice em-

ployed 110,000 people and had a budget of $23 billion. 

 The Department of Homeland Security 

 Th e Department of Homeland Security’s purpose is to 

safeguard the homeland against catastrophic domestic 

events, including acts of terrorism as well as natural di-

sasters. Th e product of the largest governmental reorga-

nization since the National Security Act of 1947 and an 

amalgam of 22 agencies and bureaus—such as the U.S. 

Customs Service and the U.S. Secret Service (both from 

the Treasury Department), the Immigration and Natu-

ralization Service (from the Department of Justice), the 

U.S. Coast Guard, and the Federal Emergency Manage-

ment Agency—Homeland Security instantly became the 

third-largest cabinet department, upon its creation in 

2002, with approximately 200,000 employees. Early 

signs suggest that this reorganization has not been seam-

less. Th e department’s hapless response to Hurricane 

Katrina in 2005 raised many questions about its readi-

ness to handle similar natural disasters or a major ter-

rorist attack. Th e Department of Homeland Security 

budget was $46.4 billion in 2008. 

 The Outer Cabinet Departments: 1849–1913 

 Th e cabinet departments created during the nineteenth 

and early part of the twentieth centuries—the Depart-

ments of the Interior, Agriculture, Commerce, and 

Labor—refl ected the demands of a nation in the throes 

of westward expansion and economic upheaval. 

 The Department of the Interior 

 Th e Department of the Interior has been one of the more 

enigmatic cabinet departments. Proposals for a “home 

department” or a “home offi  ce” to manage federal territo-

ries, Indian Aff airs, and internal improvements surfaced 

as early as 1789, but the Department of the Interior was 

not created until 1849 when the present-day southwest-

ern United States became part of the national domain as 

a result of the U.S.-Mexican War. Yet even though the 

heart of the new Interior Department was the General 

Land Offi  ce, transferred from the Treasury Department 

in 1849, the department’s identity as the nation’s pri-

mary manager of the nation’s public lands and natural 

resources remained partially obscured by the other tasks 

during much of the nineteenth century. In addition to 

the General Land Offi  ce, the department was given so 

many other miscellaneous offi  ces—the Patent Offi  ce, 

the Offi  ce of Indian Aff airs, a Pension Offi  ce serving 

Army veterans, the nation’s fi rst Offi  ce of Education, the 

fi rst Federal Bureaus of Agriculture and Labor—that it 

became known as “the department of everything else.” 

Th ere seemed to be little coherence in the department’s 

early mission. 

 But the history of the Department of the Interior 

from the late nineteenth century to the present is one 

in which it cast off  many of these miscellaneous tasks 

and focused more intently on land management, natural 

resource use, and conservation—so much so that Sec-

retary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes (1933–46) fought 

to reconstitute it as the Department of Conservation. If 

anything, though, the increased specialization on natu-

ral resource management only made the department’s 

mission more complex: at times the Interior Department 

facilitated the development—even rank exploitation—of 

the country’s natural resources; at other times it enforced 

strict conservation and preservation measures. Th e U.S. 

Geological Survey, for example, was created within the 

Interior Department in 1879 to survey the lands and 

mineral resources in order to facilitate the development 

of the U.S. West. But between the 1870s and the 1890s, 

the department also preserved lands that would eventu-

ally become Yellowstone, Yosemite, Sequoia, and Rainier 

National Parks. 

 Th e pattern of exploitation and conservation contin-

ued into the twentieth century: the department’s Bureau 

of Reclamation rarely encountered a river it would not 

dam for irrigation and hydroelectricity, but the National 

Park Service and the Fish and Wildlife Service walled 

off  millions of acres of land from future development. 

When the Interior Department tried to strike a balance 

between preservation and use, it did so with predict-

ably controversial results. Th e Bureau of Land Manage-

ment, for example, has closed remaining public lands to 

entry and off ered instead to allow western ranchers to 

lease access. But ranchers were quick to complain that 

the department needlessly “locked up” resources, while 

conservationists decried “welfare ranchers” determined 

to use public lands on the cheap. Th e struggle among 
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developers, conservationists, and preservationists for the 

control of the nation’s public lands and natural resources 

is woven into the Interior Department’s history. 

 Today the Interior Department consists of the Bu-

reaus of Indian Aff airs, Land Management, and Rec-

lamation; the Minerals Management Service and the 

Offi  ce of Surface Mining; the National Park Service and 

the Fish and Wildlife Service; and the U.S. Geologi-

cal Survey. Th e department manages over 500 million 

acres of public lands and nearly 500 dams and 350 res-

ervoirs; oversees 8,500 active oil and gas operations on 

44 million acres of the Outer Continental Shelf; oper-

ates nearly 400 national parks, monuments, seashores, 

battlefi elds, and other cultural sites, and over 500 na-

tional wildlife refuges; and conducts government-to-

government relations with over 500 recognized Native 

American tribes. Th e Interior Department has 67,000 

employees serving at 2,500 locations at an annual bud-

get of $16 billion. 

 The Department of Agriculture 

 Unlike the Interior Department, the Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) began as a department that catered 

specifi cally to one economic interest—farmers. But over 

its century and a half of service, the USDA’s mission has 

widened considerably to include not only the original 

goal of higher farm incomes through the promotion of 

agricultural research, businesslike farm management, the 

effi  cient use of the latest machinery, and better market-

ing practices, but also the improvement of the overall 

quality of life in the nation’s rural areas, the protection of 

agricultural ecosystems through soil and water conserva-

tion programs, the promotion of U.S. agricultural goods 

in overseas markets, ensuring the safety of the U.S. food 

supply for consumers, educating the public about proper 

nutrition, and administering food stamp and school 

lunch programs to low-income Americans. 

 It is no surprise that suggestions for a Department 

of Agriculture can be traced back to the 1780s—a time 

when the United States was truly a nation of farmers. 

But early federal aid to agriculture was limited to a small 

seed collection and distribution program established in 

1839 in the State Department’s Patent Offi  ce. As agri-

cultural settlement proceeded westward, however, and 

after years of lobbying on the part of agricultural so-

cieties, an independent Department of Agriculture 

was established in 1862 in order “to acquire and dif-

fuse . . . useful information on subjects connected with 

agriculture.” 

 At fi rst, the USDA did little more than continue 

the seed collection program run by the Patent Offi  ce. 

But with the elevation to cabinet department status in 

1889, the USDA embarked on a period of professional-

iza tion and expansion, particularly under Secretar-

ies James Wilson (1897–1913) and David Houston 

(1913–20). During these decades the USDA engaged 

in more scientifi c research. Th e U.S. Forest Service was 

cre ated in 1905 to professionalize the management of 

the nation’s forest resources, for example, while bureaus 

or offi  ces of entomology, soil chemistry, roads, weather, 

and agricultural economics were also established. Th e 

Smith-Lever Act of 1914 created the Cooperative Exten-

sion Service in order to disseminate the department’s 

scientifi c and technological know-how to the nation’s 

farmers. 

 Under the Depression-era management of Secretary 

Henry A. Wallace, the USDA’s mission continued to ex-

pand. Th e Soil Conservation Service made the conser-

vation of soils and water one of the department’s tasks, 

while the Rural Electrifi cation Administration and the 

Resettlement Administration sought to foster a better 

quality of life in the nation’s rural communities. During 

the post–World War II era, the USDA turned its atten-

tion to issues of consumer safety, ensuring the safety and 

quality of the nation’s food system, fi ghting hunger, and 

promoting proper nutrition. 

 Th ese accumulated duties are now divided among the 

USDA’s many bureaus and services. Th e Agricultural 

Marketing Service helps farmers market their products 

in domestic markets, while the Foreign Agricultural 

Service seeks to improve overseas markets for U.S. farm 

products. Th e Agricultural Research Service and the Ani-

mal and Plant Health Inspection Service provide farmers 

with research and information to increase productivity, 

aided by the Cooperative Extension Service. Th e Eco-

nomic Research Service and the National Agricultural 

Statistics Service keep agricultural statistics and provide 

farmers with economic information. Th e Natural Re-

sources Conservation Service helps farmers follow sound 

environmental practices. Th e Forest Service ensures the 

conservation and wise use of the nation’s forest lands. 

Th e Farm Service Agency and Rural Development pro-

grams extend credit and federal aid to farmers and rural 

communities. Th e Food and Nutrition Service and the 

Food Safety Inspection Service ensure the safety of the 

nation’s food supply, administer the federal government’s 

antihunger programs, and seek to educate American con-

sumers on matters of health and nutrition. Th e USDA 



cabinet departments

88

had a budget of approximately $77 billion in 2007. It 

employs 110,000 people. 

 The Department of Commerce 

 Th e mission of the Department of Commerce is “to 

foster, promote, and develop the foreign and domestic 

commerce” of the United States. In other words, the 

Commerce Department exists to promote the condi-

tions necessary for economic growth. To this end, it cre-

ates and disseminates the basic economic data necessary 

to make sound business decisions. It promotes scientifi c 

and technological innovation; facilitates foreign trade 

and tries to ensure the competitiveness of American 

businesses in international markets; and grants patents 

and registers trademarks. 

 Th e framers of the Constitution discussed the idea 

of creating a secretary of commerce and fi nance, with 

many of these tasks ending up as part of the Depart-

ment of the Treasury’s domain. But the advent of in-

dustrialization, the increase in American exports, and 

the overall growth in the size and scale of the Ameri-

can economy during the late nineteenth century led to 

 increased demands on the part of business organizations 

such as the National Association of Manufacturers and 

the U.S. Chamber of Commerce for a separate cabinet 

department devoted exclusively to the needs of Ameri-

can business. 

 Th e Panic of 1893 served to underscore the need for 

better coordination and management of business con-

ditions. In 1903 President Th eodore Roosevelt signed a 

law creating the Department of Commerce and Labor; 

the two were divided into two separate cabinet depart-

ments in 1913. At the outset, the Commerce Department 

was charged with overseeing domestic and foreign com-

merce, manufacturing, shipping, the nation’s fi sheries, 

and its transportation systems. 

 Th e department peaked early. In its defi ning era under 

the leadership of secretary Herbert Hoover (1921–28), the 

Department of Commerce expanded by thousands of 

employees; its annual budget grew from approximately 

$1 million to $38 million; and the Building and Hous-

ing Division (1922), the Bureau of Mines and the Patent 

Offi  ce (1925), the Aeronautics Division (1926), and the 

Radio Division (1927) were established. 

 Th ese functions are currently divided among the de-

partment’s many offi  ces and bureaus. Th e Economic and 

Statistics Administration and the Bureau of the Census 

provide business with data about the state of the econ-

omy. Th e International Trade Administration facilitates 

international commerce. Th e Economic Development 

Administration and the Minority Business Development 

Agency promote economic growth and business oppor-

tunity in economically troubled regions and underserved 

communities. Th e National Institutes of Standards and 

Technology, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration, the National Technical Information 

Service, and the National Telecommunications and In-

formation Administration each, in their own way, pro-

mote technological and scientifi c innovation among 

U.S. businesses. Th e Patent and Trademark Offi  ce seeks 

to encourage innovation through the protection of intel-

lectual property rights. In 2007 the Commerce Depart-

ment employed approximately 40,000 employees and 

had a budget of approximately $6.5 billion. 

 The Department of Labor 

 Th e culmination of nearly half a century of vigorous 

agitation for a “voice in the cabinet” on the part of or-

ganized labor, the Department of Labor was created in 

March 1913 in order “to foster, promote, and develop the 

welfare of working people, and to enhance their oppor-

tunities for profi table employment.” It enforces federal 

laws governing workplace conditions, attempts to uphold 

the principle of collective bargaining, seeks to protect the 

solvency of retirement and health care benefi ts through 

regulation and oversight, administers unemployment in-

surance, helps displaced workers through retraining and 

educational programs, and tracks basic economic data 

relevant to the American labor force (such as changes 

in unemployment, prices, wages, and productivity). 

Th e department is also responsible for ensuring compli-

ance with federal labor laws in the workplace, including 

safety and minimum wage regulations and freedom from 

discrimination. 

 Th ese basic tasks have evolved over time. At its in-

ception, the Labor Department consisted of a new U.S. 

Conciliation Service to mediate labor disputes, the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Bureau of Immigration 

and Naturalization, and a Children’s Bureau. Almost 

immediately, the demands of World War I meant that 

the department’s primary responsibility was in the me-

diation of potential labor disputes—and this in turn 

meant that the department emphasized organized labor’s 

right to collectively bargain with employers. Th at is, the 

Labor Department at times pushed for the organization 

of the workplace. But as health and safety regulations 

and rules governing the minimum hourly wage and 

overtime proliferated, the department’s energies have 
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focused on enforcing these governmental standards in 

American workplaces, regardless of unionization. Edu-

cation, retraining, and reemployment programs grew in 

importance as deindustrialization began to plague tra-

ditional industries in the post–World War II era. Th e 

Area Redevelopment Act of 1961, for example, targeted 

unemployed workers in regions particularly hard hit by 

deindustrialization. Th e Comprehensive Employment 

and Training Act of 1973 underscored the department’s 

increased emphasis on helping American workers survive 

in the “postindustrial” economy. 

 Th ese functions are carried out today by the Bureau 

of Labor Statistics, the Employee Benefi ts Security Ad-

ministration, the Employment Standards Administra-

tion, the Employment and Training Administration, the 

Mine Safety and Health Administration, the Occupa-

tional Safety and Health Administration, the Veterans’ 

Employment and Training Service, and the Women’s 

Bureau. Th e Labor Department’s annual budget sits at 

roughly $60 billion, and the department employs 17,000 

people. 

 The Outer Cabinet Departments Established 

in the Post–World War II Era 

 Departments established during the postwar decades 

addressed broad structural problems in American life. 

Unlike the Departments of Agriculture, Labor, and 

Commerce, however, many of the outer cabinet depart-

ments established in this era enjoyed the support of no 

single interest group. Departments such as Health and 

Human Services, Housing and Urban Development, 

and Education served millions of Americans. But as the 

institutional embodiments of New Deal and Great So-

ciety liberalism, these departments also became a target 

of attack by small-government conservatives. 

 The Department of Health and Human Services 

 Th e Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 

is the federal government’s principal department work-

ing to ensure the health and welfare of all Americans, 

particularly those citizens least able to help themselves. 

HHS is by far the largest cabinet department in terms of 

budget—its 2007 budget was $707.7 billion. 

 In many ways, HHS embodied much of the economic 

reformism and the search for a basic sense of fairness and 

security that many historians argue was at the heart of 

New Deal liberalism. HHS began, in a sense, in 1939, 

when the Federal Security Agency was created to house 

the Public Health Service (from the Treasury Depart-

ment), the Food and Drug Administration (from Agri-

culture), the Children’s Bureau (from Labor), and the 

newly created Social Security Administration. Th e unde-

niable popularity of the New Deal state led Republican 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower to transform the Fed-

eral Security Agency into the cabinet-level Department 

of Health, Education, and Welfare in 1953. Th is depart-

ment became the Department of Health and Human 

Services in 1979, after the Education Division was re-

moved and sent to the new Department of Education. 

 Aside from its New Deal–era foundations, by far the 

most important development in HHS history was the 

expansion in departmental functions that occurred as a 

result of President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society pro-

grams, including Medicare, Medicaid, and the Head 

Start program for underprivileged preschoolers. 

 Th e department’s 65,000 employees currently ad-

minister more than 300 programs that aff ect the lives 

of hundreds of millions of Americans. Th e National 

Institutes of Heath is the federal government’s primary 

medical research organization. Th e Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention works to prevent the outbreak 

of infectious disease. Th e Food and Drug Administra-

tion guarantees the safety of foods, pharmaceuticals, and 

cosmetics. Th e Health Resources and Services Adminis-

tration provides basic medical care to Americans unable 

to aff ord health insurance. Th e Indian Health Service 

provides health care to nearly 2 million Native Ameri-

cans and Alaskan Natives through a system of hundreds 

of health centers and village clinics. Th e department’s 

Administration for Children and Families administers 

60 programs designed to provide basic economic and 

social security for low-income families with dependent 

children. Th is administration also oversees Head Start. 

Th e Administration on Aging provides services to elderly 

Americans, including the Meals on Wheels programs 

that deliver food to the homebound. 

 Th e hallmark of HHS, though, is the Centers for 

Medicare and Medicaid Services, which provide health 

insurance to nearly 50 million elderly or disabled persons 

through the Medicare program, cover another 50 million 

low-income Americans through Medicaid, and insure 

millions of children through the popular State Children’s 

Health Insurance Program. HHS is perhaps the cabinet 

department where ideological arguments against “big 

government” welfare programs collide most clearly with 

the reality that Americans now accept a role for the fed-

eral government in ensuring basic economic and health 

security for all Americans. 
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 The Department of Housing and Urban Development 

 In addition to expanding the mission of HHS, Great 

Society initiatives also led to the creation of the Depart-

ment of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and 

the Department of Transportation (DOT). Th e establish-

ment of HUD was an acknowledgment of the problems 

facing an increasingly urban nation during the 1960s. 

 Th e mission of HUD is to increase home owner-

ship and provide access to aff ordable quality housing 

free from discrimination. Yet the department in many 

ways has been a house divided. During the mid-1960s, 

when HUD was created, the private housing construc-

tion and banking industries sought to restrict the new 

department’s activities to the promotion of the construc-

tion of new housing. Urban reformers, civil rights activ-

ists, and planners, on the other hand, wanted to seize 

upon urban redevelopment as a way to promote broader 

social and economic change. But community devel-

opment agencies such as Lyndon Johnson’s Offi  ce of 

Economic Opportunity were not placed within HUD. 

And in 1968, HUD lost jurisdiction over urban mass 

transportation systems to the newly created Department 

of Transportation—a truly crippling blow to its ability 

to engage in comprehensive urban planning. 

 Today the Department of Housing and Urban Devel-

opment oversees hundreds of programs and is divided 

into three broad offi  ces. Th e Offi  ce of Community 

Planning and Development tries to integrate aff ordable 

housing with expanded economic opportunity for needy 

families; the Offi  ce of Fair Housing and Equal Opportu-

nity oversees the Fair Housing Act and other civil rights 

laws designed to ensure that all Americans have equal 

access to housing; and the Offi  ce of Public and Indian 

Housing provides aff ordable public housing for needy 

individuals. In 2008 the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development’s budget was $35 billion. 

 The Department of Transportation 

 Th e Department of Transportation (DOT) is respon-

sible for designing and carrying out policies to ensure 

the safety and effi  ciency of the nation’s transportation 

systems. Th e creation of the DOT was signed into law in 

October 1966, and it began operations in April 1967 as 

the fourth-largest cabinet department, bringing together 

95,000 employees then working in more than 30 existing 

transportation agencies scattered throughout the federal 

government. 

 Th e DOT is divided into 11 administrations: the 

Federal Aviation Administration, the Federal High-

way Administration, the Federal Motor Carrier Safety 

Administration, the Federal Railroad Administration, 

the National Highway Traffi  c Safety Administration, 

the Federal Transit Administration (urban mass trans-

port), the Maritime Administration, the St. Lawrence 

Seaway Development Corporation, the Research and 

Innovative Technologies Administration, the Pipeline 

and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration, and 

the Surface Transportation Board. Its 2008 budget was 

$68 billion. 

 The Department of Energy 

 Th e Department of Energy (DOE) became the twelfth 

cabinet department in October 1977 in the midst of the 

protracted energy crisis of the 1970s and was designed 

to consolidate existing energy agencies in order to pro-

mote effi  ciency and facilitate the research and develop-

ment of new energy sources. To this end, the department 

assumed the responsibilities of the Federal Energy Ad-

ministration; the Energy Research and Development 

Administration; the Federal Power Commission; the 

Southeastern, Southwestern, and Alaskan Power Admin-

istrations (regional hydroelectric projects); and a hand-

ful of other energy-related programs previously housed 

in the Departments of Defense, Commerce, and the 

Interior. 

 Since its creation, the DOE has been responsible for 

energy research and development, oversight and regula-

tion of interstate transmission of natural gas, oil, and 

electricity, promotion of alternative energy, and manag-

ing the nation’s nuclear weapons development and the 

cleanup and disposal of nuclear waste from cold war pro-

grams. It also serves as the federal government’s liaison 

with the International Atomic Energy Agency. 

 Yet not all of these goals have proven to be created 

equal. During the late 1970s, DOE emphasis was on re-

search and development of new energy sources and on 

effi  ciency and conservation. During the 1980s, the DOE 

disproportionately focused on nuclear weapons develop-

ment. During the late 1990s, a concern with renewable 

and alternative energy was again stressed. Th is interest 

in alternative energy has continued into the twenty-fi rst 

century, although the confl ation of energy and national 

security matters has set up a potential confl ict within the 

DOE: Does national security mean all-out development 

of traditional sources of energy, or does it mean a long-

term plan to develop alternative energy technologies? 

Th e Department of Energy employed 116,000 people in 

2008, and its budget was $25 billion. 
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 The Department of Education 

 Education in the United States has historically been the 

responsibility of state and local governments. Th e De-

partment of Education notwithstanding, this remains 

the case. Even the 1979 enabling act that created the 

Education Department emphasized the fundamentally 

nonfederal nature of education in America, noting that 

“the establishment of the Department of Education shall 

not . . . diminish the responsibility for education which 

is reserved for the states and the local school systems.” 

Th e Department of Education’s primary contributions 

to education are the disbursement of money in the form 

of grants to states and school districts, funding student 

loan and grant programs for postsecondary education, 

and ensuring equal access. 

 Th e antecedents of the Department of Education go 

back to 1867, when an Offi  ce of Education was estab-

lished in the Interior Department. With fewer than ten 

clerks on staff , the Education Offi  ce served as a statistical 

agency, although during the 1890s, it also assumed a sup-

porting role in overseeing the nation’s land-grant colleges 

and universities. 

 In 1939 the Offi  ce of Education was transferred to 

the Federal Security Agency before being incorporated 

into the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 

(HEW) in 1953. But even within HEW the Offi  ce of Ed-

ucation led an austere existence until a dramatic increase 

in the federal presence in American education during the 

cold war. In an eff ort to compete with the Soviet Union, 

the 1958 National Defense Education Act provided sup-

port for college loans and also backed eff orts to improve 

instruction in science, math, foreign languages, and area 

studies at all levels of the American education system. 

 Th e civil rights movement and the War on Poverty 

programs of the 1960s and 1970s also expanded the fed-

eral role in education. Th e 1965 Elementary and Second-

ary Education Act initiated programs for underprivileged 

children living in poor urban and rural areas. Th e Higher 

Education Act of 1965 provided fi nancial aid programs 

for eligible college students. Civil rights legislation, such 

as Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, pro-

hibited discrimination based on race, gender, and dis-

ability. Each of these responsibilities transferred to the 

Department of Education upon its creation in 1979. 

 Th e Education Department’s elementary and second-

ary programs aff ect 56 million students in nearly 100,000 

public schools and 28,000 private schools in 14,000 school 

districts across the nation. Th e department administers 

grant and loan programs that support 11 million postsec-

ondary students. Th e Education Department has a staff  

of 4,100—45 percent fewer than the 7,500 employees in 

1980, a testament both to the powerful tradition of local 

control in the American education system and to the fact 

that the Education Department has spent most of its life 

under the management of conservative Republican ad-

ministrations generally opposed to the idea of a strident 

federal role in education. Th e department’s 2008 budget 

stood at $68.6 billion. 

 The Department of Veterans Aff airs 

 Th e mission of the Department of Veterans Aff airs (VA), 

as taken from President Abraham Lincoln’s second inau-

gural address, is “to care for him who shall have borne the 

battle, and for his widow and his orphan.” With 58 re-

gional offi  ces, the VA’s Veterans Benefi ts Administration 

distributes benefi ts to veterans and their dependents that 

include compensation for death or disability, pensions, 

educational and vocational training, and low-interest 

loans. Th e Veterans Health Administration oversees one 

of the largest health care systems in the United States, 

complete with over 150 hospitals and 350 outpatient clin-

ics. Th e National Cemetery Administration off ers burial 

and memorial services. 

 Although the nation has always made some provi-

sion for the care of veterans, it was not until 1930, in 

the aftermath of World War I, that the federal govern-

ment created a Veterans Administration to bring order 

to the government services off ered to the nation’s vet-

erans. Th is independent Veterans Administration was 

elevated to cabinet department status in 1988, in part 

due to the plight of disaff ected Vietnam veterans. Th e 

annual VA budget is approximately $90 billion, and the 

department’s 250,000 employees cause the department 

to be ranked second only to the Defense Department 

in number. 
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    campaign consultants

 Th e United States is the land of elections. Over any 

typical four-year cycle, there are more than a million 

elections, everything from the presidency, U.S. senator, 

and governor to big-city mayor, city council, and local 

school board bond issue. Americans vote into offi  ce ap-

proximately 513,000 elected offi  cials and decide on 

thousands of ballot initiatives. No other country comes 

close to the number and variety of elections that are held 

in American states, cities, counties, and other political 

jurisdictions. 

 Most elections are low-profi le, low-budget contests. 

For many voters, the fi rst time they learn that an issue or 

some minor offi  ce is even being contested is when they 

close the curtain in the voting booth and see the offi  -

cial ballot. Candidates seeking offi  ce in these low-profi le 

contests usually rely on their own shoe leather, pay for 

their own election expenses, and rely on assistance from 

family, friends, and other volunteers. 

 But in contests for big-city mayors, governors, mem-

bers of Congress, and other contests, professional politi-

cal consultants are used to help guide candidates, political 

parties, and interest groups through the complexities of 

today’s elections. Th ese are the expensive, often high-

profi le contests, where candidates and interested parties 

will raise hundreds of thousands, even millions of dollars 

to fund their races. It is not unusual for candidates for 

the U.S. Senate to raise and spend $10 to $15 million. It 

was once a rarity for candidates for Congress to spend 

$1 million; now it is commonplace. In some jurisdic-

tions, candidates who are elected to the state supreme 

court might spend $5 or $8 million, while some school 

board candidates in big cities have been known to spend 

well over $100,000. Statewide spending in California 

presents a special case. In 2005 alone, with no governor, 

no state legislators, and no other state offi  cials to elect, 

still over $500 million was spent by participants trying to 

defend or defeat ballot issues. 

 Where does the money go? Much of it, of course, goes 

to television advertising or direct-mail expenses, but a 

considerable portion goes to a battery of professionals 

who are hired by the campaigns to help win the pub-

lic over to their side. Campaign consulting is a thriving 

business; no serious candidate in an important contest 

can do without consultants. Yet, campaign consulting is 

a relatively new business. 

 Th rough much of American electoral history, cam-

paigns were run by political party machines and opera-

tives. Parties recruited candidates, funded election drives, 

urged people to vote, and tried to generate excitement 

through mass rallies and torchlight parades. But by the 

middle of the twentieth century, the political party was 

no longer the focus of campaigning for many elections. 

Increasingly, the focus was on the individual candidate. 

Th e candidates relied on others to assist them, and in-

creasingly, as campaigns became more complex and so-

phisticated, they turned to professionals skilled in public 

relations, survey research, media relations, and other 

specialties. 

 The Beginning of the Business of Political Consulting 

 Th e business of political consulting traces back to the mid-

1930s, when a California husband-wife public relations 

team, Clem Whitaker and Leone Baxter, created a fi rm 

called Campaigns, Inc. Th roughout their 25-year career, 

Whitaker and Baxter were enormously successful, provid-

ing public relations and communications services to a va-

riety of candidates, ballot initiatives, and issue causes. 

 Others followed, but even by the early 1950s, most 

political consulting was still a sideline for public rela-

tions fi rms. One study showed that by 1957 some 41 pub-

lic relations fi rms, located mostly in California, Texas, 

and New York, off ered campaign services. But during 

the 1950s a new specialty was emerging: the professional 

campaign manager or political consultant. Th ese were 

political activists who were making campaign work their 

principal business. By the 1960s the political consultant 

was becoming a fi xture in presidential, gubernatorial, 

and U.S. Senate races. 

 Th e fi rst generation of consultants included Joseph Na-

politan, Walter De Vries, F. Clifton White, Herbert M. 

Baus, William B. Ross, John Sears, Stuart Spencer, and 

Joseph Cerrell. Th ey tended to be generalists, who would 

handle a campaign’s overall strategy, develop themes 

and messages, and run campaigns. Others were known 
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for special skills. Louis Harris, Albert H. (Tad) Cantril, 

Oliver Quayle, William Hamilton, Richard Wirth-

lin, Robert Teeter were among those who focused on 

research; Matt Reese was known for his campaign-

 organizing skills. Media specialists Charles Guggenheim, 

Tony Schwartz, David Garth, Marvin Chernoff , and 

Robert Squier crafted television commercials for Demo-

cratic candidates, while Robert Goodman, Douglas L. 

Bailey, John D. Deardourff , and others worked on the 

Republican side. 

 Th e business of political consulting grew quickly in 

the 1980s through 2000, and in 2008 approximately 

3,000 consulting fi rms specialized in political campaigns. 

A few political consultants have become widely known 

to the public, like Karl Rove, Dick Morris, and James 

Carville. But they are the rare exceptions. Most consul-

tants work quietly, and comfortably, behind the scenes. 

Even at the presidential level, few Americans would 

recognize the names of principal consultants for 2008 

presidential candidates Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, 

Rudy Giuliani, or John McCain. 

 The Role of Political Consultants in Campaigns 

 What do consultants bring to the modern campaign? 

Th ey bring skills, experience, and discipline to an es-

sentially unruly process. Few events are as potentially 

chaotic, vulnerable, and unpredictable as a modern cam-

paign. Th ey are, by defi nition, contests, pitting one side 

(or more) against another. So much can go wrong. Th ere 

is such a steep learning curve for the campaign, so many 

ways to make a mistake, an often inattentive public, and 

an opponent and allies doing their best to knock your 

candidate off  track. 

 In some campaigns, no amount of skill or energy from 

a consultant would change the ultimate outcome. Win-

ning (and losing) is contingent on a variety of factors, 

and many of those are beyond the control of consultants. 

But consultants can make the vital diff erence between 

vic tory and defeat when contests are close. Furthermore, 

con sultants can help candidates avoid big, costly mis-

takes. Th ey can bring order, discipline, focus, and con-

sistency when things might otherwise be falling apart; 

they can keep a volatile situation from total meltdown 

and fi re up a listless, drifting campaign that has lost its 

direction. 

 Campaign consultants come with a variety of skills 

and occupy diff erent niches in campaigns. For an $8 mil-

lion U.S. Senate race, a candidate might hire a bevy of 

consultants. Th e candidate will hire  strategists  (a general 

consultant, a campaign manager, pollster, direct-mail 

specialist, media expert) and  specialists  (candidate and 

opposition researchers, fund-raisers, lawyers and accoun-

tants with specialized knowledge of campaign fi nance 

law, speechwriters, television time buyers, electronic 

media specialists, telemarketers, micro-targeting special-

ists, and others). Th e campaign will also use campaign 

 vendors  (fi rms that supply voter fi les, campaign software, 

yard signs, and more). 

 Many consultants off er niche services, such as provid-

ing state and federal election law advice, buying time 

for radio and television advertising, providing voter and 

demographic databases, geo-mapping, and sophisticated 

targeting techniques, helping candidates in debate prepa-

ration, preparing their stump speeches, or providing that 

all-important cadre of fund-raisers who collect money 

that provides the fuel for the entire campaign. 

 New specialties have emerged just as new technolo-

gies have been introduced. No serious political campaign 

now would be without a Web site, e-mail, and blog. One 

of the newest job descriptions is that of director of elec-

tronic media: the person on the campaign responsible 

for maintaining the Web site, coordinating e-mails, and 

monitoring the campaign’s blog. Particularly since the 

2004 presidential campaign, candidates have found that 

online communications can be cost-eff ective and effi  -

cient ways to reach out to volunteers, collect campaign 

funds (usually in smaller denominations), and keep ac-

tivists and others engaged in the campaign. 

 Campaign consultants provide services for more than 

the traditional candidate campaign, such as a guber-

natorial race or big-city mayor’s race. In fact, very few 

campaign consultants work on only election cycle cam-

paigns. Many are involved in ballot issue campaigns, 

such as found in California and about 25 other states. 

Many too provide services in issue advocacy fi ghts, such 

as the battle over national health insurance, immigration 

reform, gay marriage, and many other issues. Consul-

tants will work for corporations, trade associations, and 

other business interests. Finally, American consultants 

have found a lucrative market during the past 30 years 

going abroad and working on campaign elections in 

other countries. 

 The Business of Political Consulting 

 Th e business of political consulting is just a small frac-

tion of the commercial marketing world. Many of these 

fi rms have fewer than ten employees and generate $1 mil-

lion or less in revenue. Private political survey research 
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represents only about 2.5 percent (or $100 million) of the 

$4 billion annual revenues of the polling industry. Direct 

mail for political causes constitutes but 2 percent of the 

direct-mail commercial market, and political telemar-

keting is less than 1 percent of the overall telemarketing 

industry. 

 While citizens watching television during a heated 

presidential primary might think that there is nothing 

but political commercials dominating the airwaves, in 

fact, such commercials are just a tiny portion of the mar-

ket. In recent presidential campaign years, for example, 

during the six months that preceded the general elec-

tion, political commercials represented only about 1.0 to 

1.5 percent of all commercials. In a typical presidential 

election year, mass-marketing companies like Procter & 

Gamble or General Motors will each spend about the 

same amount selling their own products as all presiden-

tial candidates combined. 

 In the early twenty-fi rst century, political campaigns 

pose special problems for candidates, consultants, and 

their campaigns. It is so much harder to get people’s 

 attention. Th ere has been a fundamental shift in where 

people get their news and how candidates can advertise. 

Newspaper readership is declining; weekly newsmaga-

zines have become slimmer and less relevant in a 24-hour 

news culture; network television, which once dominated 

viewers’ attention, has little of its former power. Com-

munications outlets exploded with the advent of cable 

television in the 1970s, followed by the Internet, e-mail, 

mobile phones, and instant messaging. Th e communica-

tions marketplace is extraordinarily splintered, making 

it much harder for campaigns to reach voters with their 

messages. Th e mass market of three television networks 

has largely been supplanted by niche markets with hun-

dreds of choices. 

 At one time, campaigns were much simpler: one 

candidate vying against another. Television, radio, and 

print advertising from one camp were pitted against the 

advertising from the other side. Since then, campaign 

communications have become much more complicated. 

Other voices added their messages and get-out-the-vote 

drives in the campaigns. For example, labor unions, po-

litical parties, trade associations, even private individu-

als have been willing to spend great sums of money to 

infl uence a contest. Th en contests became nationalized. 

By the mid-1990s, congressional races that once were 

considered only local contests were seeing advertising 

campaigns from abortion rights, pro-gun control, anti-

NAFTA, and English-only advocates—national groups, 

all—trying to infl uence the outcome. On top of these 

infl uences has come the wide open, robust infl uence 

of citizen activists through blogs and Web sites, adding 

their voices to the mix. Th is makes it all the more neces-

sary to have professional campaign help to fi ght through 

the clutter and competition in the contest and make the 

candidate’s views and positions known. 

 Consultants often get blamed for the harsh, negative 

tone of campaign rhetoric, especially in television ads. 

Th ey defend their craft by saying that they are providing 

useful information, albeit in stark and clear terms, about 

the diff erences between their candidates and the oppo-

nents. Academics and public citizen groups worry about 

the negative impact such ads might have on democratic 

behavior or voter turnout. 

 If anyone is to be blamed, it must be the candidate, 

who ultimately is responsible for the conduct of a cam-

paign. An unfair, slash-and-burn campaign commercial, 

a “dirty tricks” stunt against the opponent, an embar-

rassing photo digitally pieced together, a cruel, salacious 

comment by a campaign staff er—all these unfair or un-

ethical practices redound against the campaign and the 

candidate. 

 Th e negativity and the harsh words found in contem-

porary campaigns will likely only get worse. New voices, 

without the constraints of professional responsibility, 

have entered the picture. We should expect campaigns to 

get uglier and louder. Particularly with online campaign-

ing, there are so many more voices fi lling cyberspace, 

from bloggers to e-mail rumors, to the online posting of 

sound bites and video clips. Professional media consul-

tants, knowing they have reputations to uphold and are 

working for a candidate and a party or interest group, 

will use some semblance of caution. Th e really wild, 

outrageous comments or videos posted on the Web will 

come from outsiders, often anonymous, unfettered by 

constraints. Th e early twenty-fi rst century may become 

the Wild West period of campaigning. 

 Challenges and Opportunities of Online Campaigning 

 Particularly since Howard Dean’s run for the Demo-

cratic presidential nomination in 2003–4, we have seen 

a challenge to the dominant form of professional cam-

paigning. Dean and his campaign manager touted a new 

approach to campaigning. Th at approach was to listen 

to the voices expressed on Dean’s blog and other online 

sources and emerge with a bottom-up campaign, gain-

ing ideas from the people, listening to (and presum-

ably acting on) their concerns, rather than imposing a 
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command-and-control, top-down campaign (with the 

implication that it did not listen to the people). 

While the approach sounded promising , it was less 

than what it appeared. A critical ingredient in any suc-

cessful campaign is top-down control: message dis-

cipline, a fi xed but fl exible strategy, the ability to cut 

through all the noise (electronic and otherwise) of a 

campaign, set a fi rm, clear direction, and plan to beat 

the opponent. Th is is what traditional, professional 

campaigning does best: it brings order out of chaos. But 

at the same time, successful campaigns are not out of 

touch with what voters want or feel. Th ey conduct polls, 

run focus groups, and monitor blogs; candidates engage 

in “listening tours,” greet voters in malls, coff ee shops, 

and private homes. In short, they listen very carefully to 

what people think. 

 In recent election cycles, a thriving blogging commu-

nity, both on the liberal/Democratic and conservative/

Republican sides, has emerged. Th ese bloggers, self-

appointed activists, are also claiming a stake in the na-

ture, content, and direction of campaigning. Bloggers, 

particularly from the progressive or liberal side, like to 

tout that they will break down the barriers between the 

people and the candidates. Th ey boast that they are the 

future of campaigns and will invariably supplant the ac-

tivities of campaign consultants. 

 Electronic democracy, citizen activism, and Web ad-

vocacy, however, have not supplanted old-fashioned, 

professionally run campaigns. Professional campaign 

consultants, above all, want their clients to win. Th ey 

adapt to new circumstances, and increasingly have added 

electronic communications to their arsenal of tools. No 

current professionally run campaign would be without 

an e-communications team to run the Web site, moni-

tor the campaign blog, and produce online versions of 

campaign videos, fund-raising appeals, and other tricks 

of the trade. Consultants will adapt, endure, and pros-

per. Th ey are indispensable to modern American cam-

paigns, and, increasingly, in campaigns throughout the 

world. 

  See also  campaigning; Internet and politics; political advertis-

ing; radio and politics; television and politics. 
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 D E N N I S  W.  J O H N S O N 

 campaign law and fi nance to 1900   

 Financing candidates’ campaigns was simple and uncon-

troversial in the absence of mass parties and a complex 

economy. But with the demise of the relatively hierarchi-

cal, elite-driven politics of the eighteenth and early nine-

teenth century, men of limited means who had made 

politics their profession needed fi nancial help to reach 

an expanded electorate. Th rough the nineteenth century, 

campaign fi nance raised questions about who should pay 

for politics and whether those who paid got an unfair 

return on their investment. Th ose questions, asked with 

both public spiritedness and partisan advantage in mind, 

remain with us. 

 In the early years of the republic, many campaigns 

were straightforward. Men of prominence and wealth 

“stood” for offi  ce, ideally approaching the exercise as a 

somewhat unwelcome civic duty, akin to jury service in 

the twentieth century. Th e rituals of electioneering—
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voice voting for the (usually) white propertied men who 

made up the electorate and the candidates treating the 

voters with food and drink—illustrated the hierarchical 

relationships. Voter turnout tended to be low. Costs were, 

too, and they were usually borne by the candidates. 

 Contentious elections required more desperate activ-

ity and more extensive methods. Newspapers devoted to 

parties and to factions, such as those organized around 

personal followings in the Middle Atlantic states, pro-

moted candidates. Th e Federalists fi nanced Noah Web-

ster’s  American Minerva  (later renamed  Th e Commercial 
Advertiser ); the Democratic-Republicans responded with 

Philip Freneau’s  National Gazette . So it went around the 

new nation: from 1790 to 1808, the number of newspa-

pers, most of them partisan, more than tripled. Backed 

by wealthy patrons or government printing contracts, 

newspapers put out the partisan line, denigrating the 

godlessness of the Democratic-Republicans or the mo-

narchical aspirations of the Federalists. 

 Th e party press remained an important cost of doing 

political business with the rise of mass parties in the 

1830s. Th ere were additional expenses: printing and dis-

tributing ballots, holding rallies, dispensing campaign 

paraphernalia, and getting out the vote of an electorate 

expanded to include most white men. Party activities 

were now nearly constant, reaching down from presi-

dential campaigns to an expanded number of state and 

local races. All this exertion required a regular stream of 

funds, particularly since a new generation of men who 

made politics their profession lacked the means of more 

elite predecessors. 

 Part of a solution to the problem of funds emerged 

from the “spoils system” or “rotation in offi  ce,” which 

followers of Andrew Jackson touted as a more demo-

cratic way to distribute government positions than the 

creation of a class of permanent offi  cials. Replacing pub-

lic employees, minor as well as major, with partisans of 

a new presidential administration—a practice repeated 

at the state and city levels—gave the executive branch 

loyal men to carry out the government’s work. Th ese 

workers could also be tapped for funds. Th e party in 

power expected the men holding patronage jobs—from 

upper-level administrators to postmasters—to show 

their gratitude and fealty by paying a percentage (gener-

ally 2 to 5 percent) of their salaries to their party. Such 

assessments became an alternative system of taxation or 

after-a-fashion public fi nancing, in which those who 

benefi ted or hoped to benefi t from the result of an elec-

tion paid for it. 

 Th e assessment system generated controversy almost 

from the start, and like every attempt to regulate cam-

paign fi nance to follow, proposed reforms were both 

partisan and principled. In 1837 Whig congressman 

John Bell of Tennessee introduced a bill that would 

have banned assessments and electioneering on the part 

of federal employees. Th is measure, as well as a hearing 

concerning abuses at a customs house, took aim at the 

Democrats. Proponents argued that the executive branch 

was using patronage to build a machine that interfered 

with legislative elections; they decried a system in which 

“partisan service is the required return for offi  ce, as offi  ce 

is to be the reward for public service.” Opponents coun-

tered that everyone, including federal employees, had 

the right to participate in politics. Th e bill failed. But 

constituents received free copies of the debate and the 

hearing: the franking privilege was an important perk of 

incumbency. 

 Strains on the assessment system grew. Businessmen 

who relied on customs houses for import and export 

trade resented the sometimes ineffi  cient service, which 

improved greatly with payoff s, provided by partisan em-

ployees. Workers who performed professional tasks in-

creasingly wanted to be treated like professionals, rather 

than as patronage hacks. Th ey came to resent paying taxes 

to their party. Th e cost of the Republican Party’s eff ort 

to build party infrastructure in the South after the Civil 

War encouraged the GOP to nag public employees more 

tirelessly than usual. Democrats naturally grumbled, as 

did some Republicans. Appalled by the corruption of 

the Ulysses S. Grant administration and weary of Re-

construction, African Americans, and the South, Liberal 

Republicans off ered civil service reform as a new issue 

and purpose for the party and a cure for corruption. 

 Th ey felt strongly enough about the issue to form their 

own party in 1872; President Ulysses Grant responded by 

creating a civil service commission. Meaningful reform 

came with the passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883, given 

a fi nal push by the mistaken idea that President James 

Garfi eld had been assassinated by a “disappointed offi  ce 

seeker,” driven mad by patronage. 

 Th e campaign work and dollars of public employees 

continued to be a target of reform into the twentieth cen-

tury, but assessments ceased to be a major source of funds 

for national party organizations by the late nineteenth cen-

tury. Wealthy partisan individuals had pitched in through-

out the nineteenth century, but as assessments dried up, 

business increasingly paid for elections. Th is money 

quickly sparked more controversy than assessments. 
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 We know some of the names of the big spenders of the 

late nineteenth century—August Belmont, Jay Cooke, 

and Tom Scott, for example—and their interests in what 

government did in banking, tariff s, railroad subsidies, 

and regulation. Th e assumption of many, especially sup-

porters of third parties, was that money blocked the path 

to reforms that were in the interests of those without 

huge wealth. Yet, business interests generally did not 

seek out political fund-raisers—rather it was the reverse, 

except perhaps for cases like the 1896 election, when fear 

of what William Jennings Bryan would do if elected, 

inspired businessmen to give William McKinley more 

money than his campaign could possibly use. Th e ques-

tion of what businessmen bought with their contribu-

tions would be central to the campaign fi nance debates 

of the twentieth century. 

  See also     campaign law and fi nance since 1900.
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 campaign law and fi nance since 1900 

 Concerns about campaign fi nance—the amount of 

money candidates and political parties raise and spend 

and the sources of those funds—have persisted through 

the twentieth and into the twenty-fi rst century. Th e is-

sue’s appeal was and remains rooted in many Americans’ 

suspicion of the infl uence of money on policy and fears 

for democracy itself. Anxiety has not produced satis-

factory solutions. In contrast to the European model, 

American parties have no tradition of dues-paying mem-

bers who support their activities, and American cam-

paigns are long and require the purchase of increasingly 

expensive publicity. As campaign fi nance regulations 

have expanded, parties, candidates, and interest groups 

have adapted nimbly to the constraints, which they 

also helped to write. Regulations that control contribu-

tions and spending have been limited by constitutional 

protections of free speech. Th e structure of American 

politics and Supreme Court guidelines have allowed 

campaigns to raise and spend the funds they believe they 

need within each regulatory regime reformers have built, 

which leads inevitably to the next try at reform. 

 While fears about the impact of money on politics 

have been constant, the issue rarely has risen anywhere 

near the top of public concerns. Th e particular targets 

for reform have been driven by scandal and partisan poli-

tics. In the early twentieth century, large, secret corporate 

contributions, the mainstay of party fund-raisers in the 

1890s, were the evil that most excited reformers’ interest. 

Th e fi rst federal legislation stemmed from Democratic 

presidential candidate Alton B. Parker’s charges that his 

opponent, Th eodore Roosevelt, collected big corporate 

contributions while threatening to regulate many of the 

same fi rms. Roosevelt successfully defl ected the accusa-

tions, although his campaign had accepted substantial 

sums from fi nancier J. P. Morgan ($150,000), Henry 

Clay Frick of U.S. Steel ($50,000), and railroad operator 

H. L. Harriman ($50,000, plus $200,000 raised from his 

contacts). A series of widely publicized scandals between 

1904 and 1908—detailing campaign contributions and 

payoff s New York Republicans received from life insur-

ance companies in return for favorable legislation, and 

benefi ts to utilities and railroads from legislators in the 

West and Midwest, among many others—appeared to 

confi rm the suspicion that politicians catered to mon-

eyed interests that made big contributions. 

 Federal Campaign Finance Legislation to 1970 

 Th e Tillman Act (1907) made it “unlawful for any na-

tional bank, or any corporation organized by authority 

of any laws of Congress, to make a money contribu-

tion in connection with any election to any political of-

fi ce.” Corporations or their offi  cers or board members 

who violated the law were subject to fi nes and up to 

one year in prison. While the fi nal bill did not require 

the parties to disclose the sources of their funds, the 

Republican National Committee and Democratic Na-

tional Committee began to voluntarily release fi nancial 

records for the 1908 presidential election. Th e Tillman 

Act prevented fi rms from using stockholders’ funds for 
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campaign purposes but changed little in how campaigns 

raised money. Th ere is record of only one prosecution, 

for a gift from the United States Brewers’ Association to 

a House candidate. 

 Reformers were disappointed that the Tillman Act 

did not provide for the disclosure of contributions, and 

Congress responded with the 1910 Federal Corrupt Prac-

tices Act (FCPA) and amendments to it in 1911. Th e law 

required every House and Senate candidate and “politi-

cal committee” to report the sources of their contribu-

tions and capped spending at $5,000 for a House seat 

and $10,000 for the Senate. Committees that operated 

in single states were excepted. Th e 1911 amendments re-

quired reports both before and after elections and ex-

tended spending limits to primary elections. Th e measure 

contained no enforcement mechanism; violators would 

have to be taken to court, where they would be subject to 

fi nes and up to two years in prison. Th e 1910 bill passed 

the House without much debate; the 1911 amendments 

were adopted unanimously by the House and passed 

the Senate with only seven no votes, all from southern 

Democrats who opposed any extension of federal power 

over state election procedures. 

 Th e legislation had minimal eff ect on campaigns, due 

to loopholes and upward pressures on campaign costs. 

A close reading suggested that the spending limits ap-

plied to candidates, not committees formed to advance 

their campaigns, so only the most naïve candidates in-

dicated that they had spent anything more than a nomi-

nal sum while “independent” committees raised the real 

money. Campaigns spent it because of Progressive Era 

changes in how the parties operated required that they 

do so. Primary elections could double campaign costs in 

competitive states. Nineteenth-century parties had con-

trolled their own newspapers, but twentieth- century cam-

paigns could not count on free fawning press coverage. 

Purchased advertising fi lled the gap. Advertising totaled 

between 25 to 50 percent of campaign budgets, depend-

ing on the expense of the market (in 1920, a full-page ad 

in the  New York Times  cost $1,539 and the  Chicago Tri-
bune  $1,708). Election Day expenses, including hiring the 

workers who once had been patronage-hungry volun-

teers, were also substantial. 

 If the wish embodied in legislation could not control 

costs, the FCPA still had its uses. Congressional Demo-

crats hoped spending limits might frighten wealthy 

Republican donors and lessen the GOP’s fund-raising 

advantages. An opponent’s spending could be made into 

a campaign issue. And a losing candidate could take a 

big-spending opponent to court or to Congress, in the 

hope of denying a seat to the winner. A few losing House 

candidates challenged the seating of winners, usually 

coupling charges of excessive spending with more tra-

ditional accusations of corruption. As the party balance 

in the Senate tightened in the 1910s and early 1920s, it 

became the site of numerous election challenges. Th e 

most consequential was Henry Ford’s challenge to Re-

publican Truman H. Newberry’s 1918 victory in a close, 

nasty Michigan Senate race. Th e committee that pro-

moted Newberry spent $190,000, almost all of it from 

his family and close friends, well above the apparent 

FCPA limits for candidates. Th e money bought the ad-

vertising deemed necessary to defeat the rich and famous 

automaker. Nearly four years of wrangling followed, 

including two grand jury hearings and one federal trial 

orchestrated by Ford that found Newberry guilty; a trip 

to the Supreme Court that reversed the conviction; and 

a Senate investigation that rehashed the legal proceed-

ings. Newberry fi nally resigned in 1922 when that year’s 

election brought in enough new Democrats to make a 

rehearing and his expulsion likely. 

 Th e Supreme Court had found fault in both New-

berry’s trial and the FCPA, but the majority opinion 

focused on the unconstitutional reach by Congress in 

regulating state primary elections. Th e 1924 and 1925 re-

visions of the FCPA removed coverage of primaries and 

increased the amounts candidates could spend, but oth-

erwise left the law’s vague provisions intact. Th e Senate 

could still refuse to seat members-elect it deemed to have 

spent too much. A coalition of progressive Republicans 

and Democrats succeeded in denying seats to Frank L. 

Smith, Republican of Illinois, and William A. Vare, Re-

publican of Pennsylvania, who were elected in 1926 by 

the voters of their states in expensive races. 

 Attempts to deny seats to candidates over excessive 

spending disappeared when the Democrats gained solid 

control of Congress in the 1930s. But the campaign fi -

nance issue persisted, now with Republicans taking the 

lead. A coalition of southern Democrats and Republi-

cans struck at some of the Franklin D. Roosevelt admin-

istration’s sources of campaign labor and funds. Th e 1939 

Hatch Act prohibited political activity by government 

workers, eliminating the threat of Works Progress Ad-

ministration (WPA) recipients turning into the presi-

dent’s personal political workforce. Because of the 

prohibition against all but high-ranking federal offi  cials 

participating in conventions, the president could not 

stack a convention. (In 1936 about half of the delegates 
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were federal employees.) Th e law set spending and con-

tribution limits of individual political committees at 

$3,000,000 per year and capped individual contribu-

tions at $5,000. Sure enough, numerous “independent” 

committees sprung up, each able to spend to the limit. 

 In 1940 Republicans spent fi ve times the limit and 

the Democrats double, all the while staying within 

the letter of the law. Beginning with the 1936 election, 

organized labor became an important source of funds 

for Democrats, and southern Democrats and Republi-

cans aimed to restrict its ability to fund campaigns. Th e 

Smith- Connally Act (1943) contained a provision that 

temporarily banned union contributions in the same 

language that the Tillman Act used against corporate 

donations; the 1946 Taft-Hartley Act made the restric-

tion permanent. Th e Congress of Industrial Organiza-

tions responded by setting up the fi rst political action 

committee (PAC) in 1944 that legally funneled money to 

pro-union candidates. Not until the 1960s did business 

PACs follow the labor model. 

 Although the Supreme Court had opened the way 

for Congress to regulate primary elections in 1941 and 

the cost of elections outstripped the nominal limits, 

the FCPA remained the basic, if ineff ective, campaign 

fi nance law of the United States. Th e issue had not dis-

appeared. New actors dedicated to campaign fi nance 

reform, including a handful of academics and founda-

tions, tried to fi re public concern and to sell Congress 

on new policies. In 1956 Senator Francis Case of South 

Dakota admitted he had been the target of an oil com-

pany deal off ering cash in exchange for his vote on a 

pending bill. Th is scandal refocused enough interest 

in campaign fi nance reform to inspire an investigation 

headed by Senate Democratic liberals but not to gener-

ate new legislation. 

 Th e problem was confl icting goals and interests. 

Organized labor, one important Democratic constitu-

ent group that favored restrictions that might curb the 

advantages of business donors and their Republican re-

cipients, opposed legislation that targeted PACs; many 

Republicans insisted on controls on PACs; television 

networks rejected proposals that required them to pro-

vide free time for short “spot” advertisements; some sit-

ting offi  ceholders worried about assisting challengers; 

and a number of powerful members of Congress, backed 

by public opinion, blocked proposals for public funding 

of campaigns. Meanwhile, campaign costs ballooned, a 

trend carefully tracked by new “public interest” groups 

such as the Citizen’s Research Foundation and, by the 

late 1960s, Common Cause. Spending on the presiden-

tial elections of 1968 was up by 25 percent compared to 

that of 1964. Candidate- (rather than party-) centered 

campaigns, television, the consultants to coordinate the 

message, and fund-raising itself drove up the costs of 

congressional and statewide campaigns as well as presi-

dential races. 

 Campaign Finance Legislation Since 1970 

 Rising costs got the attention of members of Congress, 

especially senators who could easily imagine facing well-

fi nanced challengers. With this prod, the logjam broke 

in 1971. Th e Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) 

imposed much stronger disclosure requirements than 

those of the FCPA: candidates for federal offi  ce had to 

fi le quarterly reports detailing receipts and expenditures, 

with names, addresses, occupations, and businesses at-

tached to each contribution over $100. It limited the 

contributions of candidates and their immediate fami-

lies, spending on publicity and outreach, and the propor-

tion of campaign budgets spent on radio and television 

advertising. Th e law thus treated media costs as the core 

problem and contained suffi  cient incumbent protection 

provisions to pass. But the FECA did not control over-

all costs. Richard M. Nixon’s 1972 reelection campaign 

spent twice as much as his 1968 run; Democratic nomi-

nee George McGovern’s race cost four times as much as 

Hubert H. Humphrey’s 1968 campaign. Th at, together 

with the Watergate scandal, brought a major overhaul 

of the FECA in 1974, creating the current framework of 

campaign fi nance law. 

 Arguing that a renewed eff ort to divorce money from 

politics would revive American’s sagging confi dence in 

government (and, for Democratic liberals, promote 

their stalled policy agenda), the Senate bill provided 

public funds for primary and general election campaigns 

for federal offi  ces and limits on what candidates could 

spend, even if using their own money. Restricted too 

were contributions to political parties and from inde-

pendent groups, individuals, and PACs. Th e fi nal bill 

kept the 1971 disclosure requirement and created the 

Federal Elections Commission, with commissioners 

evenly divided between the parties, to monitor compli-

ance. It provided public funding for presidential elec-

tions, enabled by a $1 voluntary taxpayer checkoff , but 

no public support for congressional races. Even the 

most ardent champions of reform considered the bill 

not much better than a good fi rst step toward clean 

elections. 
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 Th e new regulations were immediately litigated. 

Th e major challenge came in  Buckley v. Valeo  (1976). 

A combination of left- and right-wing groups claimed 

that many of the FECA’s provisions violated constitu-

tional rights to free speech and association. Th e Court 

agreed, in part. Large contributions given directly to a 

campaign might be corrupt or create the appearance of 

corruption. Th erefore, the FECA’s $1,000 limit on in-

dividual donations and $5,000 for PACs to a single can-

didate fell within the federal government’s interest. But 

spending was protected speech. “Th e First Amendment 

denies government the power to determine that spend-

ing to promote one’s political view is wasteful, excessive 

or unwise,” according to the Court. Th e decision struck 

down the restrictions on candidates’ contributions to 

their own campaigns, mandatory spending limits (unless 

candidates voluntarily participated in the public fi nanc-

ing system), and restrictions on expenditures by inde-

pendent groups. 

 Th e FECA never succeeded in controlling campaign 

costs; it is doubtful that it would have done so even if 

the Court had ruled diff erently in  Buckley . Th e law has 

required reams of paperwork but has only redirected 

the channels through which money reaches candidates. 

Raising enough money in small sums to run a cred-

ible campaign is expensive and time consuming. Inter-

net fund-raising might lower the costs of fi nding small 

donors in future campaigns, but traditionally, only the 

most fi nely targeted and best maintained mailing and 

phone lists justifi ed the considerable investment. Con-

gressional and presidential candidates devote much more 

of their time to fund-raising than before the FECA. To 

lessen their load, they use “bundlers,” who locate caches 

of $1,000 contributions and PACs. Th e number of PACs 

grew from 608 in 1974 to 4,180 in 1990. Many of these 

were business PACs, which were responding to the ex-

pansion of federal regulations through the 1960s and 

1970s by making sure they had access to both Demo-

cratic and Republican policy makers. New ideological 

PACs as well as offi  ceholders’ PACs also emerged to en-

courage candidates who mirrored their agendas. A 1978 

FEC ruling allowed state parties to follow state rather 

than federal disclosure and contribution guidelines. Th is 

had the eff ect of strengthening party organizations badly 

weakened by the FECA, but it also opened the way for 

unlimited “soft money” contributions. Democrats have 

relied more heavily than Republicans on “soft money,” 

since the Republicans constructed an eff ective database 

to generate “hard” money. 

 Soft money was the target of the next round of re-

form, which followed revelations about questionable 

donations to the Democratic National Committee and 

some unseemly fund-raising by President Bill Clinton 

and Vice President Al Gore. Th e Bipartisan Campaign 

Reform Act, commonly known as McCain-Feingold, 

blocked some of the soft money channels; others, espe-

cially the independent “527” groups (named after their 

place in the Internal Revenue Service code) remain. Th e 

FECA system continues to demand time and eff ort to 

ensure compliance, but since 1996 many presidential as-

pirants have opted out of the restrictive federal fi nanc-

ing system. Th e American system of campaign fi nance 

remains tangled, intrusive, and complex, while reformers 

await the next scandal. 

  See also  campaign law and fi nance to 1900; interest groups. 
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 PAU L A  B A K E R 

 campaigning 

 Campaigning for offi  ce is one of American democ-

racy’s most defi ning acts—yet many citizens fi nd cam-

paigns unruly, distasteful, demeaning. Most elections are 

shroud ed in some mystery; even in the age of polling, 

surpris es sometimes occur. But, especially in presidential 

campaigns, the complaints about campaigns being too 

long, expensive, demagogic, and frilly come as regularly 

as America’s distinctive, scheduled election days, albeit 

more frequently. 

 Th e word  campaign  originated in the seventeenth 

century from the French word for open fi eld,  campagne.  
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With contemporary soldiers fi ghting sustained eff orts, 

often on the wide country terrain, the term quickly 

acquired its military association. Th e political con-

notation emerged in seventeenth-century England to 

describe a lengthy legislative session. In nineteenth-

century America “campaign” was part of the barrage of 

military terms describing electioneering: as the party 

 standard bearer ,  a war horse  tapping into his  war chest  
and hoping not to be a  fl ash-in-the-pan —a cannon that 

misfi res— mobilized  the  rank-and-fi le  with a  rallying cry  
in  battleground states  to vanquish their enemies. 

 American politicians needed to conquer the people’s 

hearts because popular sovereignty has been modern 

Anglo-American government’s distinguishing anchor 

since colonial days. In elitist early America, the ideal 

candidates stood for election; they did not run. Wooing 

the people was considered too ambitious, deceitful, un-

dignifi ed; passivity demonstrated the potential leader’s 

purity. Th is posture lingered longest at the presiden-

tial level, and it continues to feed the national fantasy 

about disinterested, virtuous candidates wafting into the 

presidential chair by acclamation, rather than the ste-

reotypical grubby, aggressive, blow-dried, weather vane 

politicians slithering into offi  ce today. 

 Th ere are more than 500,000 elected offi  ces in the 

United States, ranging from tree warden to president. 

Most are elected directly to serve locally. While senato-

rial, gubernatorial, and presidential campaigns require 

“wholesale” campaigning to mobilize blocs of voters, 

the typical campaign is a “retail,” mom-and-pop, door-

to-door operation pressing the fl esh. Th is contact en-

ables American citizens to meet, assess, scrutinize those 

who aspire to lead them. Even in today’s high-tech, 

television-saturated age, the July Fourth meet-and-greet 

county picnic or the Election Day get-out-the-vote 

drive by carpooling neighbors more typifi es campaigns 

than big-budget multistate advertising buys during 

presidential elections. 

 While presidential campaigning commands most 

Americans’ attention, often setting the tone for cam-

paigns at all levels, the presidential election remains in-

direct. As many Americans only fi rst realized in 2000, 

when Al Gore won more popular votes than George 

W. Bush but lost the presidency, voters choose slates of 

electors, organized state by state, and pledged to vote 

for particular candidates when the Electoral College 

meets. Th is fi ltering of the people’s voice refl ects the 

Founding Fathers’ fears of “mobocracy.” Th e Electoral 

College today orients campaign strategy toward a few 

voter-rich, swing states. In 1960 Vice President Rich-

ard Nixon vowed to campaign in all 50 states. He lost, 

narrowly. Many Republicans grumbled that Nixon 

wasted precious resources fulfi lling that imprudent 

pledge. 

 Campaigns are legitimizing and unifying democratic 

rituals, linking the leader and the led in a historic, tra-

dition-rich rite of affi  rmation. Ultimately, campaigns 

involve the mystical alchemy of leadership and the 

practical allocation of power, cleanly and neatly. Amer-

ica’s winner-take-all elections designate one winner, 

with no power sharing or booby prizes for losers. Cam-

paigns also off er a clear narrative trajectory, with all the 

plots and personalities culminating on one day, when 

the people speak. As a result, the history of campaign-

ing, on all levels, is a history of vivid clashes, colorful 

personalities, defi ning moments. Presidential cam-

paigning history includes President John Adams clash-

ing with his own vice president, Th omas Jeff erson, 

in 1800; Republican Wide Awakes marching through 

northern cities before the Civil War; Grover Cleveland 

winning despite the mockery of “Ma, Ma, Where’s 

my pa, gone to the White House, Ha, Ha, Ha” in 

1884; William Jennings Bryan’s valiant, superhuman 

speechifying in 1896; John Kennedy’s elegance dur-

ing the 1960 televised debates; Ronald Reagan’s stir-

ring Morning in America 1984 campaign; the geysers 

of baby boomer idealism that the honey-smooth Bill 

Clinton tapped in 1992; George W. Bush’s Karl Rove–

engineered, play-to-the-base strategy in his 2004 re-

election; and Barack Obama’s 2008 mix of redemptive 

“Yes We Can” uplift and an impressive ground game 

mixing old-fashioned grassroots politics with cutting 

edge netroots outreach. 

 The First Three Historical Phases: The Republican, 

Democratic, and Populist Campaigns 

 Just as earth scientists debate whether humans evolved 

gradually or through occasional leaps called punctuated 

equilibrium, political scientists debate how campaigns 

developed. Historians traditionally focused on break-

through campaigns pioneering particular techniques, 

celebrating 1840 as the fi rst popular campaign that mo-

bilized the masses and 1896 as the fi rst mass merchan-

dising eff ort organized bureaucratically. Historians also 

identifi ed critical elections that realigned power, espe-

cially the 1800 revolution that empowered Th omas Jef-

ferson’s Democratic-Republicans, the 1828 Democratic 

Jacksonian revolution, the 1860 Republican antislavery 
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revolution, the 1896 corporate Republican realignment, 

the 1932 Democratic New Deal ascension, and the 1980 

conservative Republican Reagan Revolution. 

 In fact, campaigns evolved slowly, haphazardly, some-

times fi tfully, responding to changing communication 

and transportation technologies, shifts in population 

and society, the parties’ rise and fall, and the growth of 

the presidency. Technological innovations, including the 

railroad, telegraph, radio, television, and even the Inter-

net, created necessary but not suffi  cient conditions for 

change. Sometimes, traditionalists resisted: throughout 

the 1800s, editorialists and opponents repeatedly de-

nounced candidates who stumped—mounted speak-

ing tours—claiming they acted in an undignifi ed—and 

 unprecedented—way. Sometimes, innovations failed 

until politicians fi gured out how to adapt the technol-

ogy. Citizens in a democracy get the campaign they de-

serve; interested, overall, in winning strategies, successful 

candidates off er unsentimental refl ections of what works, 

despite what people wish worked or imagine worked in 

the past. 

 Th e history of presidential campaigning can be di-

vided into four phases: the republican, democratic, 

populist, and electronic. Th e republican phase, refl ecting 

the founders’ republican ideology, trusted the wisdom 

of the few and feared the passion of mobs while root-

ing government’s legitimacy in consent of the governed. 

Politics’ gentlemanly tone refl ected the search for virtu-

ous candidates who would neither conspire with cabals 

nor rabble-rouse demagogically. Campaigns emphasized 

the candidate’s suitability, as candidates functioned as 

icons, ideal representations of the perfect gentleman and 

leader. 

 Candidate, from the Latin word for white,  candidus , 
evoked the white togas that represented Roman sena-

tors’ supposed purity. In that spirit, candidates were to 

stand for election and not run. Local campaigns were 

not always as sober as the group conceit hoped. De-

cades before the Populist and Progressive movements 

instituted the secret, “Australian” ballot, Election Day 

was a raucous occasion. On this day, grandees, sitting 

at the polls as people voted, asked their social inferiors 

for help, thanking them with libations. Th is momen-

tary egalitarianism refl ected the essential links between 

equality, liberty, and democracy. 

 Still, the ideal republican candidate was George Wash-

ington. Refl ecting his reluctance, he stayed on his farm 

in humble repose, awaiting the people’s call, before being 

elected president unanimously. In 1792, he was re-elected 

without touring around begging for votes. 

 Embodying national virtue, Washington was a demi-

god who set the bar unrealistically high for Americans—

and his successors. As parties developed and as local can-

didates began campaigning, Washington’s passive silence 

became a straitjacket his successors tried wriggling out 

of, campaign by campaign. 

 Th e rise of political parties, the lifting of voting re-

strictions on white males, and the move from farms to 

factories triggered a democratic revolution. Local cam-

paigns became increasingly hard fought. In 1824, 1828, 

and 1832, Andrew Jackson, the charismatic, controversial 

war hero who became an assertive president, brought a 

new personality-based mass excitement to the campaign. 

Jackson’s elitist Whig opponents copied, perfected, and 

outdid the Jacksonian Democrats’ mass appeal tactics in 

their 1840 campaign for William Henry Harrison. Th is 

Whig hijacking proved that the democratic sensibility 

had become all-American. 

 Th e nineteenth-century democratic campaign mobi-

lized the masses through their partisan identities. Poli-

ticking became the national pastime. Election days were 

mass carnivals, culminating months of pamphleting, 

marching, orating, editorializing in party newspapers, 

and bickering neighbors. Th e party bosses dominat-

ing the system sought loyal soldiers more than virtu-

ous gentlemen. Th e primary ability parties prized was 

“availability,” seeking pliant, appealing, noncontroversial 

candidates. Rather than lofty, passive icons, candidates 

were becoming actors, sometimes speaking, sometimes 

stumping, always following the party script. During 

this time, acceptance letters became increasingly elabo-

rate policy statements, fi tting the candidate’s views to the 

party platform, rather than simple republican expressions 

of virtuous reluctance to plunge into politics. 

 While party bosses picked most local candidates, the 

national parties mounted elaborate quadrennial conven-

tions to nominate a standard-bearer and defi ne the party 

platform. Th ese colorful, often rollicking aff airs were 

way stations between republican elitist politics and to-

day’s popular politics. Party bosses lobbied behind the 

scenes to select candidates and set agendas, but the con-

ventions’ deliciously democratic chaos refl ected Ameri-

ca’s drift away from hierarchical politics. 

 Seeking loyalists, these conventions nominated last-

minute dark horses, like James Knox Polk or James Gar-

fi eld; undistinguished party hacks like Millard Fillmore 
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and Franklin Pierce; war heroes like Lewis Cass, deemed 

a “doughface” because he could mold himself to appear 

sympathetic to the North or the South; and relatively 

uncontroversial, compromise candidates like Abraham 

Lincoln. A one-term Whig congressman in a party dom-

inated by the antislavery titans William Henry Seward 

and Salmon Chase, Lincoln followed the textbook strat-

egy during this phase: “My name is new in the fi eld, and 

I suppose I am not the fi rst choice of a very great many. 

Our policy, then, is to give no off ense to others—leave 

them in a mood to come to us if they shall be compelled 

to give up their fi rst love.” 

 As democratization, urbanization, industrialization, 

and the communications revolution intensifi ed, Ameri-

can politics became more populist, and the presidency 

became more central. In this populist phase, candidates 

were more independent of party and more nationalist in 

orientation. Th e quaint gentlemanly postures vanished as 

candidates stumped, whistle-stopped, and prop-stopped 

on trains, planes, and automobiles. Candidates needed to 

demonstrate their popularity and their potential to lead 

the nation. Th e best candidates were master orators with 

just a tinge of demagoguery who could move thousands 

listening in person and millions of newspaper readers 

and, eventually, radio listeners. After Franklin Roosevelt 

made America into a superpower and 1600 Pennsylvania 

Avenue America’s central address, Americans no longer 

sought mere actors but superheroes who could dominate 

their parties, the campaign, the presidency, and the na-

tional news cycle. 

 Presidential candidates stumped more and more in-

tensely throughout the nineteenth century, and the ac-

ceptance letter developed into an elaborate notifi cation 

ceremony featuring a candidate’s address. In the 1880s 

and 1890s, torn between the tradition of passivity and 

pressures to be more active, James A. Garfi eld and other 

candidates mounted Front Porch campaigns, staying 

at home but greeting huge delegations of supporters 

from across the country who came to pay homage. Still, 

the 1896 campaign became one of those historical mo-

ments that consolidated and advanced various innova-

tions. William Jennings Bryan’s elaborate 18,009 mile, 

600-speech, 27-state rear-platform campaign ended the 

charade that candidates did not stump for themselves. 

William McKinley’s front porch campaign, whereby he 

greeted over 300 delegations consisting of 750,000 visi-

tors from 30 states at his Ohio home, genufl ected toward 

the past. Meanwhile, McKinley’s campaign manager, 

Mark Hanna, mounted a modern campaign. Recog-

nizing the growing overlap between consumerism and 

politics, he organized dozens of special-interest groups, 

deployed hundreds of speakers, raised millions of dollars, 

and distributed hundreds of millions of pamphlets. 

 Subsequently, the charismatic, candidate-centered 

campaigns of Th eodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, 

and Franklin Roosevelt presented the candidate as poised 

to master what Th eodore Roosevelt called the “bully pul-

pit.” By 1948, even the mild-mannered Harry Truman felt 

compelled to run an aggressive, “Give ’em hell” Harry 

campaign crisscrossing America, despite the fact that he, 

following Franklin Roosevelt, was also dominating the 

airwaves thanks to radio’s spread in the 1920s and 1930s. 

 By 1952, the heroic Dwight Eisenhower also cam-

paigned actively and cut campaign commercials on the 

new medium of television. “Eisenhower Answers Amer-

ica” off ered short, staged televised interactions between 

the general and “the people”—all-American types Eisen-

hower’s advertising wizards selected from the queue at 

New York City’s Radio City Music Hall. Between takes, 

Eisenhower muttered: “to think that an old soldier 

should come to this.” 

 The Fourth Phase: The Electronic Campaign 

 Th e television revolution ushered in campaigning’s 

electronic era. Most local candidates could not aff ord 

to broadcast television commercials, but the need for 

state, national, and some local candidates to raise big 

money favored entrepreneurial candidacies. Party dis-

cipline and loyalty faded as state primaries nominated 

most candidates. At all levels, outsiders could defy the 

bosses. Inde pendent gunslingers with enough popu-

larity could win the nomination and inherit the party 

apparatus. Movie stars could become California gover-

nors, billionaires could become New York City mayors. 

Losers then frequently faded into the sunset and win-

ning candidates emerged less beholden to party  powers. 

Media mastery, rather than virtue, loyalty, or oratory 

became prized, as candidates frequently traded on ce-

lebrity. Campaigns were no longer quests to emphasize 

a candidate’s iconic virtue but to project an appealing 

image. In this electronic era, smooth-talking salesmen 

such as John Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton 

dominated. 

 Television debates off ered some of the turning points 

in presidential campaigns, including when a tanned, 

confi dent John Kennedy bested a sweaty, shifty  Richard 
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Nixon in 1960, when Gerald Ford stumbled and de-

clared Eastern Europe “free” even though Soviets still 

dominated in 1976, and when Ronald Reagan laughed 

off  Jimmy Carter’s criticisms in 1980, chuckling, “Th ere 

you go again.” Television commercials off ered equally 

powerful defi ning moments: 1964’s pro-Lyndon John-

son “Daisy” commercial suggesting Republican Barry 

Goldwater might blow up the world, 1984’s “Morning in 

America” commercial praising Ronald Reagan’s America 

as paradise recovered, and 1988’s “Willie Horton” com-

mercial maligning Michael Dukakis for furloughing a 

murderer who then raped and murdered again. 

 Most recently, some politicians welcomed the com-

puter age as heralding a fi fth, virtual era of campaigning. 

But in the fi rst few national election cycles, the Internet 

and blogosphere extended the reach of the electronic 

campaign without yet fully transforming it. In 2008, Ba-

rack Obama exploited the Internet as a fundraising and 

friend-raising tool, raising unprecedented amounts from 

a huge base of small donors. Still, most of his $600 mil-

lion war chest came from big money sources. Th e revolu-

tion will happen, gradually, haphazardly. 

 Meanwhile, many of the historic conundrums sur-

rounding campaigning persist. Are voters fools, do they 

make what scholars called “low information rationality” 

decisions like choosing a toothpaste brand, or are they 

seriously assessing a job applicant’s potential to lead in 

the world’s superpower? Why is voter turnout so low: 

does it refl ect America’s stability or Americans’ disgust 

with politics? What is the role of money in politics: are 

campaign costs and donor infl uence out of control, or 

are costs reasonable, considering that Procter & Gam-

ble’s advertising budget of $6.8 billion in 2006 puts into 

perspective the estimated $4.3 billion spent during the 

2008 campaign to select the leader of the free world? Do 

Americans seek a president who can be king or prime 

minister, or could the criteria for those two diff erent 

jobs be combined? And do America’s greatest leaders win 

campaigns—or if not, why not? 

 Questions and grumbling continue—and will continue, 

considering how important the process is, and how messy. 

Still, American campaigns remain magical, from the con-

test for the most common to the highest offi  ce in the land. 

Leaders trying to converse communally with thousands, 

millions, or even hundreds of millions face daunting chal-

lenges. But the lack of violence during campaigns, their 

remarkable regularity through prosperity and depression, 

peace and war reveal the system’s buoyancy. And the fact 

that even after the contested presidential election of 2000, 

most Americans accepted the declared winner as legiti-

mate speaks to the Constitution’s continuing power. Th at 

a document cobbled together hastily in the horse-and-

buggy age of the 1780s still works today is a miracle most 

Americans take for granted, but that every campaign af-

fi rms, no matter how much mudslinging, grandstanding, 

and promiscuous promising there may be. 

  See also  campaign consultants; campaign law and fi nance; 

elections and electoral eras; Internet and politics; political 

advertising; radio and politics; television and politics. 
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 G I L  T R OY 

  Caribbean, Central America, and Mexico, 
 interventions in, 1903–34 

 In the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century, the 

United States intervened in the Caribbean, Central 

America, and Mexico with a frequency and purpose that 

made earlier policy in the region seem haphazard. Th e 
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interventions ranged from outright military occupa-

tions in Mexico, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic to 

less bellicose, but still coercive, eff orts to control the fi -

nances of Honduras and Nicaragua. Despite their dif-

ferences, the actions all aimed to force stability on the 

poor, weak, and politically volatile nations of the South 

while protecting U.S. security and promoting American 

economic interests. Th e wave of interventions gave U.S. 

foreign policy a formal new doctrine—the Roosevelt cor-

ollary to the Monroe Doctrine—as well as the informal, 

and at fi rst pejorative, title “dollar diplomacy.” While less 

dramatic than U.S. participation in the Spanish-Ameri-

can War and World War I, the interventions were highly 

controversial and had repercussions that echoed through 

the twentieth century and into the twenty-fi rst. 

 U.S. Expansion in Global Context 

 Th e projection of American power in the Western Hemi-

sphere in the early twentieth century was part of a larger 

global process by which advanced industrial nations—

above all Great Britain and France, but also Germany, 

Italy, Belgium, and Japan—took direct or indirect con-

trol of less developed societies in Africa, Asia, and the 

Middle East. Many factors contributed to this New Im-

perialism, as it was called: the vast new military and tech-

nological power that the industrial revolution bestowed 

on a handful of advanced nations, the competition for 

raw materials, foreign markets and geopolitical advan-

tage among these same powers, and the belief, supported 

at the time, that most non– European peoples were unfi t 

for self-rule and thus needed to pass under the tutelage of 

one or another “civilized” nation—what Rudyard Kip-

ling called the “White Man’s Burden.” 

 Similar factors encouraged the extension of Ameri-

can hegemony, or domination, over the Caribbean and 

Central America. Th e growing wealth, military power, 

technology, and trade of the United States meant that 

“more or less meddling on our part with the political 

aff airs of our weaker neighbors seems inevitable,” as one 

newspaper editorial put it in 1912. American leaders also 

looked over their shoulders at the relentless growth of 

Europe’s colonial empires. Th ey worried most of all that 

Germany, a powerful industrial nation with few colonies, 

would ignore the Monroe Doctrine and make a grab for 

territory in the New World. 

 Creating Panama 

 Th ose fears increased after the fi rst American inter-

vention of the twentieth century brought the nation 

of Panama into existence in 1903. Th is came about 

when Colombia refused to accept an American off er of 

$10 million for the right to build a canal across the isth-

mus of Panama, that nation’s northernmost province 

at the time. In November 1903, with the U.S. warship 

 Nashville  in place to keep Colombian troops from in-

terfering, rebels in Panama declared their independence. 

Soon after, the tiny new nation leased the Canal Zone to 

the United States, and work on the great project began 

the next year. When the Panama Canal opened in Au-

gust 1914, it channeled a signifi cant share of world trade 

through Caribbean waters and allowed the United States 

to move warships quickly from the Atlantic to Pacifi c 

theaters. Given the economic and strategic importance 

of the canal, American policy makers feared that the 

“weak and tottering republics” of the Caribbean would 

emerge as the soft underbelly of the United States. As 

signs grew clearer that a major European war was im-

minent, U.S. offi  cials fretted that the European powers 

would pressure one or another country near the canal 

to grant them coaling stations or naval bases. “Th e in-

evitable eff ect of our building the Canal,” Secretary of 

State Elihu Root noted in 1905, “must be to require us to 

police the surrounding premises.” 

 Th e Panama intervention gave the United States a 

99-year lease on the Canal Zone, and American offi  cials 

did not seek to acquire more territory in the region. Few 

Americans of the time favored creating a formal em-

pire on the European model, especially after the United 

States resorted to brutal tactics to suppress the Filipino 

independence movement in the wake of the Spanish-

American War. Anti-imperialists like Senator Carl 

Schurz of Ohio argued that the United States did not 

need to own the countries it wished to trade with, since 

American products could compete with the best indus-

trial goods made. Racial prejudice also worked against 

creating a formal empire. Historically, Americans had 

allowed new territories to become states, granting full 

political rights to their inhabitants. If the United States 

annexed the Dominican Republic or Haiti, eventually 

those overwhelmingly nonwhite peoples might gain the 

right to vote, an abhorrent idea to most Americans in 

the early 1900s. Th us, while policy makers wished to 

impose stability in the Caribbean and Central Amer-

ica, they did so through what William Appleman 

Williams called “non-colonial but nevertheless impe-

rial expansion”—the policy of dominating the region 

without the cost or political headaches of outright 

ownership. 
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 Noncolonial Expansion: The Dominican Receivership 

 President Th eodore Roosevelt developed the centerpiece 

of this nonterritorial imperialism in the Dominican Re-

public, which shares the island of Hispaniola with Haiti. 

By 1904 the Dominican government had defaulted on 

millions of dollars in loans from both European and 

American creditors. At fi rst the State Department worked 

to ensure that American investors got their money back, 

but when European foreign ministries threatened to 

force repayment by seizing Dominican custom houses, 

Roosevelt ordered U.S. Navy offi  cers to broker a deal. 

In January 1905, Dominican president Carlos Morales 

agreed to accept U.S. control of his government’s fi -

nances. Under the customs receivership, as it was called, 

American offi  cials took over the Dominican Republic’s 

custom houses—the source of nearly all government 

revenue—and then paid 45 percent of the money to the 

Dominicans, with the rest going to foreign creditors. 

Th e plan followed from the view that the frequent Latin 

American revolutions were nothing more than squabbles 

over money. Roosevelt believed that, by denying Do-

minicans control of their own national treasury, he had 

hit on the perfect mechanism to end political instability 

and fi nancial chaos. 

 As a complement to the customs receivership, Wash-

ington offi  cials brokered a $20 million loan from Ameri-

can banks to help the Caribbean nation build the roads, 

wharves, and other infrastructure needed for economic 

growth. Th us, the receivership and loan had the added, 

and not accidental, benefi t of transferring Dominican 

fi nancial dependence from Europe to the United States. 

Historian Emily Rosenberg has argued that, by linking 

a loan agreement to fi nancial supervision, the Domini-

can plan was a prototype for public-private development 

partnerships that in the post–World War II period would 

be “enshrined in the International Monetary Fund.” 

 The Roosevelt Corollary 

 Th e Dominican intervention was also the occasion of 

Roosevelt’s famous corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. 

Th e original doctrine, fi rst announced in 1823, warned 

European powers not to try to carve colonies from the 

newly independent but feeble nations of Latin America. 

Th rough the corollary, Roosevelt now forbade Euro-

pean powers to bombard or occupy nations anywhere 

in the Americas, even to collect legitimate debts. In re-

turn, Roosevelt promised that “the United States, how-

ever reluctantly,” would itself exercise “an international 

police power” to ensure that each nation “keeps order 

and pays its obligations.” When Democrats and some 

progressive Republicans in the U.S. Senate objected to 

the extension of American power over the Caribbean 

republic, Roosevelt skirted their treaty-making power 

and had the U.S. Navy implement the receivership by 

executive fi at. 

 American leaders saw the customs receivership as an 

ideal solution to the problem of instability in the Carib-

bean and, for the fi rst few years, the receivership seemed 

to live up to their hopes. Th e  New York Times  cheered 

that “Uncle Sam has waved the wand that produces Na-

tional transformation, and lo! a republic has appeared 

where government is of the people, peace is assured, 

prosperity is perennial.” Although the term would not 

be coined until a few years later, the Dominican receiv-

ership embodied the new policy of “dollar diplomacy,” 

which promised to deploy fi nancial control rather than 

troops to bring stability to the Caribbean region. 

 Dollar Diplomacy in Central America 

 American offi  cials saw the Dominican receivership as 

such a success that they tried to replicate it elsewhere. 

After Roosevelt left offi  ce, President William Howard 

Taft and Secretary of State Philander C. Knox pressured 

Honduras to accept a receivership on the Dominican 

model, supplemented by loans from American banks. 

Honduran president Miguel Dávila waffl  ed, fearing a 

nationalist outcry if he voluntarily gave control of his 

country’s fi nances to a foreign power. At last, in 1911 

he agreed to the plan—only to be driven from offi  ce 

a few months later. Th at same year, American diplo-

mats pressed a similar arrangement on neighboring 

Nicaragua, where President Adolfo Díaz, formerly an 

employee of a U.S. mining company, fearfully accepted 

the receivership plan.

Both treaties ran into trouble in the U.S. Senate, how-

ever, where Democrats and some progressive Republi-

cans objected to what they saw as an unholy alliance of 

Wall Street bankers and an overreaching president. Op-

ponents worried that Taft would put the receiverships in 

place without Senate approval, as Roosevelt had done 

in the Dominican Republic. “Th ey are trying to use the 

army and navy of the United States to accomplish that 

which we have specifi cally refused to give them author-

ity to do,” Senator Augustus Bacon, Democrat of Geor-

gia, fumed in 1912. In the end, neither treaty won Senate 

approval. 

 Dollar diplomacy, conceived with the goal of ending 

military interventions, sometimes precipitated them. In 
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Nicaragua, President Díaz faced an armed insurrection 

by opponents of the U.S. receivership and the Ameri-

can loans that came with it. To keep Díaz in power, the 

United States landed over 2,000 marines in Nicaragua in 

what newspapers at the time noted was a clear setback to 

dollar diplomacy. Once the revolt was quelled, some ma-

rines remained, ostensibly to guard the U.S. embassy but 

really as a tripwire—if violence broke out again, Ameri-

can boots would already be on the ground, justifying the 

dispatch of reinforcements. U.S. soldiers would return to 

Nicaragua in force in the late 1920s to crush the rebellion 

led by Augusto Sandino, who declared, “I want a free 

country or death.” 

 The Haitian and Dominican Occupations 

 Even more disappointing to U.S. policy makers was 

the fate of the “model” receivership in the Dominican 

Republic. In 1911 an assassin took the life of President 

Ramón Cáceres, a popular leader who had cooperated 

with the United States. Th e death of Cáceres unleashed 

several years of precisely the kind of instability that the 

receivership had supposedly ended. As Dominican presi-

dents rose and fell, the United States began to interfere 

in day-to-day politics on the island, sending 750 ma-

rines to “protect” the U.S. embassy, ordering warships 

to cruise Dominican waters, and cutting off  the receiver-

ship’s payments to leaders that American diplomats dis-

liked. It is noteworthy that these strong measures were 

taken by President Woodrow Wilson and his secretary 

of state, William Jennings Bryan, Democrats who had 

denounced the Latin American adventures of Republi-

can presidents Roosevelt and Taft. Bryan, three times the 

Democratic candidate for president from 1896 to 1908, 

was indeed the symbol of anti-imperialism, once call-

ing dollar diplomacy “a repudiation of the fundamental 

principles of morality.” 

 It was, nevertheless, under Wilson that U.S. Marines 

invaded and occupied the Dominican Republic in 1916 

(Bryan had resigned in mid-1915 over Wilson’s increas-

ing belligerence toward Germany). After repressing 

scattered resistance, the marines established a military 

 government—no Dominican leader would give the oc-

cupation the fi g leaf of local support—that imposed 

martial law, censored the press, and began confi scating 

arms from the local population.

Th e occupation lasted eight years. In that time, the 

American occupiers had some success improving infra-

structure, education, and public health, despite unre-

lenting hostility from the Dominican people that grew 

into an armed resistance. In 1919 the Dominican presi-

dent deposed by the U.S. Marines three years earlier 

traveled to the Versailles peace conference and called 

for an end to the occupation based on Wilson’s pledge 

in the Fourteen Points to support “justice for all peo-

ples . . . whether they be strong or weak.” Th e Domini-

can plea had little eff ect beyond embarrassing American 

offi  cials at the conference. 

 Th e Dominican intervention was not unique. Even 

before U.S. Marines landed in Santo Domingo, they 

had occupied the neighboring country of Haiti. Political 

instability in that country fed American fears of German 

intervention as World War I raged in Europe. Future 

secretary of state Robert Lansing justifi ed the occupa-

tion of Haiti and other Caribbean nations as essential to 

“prevent a condition which would menace the interests 

of the United States . . . I make no argument on the 

ground of the benefi t which would result to the peoples 

of these republics.” Th e American occupation of Haiti 

lasted from 1915 until 1934. As in the Dominican Repub-

lic, it triggered violent popular opposition in the form of 

strikes, riots, and guerrilla warfare. 

 Wilson and Mexico 

 Wilson and Bryan also used military force to try to steer 

the course of the Mexican Revolution. Th e overthrow 

of Porfírio Díaz, the dictator who had ruled Mexico for 

over 30 years, led to a violent civil war in Mexico that 

began in 1911. By 1914 General Victoriano Huerta had 

defeated his opponents and taken the oath as Mexico’s 

president, yet Wilson withheld offi  cial U.S. recognition 

and pressed for new elections.

When Huerta refused to resign, Wilson seized on a 

minor incident—Mexico’s arrest of several American 

sailors—to force a showdown. Wilson ordered U.S. 

Marines to seize the port city of Veracruz, assuming 

there would be scant resistance and that the occupa-

tion would humiliate Huerta and force him to resign. 

Instead, the marines found themselves fi ghting street 

to street with Mexican forces while Huerta clung to 

power. Despite the casualties,  Wilson would not aban-

don his plan “to help Mexico save  herself and serve 

her people.” Wilson at last withdrew the marines from 

Veracruz in November, after Huerta’s rival Venustiano 

Carranza forced him from power. American meddling 

in Mexico was not over, however. After revolutionary 

leader Pancho Villa raided a border town in New Mex-

ico, Wilson sent a 6,000-troop “punitive expedition” 

across the border in 1916. Wilson, the “anti-imperial ist,” 
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intervened in Latin America more than any earlier U.S. 

president. 

 Th e receiverships, incursions, and occupations that 

characterized U.S. policy in the region left a bitter legacy 

of anti-Americanism throughout Latin America. Lead-

ing literary works of the early twentieth century, includ-

ing Uruguayan intellectual José Enrique Rodó’s essay 

 Ariel  and Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío’s bitter ode “To 

Roosevelt,” cast the United States as a materialistic bully 

out to crush the romantic spirit of Latin America. In the 

wake of U.S. interventions in the region, many Latin 

Americans came to accept this view of their northern 

neighbor. 

 Political Repercussions of Intervention 

 Th e interventions in the Caribbean, Central America, 

and Mexico launched between 1903 and 1916 coincided 

with the high tide of progressivism in the United States. 

Political debate at home focused on critical economic 

issues, such as corporate power and labor unrest, in 

addition to perennial topics like the protective tariff . 

Th ose and other domestic issues, as well as the outsized 

personalities of Th eodore Roosevelt, William Jennings 

Bryan, William Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson, 

dominated the presidential campaigns of 1904, 1908, 

and 1912. Although many Democrats and some Repub-

licans objected to the way Roosevelt had “taken” Pan-

ama, a majority of voters favored building the canal and 

forgave the president’s methods, returning him to the 

White House in 1904. By 1908, despite Bryan’s eff orts to 

make Republican foreign policy a campaign issue, the 

 New York Times  declared that “anti-imperialism is not an 

issue in this country, it is only a whine.” 

 After Democrat Woodrow Wilson became president 

in 1913, Republicans accused him of “vacillating” in his 

defense of American lives and property in revolutionary 

Mexico. By 1914, however, World War I had dwarfed the 

issue of Mexico, and voters reelected  Wilson in 1916 in 

large part for keeping the country out of what Democrats 

called the “carnival of slaughter” in Europe. While they 

never became decisive electoral issues, the U.S. interven-

tions in Panama, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, 

Honduras, and Mexico triggered vigorous debate in the 

Senate, which was called on to approve treaties in the 

fi rst four cases. Th e interventions thus became episodes 

in the long struggle between the executive and legislative 

branches over control of U.S. foreign policy. 

 Th e interventions in the Caribbean, Central Amer-

ica, and Mexico are arguably more relevant to U.S. 

foreign policy in the twenty-fi rst century than larger 

confl icts like the two world wars, Korea, and Vietnam. 

Th e interventions raised stark questions about the con-

stitutional limits of presidential power in foreign aff airs, 

the eff ectiveness of using the military to promote stabil-

ity, democracy, and nation building in less-developed 

regions, and the unanticipated consequences of over-

throwing hostile leaders in manifestly weaker nations. 

Th e occupations of the Dominican Republic and Haiti 

ended by 1934, and Franklin D. Roosevelt formally 

abandoned dollar diplomacy and pledged to be a “good 

neighbor” to Latin America after he took offi  ce in 1933. 

Even so, in the second half of the twentieth century the 

United States resorted to overt and covert intervention 

in the greater Caribbean, with the Central Intelligence 

Agency’s destabilization of the elected government of 

Guatemala in 1954, the U.S.-sponsored Bay of Pigs in-

vasion of Cuba in 1961, military intervention in the Do-

minican Republic in 1965, and the invasion of Panama 

in 1990. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics, 1865–1933; 

presidency 1860–1932; progressivism and the Progressive Era, 

1890s–1920; Spanish-American War and Filipino Insurrection; 

 territorial government.
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 C Y R U S  V E E S E R 

  Caribbean immigrants and politics 

 Immigrants of African descent from the Caribbean have 

played important political roles in the United States, 

whether they arrived on American shores as slaves, as free 

men and women of color, or in the migration waves of 

the early and late twentieth century. Th e nature of their 

political activities has varied over time, but claims to a 

common African heritage and experience of enslavement 

often shaped a common political agenda with African 

Americans. Most black immigrants, with the exception 

of New Orleans Creoles, long shared common residen-

tial spaces with African Americans and generally shared 

membership in the same black civil society. Yet strong 

ties to the Caribbean and a commitment to transna-

tional politics as well as civil rights have long character-

ized the politics of Caribbean immigrants. In addition, 

immigrant intellectuals contributed to a range of politi-

cal ideas and joined with like-minded African Americans 

in promoting a diasporic and less nation-based political 

agenda. 

 Slavery and Post-Emancipation 

 Th e fi rst Caribbean immigrants to contribute to trans-

national as well as black political goals in America were 

enslaved people who had been “seasoned” in the islands 

before being sold to the North American mainland. Dur-

ing nearly four centuries of slavery, immigrants became 

part of communities of Africans—seamen, runaways, and 

free people of color—who circulated along trade routes 

that connected port cities of the American mainland to 

various islands of the Caribbean. Vagrancy dockets and 

prison records of U.S. port cities from Philadelphia to 

Baltimore document the presence of long-distance run-

aways, a virtual maritime underground railroad that sug-

gests a more fl uid relationship between enslaved societies 

of the Caribbean and North America than historians had 

previously recognized. 

 Th e Haitian Revolution (1793 – 1804) was the fi rst and 

one of the most lasting political contributions of the Af-

rican Caribbean to African America. While the rhetoric 

of the American Revolution had asserted ideals of liberty 

and equality, the Haitian revolution actually demanded 

that enslaved people share in the liberty that the Enlight-

enment claimed as natural law. By challenging the politi-

cal economy of slavery in the New World, embracing all 

escaped slaves as citizens, and abolishing racial distinc-

tions in its constitution, the revolution inspired the op-

pressed everywhere in the hemisphere. 

 Th e Haitian Revolution also produced the fi rst major 

immigration of African Caribbean people not connected 

with the international slave trade. Approximately 15,000 

refugees fl ed the island between 1791 and 1804, and some 

10,000 arrived in New Orleans in 1809 after having been 

expelled from Cuba. Th e 1809 wave doubled the size of 

the free population in New Orleans and helped make the 

city the largest urban community of black immigrants 

in the United States. Hundreds of refugees arrived in 

several other port cities, from Philadelphia to Savannah, 

in the summer of 1793 alone. In the southern ports, es-

pecially, the presence of enslaved or formerly enslaved 

Haitian immigrants, reluctant refugees from a successful 

revolution carried out by slaves, represented an immedi-

ate threat to the slave system and an inspiration to the 

enslaved and free alike. 

 While many of the Afro-Haitians maintained distinct 

cultural communities for generations, most black im-

migrants became well integrated into African American 

life. Th e number of free foreign-born black immigrants 

remained small throughout the nineteenth century. In 

1850, only 4,067 foreign-born black immigrants lived in 

the United States. Most had been born in the Caribbean, 

were predominantly male, and belonged to a highly se-

lect group with the means to emigrate and the ambition 

and skills to compete in America. A signifi cant number 

of the English-speaking immigrants were educated sea-

men, students, teachers, and ministers; some attended 

historically black colleges where they received training 

in professional occupations. In the nineteenth century, 

especially, their ties to the native-born African American 

community were reinforced through marriage and lead-

ership in black civil society. 

 A number of free immigrant men founded major Af-

rican American institutions before the Civil War. Prince 

Hall (probably from Barbados), a self-educated leather 

dealer and outspoken advocate for black rights, formed 

the fi rst African Masonic Lodge in Boston in 1784. 
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Another immigrant, Peter Ogden, a Jamaican sailor and 

steward, formed the fi rst African American branch of 

the Odd Fellows in New York City in 1842. (Th e Odd 

Fellows, like the Prince Hall Masons, became one of 

the largest and politically infl uential fraternal societies 

among African Americans in the nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries.)

Other immigrant men made their mark as intellec-

tuals and activists. Th e Jamaican-born John Russwurm 

(1799 – 1851), one of the fi rst three black graduates of an 

American college, cofounded with native-born Sam-

uel Cornish the fi rst black newspaper in the United 

States, the New York–based  Freedom’s Journal , in 1827. 

Russwurm left the United States in 1829 to join the 

Liberia settlement project in West Africa, where he 

became governor of the colony of Maryland. Another 

future Liberian, Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832 – 1912), 

a native of the then Danish Virgin Islands, spent only a 

short period in the United States in 1850, when he was 

denied admission to two theological seminaries because 

of his race. Blyden emigrated to Liberia, where he com-

pleted his secondary education. From Liberia and later 

Sierra Leone, Blyden—a prolifi c writer and passionate 

African nationalist—became one of the most infl uential 

fi gures of the nineteenth century among African Ameri-

cans and others in the diaspora. 

 After the Civil War, a small number of fi rst- and 

second-generation Caribbean immigrant men became 

active in the Republican Party. Two descendents of 

Charles ton’s Afro-Haitian immigrant community, Jacob 

Alonzo Ransier and Robert Carlos De Large, were elected 

to Congress from South Carolina and worked on the 

Civil Rights Act of 1875. Both also cultivated ties to Haiti 

in their offi  cial capacities. Two English-speaking black 

immigrant South Carolinians were elected to Congress. 

Robert Brown Elliot, a native of Liverpool, England 

(probably of Caribbean ancestry), a lawyer and gradu-

ate of Eton College, was elected to the House of Repre-

sentatives from South Carolina in 1868. Barbados-born 

David Augustus Straker (1842 – 1908), an 1871 graduate of 

the Howard University School of Law, was elected to the 

South Carolina state legislature in 1876. Th e violent dis-

ruptions of Radical Reconstruction shortened Straker’ s 

career as a legislator, but he became prominent in South 

Carolina and later in Detroit, Michigan, as a lawyer and 

outspoken civil rights advocate. In the 1890  William W. 
Ferguson v. Edward G. Gies  case he argued successfully be-

fore the Michigan Supreme Court that separation by race 

in public places was illegal in the State of Michigan.

Th at same year, several Haitian Creole civil rights 

lawyer activists began plans to challenge segregation in 

Louisiana. In New Orleans, Rudolph Lucien Desdunes, 

along with fellow Creoles and other African Americans, 

organized the Comité des Citoyens (Citizens Commit-

tee) to challenge segregation on the state’s streetcars. 

Homère A. Plessy, a friend of Desdunes, agreed to test 

the constitutionality of the Louisiana Separate Car Act 

and was arrested in 1892 after he boarded a railroad car 

reserved for whites. Desdunes and his legal team fought 

the case all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, which 

legalized the “separate but equal” doctrine in  Plessy v. 
Ferguson  on May 18, 1896. In the 1890s, Desdunes also 

edited a daily newspaper, the New Orleans  Crusader , 
which aggressively promoted black rights. 

 While Straker, Desdunes, and other fi rst- and second- 

generation immigrants were among the postemancipation 

era’s most outspoken activists, Antigua-born William B. 

Derrick (1843 – 1913) took a more moderate path to lead-

ership. Derrick arrived in the United States as a sea-

man in 1860, joined the U.S. Navy, and, after the Civil 

War, settled in Washington, D.C., and Virginia, where 

he married into a prominent African American family. 

A talented orator, he began his public career as a circuit 

preacher for the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 

church, eventually rising to leadership as pastor and then, 

by the 1880s, bishop of New York City’s largest AME 

congregation. Affi  liated with the Odd Fellows, Masons, 

Good Samaritans, and a trustee of Wilberforce Uni-

versity (the fi rst historically black college in the United 

States), Derrick, a Republican, also became the party’s 

“colored leader” in New York City in the 1890s and a con-

fi dant of the powerful African American leader Booker 

T. Washington. Still, Derrick maintained lifelong ties to 

Antiguans in New York and at home. 

 The Great Migration 

 Men like Derrick were succeeded by a new generation 

of immigrants swept in by the Great Migration from the 

Caribbean after 1900. Th e black foreign-born popula-

tion numbered nearly 100,000 by 1930—a presence large 

enough to cause ethnic-based communities to form from 

it. In that year, New York City claimed nearly 40,000 

foreign-born black people, mostly from the English-

 speaking Caribbean. Smaller but important communities 

formed in Boston and southern Florida. Th is residential 

concentration of the newest immigrants, which included 

almost as many women as men, sustained networks of 

family, friends, and benevolent associations. 
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 In New York, immigrants could forge a small intel-

lectual community as well. Some Caribbean immigrant 

intellectuals joined primarily African American frater-

nal societies and other civic organizations, but most, 

 typically self-educated, remained outside such groups. 

Untutored by the old guard, they—along with New 

York’s many other immigrant intellectuals—explored 

the Bolshevik Revolution and the rising discontent of 

the colonized around the globe. Th ey interacted with a 

variety of intellectuals and radicals, including Jewish and 

Japanese immigrants, and seized a public voice on U.S. 

social justice issues while promoting a broader vision of 

the black struggle. 

 Th e premier intellectual among them was Hubert Har-

rison (1883 – 1927), a native of St. Croix who arrived in New 

York City in 1900. He was the fi rst of the radicals to form 

his own organization, the Liberty League, and newspaper, 

the  Voice , in 1917. He mentored a cadre of Caribbean 

immigrant intellectuals, including Richard B. Moore, a 

native of Barbados; Nevis-born Cyril Briggs; Jamaican 

W. A. Domingo; and Surinamese Otto Huiswoud. Har-

rison, who broke with the Socialist Party over its refusal 

to address the unique racial circumstances of the U.S. 

working class, also introduced nationalist Marcus Garvey 

(who founded the Universal Negro Improvement Asso-

ciation in 1914 and the newspaper  Negro World  in 1918) 

to Harlem audiences. Although Garvey’s organization 

went on to eclipse Harrison’s as the largest mass-based 

movement in the United States before the civil rights era, 

Harrison’s street corner lectures, unfettered by party or 

pulpit, became the prototype for democratic political 

spaces in Harlem and a platform for divergent ideas. 

 Immigrant Politics: 1930 – 65 

 By 1930 the issue of self-government and universal suf-

frage in the Caribbean attracted support from Carib-

bean immigrant men and women alike in New York 

and other cities. A number of New York–based organi-

zations, including the Caribbean Union (1930) and the 

Jamaica Progressive League (1936), were formed to ad-

dress these concerns. By the 1940s, a younger generation 

joined these intellectuals, led by such men as Trinidadian 

C.L.R. James (1901– 89), the writer and socialist theorist, 

who would link these concerns to civil rights and con-

fl icts in the developing world. Th eir activities, which Eu-

ropean and American authorities deemed “subversive,” 

were subject to surveillance and led to the arrest, detain-

ment, or deportation of many key activists, including 

Domingo. James, an advocate of the West Indian Feder-

ation, was forced to leave the United States under threat 

of deportation in 1953. 

 Within the Caribbean immigrant community, women 

were essential builders of community institutions. Th ey 

helped organize and sustain benevolent and home as-

sociations, churches, and vast networks of family and 

friends. It was through this institutional base that fi rst- 

generation women were more likely to gain a public 

voice, while their male counterparts more easily moved 

back and forth between their own ethnic groups and the 

larger African American community.

Still, Caribbean women’s politics in New York City 

became associated with local community, civil rights, 

and labor struggles. In New York City in 1915, Virgin 

Islander Elizabeth Hendrickson and other female com-

patriots organized an association of American Virgin 

Island women, the American West Indian Ladies Aid 

Society. Key members of this benevolent association 

were also active in the struggle for fi rst class citizenship 

in the U.S.-controlled Virgin Islands, as well as in Har-

lem tenant movements during the Great Depression and 

after. Claudia Jones (1915 – 64), a native of Trinidad, was 

well known in Communist politics in New York City 

but also nationally for her fi ery speeches on civil and 

human rights during the 1940s and 1950s. A victim of 

McCarthyism, Jones was deported in 1955 but reemerged 

in Britain as one of the Caribbean community’s most 

outspoken civil rights activists. Her grave sits next to that 

of Karl Marx in London’s Highgate Cemetery. 

 Caribbean women, one of the fi rst groups of black 

women employed in a unionized industry—garment 

work—emerged as local union leaders, initially because 

they were the most literate in English among immi-

grant workers. International labor leader Maida Springer 

Kemp (1910 – 2005), a Panama native of African Carib-

bean ancestry, began her career in International Ladies 

Garment Workers Union Local 22 in 1933 and eventually 

became active in international trade unionism, interna-

tional worker education (especially of women), and the 

women’s movement. 

 While many early-twentieth-century Caribbean wo-

m en and men became radical activists, others partici-

pated in the mainstream political arena, and their names 

are prominent among the list of black “fi rsts” in New 

York Democratic politics after 1930. Finding few oppor-

tunities in local Republican politics in New York City, 

the newest immigrants began working for the Demo-

cratic Party in the late nineteenth century. Th ey were 

sometimes rewarded with “colored” or city jobs, but 
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when the struggle for black political autonomy in Har-

lem’s election districts began in the late 1920s, prominent 

immigrant men led the fi ght and reaped the rewards. 

Similar struggles led by immigrants took place in Brook-

lyn and the Bronx from the 1940s to the 1960s. (New 

York governor David Paterson, the grandson of Carib-

bean immigrants, has political roots from that period 

as the son of former New York secretary of state Basil 

Paterson.) 

 Two of the most infl uential Democrats in New York 

in the interwar and postwar periods, Herbert Bruce 

from Barbados and J. Raymond Jones, a native of the 

Virgin Islands, started as redcaps (porters) in New York’s 

Pennsylvania Station, political jobs obtained after they 

began working for the Democratic Party. Members 

of the “Penn Station Gang,” a group of politically ac-

tive redcaps and Pullman Porters, both men eventually  

fi nanced and controlled their own political clubs in 

Harlem. Neither man relied on electoral politics at fi rst 

but cultivated alliances and infl uence to broker favors. 

But in 1935, Bruce was elected district leader from the 

twenty-fi rst Assembly District in Harlem, the fi rst black 

offi  cial in New York Democratic politics to hold such a 

position. Respected for his maverick qualities and his 

ability to get out the vote, Bruce used his infl uence to 

gain nominations and political jobs for black candidates. 

Jones, known as the “Harlem Fox” for his club room 

strategies, was elected district leader from the twenty-

second in 1944 and remained active in Democratic poli-

tics until 1967. 

 Well-educated and well-connected Caribbean immi-

grant women, mostly members of the second generation, 

emerged by the 1950s and 1960s. Important examples in-

clude attorney Carmel Carrington Marr, a Republican 

appointed by Eisenhower as legal advisor to the U.S. 

Mission to the United Nations in 1953, and civil rights at-

torney Constance Baker Motley, elected the fi rst woman 

borough president of Manhattan in 1965. In 1968, rep-

resenting Brooklyn’s Twelfth District, Shirley Chisholm 

became the fi rst black woman to be elected to the House 

of Representatives. Th ough she knew she would not win, 

Chisholm also made a bid for her party’s presidential 

nomination in 1972. She retired from Congress in 1982. 

 Post-1965: Immigration and a New Political Generation 

 By the 1990s, a new generation of Caribbean politicians 

emerged from the second major immigrant wave after 

the passage of the Hart-Cellar Reform Act of 1965, which 

lifted national origins quota restrictions established in 

1924. In the ten years after Hart-Cellar, Caribbean im-

migration exceeded that of the previous 70 years. In con-

trast to past immigrations, the newest wave tended to 

be predominantly female. By the 1980s, 50,000 English-

speaking immigrants and 6,000 to 8,000 Haitian im-

migrants entered the United States each year, and these 

numbers continued to grow. By 1996, half of these im-

migrants had settled in New York City. Th ese increas-

ingly distinct ethnic communities have actively sought 

representation. In places with a high concentration 

of Caribbean immigrants, such as South Florida and 

Brooklyn, some politicians have sought to carve out po-

litical infl uence based on a multigenerational Caribbean 

constituency, not just an African American one. Cam-

paign issues in Caribbean communities have included a 

more equitable immigration policy, voting rights in local 

elections for noncitizens, and a voice in shaping U.S. 

policy in the Caribbean basin. While such old line lead-

ers as Jones, Bruce, and even Chisholm were more likely 

to emphasize racial solidarity, new immigrant politicians 

readily claim ethnicity as a unifying strategy. 

 Viewing Caribbean political activities over time il-

lustrates the remarkable roles these immigrants played 

in shaping diverse public voices in America. Although 

they formed political alliances with African Americans 

over abolitionism, civil rights, and social justice in the 

United States, their voices from the Haitian Revolu-

tion forward have also represented a more international 

perspective. Russwurm, Blyden, Harrison, Garvey, and 

James represented political alternatives even as Elliot, 

Straker, Derrick, the “Penn Station Gang,” and Chis-

holm, largely invisible in U.S. political history, made 

their mark within the American political mainstream. 

In promoting such ideas as voting rights for noncitizen 

legal residents, contemporary Caribbean immigrant 

political leaders are seeking (even if in their own self-

interest) political identities with ties to both the United 

States and the Caribbean islands. 

  See also  African Americans and politics. 
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 cartooning 

 Political or editorial cartooning has been a ubiquitous 

feature of American politics since the eighteenth century. 

Usually characterized by a single image supplemented 

by or juxtaposed to text, cartoons comment on events, 

ideas, people, policies, and social mores, framing their 

observations with humor, derision, or irony. While the 

term  cartoon  did not gain its current meaning until 1843 

(via a reference in the British satirical weekly  Punch ), the 

form had long made a regular appearance in election 

campaigns as a partisan tool and as a popular form of 

visual commentary on local and national politics in gen-

eral. Cartoons introduced many of the enduring symbols 

and terms in American politics, including the Repub-

lican Party elephant and the manipulative redistricting 

term  gerrymander . 
 Th e form emerged out of the transatlantic print culture 

of the eighteenth century and London’s vibrant pictorial 

market of political prints commenting on British politics 

and colonial policy. Th e few American contributions by 

the likes of Philadelphia printer Benjamin Franklin and 

Boston silversmith and engraver Paul  Revere, published 

either as small woodcuts in newspapers or as single-sheet 

copper engraving broadsides, were cruder in appear-

ance than their British counterparts. But such images as 

Franklin’s 1754 “Join or Die” snake, calling on Britain’s 

colonies to form a unifi ed defense as war with France 

approached—often cited as the fi rst American political 

cartoon and reissued during the 1765 Stamp Act Crisis 

and again in 1774—and Revere’s 1770 fanciful depiction 

of the Boston Massacre were eff ective expressions of the 

Patriot cause and were widely disseminated on both sides 

of the Atlantic. Th e broadside form of cartoon contin-

ued to make an appearance, albeit infrequently, during 

the early electoral contests and presidential administra-

tions of the young republic (one authority counted only 

78 political prints before 1828). 

 Jacksonian Prints 

 Th e cartoon fi nally became a staple of political commen-

tary and a weapon in the arsenals of political campaigns 

with the 1828 presidential contest between incumbent 

John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. Cartoons 

became ubiquitous during the campaign, fueled by 

the expansion of male suff rage and the unusual bitter-

ness of the election. Th eir rise as a popular form of po-

litical expression also resulted from the introduction of 

lithographic prints, which were substantially cheaper to 

produce and purchase than other visual print media of 

the time. While newspapers eschewed publishing car-

toons via the more expensive process of engraving (which 
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permitted the publication of illustrations within the col-

umns of type), lithography houses such as H. R. Rob-

inson and, subsequently, Currier and Ives sprang up in 

New York and other northeastern cities, producing af-

fordable single-sheet political prints in the thousands for 

a picture-hungry electorate. 

 Artists such as Edward William Clay and David Clay-

pool Johnston established commercial careers as creators 

of political pictorial commentary during the antebellum 

period. Johnston, in particular, created many stark and 

original images, such as his 1828 caricature of Andrew 

Jackson as “Richard III,” his face composed from the 

dead bodies of Seminole Indians. But the standard an-

tebellum political print featured fl at, theatrical tableaux 

in which stiff  fi gures—their faces rendered in expression-

less portraits—were depicted performing absurd acts in 

incongruous situations, with gobs of pun-infested text 

emanating from their mouths into balloons overhead. 

 Despite its representational limitations, the print re-

mained the dominant form of political pictorial com-

mentary for more than three decades, extending into the 

presidential administration of Abraham Lincoln. Yet his-

torians continue to speculate about how these often rau-

cous and highly partisan images were actually used and 

where they were displayed. Too topical and unedifying to 

conform to the sentimental or didactic goals prescribed 

for lithographs that decorated genteel parlors, the prints 

may have found a place on kitchen walls; they were most 

likely to be appreciated in male-dominated institutions 

such as taverns, barber shops, and political clubs. 

 The Political Cartoon Comes of Age 

 By the 1840s, topical cartoons were a regular feature in 

weekly illustrated newspapers in Europe and England, 

including publications devoted entirely to satirical com-

mentary, such as the French  Le Charivari  (1832), which 

inspired the British  Punch: Th e London Charivari  (1841). 

Meanwhile, pictorial publication remained anemic in the 

United States until midcentury, when improved trans-

portation, innovations in printing—especially in the 

process of wood engraving, which was compatible with 

movable type—and public concern about the growing 

sectional crisis created the conditions for a viable com-

mercial illustrated press. With the rise of weekly pictorial 

newspapers, particularly  Frank Leslie’s Illustrated  News-
paper  in 1855 and  Harper’s Weekly  in 1857, political car-

tooning entered a new phase that spelled the end of the 

long, comparatively tepid reign of the individual politi-

cal print. 

 Although the pictorial press was centered in New York 

City, these publications relied on a broad readership and 

regularly featured cartoons that addressed national is-

sues, printed in the crisp black and white linear codes 

of engraving. Cartoons often appeared on the weeklies’ 

covers, complemented by a full- or double-page cartoon 

inside, and followed by more modest cartoons, usually 

commenting on social mores, among the ads in the back. 

Th e number of cartoons and their vituperative tone in-

creased every election cycle, and the cartoonist whose 

name was synonymous with this mode and medium of 

expression was the German immigrant and ardent Re-

publican Th omas Nast. 

 Nast became  Harper’s Weekly ’s leading cartoonist 

in his early twenties during the Civil War, and subse-

quently sealed his position at the publication, and his 

reputation in the broader fi eld, with a series of bril-

liantly reductive, savagely caricatured cartoons attack-

ing the “ring” of the corrupt Tammany Hall Democrats 

that controlled New York City’s government. Th e only 

cartoonist able to rival Nast was another German im-

migrant, Joseph Keppler, whose Democratic-leaning 

satirical weekly  Puck  made its English-language debut 

in New York in 1877 (after a brief phase as a German-

language magazine). What set  Puck  apart, and inau-

gurated another phase in editorial cartooning, was his 

introduction of chromolithography to U.S. magazine 

publishing. Each issue featured skillful caricatures of the 

illustrious and notorious rendered in full color against 

lavish, elaborate settings. As both  Puck ’s publisher and 

chief artist, Keppler cultivated a host of younger car-

toonists; some left his employ in 1881 to start Judge, a 

rival Republican satirical weekly. 

 Th e work of Nast, Keppler, and other Gilded Age 

artists established and, through repetition, institutional-

ized many of the symbols and pictorial conventions of 

political cartoons. Nast, in particular, excelled at devis-

ing fi gures that would become enduring iconographic 

political symbols. Figures embodying the nation, such 

as Liberty and Uncle Sam, had evolved and gained 

purchase in U.S. political culture since the eighteenth 

century; Nast introduced new symbols, including the 

Republican elephant, the Democratic machine Tam-

many tiger, and the bloated, diamond-bedecked urban 

political boss— epitomized in his rendition of Tammany 

Hall’s William M. “Boss” Tweed. As that encapsulation 

of corruption demonstrated, both Nast and Keppler 

were masters of caricature—the exaggeration and distor-

tion of the features and fi gures of individuals—in itself a 
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sharp departure from antebellum cartoons’ presentation 

of relatively accurate countenances. By midcentury, cari-

cature received a big boost from the invention of pho-

tography and the corresponding rapid proliferation of 

offi  cial photographic portraits. Th e public quickly grew 

familiar with the faces of the famous and infamous, giv-

ing cartoonists license to off er contorted versions that 

were intended to reveal the true motives and morality of 

their subjects. But these cartoonists’ devotion to physical 

distortion was most fervently directed at groups. While 

racial stereotypes had a long presence in U.S. cartooning 

(dating back to E. W. Clay’s 1830s “Life in Philadelphia” 

series lampooning northern free African Americans), 

Nast and Keppler reveled in grotesque ethnic portray-

als to attack political opponents, especially simian Irish 

Americans for whom, along with Catholicism, both art-

ists expressed antipathy. 

 Cartoons and the Daily Press 

 Th e true popularity of the Gilded Age cartoonists re-

mains diffi  cult to determine. Th e readership of the com-

paratively expensive illustrated weeklies rarely exceeded 

the hundreds of thousands. Nonetheless, the weeklies 

continued to dominate editorial cartooning. With the 

exception of the short-lived  New York Daily Graphic , 
newspapers remained underillustrated. Th en on Octo-

ber 30, 1884, Joseph Pulitzer published a cartoon by 

Walt McDougall (assisted by Valerian Gribayedoff  ) on 

the front page of his  New York World . “Th e Royal Feast 

of Belshazzar Blaine and the Money Kings,” which por-

trayed a poor family begging at a sumptuous feast at-

tended by notorious robber barons and presided over by 

Democratic presidential candidate James G. Blaine, was 

later cited as a factor in Blaine’s loss to Grover Cleveland. 

After the publication of McDougall’s picture, political 

cartoons became a regular front-page feature in daily 

newspapers across the country. 

 Political cartoons were part of the larger visual extrav-

aganza of Sunday supplements, comic strips, celebrity 

portraits, color, news illustrations, and eventually photo-

journalism that became crucial to the success of the 

mass-circulation press. For the fi rst time, editorial car-

toons became a truly popular medium reaching millions 

of readers daily. In turn, cartoonists became part of the 

celebrity culture the newspapers helped foster, gaining 

greater prestige and commensurate salaries. 

In his cartoon “Th e Tammany Tiger Loose,” Th omas Nast depicts the Tammany Hall 

 Democrats as a vicious tiger attacking the law, the ballot, the republic, and power. 

Published in Harper’s Weekly, November 11, 1871. (American Social History Project, 

Center for Media and Learning at Th e City University of New York Graduate Center)
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 By the turn of the twentieth century, every major 

newspaper across the country published political car-

toons, usually on the front page. Amounting to some 

2,000 professional editorial cartoonists, the ranks were 

notable for their absence of the generation that had 

dominated the era of the newsweeklies. And, in contrast 

to their often obstreperously independent predecessors, 

newspaper cartoonists were in thrall to their publishers 

and the latter’s political party allegiances (as well as to the 

newspapers’ increasing reliance on advertising revenue). 

 Th e transition to the newspaper phase of cartooning 

also marked a signifi cant change in the medium’s form. 

Now on daily rather than weekly schedules, required 

to address a broader range of readers and hampered by 

cruder newspaper reproduction, the new generation of 

cartoonists adopted a simpler pen-and-ink drawing style 

and briefer captions, relinquishing the laborious detail, 

baroque compositions, text-heavy messages, and classi-

cal and Shakespearean references that characterized the 

Gilded Age cartoons. Soon that form became even more 

streamlined when Robert Minor convinced the  St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch ’s pressmen to let him draw using a blunt 

grease crayon on textured paper; the more sketchlike 

technique quickly caught on. 

 Th e cartoonists of the mass-circulation press, along 

with their professional predecessors, were not the only 

artists publishing editorial cartoons. From the Gilded 

Age onward, immigrants, African Americans, trade 

unionists, feminists, and radicals published alternative 

and oppositional periodicals. Often limited in circula-

tion and resources, these publications included visual 

commentary off ering their constituencies perspectives 

that countered or supplemented those in the commer-

cial press. Th e number of these publications—and their 

cartoons—increased at the turn of the century with the 

great wave of immigration, a burgeoning reform move-

ment, an increasingly militant labor movement, and 

the rise of the Socialist Party and other third parties, 

all assisted by decreased costs in the reproduction of 

illustrations. 

 America’s entry into World War I starkly demar-

cated alternative from mass-circulation cartoons. Few 

newspapers (and consequently, cartoonists) criticized 

the mobilization for war. Recognizing the popularity 

of political cartooning and capitalizing on the press’s 

war enthusiasm, President Woodrow Wilson’s adminis-

tration established a Bureau of Cartoons as an arm of 

the propagandistic Committee on Public Information. 

Th e Bureau issued a weekly  Bulletin for Cartoonists  with 

instructions about appropriate subjects and how to il-

lustrate them. While absorbing cartoons into the war 

eff ort, the government also targeted dissenting images. 

After passage of the 1917 Espionage Statute and the 1918 

Sedition Act, publications alleged to engage in “obstruc-

tion of recruitment” were banned from the U.S. mail, 

eff ectively eliminating most alternative publications. In 

the case of the New York–based  Th e Masses , a radical 

monthly with a small circulation but a big reputation 

for featuring cartoons by some of the outstanding artists 

of the era, the government went further and, citing the 

cartoons, prosecuted the editor and several artists. Two 

trials resulted in hung juries but also ultimately spelled 

the end of the magazine. 

 Uniformity, Decline, and Experimentation 

 Isolationism, complacency, and suspicion of reforms 

characterized commercial editorial cartooning after 

the war. Signifi cantly, most of the women who had 

breached the walls of the male cartoonist club (and 

were limited to drawing only cartoons about suff rage) 

lost their jobs in the wake of passage of the Nineteenth 

Amendment. National syndication of cartoons only ex-

acerbated uniformity as local cartoonists were replaced 

by more celebrated practitioners located in major cit-

ies. Public interest in editorial cartoons lagged: they 

were removed from their long-standing front-page 

perch and relocated to the interior editorial page in re-

duced size. 

 Over the course of cartooning’s long history, com-

mentators and scholars have contemplated its infl uence 

on public opinion. Stories abound about its impact on 

presidential contests such as the 1884 election, where 

the wide circulation of the  World  ’s “Belshazzar” cover 

and  Puck ’s corruption-covered “Tattooed Man” car-

toon purportedly undermined Blaine’s chances. Th ere 

is strong evidence that multitudes were entertained by 

such energetic cartoon assaults but little indication that 

the medium actually changed minds. Moreover, some 

of the most notorious campaigns, such as the assault on 

Republican William McKinley’s candidacy by Hearst 

cartoonist Oliver Davenport in 1896, did not avert their 

victims’ electoral triumphs. 

 Indeed, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal is a signal 

example of a time in which mainstream political cartoons 

misrepresented popular political sentiments. Infl uenced 

by their overwhelmingly Republican publishers, most 

commercial political cartoons in the 1930s denounced 

the administration’s policies and tirelessly depicted the 
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country in the grip of an unpopular dictatorship. In con-

trast, cartoons in the alternative press provided greater 

insight into the attributes that contributed to Roosevelt’s 

political longevity. 

 Th e post–World War II era saw little change in politi-

cal cartoons’ overall lackluster and conservative perfor-

mance. Most newspaper cartoonists avoided controversy, 

which the larger profession implicitly applauded in a 

run of Pulitzer Prizes awarded to uninspired (and sub-

sequently forgotten) work. Postwar conservatism and 

political repression, coupled with the rise of television, 

the triumph of syndication, and the start of what would 

be a long death roll of newspapers and cartoonist jobs 

further undermined originality and fostered conformity. 

Th e aging cohort of cartoonists saw their ranks dimin-

ish, and few registered surprise when the  New York Times  
decided not to replace its cartoonist Edwin Marcus when 

he retired in 1958. Herbert Block in the  Washington Post  
and Walt Kelly in his politically infl ected comic strip 

 Pogo  took on imposing fi gures such as Senator Joseph 

McCarthy; but the most promising cartoonist of the war 

generation, Bill Mauldin (creator of the irreverent  Up 
Front  cartoons eagerly read by GIs in  Stars and Stripes ), 
weary of attacks on his postwar cartoons about domestic 

problems and political repression, quit the profession for 

almost a decade. 

 Only when the Vietnam War reached its height in the 

late 1960s did many political cartoonists emerge from 

their torpor to take the unprecedented step of criticiz-

ing U.S. government foreign policy during wartime. But 

these visual commentaries—which found even greater 

purchase during the Watergate scandal that eventually 

undermined President Richard Nixon’s administration—

paled compared to the work of “antiestablishment” 

cartoonists such as Jules Feiff er, Edward Sorel, and 

David Levine. Th ese and other polemical and innova-

tive cartoonists were published in periodicals directed 

at younger and more liberal readers (complemented by 

Gary Trudeau, whose  Doonesbury  reinvigorated the oth-

erwise moribund newspaper comic strip). 

 At the close of the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst 

century, the fate of editorial cartoons seemed entwined 

with the rapid decline of newspapers. Only some 70 

full-time professional cartoonists continued to work in 

the commercial realm. Yet once again the introduction 

of a new medium, the Internet, signaled a change in 

the fi eld—at least in the number of practitioners whose 

work is available. In the realm of print, a period of ex-

perimentation was under way, exemplifi ed by the recent 

work of “graphic journalists” such as Joe Sacco, who cre-

ated extended, fi rst-person investigatory narratives about 

Bosnia, the Gaza Strip, and Iraq. Published serially in 

magazines and as books, these and other “long form” 

projects defi ed the constraints of the time-tested single-

panel format and marked yet another new phase in the 

history of the political cartoon. 

  See also  press and politics. 
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 J O S H UA  B R O W N 

  Catholics and politics 

 Religion has always played an important role in Ameri-

can political life, as a factor in shaping popular under-

standing of citizenship, as a moral force shaping debates 

about important public issues, and sometimes as the basis 

of organized eff orts to shape public policy. Th e Catholic 

Church and its members have shared that experience of 

having a distinctive role as participants, and sometimes 

problems, in American political life. 

 Th e few Catholics in the early republic were heav-

ily invested in American politics. Centered on a highly 

successful but politically excluded planter community 

in Maryland, they actively supported the Revolu-

tion and enthusiastically welcomed religious freedom. 

After two centuries of exclusion from English politics, 

America’s Catholics could now participate in public life 

and practice their faith openly. Led by America’s fi rst 

bishop, John Carroll, Catholic leaders shaped a conser-

vative style of Catholic politics marked by acknowledg-

ment of civic duties, emphasis on the public interest, 

and care to avoid antagonizing the Protestant majority. 

Th e Carrolls and many of their native-born successors 

were sincere patriots, always alert to the need to avoid 

even the appearance of being outsiders or foreigners. 

Contending with anti-Catholicism at home and the 

antirepublican zeal of revived Catholicism in Europe, 

they consistently affi  rmed religious liberty and church-

state separation, and never favored the formation of the 

clerically dominated Catholic political parties so com-

mon in Europe. Placing no religious barriers in the way 

of their people’s political participation, Catholic lead-

ers sought a secure and respected place for the church 

in American society. 

 Th is moderate, republican style of Catholic politics 

was overwhelmed by the arrival of thousands of Euro-

pean Catholic immigrants between 1820 and 1920. Irish 

and German Catholics made their church America’s 

largest denomination by the middle of the nineteenth 

century. Increasing numbers of Catholics aroused nativ-

ist movements, blending hostility to immigrants with 

a long-standing tradition of anti-Catholicism. In the 

1840s and 1850s, local, state, and national nativist par-

ties tried to control education and limit immigrant po-

litical participation, leading immigrant leaders to make 

more assertive claims to their rights as Americans. Th ese 

confl icts, often articulated in religious language, tended 

to unite Catholics, despite their ethnic diversity, and 

solidify their support for the Democratic Party, which 

often championed their cause. Archbishop John Hughes 

of New York defended his people against attacks, used 

the confl icts to strengthen Catholic loyalty, and tried un-

successfully to persuade them to become more politically 

independent, throwing their support only to parties and 

politicians who would support their interests. 

 Catholic immigrants proved skillful in building net-

works of mutual support that found expression in vol-

untary associations, ethnic parishes, parochial schools, 

and a bewildering array of social service institutions. First 

Irish and Germans, and then French Canadians, Poles, 

Italians, and many eastern Europeans dotted the urban 

landscape with Catholic churches, all built by working-

class families. Th e same bottom-up, self-help approach 

informed immigrant politics as community leaders bro-

kered relationships with elites and, in some cases, took 

control of urban party organizations. Machine politics 

meeting popular needs mirrored the self-interest be-

hind ethnic societies and America’s nonideological trade 

unions. Such political realism, with group interests shap-

ing public actions in America’s political, religious, and 

economic marketplaces, was at odds with the disinter-

ested concern for the common good that informed re-

publican Catholicism. 

 From the Civil War on, Catholics tended to support 

the Democratic Party in many urban areas, while voting 

patterns often refl ected state and local confl icts over edu-

cation, temperance, and language. Yet these same urban 

Catholics were not attracted to the populist message of 

William Jennings Bryan, three-time Democratic nominee 

for president, and that urban-rural,  Catholic-evangelical 
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Protestant split came to dominate the party during the 

1920s. Catholics also came into confl ict with progressives, 

whose educational and social reforms were sometimes 

aimed at ethnic groups and local political machines. 

 Although they tended to be supportive of reforms aimed 

at greater safety and security for working people, Catho-

lics often were conservative on civil liberties and suspi-

cious of liberal proposals dealing with education, the 

family, and sexuality. During the New Deal, President 

Franklin Roosevelt overcame these divisions, in part by 

paying respect to the Catholic Church while supporting 

policies attractive to working-class  voters of all religions. 

From that point until 1972, Catholics  remained a fairly re-

liable component of the Roosevelt coalition that enabled 

the Democratic Party to dominate national politics. 

 Th ree important things can be noted about the po-

litical history of immigrant Catholics. First, the church 

placed no barriers in the way of full participation in 

American political life. Indeed, as pastors worked to 

build institutions to serve community needs, they often 

lent their support to independent, nondenominational 

parties, unions, and community organizations. Backed 

by papal encyclicals, church leaders in America sup-

ported unions; “bread-and-butter” reforms of wages, 

hours, and working conditions; and, later, social welfare 

legislation implemented through decentralized public-

private partnerships in which church-related agencies 

participated. 

 Second, Catholics’ faith and practice gave legitimacy to 

immigrant and working-class aspirations. Churches and 

schools built by the people were designed in part to pre-

serve “folk memories” and defend communal values, but 

also to pursue new aspirations, especially for children. In 

the United States, pastors and teachers restricted coun-

tercultural condemnations of modernity to personal, es-

pecially sexual, morality. Th ey not only affi  rmed eff orts 

for economic and social mobility but also accompanied 

their people as they moved from urban neighborhoods 

to automobile suburbs, where the social cement of eth-

nicity and minority status no longer reinforced Catholic 

solidarity. Freedom, education, economic security, and 

social status were real goals whose pursuit was assisted by 

parishes, schools, and networks. Th eir achievement was, 

for many families, an experience of liberation. 

 Th ird, Catholic practice helped shape American 

working-class politics, where concern for family interests 

and respect for group values were as important as eco-

nomic interests. For the immigrant generations, demo-

cratic politics turned on power, which in turn required 

organization, without which markets and those with the 

resources to dominate them would control the condi-

tions of life. Th at heritage continues to be found in the 

congregation-based community organizing so strong in 

urban coalitions and Latino communities. 

 After World War II, Catholics became more divided 

in their partisan loyalties, but older patterns remained 

surprisingly persistent. At least since the 1890s, Catholics 

and their bishops had been progressive on economic is-

sues, conservative on cultural issues, and divided on for-

eign policy. Similarly, they had combined participation 

in the politics of a democratic and religiously pluralist 

society, a republican approach like that of John Car-

roll, with promotion of their own distinctive interests, 

including moral interests, an interest-group approach 

practiced by John Hughes. Th e republican approach em-

phasized the shared responsibility of American citizens. 

Th e interest-group model, grounded in the immigrant 

working-class experience, also served as a form of iden-

tity politics, allowing civic action that was clearly Catho-

lic and clarifying boundaries in the pursuit of power and 

respect in the public square. 

 Th e republican approach found support in the aspiring 

Catholic middle class of the twentieth century. John F. 

Kennedy, the nation’s fi rst Catholic president, exempli-

fi ed it. Participation was a civic responsibility, the com-

mon good was a genuine good, and the community of 

faith was a community of conscience. Interest-group pol-

itics found its sources in the experience of urban, ethnic, 

working-class Catholics and in the concrete needs of the 

institutional church. Its staying power is associated with 

bottom-up community building and renewed concerns 

about the unity and integrity of the faithful. 

 Th e tension between citizenship and self-help, be-

tween shared responsibility, interest-group participation, 

and specifi cally Catholic concerns, long shaped the his-

tory of the American Catholic subculture. Th ese ten-

sions exploded in the 1960s, when the second Vatican 

Council at last affi  rmed religious liberty and the separa-

tion of church and state, opening the door to a strong re-

newal of the republican tradition. Th e American church 

claimed to have no political agenda of its own but to 

engage the public with a moral voice affi  rming human 

dignity and defending human rights. On that basis, the 

bishops condemned racism and supported civil rights, 

off ered a sharpening moral critique of the Vietnam War 

and the nuclear arms race, and advocated economic and 

social policies giving fi rst priority to the poor. A series of 

impressive pastoral letters on controversial topics sought 
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to affi  rm the duties of citizenship, focus on the demands 

of the common good, and speak for those without a 

voice. 

 Events of the period encouraged another side of 

American Catholic politics, dissatisfi ed with the repub-

lican approach and no longer comfortable with the self-

interest orientation. Some Catholics were convinced 

that racial injustice, endless war in Vietnam, nuclear 

weapons, and a right to abortion, affi  rmed by the Su-

preme Court in 1973, all required a principled response 

and evangelical witness. A Catholic peace movement 

took dramatic action against war and weapons, while a 

broad-based pro-life movement challenged the country 

on abortion. Th is evangelical approach was a Catholic 

version of the social Gospel, and it challenged the stan-

dard political approaches that had dominated American 

Catholic history. 

 Th e evangelical style took a stand on issues regarded as 

fundamental to the community’s integrity and required 

a discipleship that places Christian commitments be-

yond the claims of citizenship and group self-interest. 

It involved a move from religious judgment to political 

prescription; practicing, at least in language, what Max 

Weber called a “politics of ultimate ends.” 

 Th ree developments since the 1980s have dominated 

Catholic politics. First, the decline of unrefl ective Catho-

lic Americanism and the rise to dominance of subcultural 

and countercultural language and strategies associated 

with the right-to-life movement drained the republican 

approach of its strength and support. 

 Second, the abortion issue and related life questions 

have strengthened the position of those concerned pri-

marily about the integrity of the American church. Th e 

coalition around a new agenda of “nonnegotiable” moral 

issues included key fi gures in the Vatican, evangelical 

Catholics of the left, and pro-life Catholics inclined to 

conservative positions on domestic and foreign policy 

questions. For those who love their church, countercul-

tural advocacy on the life questions became an expres-

sion of commitment and evidence of integrity. 

 Th ird, the decline of moderate, republican Catholi-

cism was the product of success as well as failure. Posi-

tions on war, poverty, capital punishment, international 

development, and even peace that were once considered 

liberal or progressive were now incorporated into the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

 During the 2004 presidential campaign, the Catholic 

question was back in an entirely new form. For John F. 

Kennedy in 1960 the question was about overcoming 

America’s deeply rooted suspicion of Catholics. In 2004 

the question for presidential nominee Senator John F. 

Kerry was not whether he would be accepted by non-

Catholics but whether he would be denied communion 

by priests. In 2003 the Vatican had encouraged bish-

ops to call pro-choice Catholics to account; one bishop, 

James Burke of LaCrosse, Wisconsin, denied commu-

nion to a prominent Catholic politician, Congressman 

David Obey, drawing intense media interest. Demo-

crats never fi gured out how to deal with their Catholic 

question. 

Th e Republican Party, in contrast, made an unprec-

edented bid for Catholic votes. Advised by Catholic 

conservatives, President George W. Bush mastered a 

Catholic friendly “culture of life” and “compassionate 

conservatism.” Th e GOP also built its religious outreach 

strategy around evidence that Christians who went to 

church regularly were apt to vote Republican. Th e party 

developed a superb organization for reaching Catholic 

voters in key states, while independent Catholic groups 

blanketed the country with the message that “nonne-

gotiable” issues of human life should defi ne political 

responsibility. Th e bishops issued their usual nonparti-

san voter guide, in which they gave clear priority to the 

abortion issue but did so amid a broad range of peace 

and social justice issues that also merited consideration. 

But, the American church’s silence on the war in Iraq 

made the bishops’ text seem indecisive, and it was widely 

ignored. 

 Th e 2004 campaign was marked by unprecedented 

attention to the Catholic vote and by equally unprec-

edented attention to the relationship between Catholic 

politicians and their bishops. In the election’s aftermath, 

it was clear that Catholics constituted a crucial swing 

bloc, and that the politics of American  Catholicism—its 

internal relationships and external engagements—would 

be an important factor in determining the nation’s 

future. 

  See also  religion and politics. 
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 D AV I D  O ’ B R I E N 

  cities and politics 

 City politics in the United States has a distinctive trajec-

tory, characteristic competitors, and institutions diff er-

ent from national politics. Cities have been the entryway 

for immigrants to the United States and the destination 

of domestic migrants from the countryside; their arrivals 

have discomfi ted some and thus challenged local politi-

cians to manage their accommodation into local politics. 

For most of U.S. history, the characteristic antagonists of 

city politics have been machine politicians and munici-

pal reformers. Machine and reform politicians argued 

about the purposes and institutions of city government 

from the mid-nineteenth century until well after World 

War II. Over the same period, machine and reform 

politicians adapted their styles and organizations to the 

expanded purposes of governing the city and the chang-

ing demands of urban voters. In the last quarter of the 

twentieth century, local institutions were again changed 

to accommodate diverse and politically sophisticated 

constituents .  

 From Echo to Urban Politics 

 In the fi rst decades after independence, city politics were 

largely an echo of national politics. When Whigs and 

Democrats debated internal improvements and small 

government, for example, local party leaders in the cit-

ies voiced the same arguments. Two sets of issues inter-

rupted that debate. In the 1840s, and again in the 1850s, 

nativist politicians argued that the central problem in 

local politics was the presence of immigrant voters. In 

the late 1820s and the mid-1850s, organized workingmen 

campaigned for legal reforms and for assistance during 

hard times. Each of these challenges left its mark on city 

politics. 

 Nativists argued that recent immigrants, mostly Irish 

and German Catholics, did not fi t well into American 

cities. Immigrants were costly to city government, as evi-

denced by their presence in local poorhouses and pris-

ons. Worse, since they came from countries that did not 

enjoy republican government, they were new to political 

participation, and did not have the skills to bear the bur-

dens of U.S. citizenship. Th at defi cit was amplifi ed by 

their religion, as Catholicism, nativists claimed, discour-

aged independent thinking. Nativists were organized 

into local “American” parties. In most places, Whigs were 

more receptive to nativist arguments, while Democrats 

were more likely to defend immigrants. In the 1850s, na-

tivists came together in Know-Nothing parties, which 

elected representatives to city, state, and federal govern-

ments. Like the Whigs, the Know-Nothings foundered 

on the political divisions that led to the Civil War. Party 

politicians who defended immigrants denounced nativ-

ists as “traitors to the Constitution” and “bigots and fa-

natics in religion.” 

 Workingmen’s parties appeared in cities in the late 

1820s and had a long political agenda. Th e “working-

men” for whom they spoke were artisans, skilled crafts-

men working in small shops. Th e parties called for the 

abolition of imprisonment for debt, compensation for 

municipal offi  ce holders, improved public schools, and 

easing the obligations of the militia system. Some of 

these issues were also supported by farmers and small 

businessmen; as a result, the parties succeeded at abol-

ishing imprisonment for debt, reform of militia systems, 

and enacting democratizing reforms. Issues peculiar to 

wage laborers—a legal limit to the workday, abolition 

of prison labor—found few supporters beyond their 

natural constituency and failed. By the 1850s, there were 

fewer artisans in the cities and many more wage work-

ers. Workers organized in mutual aid societies, unions, 

and federations of unions; these functioned in pros-

perous times but could not survive the periodic “pan-

ics” (depressions) that plagued the nineteenth-century 

economy. During the depression of the mid-1850s, mass 

demonstrations loudly demanded “work or bread” from 

city halls in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and 

Pittsburgh, as well as some smaller cities like Newark, 

New Jersey, and Lynn, Massachusetts. Although the pro-

tests briefl y convinced some members of the elite that 

revolution was imminent, the same demands provided 

an opportunity for major party leaders to demonstrate 

their sympathy and support for workers. Party leaders 

in Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Philadelphia, and 

Trenton, New Jersey, responded with public works to 

provide employment, established soup kitchens, and en-

dorsed many of labor’s demands. In this decade, the fi rst 

political bosses appeared in big cities. Th ey led party or-

ganizations to which working class voters, especially the 

foreign-born, were fi ercely loyal. Th eir opponents called 
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the parties “machines” because they stamped out elec-

tion victories as uniformly as machines created identical 

products. 

 Hardly had bosses appeared when municipal reform-

ers challenged their rule. In the 1850s, municipal reform 

slates appeared in elections in Boston, Philadelphia, Bal-

timore, New York, and Springfi eld, Massachusetts. Re-

form  politicians had good reasons for their discontent. 

First, party politics in the cities was corrupt. Second, 

as cities grew rapidly in the nineteenth century, their 

budgets grew with them. Even leaving aside the costs of 

corruption, the burgeoning cities needed streets, sewers, 

lighting, water, schools, and parks, and these required 

major investments. Given the incidence of municipal 

taxes in the nineteenth century—the rich could escape 

them and the poor were not taxed—growing municipal 

budgets rested squarely on the shoulders of a small, be-

leaguered urban middle class. Th eir disgruntlement pro-

vided followers and votes for municipal reform. Th ird, 

wealthy and middle-class citizens were not comfortable 

with the working classes, especially the immigrants, 

who were the foundation of party politics. Reformers 

denounced the reliance of party politicians on the un-

washed, insisting that cities should be ruled “by mind 

instead of muscle.” Reformers were united by a belief 

that machine politicians and their immigrant constitu-

ents had corrupted democratic institutions in the cities; 

and they were united in their desire to upset the status 

quo and create order in city government. Th us, by mid-

century, city politics had developed its own political an-

tagonists and political arguments. Municipal reformers 

led small groups of activists and put forward candidates 

to compete in elections, but they rarely won. Party lead-

ers defended workers as “the bone and sinew of the Re-

public,” denounced nativists, and insisted that parties 

were the best defense of the many against the few. Like 

extended families or married couples, they repeated these 

arguments over and over again in the century to follow. 

 Twentieth-Century Reform 

 Over the last half of the nineteenth century, the antipa-

thies and discontents of municipal reformers coalesced 

into an agenda for change. Reformers’ opposition to the 

dominant parties led to a more general antiparty senti-

ment, and reformers endorsed nonpartisanship. Arguing 

that the concerns of national parties, necessarily focused 

on national issues, were irrelevant to city life, reformers 

were fond of saying that there was no Republican way 

to lay a sewer, no Democratic way to pave a street. Cit-

ies, reformers argued, should be run as businesses; they 

required fewer politicians and more management. For 

reformers, urban budgets called for retrenchment, city 

governments should be frugal, and tax rates should be 

cut. In addition, municipal reformers opposed cronyism 

and patronage, called for competitive bidding for city 

contracts and, toward the end of the century, for merit-

based appointments (civil service) for government jobs. 

Party leaders rejected the reform agenda. Cities were not 

like businesses, they argued, but communities in which 

government had obligations to citizens. Party leaders 

claimed that meeting needs for relief, public health, 

building codes, “make-work” during recessions, and ac-

cepting diff erences of religion and even affi  nity for drink 

were all in the legitimate province of politicians. 

 Seth Low, mayor of Brooklyn (1882–85) and then New 

York (1902–3), was an exemplary municipal reformer of 

this sort. Low made every eff ort to bring business-like ef-

fi ciency to city government, and succeeded at reforming 

New York’s tax system and reducing its municipal debt. He 

opposed cronyism and patronage and argued for merit-

based appointments to city jobs. Low did not attend to 

tenement reform and assistance to needy citizens. 

 At about the time Low was elected, another type of 

reformer appeared in the nation’s cities: the social re-

former. Social reformers agreed with other advocates of 

municipal reform that corruption and cronyism were 

destructive of city fi nances and city government but also 

saw that corruption took its toll on all citizens. Th ese 

views soon became widespread. Muckraking journalists 

brought shocking revelations to the public in newspa-

pers and magazines. Lincoln Steff ens’s essays, later pub-

lished in the collection  Th e Shame of the Cities  (1904), 

exposed corruption across the country. He traced it not 

to the low character of immigrant voters but to the mal-

feasance of large interests and calculated its many costs 

to city coff ers, ordinary citizens, and the moral standard 

of urban life. 

 Hazen Pingree, mayor of Detroit from 1890 to 1897, 

was a businessman transformed by his election. Once 

in offi  ce, Pingree became one of the nation’s leading so-

cial reformers. Detroit, like many cities, suff ered from 

high prices set by its utilities. Of these, the most costly 

to working-class residents was the street railway; for 

workers, even a slight increase in fares might devastate 

a family budget. Pingree led a campaign to maintain the 

three-cent fare and free transfers. Resistance by the com-

pany led to riots not only of workers but also by middle-

class patrons. Pingree vetoed renewal of the company’s 
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franchise. Well before that, his eff orts became a national 

 crusade, followed in the press, to keep the three-cent fare. 

Th ere were other social reform mayors, including Tom 

Johnson (Cleveland, Ohio) and Mark Fagan (Jersey City, 

New Jersey), who served their cities in similar ways. 

 In 1894 municipal reformers and leading progressives, 

including Th eodore Roosevelt, founded the National 

Municipal League. In 1899 the league published its fi rst 

model city charter, which proposed commission govern-

ment for cities. In this innovation, citizens elected com-

missioners who individually served as administrators of 

city departments (streets, parks, etc.) and collectively 

served as both the legislative and the executive branch of 

city government. Although briefl y popular, commission 

government was problematic, and in 1919 the National 

Municipal League endorsed a diff erent model charter for 

city manager government. 

 Th e charter embraced nonpartisan, citywide elections 

for city council and the mayor. Th e council and mayor 

together appointed the city manager, a professional ad-

ministrator who served as the chief operating offi  cer of 

city government. Th e manager appointed the leaders of 

municipal agencies and monitored their performance. In 

addition, the manager was expected to advise the council 

about both its choice of policies and their implemen-

tation. Th e National Municipal League promoted the 

model charter in its journal, and supplied public speak-

ers, pamphlets, advice, and boilerplate for newspaper 

editorials. By 1923, 240 cities had adopted city manager 

charters. 

 Th e changes endorsed by the National Municipal 

League were important for a second round of reform 

in the middle of the twentieth century. Th e Great De-

pression, and the U.S. eff ort in World War II, meant 

that cities across the country were neglected for almost 

a generation. Housing was not built, roads and other 

infrastructure not maintained, government conducted 

without change. After the war, one response to urban 

stagnation was the federal Urban Renewal program. 

Urban Renewal funds were eagerly sought by mayors 

and their city governments and drew support from 

downtown and real estate interests, construction work-

ers, and low-income residents who hoped for better 

housing. Urban Renewal revitalized the downtowns of 

many cities but also displaced communities and did not 

fulfi ll the promise of increased housing for low-income 

families. Displacement provoked the tag “Negro re-

moval” for the program, evidence of the bitterness left 

in its wake. Lingering black resentment at urban renewal 

joined demands for the integration of schools, anger at 

police brutality, resentment of job discrimination in the 

private sector, increased pressure for more candidates 

and public offi  cials of color, and greater equity in law 

enforcement. 

 In the Southwest and the West, city governments re-

sponded to postwar challenges with a fresh campaign 

to reform city government. Th e goals of this latter-day 

reform movement were both to create new institutions 

and to staff  them with new leaders. Between 1945 and 

1955, charter change worked its way across the South and 

the West. Th is generation’s eff orts brought municipal re-

form to towns that grew to be among the nation’s largest 

cities and mid-sized cities: Dallas and Austin, San Diego 

and San Jose, Phoenix, Albuquerque, and Toledo. In ad-

dition to renewed city manager governments, reform-

ers in these cities created a counterpart to the political 

party, the Nonpartisan Slating Group (NPSG), which 

nominated candidates for offi  ce, agreed on a platform, 

placed advertisements in newspapers, and worked to get 

out the vote. In time, the local NPSGs were as success-

ful as the political machines of earlier decades at win-

ning elections, often without eff ective opposition. In 

the 20 years that followed World War II, the leaders of 

big-city reform governments achieved a great deal. Th ey 

planned and oversaw unprecedented growth, recruited 

industry, and presided over enormous eff orts to build 

housing, parks, roads, and schools for their cities’ grow-

ing populations. NPSGs led governments unblemished 

by scandal or patronage and governed without eff ective 

opposition. 

 Civil Rights 

 As popular as big-city reform governments were, they 

had problems and failures alongside their great suc-

cesses. Th e failures were not reported in the press and, 

in some cities, even politicians were blind to them. Two 

problems in particular could not be fi xed without dra-

matic change. Th e fi rst was fi scal. A central promise of 

reform governments was low taxes. Yet for a generation 

and more after World War II, cities in the Southwest 

enjoyed tremendous economic, population, and terri-

torial growth. It was the territorial growth—aggressive 

annexation of outlying areas over many years—that sus-

tained low taxes. As city government expanded to de-

liver services, annexation kept the taxable population 

growing even more rapidly, keeping taxes low. By 1970, 

however, the cities were reaching limits that could not 

be extended. Many could not annex more territory, as 
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they bordered nature preserves, military installations, 

and Native American reservations. Municipal debt was 

on the increase as governments tried to maintain their 

level of services. Yet the size of these cities was so great 

that it was not possible to deliver adequate services to all 

the residents who had come to expect them. 

 Th e second problem was the restricted political com-

munities big-city reform created. Th e institutions of 

reform—nonpartisan, citywide, and sometimes off -cycle 

elections, stiff  voter registration requirements (some-

times required annually), and literacy tests, in some 

places well beyond the time they were declared uncon-

stitutional, kept the electorate small. In Dallas, for ex-

ample, fewer than 20 percent of adults over 21 voted in 

municipal elections from 1947 to 1963. Turnout in par-

tisan cities was higher: in New Haven, the election with 

lowest turnout in the same years brought 51 percent of 

adults over 21 to the polls. Restrictions on voting par-

ticularly aff ected residents of lesser means and citizens of 

color. Th e candidates they supported were rarely if ever 

elected; city councils were remarkably uniform. Annexa-

tion of new communities almost always increased the 

Anglo population and electorate, but not the number of 

African American and Spanish-surnamed voters. 

 In 1975 San Antonio tried to annex an outlying sub-

urb. Latino residents fi led a suit to stop the annexation, 

claiming that its intent and consequence were to keep 

them a minority of the electorate just as Latinos were 

on the verge of becoming the majority. Th e U.S. Justice 

Department agreed with them, and gave San Antonio a 

choice: the city could annex the territory but had to elect 

city council members from districts rather than citywide, 

or the city could maintain citywide elections, but could 

not annex any more territory. Th e city chose the fi rst 

option. San Antonio thus became the fi rst in a long line 

of big-city reform governments toppled by civil rights 

activists and the Justice Department. 

 Big-city reform governments everywhere gave up city-

wide for districted elections to city councils. Th e most 

common consequence was a more equitable distribution 

of public services. In San Jose, San Diego, and Albu-

querque, city council members have more authority as-

suring the delivery of services to their constituents. Th is 

is not trivial. Public services—libraries, roads, garbage 

collection, schools, police offi  cers, and fi refi ghters—are 

key to the quality of daily life, and they are what cities 

provide. 

 Th e legacies of political machines and municipal re-

form remain. Th e most important and widespread legacy 

of reform is the decline of patronage appointments for 

municipal employees, and their replacement by merit-

based hiring and civil service. Civil service has delivered 

more competent city employees at the street level and 

in administration and in management, has increased 

the quality of services to citizens, and has created open-

ness and fairness of employment opportunity for those 

seeking work in the public sector. Th e legacy of machine 

politics is the principles that the responsibilities of city 

government extend beyond business-like management, 

that urban governments are obliged to represent the in-

terests and values of all of their citizens. At the beginning 

of the new millennium, U.S. cities were again host to 

many immigrants, and thus once again were required to 

rethink and revise municipal institutions, decide what is 

fair, and debate the appropriate functions and priorities 

of city government. 

  See also  local government; suburbs and politics. 
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 A M Y  B R I D G E S 

 citizenship 

 At the time of the founding, the American conception of 

citizenship was marked by two profound contradictions 

that infl uenced the new nation’s constitutional and legal 

history. 

 First, the concept of citizenship, which we associate 

with freedom, was actually derived from the English 
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tradition of subjecthood, anchored in the feudal no-

tion of obligatory allegiance to the lord for all within 

his domain. Th is was formulated most prominently by 

Sir Edward Coke in  Calvin’s Case  (1608). At issue was 

whether persons born in Scotland after 1603, when 

the Scottish king James VI became king of England, 

were to enjoy the benefi ts of English law as subjects of 

the  English king. Coke argued that, by virtue of the 

 divine law of nature, they indeed did so. Once estab-

lished in common law, the principle of jus soli was ap-

plied to all persons born on the king’s domain. 

 Th e residual importance of this element of domain 

is visible in American adherence to the overarching rule 

of jus soli, most prominently in the constitutional re-

quirement of citizenship by birth on American soil as 

a qualifi cation for the presidency, but also in the grant-

ing of citizenship to children of visitors and even illegal 

immigrants. However, well before the Revolution the 

colonists diverged from Coke, contending, in response 

to their special circumstances, that under the law of na-

ture, subjecthood was modifi ed by the wholly opposite 

principle of consent. Th ey insisted that this transformed 

citizenship into an implicit contract whereby subjects 

could legitimately deny their allegiance to a tyrannical 

ruler. Accordingly, the concept of citizenship by consent 

is at the root of American constitutional documents 

and jurisprudence. By the same token, Americans pro-

claimed the right of the English and other Europeans to 

voluntary expatriation and the right of American citizens 

to shed their citizenship as well. 

 Th e second contradiction arose from the ambiguity 

of the concept of  person . To begin with, the law of na-

ture did not preclude the practice of slavery—whereby 

certain human beings were in eff ect property that could 

be owned, traded, and disposed of at will—nor the ex-

clusion of persons of African origin born on American 

soil, even those legally free, from the benefi t of jus soli. 

Although some of the colonies refrained early on from 

the practice of slavery, or even actively opposed it, the 

fact that American slaves were overwhelmingly of Afri-

can descent extended the ambiguous legal status to all 

African Americans, even those legally free. Th is contra-

diction remained unresolved throughout the fi rst half of 

the nineteenth century. 

 Eventually highlighted in the debates over the Dred 

Scott aff air, it contributed to the escalation of tensions 

between the states. In the case formally known as  Dred 
Scott v. Sanford,  Scott was the slave of an army surgeon 

who was taken in 1834 from Missouri to Illinois, where 

slavery had been forbidden by the Ordinance of 1787, 

and later to the Wisconsin Territory, where slavery was 

also illegal. Scott sued for his and his wife’s freedom on 

the grounds of their residence in those locations. Th e 

case reached the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled that 

neither Scott nor any person of African ancestry could 

claim citizenship in the United States and therefore could 

not bring suit in federal court under the diversity of citi-

zenship rules. Moreover, Scott’s temporary residence in 

Illinois and Wisconsin did not aff ect his emancipation 

under the Missouri Compromise, as this would deprive 

Scott’s owner of his property. Th is contradiction was not 

resolved until after the Civil War and the enactment of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. 

 Ironically, a similar contradiction pertained to the 

status of those we now call Native Americans, in ac-

knowledgment of their ancestral roots on American soil. 

In colonial times, independent unconquered tribes were 

dealt with as foreign nations; tributary tribes were con-

sidered subjects of His Majesty, but within a subordinate 

jurisdiction and with a separate legal status. In the fi rst 

half of the nineteenth century, the United States dealt 

with organized tribes through treaties executed by the 

Department of War, after which jurisdiction passed to 

civilian control under the Department of Interior. Tribes 

gradually encompassed by white settlements exhibited 

the contradiction most acutely. American leaders viewed 

the barring of Indians from citizenship as a concomitant 

of their “peculiar” status: they were either members of 

“foreign nations,” ineligible for naturalization by virtue 

of the “free, white” requirement legislated in 1790, or—if 

living among whites—members of a “separate inferior 

race” in a “state of pupilage” resembling the relationship 

of a ward to his guardian (as pronounced by New York’s 

Chancellor Kent in 1825 and reaffi  rmed later at the na-

tional level by Chief Justice John Marshall). 

 Th e contradiction persisted until 1924, when Congress 

passed the Indian Citizenship Act, the same year in which 

it fi rmed up the blatantly racist National Origins Quota 

system of immigration regulation. In 1921, the United 

States had imposed an annual limit on the admission of 

immigrants from the “Eastern Hemisphere” (meaning 

Europe, as Asians were already largely excluded) and al-

located a quota to each country based on the putative 

number of persons of that national origin in the current 

population of the United States. Th e legislation was de-

signed to reduce immigration from eastern and south-

ern European countries (notably Poland, many of whose 

immigrants were Jewish; Italy; and Greece). Th e quotas 
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were further reduced in 1924. By the end of the 1920s, 

the number of Poles admitted shrank to 8.5 percent of 

the pre-quota level. 

 One important source of contention between the 

settlers and England, featured among the grievances 

expressed in the Declaration of Independence, was dis-

agreement over the granting of privileges and immunities 

of citizenship to aliens by way of naturalization. Whereas 

England jealously guarded this as an exclusive royal priv-

ilege, to be allocated sparingly and only under special 

circumstances, the colonial settlers eagerly adopted an 

acquisitive stance, asserting their own authority in the 

matter and establishing a much lower threshold of eligi-

bility. One reason for this was economic: citizenship cre-

ated attractive and lucrative opportunities to buy and sell 

land, as the status of national was traditionally required 

for holding real property. Under English common law 

and throughout much of Europe, aliens could not pass 

on property to their heirs; at their death, it reverted to 

the king. Th e ability to grant citizenship, therefore, was 

crucial for American land promoters. 

 Th e doctrine of citizenship by consent was refl ected 

in all the founding constitutional documents, at both 

the state and national levels. However, constitutional 

doctrine failed to specify precisely what privileges and 

immunities citizenship conferred, and which Americans 

were citizens. Adult white women were undoubtedly cit-

izens, but it did not follow that they shared in the voting 

rights of white  male  citizens. Moreover, a woman could 

lose her citizenship by marrying an alien. In retrospect, 

the concept of citizenship was, in eff ect, limited to the 

legal sphere. 

 Until the Civil War, citizenship matters were compli-

cated by the U.S. constitutional structure, which estab-

lished a distinction between the relationship of persons 

to the several states and to the central government. Th e 

most important aspect of this distinction was that an 

African American could be a citizen of New York or 

 Illinois but not of the United States (as the  Dred Scott  
decision established). Th is was eliminated by the Four-

teenth Amendment (1868), which declared that “all per-

sons born or naturalized in the United States . . . are 

citizens of the United States and of the State wherein 

they reside,” and that “No State shall make or enforce 

any law which shall abridge the privileges or immuni-

ties of citizens of the United States.” Two years later, the 

Fifteenth Amendment broadened legal citizenship to 

encompass the political sphere by specifying, “Th e right 

of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be de-

nied or abridged by the United States or any State on ac-

count of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” 

However, it took nearly a century for this amendment 

to move from prescription to practice. Th e struggle to 

extend political citizenship to women, launched in the 

fi nal decades of the nineteenth century, was achieved 

only about half a century later with the ratifi cation of 

the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Yet another half 

a century later, the Twenty-Sixth Amendment extended 

political citizenship to 18 year olds, down from the age 

of 21. 

 By the middle of the twentieth century, the concept 

of citizenship had expanded further in most western 

democracies to cover the social sphere, constituting 

what attorney Th urgood H. Marshall termed in 1950 

“social citizenship.” Th e United States made some im-

portant strides in this direction during the New Deal 

period, with the institution of unemployment com-

pensation and Social Security. But after World War II 

it diverged signifi cantly from the path followed by its 

European counterparts, as well as Canada and Austra-

lia, in the sphere of health insurance, the narrowing of 

income inequality, and the assurance of minimal means 

of subsistence to all citizens. In 1996 the United States 

did in eff ect acknowledge the broadening of the rights 

of citizenship to encompass the social sphere by enacting 

legislation to restrict important federal benefi ts, such as 

welfare, to U.S. citizens only and allow the states to do 

the same. In recent decades the concept of citizenship 

has begun to broaden further to encompass the cultural 

sphere: the acknowledgment of religious and linguistic 

diversity, as well as symbolic matters such as pictorial 

representations of “typical Americans” and references 

to their cultural heritage. However, in the United States 

this domain is largely relinquished to the private sector, 

leaving citizens to fend for themselves according to their 

varying resources. 

 Access to citizenship through naturalization fi gured 

prominently in the United States, as in other so-called 

immigrant nations. Th e dissolution of imperial bonds 

gave individual state governments the authority to admit 

members of the political community. Former British 

subjects were admitted without question on the basis of 

their participation in the revolutionary struggle. Beyond 

this, most of the states devised quite liberal rules for in-

corporating the foreign-born, either in their constitution 

or by statute. Th e northern states usually required good 

character, one year’s residence, the renouncing of for-

eign allegiances, and the taking of an oath of allegiance 
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to the state. Maryland required, in addition, an oath of 

belief in the Christian religion (which could be taken by 

either Catholics or Protestants). For anyone seeking ap-

pointment or election to public offi  ce, however, most of 

the states required a more extended period of residence, 

thereby introducing gradations of citizenship. Th e south-

ern states usually specifi ed, in addition, that the person 

be free and white. Initially, “national” citizenship was 

derived from membership in a state and, except for the 

racial qualifi cation, the states generally accepted one an-

other’s acts of naturalization. Nevertheless, ambiguities 

arose and fostered a growing sense that citizenship was 

a national matter. Th e idea of a more unifi ed state took 

shape in the Philadelphia Convention’s proposed fed-

eration, which would have authority to implement a 

“uniform rule of naturalization.” Th e coupling of natural-

ization with the authority to establish “uniform laws on 

the subject of bankruptcies” highlights the prominence 

of economic concerns in the Founding Fathers’ view of 

citizenship and in the overall process of nationalizing 

governance. 

 President George Washington placed citizenship on 

the agenda in his very fi rst message to Congress, which 

acted promptly on the matter. Pennsylvania and the 

western states advocated quick and easy naturalization, 

especially for prospective buyers of land, to whom citi-

zenship would assure secure property rights. Th e stance 

would also serve the interests of ethnic minorities. In the 

national elections of 1788, for example, Pennsylvania’s 

German community, which had hitherto shied away 

from politics, demanded representation in proportion 

to its weight in the population, thereby prompting both 

the Federalists and their opponents to nominate appro-

priate ethnic candidates. Voting as a bloc, the Germans 

sent three representatives to the new Congress, where 

they fi rmly supported what today would be called the 

liberal side in the naturalization debate, thereby dem-

onstrating the feedback eff ect of political incorporation 

on immigration and naturalization policy. Th e other 

side consisted of a coalition of unlikely bedfellows: New 

Englanders, who refl ected their region’s narrower view 

of national identity, and Southerners who, although in 

favor of immigration, feared that most of the new citi-

zens would oppose slavery. 

 Overall, naturalization appears to have been con-

ceived originally as a fi rst step toward Americanization, 

somewhat akin to a secular baptism, rather than as the 

capstone of a process of incorporation. Th e Naturaliza-

tion Act of 1790 provided that free white persons of sat-

isfactory character would be eligible for naturalization 

after two years’ residence in the United States, includ-

ing one year within the state from which they applied. 

Th e qualifi er  free  excluded numerous white immigrants 

bound in temporary servitude until their term expired. 

Th e requirement of satisfactory character, inspired by the 

Pennsylvania Constitution, was designed to exclude not 

only convicts and felons, but also “paupers,” considered 

malefactors in need of discipline, much as with welfare 

cheats today. Th at said, the naturalization procedure was 

accessible: the law specifi ed that it could take place in any 

common law court of record. Th e law also provided that 

the minor children of naturalized parents automatically 

became citizens by way of jus sanguinis and, conversely, 

that the children born abroad of American citizens be 

considered natural-born citizens. 

 Admission to the political community also required 

an oath of allegiance to the U.S. Constitution. Al though 

applicants were not subject to political vetting, the Con-

stitution did specify that foreign-born persons who had 

left the United States at the time of the Revolution could 

not become naturalized without the express consent of 

the states. Directed at repentant British-born Loyalists, 

this exclusionary provision constituted one more indica-

tion of the country’s emerging assertive ness as a sover-

eign state and distinctive political régime. 

 Although the requirement of whiteness, which south-

ern representatives insisted on, constituted a retreat 

from the inclusive notion of citizenship inscribed in 

the Northwest Ordinance enacted three years earlier, 

it evoked no debate whatsoever. Perennially restated 

in subsequent legislation down to the Civil War, this 

provision excluded not only persons of African descent, 

notably mulattoes from Saint-Domingue (now Haiti) 

who streamed into the United States as refugees from 

the island’s revolution, but also American Indians, who 

could become citizens only by treaty. “White” clearly 

meant “white exclusively,” and when Asians appeared on 

the scene in the 1840s, the courts quickly determined 

that they were ineligible as a matter of course. In the 

end, although the law confi rmed the new republic’s ex-

clusionary racial boundary, the inclusiveness of all free 

Europeans of good character, regardless of nationality, 

language, religion, or even gender, constituted a unique 

assertion of republican universalism, no less remarkable 

for being driven by interests as much as principle. 

 Considered from an international perspective, the 

provision of routine access to American citizenship con-

stituted a radical political innovation. It challenged the 
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ruling European doctrine of “perpetual allegiance” and 

threatened to seduce subjects away from their sover-

eigns. Added to the marketing of land, the naturaliza-

tion law encouraged immigration. As a counterpart of 

the naturalization procedure, Americans also insisted 

on the right to expatriation. At a time when Europe’s 

population was still growing slowly and Europe adhered 

to Jean Bodin’s mercantilist formula—“ Il n’y a richesse 
ni force que d’hommes ” (Th ere is no wealth nor power 

but in men)—they actively recruited British subjects as 

well as foreign Europeans and intervened in the inter-

national arena to secure freedom of exit on their behalf. 

Th is entailed not only physical exit (i.e., emigration) 

but also political exit—those coming to America had to 

renounce their original nationality, thereby challenging 

the prevailing doctrine of perpetual allegiance. Indeed, 

Britain’s insistence that British sailors who had become 

U.S. citizens remained under obligation to serve the king 

shortly emerged as one of the sources of confl ict leading 

to the War of 1812. 

 Despite America’s generally acquisitive stance, public 

opinion on immigration swung sharply after 1792, when 

the crisis triggered by the French Revolution fl ared into 

war. Th e United States attracted a variety of dissenting 

groups, including aristocratic Frenchmen and German 

Pietists seeking to evade military service. Most of all, the 

radicalization of the revolution in France triggered wide-

spread fear of Jacobins. Th e Federalists, now in power, 

sought to restrict immigration altogether on the grounds 

that it constituted a threat to national security. Th e in-

trusion of security considerations into the sphere of im-

migration and citizenship prefi gured similar movements 

in response to the threat of anarchism at the turn of the 

twentieth century, of Bolshevism in the wake of World 

War I and the Russian Revolution, and communism at 

the outset of the Cold War, as well as the fear of Jihad 

terrorism in the wake of 9/11. 

 Th e Federalists lacked constitutional authority to re-

strict immigration directly, however, because control over 

persons fell within the sphere of police powers that were 

reserved to the states in order to protect slavery. Instead, 

they sought to achieve such restrictions by passing the 

Alien and Sedition Acts, which subjected both aliens and 

their American associates to governmental surveillance 

and criminalized certain forms of political protest. Natu-

ralization emerged as a secondary line of defense against 

undesirable immigration. In 1795 the ruling Federalists 

amended the naturalization law to require 14 years’ resi-

dence and the fi ling of a declaration of intention fi ve 

years before undertaking naturalization proceedings. 

After the Jeff ersonian Republicans gained power in 1800, 

they repealed the Federalist naturalization amendments: 

in 1802 the residency period for naturalization was set at 

fi ve years, with a three-year delay for fi ling a declaration 

of intention. 

 Th ese terms, founded on the notion that a substantial 

period of residence was necessary to infuse aliens with 

American values, marked a shift away from the idea of 

naturalization as a ritual starting point toward the no-

tion that it constitutes the capstone of an apprenticeship. 

With the signifi cant exception of the racial qualifi ca-

tion, the terms of citizenship have changed little since 

1802, with the addition of more or less demanding tests 

of language skills and political information to ascertain 

the candidate’s qualifi cation for naturalization. Although 

federal statutes excluded people of even partial African 

descent from ordinary naturalization (in keeping with 

the “one drop of blood rule”), the ruling doctrine of jus 

soli suggested they might claim citizenship by birthright. 

But this, in turn, threatened the founding’s grand com-

promise that enabled the exemplary land of freedom to 

tolerate the existence of slavery. Th e resulting tension 

moved to the fore in the debates over the admission of 

Missouri in 1820 and remained unresolved throughout 

the fi rst half of the century, culminating in the Supreme 

Court ruling in  Dred Scott v. Sanford  (1857). 

 At the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, Euro-

pean emigration resumed quickly and encompassed a 

broader continental region, because the Congress of Vi-

enna specifi cally authorized the departure of the inhabi-

tants of the territory ceded by France, including most of 

present-day Belgium, for a period of six years, and also 

provided for free emigration from one German state to 

another, including the Netherlands. Once on the move, 

many “Germans” kept going until they reached the ports 

of embarkation for America. Numbers rose to at least 

30,000 in both 1816 and 1817 and reached nearly 50,000 

in 1818. Th e growing numbers found a warm welcome 

from America’s budding manufacturing community 

hungry for labor as well as from land promoters. But 

they simultaneously stimulated public concern that the 

arrival of so many Germans, including numerous desti-

tute persons and other undesirables that would burden 

state and municipal relief facilities, would dilute the na-

tion’s British heritage. 

 Lacking authority to restrict immigration directly, in 

January 1818 Congress adopted a motion to limit the 

number of persons carried by incoming ships according 
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to the tonnage of the vessels. Th e proposal was modeled 

on the British Passenger Act of 1803, which had been de-

signed to restrict emigration of sheepherders from Scot-

land. Th e measure prohibited ships of any nationality 

entering an American port from carrying more than two 

persons for every fi ve tons of registry, and required them 

to deliver to the Department of State “a list or mani-

fest of all the passengers taken on board,” including each 

one’s name, occupation, and place of origin. It further 

specifi ed water and food requirements for Europe-bound 

ships departing from the United States. 

 Th e 1819 law, motivated by a combination of re-

strictionist and humanitarian concerns, stood as the 

sole federal enactment pertaining to European immi-

gration until the late 1840s. In the broader perspective 

of American development, it can be seen as a block in 

the building of the “American system”—the ensemble 

of measures designed to promote the development of 

an autonomous American economy—in keeping with 

the continuing nationalization of major elements of 

economic policy. Five years later, the landmark 1824 

Supreme Court decision in  Gibbons v. Ogden  granted 

Congress the power to regulate international commerce 

as well as immigration. Why 2.5 tons per passenger? 

Britain, it seems, had recently reduced the minimum 

from 5 tons per passenger to 3; therefore, 2.5 tons “would 

aff ord every necessary accommodation.” Th is was in fact 

misinformation; Britain maintained a 5-ton require-

ment for U.S.-bound ships but had recently lowered it 

to 1.5 for the traffi  c to British North America. In any 

case, the regulation signifi cantly reduced the passenger-

carrying capacity of all U.S.-bound ships but simulta-

neously gave American ships an edge over their British 

competitors. Immigration restriction, yes, but business 

is business. 

 At the time of Alexis de Tocqueville’s fi eld trip to 

America in the 1830s, half a century after independence, 

his hosts did not think of themselves as a “nation of 

immigrants.” Refl ecting the prevailing self-image, the 

French statesman characterized them as a thoroughly 

formed Anglo-American people whose political culture 

was founded on a collective character molded in the 

course of many generations of shared existence. In eff ect, 

he saw white Americans making up a more unifi ed na-

tion than his native France, which, despite centuries of 

monarchical centralization, remained a country of highly 

diverse provinces and localities. Although he did observe 

some immigrants, the foreign-born then constituted at 

most 5 percent of the white population, a minimal level 

not equaled again until the 1940s. However, in his sec-

ond edition, Tocqueville added a last-minute footnote, 

undoubtedly inspired by information he received from 

his Whig friends, that deplored the undesirable impend-

ing changes likely to follow from the growing arrival of 

poor Europeans. 

 Th is was the fi rst of the series of so-called immigration 

crises that have marked American history. Although the 

Know-Nothing Party and its sympathizers attempted to 

raise the residence requirement for naturalization to the 

Federalists’ 14 years, or even 21 years—a symbolic term de-

signed to subject newcomers to a thorough “re-maturing” 

process on American soil—they failed to achieve their 

goal, and had to satisfy themselves with the imposition 

of burdensome residence requirements for access to local 

elected and appointed offi  ces. State and local measures of 

this genre were reenacted in the course of later crises as 

well, notably in the fi nal decades of the nineteenth cen-

tury and the fi rst three decades of the twentieth, when 

they were supplemented by linguistic requirements, lit-

eracy tests, and demonstration of the candidate’s knowl-

edge of American history and governmental institutions. 

When these requirements were fi rst imposed in the early 

decades of the twentieth century, public facilities existed 

to help applicants prepare. With the decline of immigra-

tion from the 1920s onward, however, these public fa-

cilities largely fell into disuse and were not fully revived 

when massive immigration resumed in the fi nal third of 

the twentieth century. 

 When Asian immigrants appeared on the scene around 

1850, the courts excluded them from naturalization by 

the long-standing statutory requirement of whiteness, 

ruling that this was in keeping with the Constitution. 

However, in the wake of the Civil War amendments, jus 

soli prevailed. In  United States v. Wong Kim Ark  (1898), a 

solid Supreme Court majority ruled that birth on Ameri-

can soil suffi  ced to make citizens of all people, even those 

of Chinese descent. Under the circumstances, the only 

way to prevent what many deemed the “racial pollution” 

of the citizenry was to minimize the likelihood of such 

births by redoubling eff orts to exclude Chinese females, 

as well as by creating obstacles to miscegenation wher-

ever possible. Consequently, the American population 

of Chinese origin declined steadily throughout the fi rst 

four decades of the twentieth century, and Chinese and 

other Asians remained excluded from acquiring citizen-

ship by naturalization. As a condition of China’s par-

ticipation in the war against Japan, Chinese were made 

eligible in 1943, but the last traces of racial qualifi cations 
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for Chinese naturalization were eliminated only in 1952; 

ironically, the same law also reasserted the racist National 

Origins Quota system instituted in the 1920s. During 

World War II, the United States deliberately violated the 

rights of many citizens of Japanese descent by ordering 

them to move away from the West Coast on security 

grounds or interning them along with legally resident 

aliens. 

 Despite the doctrinal equality between native-born 

and naturalized citizens, in practice the naturalized were 

often subject to more demanding rules. For example, a 

citizen could lose his U.S. naturalization by returning to 

his native country and residing there for more than a year. 

Most of these discriminatory strictures were eliminated 

in the fi nal decades of the twentieth century, restricting 

denaturalization to persons who engaged in willful mis-

representation in the fi ling process. 

 Not surprisingly, applications for naturalization rose 

steadily in the wake of the revival of immigration that 

followed the 1965 reform law. Th e average annual num-

ber of people who became naturalized American citizens 

increased from fewer than 120,000 during the 1950s and 

1960s to 210,000 in the 1980s. Enactment of the Immi-

gration Reform and Control Act of 1986, which provided 

an avenue to legalization for 2.7 million undocumented 

immigrants, stimulated an additional 1 million appli-

cations, boosting the annual average for the 1990s to 

500,000. By 2005, the leading source country for newly 

naturalized citizens was Mexico, at 13 percent; followed 

by the Philippines, at 6.2 percent; India, at 6 percent; 

Vietnam, at 5.4 percent; and China, at 5.2 percent. 

 Seventy-seven percent of immigrants were residents of 

ten states, with California in the lead, at 28 percent; fol-

lowed by New York, at 14 percent; Florida, at 7 percent; 

and Texas, at 6 percent. 

 Th e growth of anti-immigrant sentiment from the 

1990s onward, the denial of public benefi ts to nonciti-

zens, and the costs of a newly imposed mandatory re-

newal of permanent residence permits (“green cards”) 

prompted many eligible but hitherto unconcerned alien 

residents to apply for citizenship in order to be able to 

vote or to qualify for benefi ts. Th e swelling of applica-

tions quickly bogged down federal agencies and created 

lengthy delays. 

 Moreover, in the wake of 9/11, security concerns 

prompted U.S. authorities once again to tighten the 

borders and access to citizenship without resorting to 

statutory change. After the Immigration and Natural-

ization Service was relocated from the Department of 

Justice to the newly created Department of Homeland 

Security, its offi  cials reassessed established procedures 

and concluded that FBI checks on applicants for citi-

zenship were insuffi  ciently thorough. Consequently, 

in 2002 the agency resubmitted 2.7 million names to 

be checked further. Rather than simply determining if 

the applicants were subjects of FBI investigations, the 

bureau was charged with ascertaining if their names 

showed up in  any  FBI fi les, even as witnesses or victims. 

Because many old documents were not electronic and 

were scattered throughout the agency’s 265 offi  ces, the 

process could take months, if not years. Further confu-

sion and delays arose from the diffi  culty of sorting out 

individuals with common non-European surnames. 

Some 90 percent of the names submitted for recheck-

ing did not appear in the FBI records. Th e 10 percent 

whose names did appear faced further delays, because 

“deep checks” often require access to records of foreign 

governments. Many of those stuck in the backlog were 

from predominantly Muslim countries, as well as from 

Asia, Africa, and the former Communist countries of 

Eastern Europe. 

 According to the offi  cial rules as of 2006, to be eli-

gible for naturalization: an alien had to be over 28 years 

of age, a legal permanent resident of the United States 

for at least fi ve years (three if married to a U.S. citizen 

and only one if a member of the armed forces), with 

absences totaling no more than one year; reside in one 

state for at least three months; demonstrate the ability 

to read, write, speak, and understand “ordinary” English 

(with some exemptions); demonstrate knowledge and 

understanding of fundamentals of U.S. history and gov-

ernment (special consideration given to applicants with 

impairments or older than 65 with at least 20 years of 

residence); take an oath of allegiance that includes re-

nouncing foreign allegiances (although dual citizenship 

with countries deemed friendly to the United States is 

permitted); and pay an application fee (plus an addi-

tional fee for fi ngerprints). 

 Grounds for refusal included certain criminal off enses 

and failure by the applicant to demonstrate that he or 

she is “of good moral character.” Individuals were perma-

nently barred from naturalization if they had ever been 

convicted of murder or of an aggravated felony since 

November 29, 1990. Moreover, a person could not be 

found to be of good moral character if he or she had 

“committed and been convicted of one or more crimes 

involving moral turpitude”; had been convicted of two 

or more off enses for which the total sentence imposed 
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was fi ve years or more; had been convicted under any 

controlled substance law, except for a single off ense of 

simple possession of 30 grams or less of marijuana. Other 

grounds for denial of naturalization included prostitu-

tion, involvement in the smuggling of illegal aliens, po-

lygamy, failure to support dependents, and giving false 

testimony in order to receive a benefi t under the Immi-

gration and Nationality Act. 

 Th e number naturalizing grew 12 percent from 

537,151 in 2004 to 604,280 in 2005, with Mexico the 

leading country of birth and the Philippines in second 

place. At the end of that year, more than half a million 

applications awaited decisions. Growth accelerated fur-

ther in 2006 with an increase of 16 percent to 702,589. 

Mexico remained the leading source country, but India 

overtook the Philippines for second place. A decline in 

the median number of years in legal permanent resi-

dence of the newly naturalized from a recent high of 

ten years in 2000 to only seven in 2006 confi rmed that 

legal permanent residents who met the residence re-

quirement had become more eager to avail themselves 

of the rights and privileges of U.S. citizenship. Despite 

a further increase in naturalization fees and the intro-

duction of a new, more diffi  cult civic test in 2007, the 

number of naturalization petitions doubled that year 

to 1.4 million. Th e backlog was so great that receipt of 

applications fi led in July 2007 was acknowledged only 

four months later. 

 Although applicants for naturalization are still re-

quired to renounce their allegiance to foreign states, in 

practice, the United States has become more tolerant of 

multiple nationality, thus falling in step with the general 

movement of liberal democracies toward a more fl exible 

concept of citizenship less bound to the world of mutu-

ally exclusive territorial sovereignties. 

  See also  immigration policy; voting. 
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 civil liberties 

 Civil liberties are defi ned as the rights enjoyed by indi-

viduals over and against the power of government. Th e 

idea of civil liberties originated in English history, with 

the Magna Carta in 1215, and developed over the follow-

ing centuries. By the time of the American Revolution, 

the list of individual liberties included habeas corpus, 

freedom of speech, and religious liberty, among oth-

ers. Specifi c guarantees were incorporated into the U.S. 

Constitution (1787), the Bill of Rights (1791), and the 

constitutions of the individual states. 

 Civil liberties have had an uneven history in America. 

Th e freedoms enshrined in the Bill of Rights were largely 

ignored for much of American history. In the late eigh-

teenth century, political thinkers did not debate complex 

rights issues; discussions of free speech, for example, did 

not address obscenity or hate speech. Serious consider-

ation of such issues did not begin until the modern civil 

liberties era in the twentieth century. 

 Civil Liberties in Early American History 

 Th e fi rst great civil liberties crisis in American history 

involved the 1798 Alien and Sedition Acts. Th e Sedition 

Act prohibited virtually any criticism of the government, 

and the administration of President John Adams pros-

ecuted and jailed a number of its critics under the law. 

Th e two laws provoked strong protests, most notably the 

Kentucky and Virginia Resolves in late 1798, which were 

secretly written by James Madison and Th omas Jeff er-

son, respectively. Both resolves denounced the laws as 

threats to freedom of speech and challenged the power 

of the federal government to enact such laws. Th e prin-

cipal focus, however, was on the respective powers of the 

federal government and the states, not on freedom of 

speech; the resolves contributed to the debate over states’ 

rights rather to the theory of the First Amendment. 

Th e crisis over the Alien and Sedition Acts passed when 

Th omas Jeff erson was elected president in 1800 and par-

doned all Sedition Act victims. 
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 In the years preceding the Civil War, a major free 

speech controversy erupted over eff orts by proslavery 

forces to suppress advocacy of abolition, specifi cally by 

banning antislavery material from the U.S. mail and by 

restricting debates on slavery in the U.S. Congress. Th ese 

assaults on free speech raised public concern to the point 

where the independent Free Soil Party in 1848 adopted 

the slogan “Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Speech, and Free 

Men.” Th e new Republican Party adopted the same slo-

gan in 1856. 

 Civil War and Reconstruction Era Crises 

 Th e Civil War produced two major civil liberties crises. 

President Abraham Lincoln, in a controversial move, 

suspended the right of habeas corpus in certain areas 

controlled by the federal government, fearing that oppo-

nents of the war would undermine the war eff ort. Th e Su-

preme Court declared Lincoln’s action unconstitutional 

on the grounds that civil courts were still functioning 

in those areas. Military authorities in Ohio, meanwhile, 

arrested and convicted Clement Vallandigham, a promi-

nent antiwar Democrat, for a speech opposing the war, 

charging him with interfering with the war eff ort. Presi-

dent Lincoln, however, deported Vallandigham to the 

Confederacy to avoid making him a martyr. Lincoln also 

directed military authorities to drop prosecution of an 

antiwar newspaper in Chicago, believing that such pros-

ecution violated freedom of the press. 

 Th e Reconstruction era following the Civil War pro-

duced major changes in civil liberties law. Th e Th irteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution prohibited slavery, the 

Fourteenth Amendment forbade states from depriving 

persons of due process or equal protection of the law, 

and the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed the right to 

vote. In practice, however, the Civil War amendments 

provided little actual protection to African Americans. 

Th e Supreme Court eventually interpreted the Four-

teenth Amendment to invalidate social legislation to 

help working people, on the grounds that such laws vio-

lated individuals’ right to freedom of contract ( Lochner v. 
New York , 1905). 

 World War I and the Modern Era of Civil Liberties 

 Th e modern era of civil liberties began during the World 

War I years, when Woodrow Wilson’s administration 

suppressed virtually all criticism of the war and also con-

ducted massive illegal arrests of political dissidents. Such 

actions set in motion a national debate over the meaning 

of the Bill of Rights. 

 In the early twentieth century, the Supreme Court 

had issued a series of decisions on the First Amend-

ment, all of which upheld the prosecution of antiwar 

critics. In the case of  Abrams v. United States  (1919), 

however, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, joined by Jus-

tice Louis Brandies, wrote a dissenting opinion arguing 

that the American experiment with democracy rested 

on the free expression of ideas. Holmes’s dissent shaped 

the subsequent course of constitutional law on the First 

Amendment. 

 Another important development shortly after the war 

was the creation of the American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU) as the fi rst permanent organization devoted to 

the defense of individual rights. Th e ACLU succeeded 

the National Civil Liberties Bureau, which had been cre-

ated in 1917 to defend the rights of conscientious objec-

tors and to fi ght violations of free speech during the war. 

Offi  cially founded in 1920, the ACLU played a major 

role in advocating expanded protection for civil liberties 

in the decades that followed. 

 Th e legal and political climate in the United States 

was extremely hostile to civil liberties in the 1920s. Th e 

idea of free speech was associated with radicalism, and 

in the pro-business climate of the period, the freedom 

of speech and assembly rights of working people who 

sought to organize labor unions were systematically 

suppressed. 

 A 1925 controversy over a Tennessee law prohibit-

ing the teaching of evolution in public schools had a 

major impact on public thinking about civil liberties. 

Biology teacher John T. Scopes was convicted of violat-

ing the law in a trial that received enormous national 

and international attention. Because Scopes’s convic-

tion was overturned on a technicality, there was no 

Supreme Court case on the underlying constitutional 

issues. Nonetheless, the case dramatized civil liberties 

issues for the general public and foreshadowed many 

subsequent battles over the role of religion in American 

public life. 

 Th e fi rst important breakthrough for civil liberties in 

the Supreme Court occurred in the 1925  Gitlow v. New 
York  case. Th e Court upheld Benjamin Gitlow’s convic-

tion for violating the New York State criminal anarchy law 

by distributing a “Left Wing Manifesto” calling for the 

establishment of socialism in America. In a major legal in-

novation, however, the Court held that freedom of speech 

was one of the liberties incorporated into the due process 

clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. By ruling that the 

Fourteenth Amendment incorporated parts of the Bill of 
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Rights, the Court laid the foundation for the revolution 

in civil liberties and civil rights law in the years ahead. 

 Four Supreme Court cases in the 1930s marked the 

fi rst signifi cant protections for civil liberties. In  Near v. 
Minnesota  (1931), the Court held that freedom of the 

press was incorporated into the Fourteenth Amendment. 

In  Stromberg v. California  (1931), meanwhile, it held 

that the Fourteenth Amendment incorporated the free 

speech clause of the First Amendment. Two cases arising 

from the celebrated Scottsboro case, where nine young 

African American men were prosecuted for allegedly rap-

ing a white woman, also resulted in new protections for 

individual rights. In  Powell v. Alabama  (1932) the Court 

overturned Ozie Powell’s conviction because he had been 

denied the right to counsel, and in  Patterson v. Alabama  

(1935), it reversed the conviction because African Ameri-

cans were systematically excluded from Alabama juries. 

 The Era of the Roosevelt Court 

 International events also had a profound impact on 

American thinking about civil liberties in the late 1930s 

and early 1940s. Th e examples of Nazi Germany and the 

Soviet Union provoked a new appreciation of the Con-

stitution and the Bill of Rights in protecting unpopu-

lar minorities and powerless groups. Th e American Bar 

Association, for example, created a special Committee 

on the Bill of Rights in 1938, which fi led amicus briefs 

in several important Supreme Court cases. President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, in his 1941 State of the Union 

address, argued that the “Four Freedoms,” which in-

cluded freedom of speech and freedom of worship, de-

fi ned American democracy and promoted liberty in a 

world threatened by totalitarianism. 

 President Roosevelt appointed four justices to the Su-

preme Court who were strong advocates of civil liberties, 

and the so-called Roosevelt Court created a systematic 

body of constitutional law protecting individual rights. 

Some of the Court’s most important decisions involved 

the unpopular religious sect known as the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. In  Cantwell v. Connecticut  (1940), the Court 

incorporated the freedom of religion clause of the First 

Amendment into the Fourteenth Amendment, thereby 

protecting the free exercise of religion against infringe-

ment by state offi  cials. In the most famous controversy, 

the children of Jehovah’s Witnesses refused to salute the 

American fl ag in public schools as required by the laws 

in several states on the grounds that it violated their re-

ligious beliefs. Th e Supreme Court upheld their right, 

holding that the government cannot compel a person to 

express a belief contrary to his or her conscience ( West 
Virginia v. Barnette , 1943). 

 World War II did not lead to the suppression of free 

speech that had occurred during World War I, but it did 

result in one of the greatest violations of civil liberties in 

American history. With Executive Order 9066, President 

Roosevelt ordered the internment of 120,000 Japanese 

Americans from the West Coast, 90,000 of whom were 

American citizens. Th ey were held in “relocation centers” 

that were, essentially, concentration camps. Public opin-

ion overwhelmingly supported the government’s action, 

as did the Supreme Court. In  Hirabayashi v. United States  
(1943) the Court upheld the constitutionality of a curfew 

on Japanese Americans, and in  Korematsu v. United States  
(1944), it sustained the forced evacuation of Japanese 

Americans, although Justice Frank Murphy denounced 

the government’s program as racist in his  Korematsu  dis-

sent. In 1988 the federal government apologized for the 

Japanese evacuation and provided monetary damages to 

the surviving victims. 

 The Cold War Years 

 Th e anti-Communist hysteria of the cold war period 

 resulted in sweeping assaults on civil liberties. Under 

President Harry Truman’s 1947 Loyalty Program, a 

person could be denied federal employment for “sym-

pathetic association” with a group or activities deemed 

subversive. Th e House Committee on Un-American 

Following evacuation orders, this store was closed. Th e 

owner, a University of California graduate of Japanese 

descent, placed the “I AM AN AMERICAN” sign on the 

storefront on December 8, 1941, the day after Pearl Harbor. 

(Dorothea Lange/Oakland Museum of California)
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Activities publicly investigated individuals alleged to 

be Communists or Communist sympathizers. In the 

atmosphere of the times, people could lose their jobs 

or suff er other adverse consequences if the committee 

simply labeled them as subversive. States, meanwhile, 

required teachers and other public employees to take 

loyalty oaths. Senator Joseph McCarthy made reckless 

and unsupported claims that the government was fi lled 

with subversives, and “McCarthyism” became part of the 

American political lexicon. By the mid-1950s, Senator 

McCarthy was discredited, and the Supreme Court began 

to place constitutional limits on many anti-Communist 

measures. 

 Racial Equality and Other Advances in Civil Liberties 

 Th e post–World War II years also marked signifi cant ad-

vances in civil liberties in several areas. Th e civil rights 

movement challenged racial segregation in all areas of 

American life. Th e high point of this eff ort was the land-

mark Supreme Court case  Brown v. Board of Education 
of Topeka  (1954), which declared racial segregation in 

public schools unconstitutional. Th e decision marked 

the advent of the Warren Court (1953 – 68), named after 

Chief Justice Earl Warren, which issued many decisions 

expanding the scope of civil liberties and defending in-

dividual rights. 

 In response to changing public demands for greater free-

dom of expression, the censorship of books, magazines, 

and motion pictures came under steady attack. In  Bur-
styn v. Wilson  (1952), for example, the Supreme Court 

ruled that motion pictures were a form of expression 

protected by the First Amendment. In a series of sub-

sequent decisions, the Court by the late 1960s struck 

down censorship of virtually all sexually related material 

except for the most extreme or violent forms, although 

it never succeeded in formulating a precise defi nition of 

pornography or what kinds of expression were outside 

the protection of the First Amendment. 

 With respect to the establishment of religions, the 

Court in 1947 (in  Everson v. Board of Education)  held that 

the establishment of religion clause of the First Amend-

ment created a “wall of separation” between church and 

state. In 1962 the Court held that offi  cial religious prayers 

in public schools violated the establishment clause. 

 Th e Supreme Court also imposed constitutional stan-

dards on the criminal justice system. It placed limits on 

searches and seizures ( Mapp v. Ohio,  1961) and police 

interrogations, ruling in  Miranda v. Arizona  (1966) that 

the police are required to inform criminal suspects they 

have a right to an attorney. Th e Court also held that all 

crimi nal defendants facing felony charges were entitled 

to an attorney under the Sixth Amendment. In  Furman v. 
Georgia  (1972), the Court held that existing state death 

penalty laws were unconstitutional as applied but did 

not declare the death penalty unconstitutional under 

the cruel and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth 

Amendment. 

 A New Rights Consciousness 

 Th e civil rights movement spurred a new consciousness 

about rights that aff ected virtually every aspect of Ameri-

can society and added a new and ambiguous element 

to thinking about constitutional rights. Although courts 

decided cases in terms of individual rights, the emerg-

ing rights consciousness increasingly focused on group 

rights. Decisions on equal protection and even the First 

Amendment rights of an African American, for exam-

ple, became instruments for the advancement of Afri-

can Americans as a group. As a consequence, political 

movements emerged in the 1960s to support the rights 

of women, prisoners, children, the mentally and physi-

cally disabled, and lesbian and gay people. Each group 

undertook litigation asserting an individual right as a 

device to advance the rights of the group in question 

and eff ect social change. Th e Supreme Court was sym-

pathetic to many of these claims, and created a vast new 

body of constitutional law. Th e long-term result was the 

emergence of a new “rights culture” in which Americans 

responded to social problems by thinking in terms of 

individual and/or group rights. 

 Th e unresolved ambiguity between individual and 

group rights emerged in the controversy over affi  rma-

tive action and other remedies for discrimination against 

particular groups. Traditional civil rights and women’s 

rights advocates argued that group-based remedies were 

necessary to eliminate the legacy of discrimination. Th eir 

conservative opponents argued that group-based reme-

dies violated the individual rights of groups who did not 

receive what they saw as preferential treatment. 

 Th e Vietnam War (1965 – 72) and the subsequent Wa-

tergate Scandal (1972 – 74) raised several important civil 

liberties issues. Some Americans argued that the Vietnam 

War was unconstitutional because Congress had never 

issued a declaration of war. After much debate, Congress 

enacted the 1973 War Powers Act, designed to reassert 

its constitutional authority over committing American 

military forces to combat. Most commentators, however, 

have argued that the law failed to achieve its objectives, 
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and the war in Iraq in 2003 again raised diffi  cult consti-

tutional questions regarding the power of the president 

as commander in chief. 

 Th e Watergate scandal resulted in the fi rst Supreme 

Court ruling on the concept of executive privilege. Th e 

Court ordered President Richard Nixon to turn over 

certain White House tape recordings (which quickly 

led to his resignation from offi  ce) but held that presi-

dents could withhold material whose disclosure would 

jeopardize national security. Th e exact scope of this 

privilege remained a controversy under subsequent 

presidents. Watergate also brought to light the abuse of 

constitutional rights by the Federal Bureau of Investi-

gation and the Central Intelligence Agency over many 

decades. Both agencies had engaged in illegal spying on 

Americans. To assert more eff ective legal control over 

the FBI, Attorney General Edward H. Levi in 1976 is-

sued a set of guidelines for intelligence gathering by 

the Bureau. In 1978 Congress passed the Foreign Intel-

ligence Surveillance Act (FISA) to control intelligence 

gathering related to suspected foreign spying or terror-

ist activities. 

 Th e most controversial aspect of the new rights cul-

ture involved abortion. In the 1973  Roe v. Wade  decision, 

the Supreme Court held that the constitutional guaran-

tee of a right to privacy included the right to an abortion. 

 Roe v. Wade  provoked a powerful political reaction that 

exposed a deep cultural division within American soci-

ety over civil liberties issues related to abortion, prayer 

in school, pornography, and gay and lesbian rights. 

A powerful conservative movement led to the election of 

several presidents and the appointment of conservative 

Supreme Court justices who either took a more limited 

view of civil liberties or objected to particular remedies 

such as affi  rmative action. 

 Th e Supreme Court took a more conservative di-

rection in the 1980s, backing away from the judicial 

activism on behalf of individual rights that character-

ized the Warren Court. Th e conservative orientation 

became particularly pronounced following the ap-

pointments of Chief Justice John Roberts in 2005 and 

Associate Justice Samuel Alito in 2006. Two important 

indicators of the Court’s new orientation were the 2007 

decisions disallowing race-based remedies for school in-

tegration ( People Involved in Community Schools, Inc. v. 
Seattle; Meredith v. Jeff erson County ) and a 2008 deci-

sion striking down a Washington, D.C., gun control 

ordinance as a violation of the Second Amendment 

( District of Columbia v. Heller ). Until the 2008 deci-

sion, the Court had ignored the question of whether 

the Second Amendment created an individual right to 

own fi rearms. 

 The War on Terrorism and Civil Liberties 

 Th e most signifi cant development in civil liberties in the 

early twenty-fi rst century involved the reaction to the 

September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United 

States. Th e 2001 Uniting and Strengthening America 

by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept 

and Obstruct Terrorism Act (better known as the USA 

PATRIOT Act) included several provisions that crit-

ics argued threatened civil liberties. Th e law permitted 

secret searches of home or offi  ces without a warrant 

(labeled “sneak and peek” searches) and authorized the 

FBI to collect information through “national security 

letters” that did not involve a judicial warrant and 

did not allow the person being investigated to reveal 

that the letter was even issued. President George W. 

Bush also authorized secret, warrantless wiretapping of 

American citizens by the National Security Agency, in 

violation of the 1978 FISA law. Th e administration also 

denied the right of habeas corpus to suspected terror-

ists held at the U.S. military base at Guantanamo Bay, 

Cuba. When the Supreme Court held that the presi-

dent did not have constitutional authority to do this, 

Congress passed a law denying detainees the right of 

habeas corpus. 

 Th e controversies over habeas corpus, warrantless 

wiretapping, and other issues related to the so-called 

War on Terrorism represented what many observers re-

garded as the most serious constitutional crisis over civil 

liberties in American history, particularly with regard to 

the issues of separation of powers and presidential war 

powers. 

  See also  anticommunism; civil rights. 
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 S A M U E L  WA L K E R 

civil rights

 African Americans waged the civil rights struggle to ob-

tain fi rst-class citizenship, not just on an individual basis 

but for the entire group. Initially, historians situated the 

movement between 1954 and 1965, from the landmark 

Supreme Court decision in  Brown v. Board of Education  

to passage of the Voting Rights Act. According to this 

version, national civil rights organizations led protests to 

win legal decisions and secure federal legislation. More 

recently, historians have questioned the validity of this 

interpretation, especially its focus on national politics 

and leaders, and have uncovered the origins of the civil 

rights struggle in earlier periods, such as Reconstruction, 

the turn of the twentieth century, the Great Depression 

and New Deal of the 1930s, and World War II. Revision-

ists also shift the spotlight from the national arena to 

local communities. More than a struggle for equal rights 

and racial integration, they argue the civil rights move-

ment aimed to gain freedom for African Americans from 

all forms of white supremacy—economic, social, and 

cultural as well as legal and political. 

 Th e civil rights movement contained several com-

ponents. It had a liberationist ideology; participants 

possessed a consciousness of oppression and the belief 

that something could be done to overcome it; and it 

off ered a purposeful agenda. Consensus existed among 

civil rights activists, though the movement allowed for 

multiple and confl icting objectives and tactics. Although 

internal tensions weakened the unity of the movement, 

its diversity provided for a useful division of labor and 

creative energy. 

 Prelude to the Civil Rights Movement 

 Reconstruction laid the basis for black civil rights. 

Framed by the Republican Party, the Fourteenth Amend-

ment (1868) conferred citizenship on African Americans 

and guaranteed due process and equal protection of the 

law, and the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) prohibited 

racial discrimination against citizens entitled to vote. 

However, black political participation gradually ended 

after the Republican Party abandoned Reconstruction 

in 1877. From 1877 to 1901, the Reconstruction amend-

ments proved inadequate for protecting black citizenship 

rights. After Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1875, 

which guaranteed equal access to public accommoda-

tions regardless of race, the United States Supreme Court 

in 1883 struck it down as unconstitutional. Once Demo-

crats regained power in the South, they circumvented 

the Fifteenth Amendment by passing literacy tests and 

poll taxes as voting requirements. Southern Democrats 

also adopted the all-white primary, eff ectively denying 

African Americans suff rage in that one-party region. In 

addition, in 1896 the Supreme Court in  Plessy v. Ferguson  

ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment did not prohibit 

segregation in public accommodations, specifi cally on 

railroad cars, so long as separate meant equal, thereby 

opening up the way for the establishment of segrega-

tion, albeit without equality, in all aspects of southern 

life. 

 African Americans developed several strategies to deal 

with second-class citizenship. In the 1890s, the educator 

Booker T. Washington, the most powerful black leader in 

the nation, accepted the reality of segregation and urged 

black Southerners to improve themselves economically 

before seeking civil rights. Opposition to this approach 

came from Ida B. Wells and W.E.B. DuBois. Wells cam-

paigned against lynching, which had skyrocketed in the 

1890s, and DuBois joined sympathetic whites to form 

the National Association for the Advancement of Col-

ored People (NAACP) in 1909. Th e NAACP fought 

against racial discrimination primarily in the courts and 

in Congress. Headquartered in New York City, the orga-

nization was less a mass movement than a single-interest 

pressure group. It had branches in the South, but they 

were small in number because it was still too dangerous 

to challenge white supremacy there. 

 Th e Great Depression of the 1930s and President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal stimulated the growth 

of black activism without tearing down segregation and 

disfranchisement. World War I had generated a great 

migration of African Americans from the South to the 

North in search of jobs and freedom. Th ough the ma-

jority of blacks still lived in the South, those relocating 

to northern cities now had the right to vote, and some-

times could wield as the balance of power in close local, 
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state, and national elections. Since Reconstruction, the 

small percentage of African Americans retaining the vote 

had kept their allegiance to the Republican Party. How-

ever, the economic assistance off ered by Roosevelt’s New 

Deal persuaded the majority of black voters to switch to 

the Democratic Party starting in 1936. Roosevelt was no 

champion of civil rights, as he depended on southern 

white Democratic congressmen to support his economic 

programs. Nevertheless, mainly in response to labor or-

ganizing against the repressive treatment of industrial 

workers, the Roosevelt  administration set up the Civil 

Liberties Unit (CLU) in the Justice Department, which 

focused on civil rights enforcement. From then on, civil 

rights advocates viewed Washington as an ally. 

 Th e New Deal also inspired the formation of interracial 

organizations in the South, such as the Southern Con-

ference for Human Welfare (SCHW) and labor unions 

affi  liated with the Congress of Industrial Organizations 

(CIO), that fought racial injustice and poverty. Along 

with the Communist Party, which actively recruited 

black members, these groups expanded the defi nition 

of civil rights to include economic justice. Th eir eff orts, 

while signifi cant, did not produce a successful mass 

movement for civil rights in the South or eradicate seg-

regation, disfranchisement, and poverty. 

 The Second Reconstruction 

 More than any other event, World War II set in motion 

the forces that sparked the modern civil rights move-

ment. Th e political ideology of freedom, democracy, 

and antiracism associated with the Allied fi ght against 

the Nazis gave African Americans ammunition in chal-

Aerial view of marchers along the Mall at the March on Washington for Jobs and  Freedom 

on August 28, 1963, showing the Refl ecting Pool and the Washington Monument. 

( National Archives)
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lenging repressive, undemocratic, and racist practices at 

home. In mid-1941, with U.S. participation in the war 

on the horizon, black labor leader A. Philip Randolph 

threatened to lead 100,000 African Americans in a 

march on Washington (MOW) to protest segregation in 

the armed forces and racial discrimination in industries 

receiving federal government contracts. Seeking to build 

a national consensus in favor of going to war and recog-

nizing the political transformation of blacks from Re-

publicans to Democrats, Roosevelt issued an executive 

order creating the Fair Employment Practice Committee 

(FEPC) to investigate complaints of racial discrimina-

tion by military contractors. Although nothing was done 

to integrate the armed forces, Randolph called off  the 

march. 

 Wartime militancy among blacks increased as civil 

rights groups proclaimed a “Double V” campaign—

victory abroad and victory at home against white su-

premacy. Membership in the NAACP increased tenfold, 

and the organization won an important Supreme Court 

victory in 1944 against the white primary, which chipped 

away at southern disfranchisement. Returning from the 

war instilled with pride, black veterans lined up to battle 

domestic forces that continued to deny them freedom. 

Th ey received moral and political support from the large 

numbers of black migrants who had journeyed to north-

ern and western cities during the war. 

 President Harry S. Truman responded to the political 

reality of the augmented northern black vote. Looking 

ahead to the 1948 presidential election, Truman set up 

a committee on civil rights and used its fi ndings to in-

troduce congressional measures to abolish employment 

discrimination and the poll tax. Truman recognized the 

balance of political power held by black voters, and in 

1948, when his civil rights proposals fell into the deadly 

clutches of southern congressmen, the president issued 

an executive order desegregating the armed forces. Tru-

man was also responding to the cold war confrontation 

with the Soviet Union. As the United States embarked 

on military preparedness, Randolph threatened demon-

strations against the draft if the military remained seg-

regated. Furthermore, in the propaganda war with the 

Communists, Truman needed all the foreign allies he 

could get, including newly emerging nonwhite nations 

in Africa and Asia. However, the cold war was a double-

edged sword. It provided a stimulus for racial equality, 

but repression of domestic Communists and their sym-

pathizers curtailed the contribution of radicals to the 

civil rights struggle. 

 Anti-Communist repression ensured the civil rights 

movement would be black-led, as African American 

ministers and secular organizations of black men and 

women formed the vanguard of the movement. Fol-

lowing  Brown v. Board of Education , which overturned 

 Plessy , black citizens in Montgomery, Alabama, launched 

a boycott against segregation on municipal buses. Begin-

ning in December 1955, it lasted until November 1956, 

when the Supreme Court ruled in their favor. Th e boy-

cott thrust its leader, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr., into the limelight. He became the most charis-

matic leader in the civil rights movement and founded 

the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), 

consisting of black ministers who mobilized African 

American communities in nonviolent protests against 

Jim Crow and disfranchisement. 

 In 1957 the NAACP and other liberal and labor or-

ganizations lobbied for passage of the fi rst civil rights 

law enacted since Reconstruction. Th e Civil Rights Act 

of 1957 gave the federal government authority to seek 

injunctions against discriminatory voter registration 

offi  cials in the South and created two new agencies to 

advance civil rights: the Civil Rights Division of the 

Justice Department (the heir to the CLU) and the U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights. President Eisenhower, a 

lukewarm supporter of government action to promote 

civil rights, endorsed the measure for several reasons. He 

believed in the right to vote, saw it as tactic in waging 

the cold war, and hoped blacks would return to the 

Republican Party. Th is measure and another passed in 

1960 did not remove all hurdles to black enfranchise-

ment, but they persuaded civil rights proponents that 

the federal government was prepared to carry out a sec-

ond reconstruction. 

 The Civil Rights Movement at High Tide 

 In the 1960s the civil rights struggle became a genuine 

mass movement and leaped to the forefront of domestic 

politics. Following sit-in protests by college and high 

school students against segregated lunch counters in 

Greensboro, North Carolina, in February 1960, young 

people who participated in these and subsequent dem-

onstrations formed the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-

ing Committee (SNCC). Th is interracial group used 

nonviolent tactics to confront directly all forms of racial 

discrimination, not only in public accommodations but 

with respect to the right to vote. Th e group believed in 

community organizing and sent its fi eld staff  into some 

of the most resistant areas in Mississippi, Alabama, and 
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Georgia to recruit local people to mount their own chal-

lenges to white supremacy. In addition, in 1961 the Con-

gress of Racial Equality (CORE), originally formed in 

1942, conducted freedom rides from Washington, D.C., 

to Mississippi, which ignited white brutality against 

the participants. President John F. Kennedy, fearing 

unfavorable publicity, tried to get the riders to call off  

their protests. When they refused, his administration 

persuaded the Interstate Commerce Commission to 

enforce existing desegregation decrees. Kennedy owed 

his presidential victory in no small part to black voters, 

who contributed to his margin of less than 1 percent of 

the popular vote. He had cemented the loyalty of black 

voters during the campaign by arranging the release of 

Dr. King from a Georgia jail. 

 However, Kennedy hesitated to propose antisegrega-

tion legislation for fear of alienating southern Demo-

cratic allies in Congress. Th en, in June 1963, following 

civil rights demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama, 

which led to bloodshed, the Kennedy administration 

proposed a comprehensive civil rights bill against segre-

gation in public accommodations, schools, and employ-

ment. Before the measure became law in 1964, Kennedy 

was assassinated and replaced by Vice President Lyndon 

B. Johnson, a former segregationist lawmaker from Texas 

who had converted to the civil rights cause. In 1965, 

in response to demonstrations directed by the SCLC 

in Selma, Alabama, Johnson signed the Voting Rights 

Act. Th e measure fi nally gave the federal government 

adequate weapons to destroy the chief instruments of 

disfranchisement: literacy tests and poll taxes. 

 Civil rights activists had orchestrated the transfor-

mation of American politics in another signifi cant way. 

A year before passage of the landmark Voting Rights 

Act, the civil rights coalition of SNCC, CORE, and the 

NAACP, known as the Council of Federated Organi-

zations (COFO), sponsored Freedom Summer in Mis-

sissippi, the state with the lowest percentage of black 

voter registrants (6 percent). During June, July, and 

August of 1964, COFO recruited some 800 volunteers, 

mainly white and from the North, to encourage blacks 

to register to vote, expose brutal white opposition in 

the state to the rest of the country, and persuade of-

fi cials in Washington to take action on behalf of Mis-

sissippi blacks. After coordinated suff rage drives and 

the creation of freedom schools, black Mississippians, 

along with a few white supporters, formed the Missis-

sippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). At the 1964 

Democratic National Convention, the MFDP chal-

lenged the credentials of the reg ular state Democratic 

Party delegates, whose organization barred blacks from 

participation. Seeking to keep southern white delegates 

Civil rights leaders march from 

the Washington Monument to 

the Lincoln Memorial, Au gust 

28, 1963. (National Archives)
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from walking out, President Johnson supported a com-

promise that gave the MFDP two at-large seats and rec-

ognized the Mississippi regulars who swore allegiance 

to the national Democratic Party. Th e compromise 

satisfi ed neither side, but it called for reforms to wipe 

out racism within party ranks. Keeping their promise 

at their next national convention in 1968, Democrats 

seated integrated delegations from Mississippi and other 

previously all-white state parties. Subsequently, the na-

tional party opened up representation to women and 

young people, demographic groups also underrepre-

sented in state delegations. 

 Along with these reforms, Democratic Party identifi -

cation with the civil rights movement initiated partisan 

realignment in the South. Th e once-solid Democratic 

South became the two-party South, with conservative 

voters drawn to the Republicans. Th e civil rights move-

ment increased African American political clout, but it 

also turned the Democratic Party into a minority party in 

Dixie. Th is shift had national consequences. Since 1968, 

four of eight presidents have come from the South, but 

no Democratic candidate has won a majority of south-

ern white votes. In addition, the party’s identifi cation 

with the cause of African Americans, especially after 

race riots and the rise of Black Power in the mid-1960s, 

pushed some traditionally Democratic groups in the 

North into Republican ranks. Many blue-collar work-

ers and ethnic Americans of European origin viewed the 

party of Roosevelt as having abandoned them by favor-

ing such programs as school busing and affi  rmative ac-

tion, which they considered reverse racism. Some liberals 

became neoconservatives, dismayed with civil rights ad-

vocates for their apparent abandonment of color-blind 

principles in identity politics. 

 Civil Rights Legacies 

 Th e civil rights movement transformed politics for other 

exploited groups, such as women, Chicanos, Native 

Americans, the disabled, and homosexuals, who also de-

manded fi rst-class citizenship. Each of these groups cre-

ated its own freedom movement in the 1960s, benefi ting 

from the ideology and tactics of the civil rights struggle. 

Th e feminist movement, in particular, profi ted from 

the black freedom movement. Young women working 

as freedom fi ghters in southern communities were in-

spired by older black women, such as Fannie Lou Hamer 

and Unita Blackwell in Mississippi, who constituted the 

backbone of grassroots organizing networks. Once Black 

Power pushed whites out of SNCC and CORE, white 

women civil rights veterans applied the emancipationist 

ideology of the black freedom struggle to the formation 

of the women’s liberation movement. In addition, the 

1964 Civil Rights Act, with its provision against racial 

and sexual discrimination in employment, provided one 

of the main weapons women’s groups used to combat 

occupational and educational bias. 

 By the end of the 1960s, the coalition of civil rights 

groups had collapsed. Yet the civil rights movement con-

tinued in new forms, such as the election of black offi  cials 

(an estimated 9,000 by 2007). Two generations after the 

heyday of the civil rights movement, black  politicians 

and their white allies still had not solved all the prob-

lems of racial and sexual discrimination embedded in the 

economic, political, and social structures of the United 

States. But they had transformed southern and national 

politics by opening up decision making at the highest 

levels to African Americans and other suppressed groups. 

Th is achievement of fi rst-class citizenship and erosion of 

white male supremacy constitute the greatest legacies of 

the civil rights movement. 

  See also  African Americans and politics; homosexuality; race 

and politics; voting; women and politics, 1920–70 .
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 S T E V E N  F.  L AW S O N 

 civil service 

 In most modern administrative states, the  civil service  
consists of those nonpartisan and tenured civilian gov-

ernment employees who have been hired based on merit 

and technical expertise. Civil servants are the public ad-

ministrators of government and, though not expressly 

responsible for making policy, they are charged with its 

execution. Th ey are expected to be politically neutral. In 

the United States, civil servants work in a variety of fi elds 

such as teaching, health care, sanitation, management, 

and administration for the federal, state, or local govern-

ment. As a rule, the civil service does not include elected 

offi  cials, judicial offi  cers, military personnel, or employ-

ees selected by patronage. 

 Most civil service positions are fi lled from lists of appli-

cants who are rated in descending order of their passing 

scores on competitive written civil service examinations. 

Th e tests measure aptitude to perform a job. Promotional 

competitive examinations screen eligible employees for 

job advancement. Veterans of the armed services may 

receive hiring preference, usually in the form of extra 

points added to their examination scores, depending on 

the nature and duration of service. Legislatures establish 

basic prerequisites for employment, such as compliance 

with minimum age and educational requirements and 

residency laws. Once hired, an employee may have to 

take an oath to execute his or her job in good faith and in 

accordance with the law. Employees enjoy job security, 

promotion and educational opportunities, comprehen-

sive medical insurance coverage, and pension and other 

benefi ts often not provided in comparable positions in 

the private sector. 

 The Early Civil Service Movement 

 Th e establishment of the modern civil service paral-

lels the growth of centralized bureaucratic government 

and the decline of feudalism. Civil service systems prob-

ably originated in the earliest known Middle Eastern 

societies where rationalized administrations carried out 

the increasingly complex tasks of government. One of 

the oldest examples of a merit-based civil service existed 

in the imperial bureaucracy of China. Tracing back to 

200 b.c., the Han dynasty adopted Confucianism as the 

basis of its political philosophy and structure, which in-

cluded the revolutionary idea of replacing the nobility of 

blood with one of virtue and honesty, and thereby  calling 

for administrative appointments to be based solely on 

merit. Later, the Chinese adopted the nine-rank system, 

which created a formal hierarchy based on power and 

expertise. Around a.d. 100, and about the same time 

paper was invented, the Han dynasty used competitive 

examinations to select civil offi  cials. Th is system allowed 

anyone who passed an examination to become a gov-

ernment offi  cer, a position that would bring wealth and 

honor to the whole family. 

 In part due to Chinese infl uence, the fi rst European 

civil service did not originate in Europe but rather in 

India by the British-run East India Company during the 

early seventeenth century. Company managers hired and 

promoted employees based on competitive examinations 

in order to prevent corruption and favoritism. Indeed, 

today’s Indian civil service attracts the best talent in that 

country, with offi  cers selected through a tough examina-

tion system. 

 Th e modern European civil services date from 

seventeenth-century Prussia, when Frederick William 

and the electors of Brandenburg created an effi  cient 

public administration staff ed by civil servants chosen 

competitively. In France a similar bureaucracy preceded 

the French Revolution and formed the basis for the Na-

poleonic reforms that converted the royal service into a 

professional civil service. Across Europe during the early 

nineteenth century, reformers established regulations in-

tended to minimize favoritism and ensure a wide range 

of knowledge and skills among civil service offi  cers. 

 The British Experience 

 In 1855 the British Parliament established the Civil Ser-

vice Commission, which instituted a system of competi-

tive examinations. After World War II, the infl uential 

Whitley Councils, representing both government em-

ployees and administrators, were created to deal with 

conditions in the civil service. In the British Civil Ser-

vice, career employees are recruited and promoted on 

the basis of administrative skill and technical expertise. 

Civil servants are expected to be politically neutral and 

are prohibited from taking part in political campaigns or 

being members of Parliament. 
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 Th e British Civil Service was at its largest in 1976, 

with approximately three-quarters of a million people 

employed. After falling to a record low of 459,600 in 

April 1999 due to privatization, outsourcing, and down-

sizing, the number of civil service employees has again 

risen. While it has been criticized for lack of fl exibility 

and elitism in its upper ranks, the British system remains 

extremely  powerful because of its permanency, extensive 

grants of power from Parliament, and a reputation for 

honesty. 

 The Civil Service Reform Movement 

in the United States 

 Th e history of civil service in the United States is domi-

nated by the struggle between a completely politicized 

spoils system and a predominantly merit-based system, 

a struggle spanning more than a hundred years and still 

being waged in some state and local jurisdictions. During 

the Federal period under President George Washington 

and his successors through John Quincy Adams, the civil 

service was stable and characterized by relative compe-

tence, effi  ciency, and honesty, although it was somewhat 

elitist and, over time, superannuated. After 1829 and the 

election of Andrew Jackson, however, the increasingly 

strong pressures of grassroots democracy abruptly trans-

formed the civil service of the Founding Fathers. For more 

than a half century federal, state, and local public services 

were governed by a spoils system that gave little consid-

eration to competence. During this period, the political 

party in power dominated the patronage, and changes 

in party control resulted in a wholesale turnover of gov-

ernment employees. In 1831 New York Senator William 

Marcy best characterized this chaotic period with his oft 

quoted adage, “To the victor belong the spoils.” 

 Because the spoils system spawned widespread cor-

ruption, ineffi  ciency, and incompetence during the 

Jacksonian era, the United States lagged far behind Eu-

ropean nations in standards of civil service competence 

and integrity. Agitation for reform began soon after the 

Civil War, when unprecedented corruption and political 

chicanery generated calls for a professional, merit-based 

civil service. In 1871 Congress created the fi rst Civil Ser-

vice Commission and authorized the president to pre-

scribe regulations for admission to the public service and 

to utilize examinations in the appointing process. How-

ever, Congress refused subsequent appropriations for the 

commission and allowed it to expire in 1874. 

 Th e civil service movement continued to gain mo-

mentum after the scandals of President Ulysses Grant’s 

administration, and especially after the assassination of 

President James Garfi eld in 1881 by a disappointed offi  ce 

seeker. Spurred by eff orts of the National Civil Service 

League and other reformers, Congress passed the Pen-

dleton Act in 1883, which reestablished the Civil Service 

Commission after a nine-year lapse. Th e act remains 

the federal government’s central civil service law and 

provides the rulemaking process for governing exami-

nations for civil service positions. Successive presidents, 

requiring increasing professional expertise to carry out 

congressional mandates, continued and consolidated 

the reform. Signifi cant expansions of the merit system 

occurred during the presidencies of Grover Cleveland, 

Th eodore Roosevelt, and Herbert Hoover. By 1900 the 

proportion of the federal civil service under the merit sys-

tem reached nearly 60 percent. By 1930 it had exceeded 

80 percent, and in the early twenty-fi rst century, there 

were fewer than 15,000 patronage posts of any conse-

quence in a federal civil service of 3 million. 

 In 1940 the Hatch Act attempted to divorce the civil 

service from politics by prohibiting federal civil service 

employees from participating in elections or making 

campaign contributions. A 1993 relaxation of the act al-

lowed most civil servants to engage in political activity 

on their own time. Unlike workers in private employ-

ment, civil service employees may be prohibited from 

certain acts that would compromise their position as 

servants of the government and the general public. Th is 

is especially true of government employees involved in 

national defense activities or law enforcement and those 

holding security clearances. 

 Civil service reform took place in many state and local 

governments beginning in the late nineteenth century, 

although more slowly and less completely than in the fed-

eral government. In 1883 both New York and Massachu-

setts adopted the fi rst state civil service acts. Many states 

followed after 1939, when the federal government ordered 

that merit systems be extended to those sections of state 

administration receiving federal grants. By the 1970s, over 

a million state and local positions fell within personnel 

systems closely monitored by the federal government. Th e 

proportion of states with comprehensive merit systems 

grew to one third by 1940 and to two thirds by 1970. 

 Civil service reform spread to large cities as well, be-

ginning when New York City and Boston set up civil 

service commissions in the 1880s and followed by Chi-

cago in 1895. Most large metropolitan centers and many 

smaller cities now have modern merit systems, especially 

for police and fi re departments. In most jurisdictions, 
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a bipartisan civil service commission provides adminis-

trative leadership, although the single personnel director 

has become an increasingly popular model. 

 The Modern Civil Service in the United States 

 In 1978 Congress passed the Civil Service Reform Act, 

one of the major domestic accomplishments of the 

Carter administration. Th e act instituted a wide variety of 

management reforms, including the creation of the Offi  ce 

of Personnel Management, the Merit Systems Protection 

Board, and the Federal Labor Relations Authority. Th ese 

new agencies replaced the former Civil Service Commis-

sion. In addition, the act established the Senior Execu-

tive Service (SES), composed of 8,000 top civil servants 

having less tenure but greater opportunity for productiv-

ity bonuses than under previous classifi cation arrange-

ments. Th is was seen as a step toward the creation of 

a senior management system allowing recruitment and 

compensation of top managers on a basis competitive 

with the private sector. Th e act also established a system 

of productivity-related merit pay for senior federal em-

ployees just below the SES levels and provided explicit 

protection for whistle-blowers and employees who call 

attention to government malpractices. 

 Th e Civil Service Reform Act expanded the functions 

of federal personnel management, which had consisted 

mainly of administering examinations and policing the 

patronage. Consequences included improved pay and 

fringe benefi ts, training and executive development, a 

search for fi rst-rate talent, new approaches to perfor-

mance rating, equal employment opportunity, improved 

ethical standards, loyalty and security procedures, incen-

tive systems, and special programs for the handicapped.

Th ese developments and a system of collective bargain-

ing between unions and managers characterize the trans-

formation of the nineteenth-century merit system into 

an advanced public personnel regime. 

 Th e federal civil service has grown from an institution 

of a few hundred employees in 1789 to nearly 3 million. 

During major wars, the federal civil service doubled and 

even quadrupled. Its peak occurred in 1945, when civil 

service employees numbered nearly 4 million. Th ere has 

been a similar growth in state and local services. By the 

1970s, federal civil employees functioned almost entirely 

under merit system procedures, as did some 75 percent 

of those in state and local governments. 

But  since the 1980s civil service systems have come 

under increasing criticism. Critics charge that govern-

ment has become too big and costly. In response, state 

legislatures have proposed and implemented signifi cant 

budget reductions in many civil services. As a result, 

civil service offi  cers at both the state and federal levels 

face the challenge of meeting growing obligations with 

declining resources. Critics also complain that the civil 

service has outlived its usefulness, stifl es fl exibility and 

creativity, and creates unresponsive, out-of-touch gov-

ernment bureaucrats who put their own narrow in terests 

ahead of those of the American people. As calls for the 

modifi cation or abolition of civil service systems have 

grown louder, the federal government and some states 

have adopted an incremental approach in relaxing the 

strictures of civil service by streamlining recruiting 

and testing, simplifying job classifi cations, and build-

ing more fl exibility into compensation systems. Th e 

federal government also made it easier for states to relax 

civil service requirements when it modifi ed a longstand-

ing requirement that federally paid state workers be cov-

ered by a formal merit system. Instead, federal law now 

asks that state agencies with federally funded employees 

follow “merit principles” in their personnel management 

practices. 

 Modern Civil Service Reform 

 Th ree southern states abandoned their civil service sys-

tems outright. In 1985 Texas became the fi rst state to 

cast aside its traditional civil service when its legislature 

abolished the Texas Merit Council. As a result, agencies 

hire and promote as they see fi t, most written exams are 

eliminated, and supervisors have more discretion over 

employee pay. In 1996 Georgia removed merit system 

protections for all new employees and decentralized 

hiring authority to agencies and departments. Florida 

followed in 2001 with the most dramatic reform. Over-

night, thousands of merit-protected employees were 

reclassifi ed into at-will status. Th e state eliminated se-

niority and no longer allowed longstanding employees to 

“bump” newer staff  members during downsizing. Florida 

collapsed thousands of job categories into a few dozen 

occupational groups and assigned each group a wide pay 

band that allowed management great discretion in de-

termining individual employee compensation. Between 

2000 and 2002, Florida reduced its state workforce by 

24,000 positions. 

 Notwithstanding budget concerns and retrenchment, 

civil service in the United States remains a uniquely open 

system, in contrast to the closed career system common 

to other nations, where one enters at a relatively early 

age and remains for a lifetime, in a manner similar to 
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a military career. Th e Pendleton Act of 1883 established 

this original approach, providing that the federal service 

would be open to persons of any age who could pass 

job-oriented examinations. Employees can move in and 

out of public service, from government to private indus-

try and back again, through a process known as lateral 

entry. U.S. civil service policy provides a viable route for 

upward mobility, especially for women and minorities. 

Th e federal civil service, in particular, continues to serve 

as the “model employer” by setting high standards for 

employee health and safety, amenable labor relations, 

equal opportunity for women and minorities, and open 

access to persons with disabilities. Th us, the U.S. civil 

service has refl ected the open, mobile nature of an Amer-

ican society that values individual employees’ rights and, 

in turn, has done much to support it. 
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 Civil War  and Reconstruction

 Th e Civil War (1861–65), in which Northerners and 

Southern  ers fought over the federal government’s rela-

tionship to slavery and with the states, destroyed slavery 

and replaced constitutional ambiguity about secession 

with an understanding of the United States as an indivis-

ible nation. Reconstruction (1863–77) readmitted seceded 

states to the Union and redefi ned American citizenship 

to include African Americans. Th e Civil War and Recon-

struction reshaped American government and politics 

by ending slavery, expanding federal power, inventing 

presidential war powers, establishing precedent for civil 

liberties in wartime, solidifying Republicans and Demo-

crats as long-term players in a revitalized two-party sys-

tem, and enlarging the American polity via constitutional 

amendment. 

 Collapse of the Two-Party System 

and the Coming of the War 

 Sectional confl ict intensifi ed in the 1840s and 1850s, 

leading to the collapse of the national two-party sys-

tem, which for decades had discouraged secession and 

contained confl ict over slavery. Th e question of slavery’s 

extension into U.S. territories reconfi gured political 

fault lines from partisan ones, in which Whigs opposed 

Democrats chiefl y over economic issues, to sectional 

ones, in which Northerners and Southerners sparred 

over whether slavery should spread and what the fed-

eral government’s relationship to slavery should be. In 

the 1850s, the slavery extension issue contributed to the 

downfall of the Whigs and the rise of the Republicans, 

an exclusively northern party opposed to slavery’s expan-

sion. In 1860 slavery split the Democratic Party between 

northern Democrats, who rallied behind Illinoisan Ste-

phen Douglas and popular sovereignty (in which terri-

torial voters, not Congress, determined slavery’s status), 

and southern Democrats, who called for stronger federal 

commitment to slavery expressed through measures like 

formal recognition of slavery as a national (not local) 

institution, a federal slave code obligating federal forces 

to protect the extension of slavery into territories, and 

congressional invalidation of state personal liberty laws 

passed by some northern states to exempt individuals 

from helping recapture runaway slaves. 

 Four candidates ran for president in 1860. Southern 

Democrat John Breckinridge ran on a platform call-

ing for increased federal commitment to slavery and a 

federal slave code. Stephen Douglas advocated popular 

sovereignty. John Bell ran as the candidate of the new 

Constitutional Union Party, which appealed to south-

ern moderates by supporting slavery where it existed but 

avoiding the expansion question. Abraham Lincoln ran 

on a platform opposing slavery’s extension. Lincoln won 

with 39 percent of the popular vote (none from southern 

states) and 59 percent of the electoral vote. 

 In the absence of national party organizations to 

temper sectional anger, Deep South states rejected the 

election results. Th e South Carolina legislature called 

a secession convention, which, on December 20, 1860, 

dissolved the Union between South Carolina and the 

United States. Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, 
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Louisiana, and Texas seceded by February. Delegates 

from the seceded states met in Montgomery, Alabama, 

to select Jeff erson Davis as president and Alexander 

Stephens as vice president of the Confederate States of 

America, and to draft a Constitution of the Confeder-

ate States, which echoed the U.S. Constitution in most 

places but added fi rmer protections for slavery. Davis’s 

inaugural address compared the Confederacy to the 13 

colonies declaring their independence when Great Brit-

ain no longer represented their interests, and he noted 

the need to prepare for war. Th e provisional Confed-

erate Congress authorized 100,000 troops. As the new 

Confederate government formed, conventions in upper 

South states declined to secede but passed “coercion 

clauses” pledging to side with the seceded states if the 

U.S. government attempted to coerce them. 

 Northern public opinion split between those who 

called for compromise and those who advocated preserv-

ing the Union by whatever means necessary. Lame-duck 

president James Buchanan did not respond to secession, 

while Congress considered compromise measures. Most 

important was the Crittenden Compromise, which per-

mitted the spread of slavery into territories south of the 

36º 30  north latitude line promised federal noninterfer-

ence with slavery in Washington, D.C., and with the 

slave trade; and proposed an unamendable amendment 

to the Constitution that protected slavery. Denounced 

by Republicans who opposed the extension of slavery 

and the unalterable amendment, and by southern Dem-

ocrats who objected to the lack of a federal slave code, 

the compromise failed. 

 As support for compromise faded, the Confederate 

seizure of forts and customs houses contributed to grow-

ing northern anger at the seceded states. In addition, 

many Northerners emphasized the international impact 

of the dissolution of the Union. Convinced that the 

American republic stood as an example to the world of 

self-government based on the egalitarian ideals stated in 

the Declaration of Independence, Northerners worried 

that to dissolve the Union over election results would 

doom the fate of self-government everywhere because 

other nations would conclude that republican govern-

ment had failed. 

 Lincoln hoped to employ a strategy of “masterly inac-

tivity,” in which the federal government patiently waited 

until white Southerners renounced secession. But events 

intervened. Lincoln’s inaugural address stressed the per-

petuity of the Union, pledged not to provoke the seceded 

states, and vowed to preserve the Union. Th e following 

day, Major Robert Anderson informed the president that 

soldiers at Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor were nearly 

out of food and other supplies. Lincoln notifi ed  Jeff erson 

Davis and South Carolina offi  cials that a U.S. ship 

with food but not arms would reprovision the fort. On 

April 12, 1861, acting on orders from Davis, General Pierre 

G. T. Beauregard and his troops shelled Fort Sumter, 

which surrendered on April 14. Lincoln called for 75,000 

troops to put down the rebellion. Interpreting the call 

as coercion, Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, and North 

Carolina seceded to create an 11-state Confederacy. 

 Emancipation 

 Emancipation freed 4 million people, destroyed one of 

the country’s greatest sources of wealth, upset the social 

order of the South, and, by transforming the United 

States from a slaveholding to a free nation, altered the 

interests that dictated foreign policy. For these reasons, 

emancipation was the most important result of the Civil 

War alongside the survival of the Union. But in 1861, 

several factors made abolition appear unlikely. For its en-

tire existence, the U.S. government had sanctioned slav-

ery. Th e Constitution did not permit federal interference 

with slavery and protected the property rights of slave-

holders. Th e border slave states (Delaware, Kentucky, 

Maryland, Missouri) stayed in the Union, but close de-

cisions in Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri meant that 

retaining the border states would require assurances for 

the protection of slavery. Moreover, Lincoln and many 

white Northerners initially believed that most white 

Southerners were loyal to the Union at heart and would 

return peacefully if assured that slavery would be safe. 

 At fi rst, President Lincoln and Congress supplied such 

assurances. In his July 1861 message to Congress, Lincoln 

emphasized that he had “no purpose, directly or indi-

rectly to interfere with slavery in the States where it ex-

ists.” Th at same month Lincoln endorsed the Crittenden 

Resolutions, in which Congress claimed that Union war 

aims did not include abolition. In August, when Union 

General John C. Frémont sought to pacify portions of 

Missouri by emancipating secessionists’ slaves, Lincoln 

overturned the proclamation; he also revoked General 

David Hunter’s similar proclamation in South Caro-

lina in May 1862. When New York abolitionist Horace 

Greeley harangued Lincoln for his apparent reluctance 

to emancipate, Lincoln answered, in a public letter, 

that his primary purpose was to save the Union, and 
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any decisions about slavery would be made in service to 

that goal. 

 Th e actions of African Americans and the course of 

the war led to dramatic changes in Union policy. In 

May 1861 a Confederate offi  cer demanded the return of 

three slaves who had fl ed to Fortress Monroe, Virginia, 

an encampment under the command of General Benja-

min F. Butler. Butler refused, declaring that the rules of 

war gave him the right to confi scate enemy property as 

“contraband of war.” As word of Butler’s actions spread, 

“contrabands” throughout the seceded states fl ocked to 

Union camps, where their labor sustained the Union 

war eff ort and their physical presence demonstrated that 

ending the war would require the Union to face the issue 

of slavery. Meanwhile, as Northerners realized that the 

Confederacy would fi ght a prolonged war, civilians, sol-

diers, and political leaders warmed to policies designed 

to rob the South of the valuable resource of slave labor. In 

August 1861 and July 1862, Congress passed Confi scation 

Acts permitting Union Army offi  cers to confi scate and 

emancipate slaves owned by Southerners who supported 

the Confederacy. Also in 1862, Congress overturned the 

Crittenden Resolutions; abolished slavery in Washing-

ton, D.C., and U.S. territories; and passed the Militia 

Act, which authorized the enlistment of black Union sol-

diers and promised freedom to their families. In July of 

that year, Lincoln met with border state congressmen to 

urge the slaveholding Union states to emancipate within 

their own states. 

 When Lincoln’s appeals to the border states failed, he 

made new plans. On July 23 the president announced 

to his cabinet that in his role as commander in chief, he 

would emancipate slaves in the rebelling states as an act 

of military necessity. Because Union armies had recently 

suff ered setbacks (most notably, the failure of the army 

of the Potomac’s elaborate Peninsula Campaign to cap-

ture Richmond), Secretary of State William H. Seward 

convinced Lincoln to wait for military victory to issue 

the proclamation so that the move did not appear to 

be an act of desperation. On September 22, 1862, fi ve 

days after the Union Army repulsed a Confederate in-

vasion of Maryland at the Battle of Antietam, Lincoln 

issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, 

vowing to free slaves in areas still in rebellion on Janu-

ary 1, 1863. On January 1, Lincoln’s fi nal Emancipation 

Proclamation realized the promise. Th ough restricted 

in geographic scope and limited in moral fervor by its 

emphasis on military necessity, the Emancipation Proc-

lamation nonetheless expanded the aims of the war to 

include abolition. 

President Abraham Lincoln 

visits the battlefi eld at Anti-

etam, Maryland, October 3, 

1862. (Alexander Gardner/

National Archives)
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 Because the Emancipation Proclamation’s status as a 

war measure meant that, in peacetime, its authority might 

be questioned, Lincoln and a growing number of an-

tislavery advocates looked to a constitutional amend-

ment to permanently end slavery throughout the nation. 

A proposed amendment abolishing slavery got the neces-

sary two-thirds vote to pass the Senate in June 1864 and 

the House in January 1865. By December 1865, enough 

states had ratifi ed the Th irteenth Amendment to make 

it part of the U.S. Constitution. Th e document that had 

protected slavery now outlawed it. 

 Centralization, Civil Liberties, and Dissent 

 Constitutional abolition of slavery was just one of many 

ways in which the national government’s power grew 

during the Civil War. To pay for the war, Congress au-

thorized the fi rst national paper currency with the Legal 

Tender Act in February 1862. Th e following month, Con-

gress passed a progressive income tax and empowered 

the federal government, rather than state governments, 

to collect it. Th e Confederacy enacted military conscrip-

tion for the fi rst time in the nation’s history in April 1862, 

but the U.S. Congress also passed a conscription bill in 

March 1863 to take eff ect in July. Unlike the Confeder-

ate draft, which mandated the enlistment of every white 

male of arms-bearing age, the Union draft consisted of a 

lottery system that placed a percentage of men into the 

ranks, but even the Union draft expanded the central 

government’s ability to aff ect the lives of its citizens. 

 With Democratic representation reduced by the seces-

sion of solidly Democratic southern states, Republicans 

used their newfound congressional majority to increase 

government involvement in the economy. In 1862 

the Homestead Act made public lands in the West 

available to settlers for a nominal fi ling fee, the Pacifi c 

Railroad Grant subsidized the construction of a trans-

continental railroad, and the Morrill Land-Grant Col-

lege Act used government land grants to increase access 

to higher education. After decades of low tariff s, Con-

gress raised protective tariff s to promote domestic indus-

try and, supporters argued, to raise workingmen’s wages. 

In short, the Civil War Congress laid the foundations for 

a distinctly national economy and a view of capitalism as 

inherently democratic that would come to be seen as a 

mainstream American (rather than partisan) view in the 

late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

 Th e role and power of the president expanded even 

more signifi cantly, especially with the creation of presi-

dential war powers. Lincoln fi rst used the term  war power  

in his July 4, 1861, message to Congress. Since April, Lin-

coln had taken actions, such as blockading Confederate 

forts and expanding the armed forces, that seemed to 

violate Article 1 of the Constitution, which reserves to 

Congress the right to declare war and support armies. 

Lincoln’s message argued that, with no Congress in ses-

sion, the president’s oath to preserve the Union and the 

Constitution necessitated that he “call out the war power 

of the Government.” To detractors, the expansion made 

Lincoln a despot. To his supporters, and in his own 

mind, Lincoln’s obligation to preserve the nation kept 

his actions aligned with the spirit of the Constitution, 

if not always its letter. Congress affi  rmed the idea of the 

president’s war power when it ratifi ed all of Lincoln’s ac-

tions in July 1861, and the judicial branch gave tacit as-

sent in March 1863, when the Supreme Court narrowly 

approved the president’s blockade in the  Prize  cases. But 

precisely what “war power” meant would develop over 

the course of the confl ict. 

 Lincoln used the concept of presidential war powers 

to take vigorous measures to keep the border states in the 

Union. Although Missouri and Kentucky remained in 

the Union largely due to Lincoln’s hands-off  approach, 

which respected Kentucky’s initial “neutrality” and left 

matters in Missouri in the hands of state leaders, Mary-

land required more direct and immediate action because 

of its proximity to Washington, D.C. In April 1861, when 

Confederate sympathizers in Maryland eff ectively cut 

off  the U.S. capital by destroying telegraph and rail lines 

and attacking a Washington, D.C.–bound Massachu-

setts regiment as it passed through Baltimore, Lincoln 

responded by suspending the writ of habeas corpus from 

Philadelphia to Washington. Because habeas corpus re-

quires an arrested citizen to be promptly charged with 

and tried for a specifi c crime, its suspension permitted 

the indefi nite imprisonment of suspected Confederate 

sympathizers without specifi c charges. A clear curb on 

individual liberty, the suspension was immediately tested 

when John Merryman, a wealthy Marylander and offi  cer 

in a Confederate cavalry unit that cut telegraph lines, was 

imprisoned at Fort McHenry and petitioned for a writ of 

habeas corpus. Th e Union offi  cer who imprisoned Mer-

ryman refused, citing the suspension of the writ; his re-

fusal gave the federal circuit court judge Roger B. Taney 

(who also served as chief justice of the Supreme Court) 

the opportunity to rule the suspension unconstitutional 

because Congress, not the president, could suspend the 

writ. Lincoln ignored Taney’s ruling and Congress later 

ratifi ed the president’s actions. 
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 Lincoln also used the concept of presidential war pow-

ers, sometimes at the expense of civil liberties, to recruit 

and retain soldiers. As the number of men volunteering 

for military duty waned, Congress adopted measures to 

raise soldiers, at fi rst by assigning enlistment quotas to 

states and later by delivering control over recruitment 

to the national government in the 1863 Conscription 

Act. Federal offi  cials such as provost marshals and boards 

of enrollment oversaw the registration of men between 

ages 25 and 45 in communities throughout the North, 

and Lincoln issued several calls for troops to be fi lled by 

draft in 1863 and 1864. In areas where protesters threat-

ened to interfere or where adversarial newspaper editors 

encouraged draft resistance, Lincoln suspended habeas 

corpus and limited freedom of the press. In the fall of 

1862, when the requisitioning of troops from the states 

coincided with the announcement of the preliminary 

Emancipation Proclamation, Secretary of War Edwin 

Stanton issued an order subjecting “all persons discour-

aging volunteer enlistments, resisting militia drafts, or 

guilty of any disloyal practice aff ording aid and comfort 

to the rebels” to martial law, and Lincoln reinforced the 

order by suspending the writ of habeas corpus through-

out the Union. Over the course of the war, about 5,000 

civilian arrests were made under the suspension (the 

total number of individuals aff ected was smaller because 

many were arrested more than once), with most indi-

viduals released in a matter of weeks. 

 Emancipation, the expansion of federal power, and 

the abridgement of civil liberties generated fi erce dis-

sent. Antiwar Democrats decried federal overreaching 

on legal, constitutional, and racial grounds. Editors of 

some antiwar Democratic newspapers, such as Brick 

Pomeroy of the  La Crosse Democrat  in Wisconsin, railed 

against encroaching tyranny. In the fall 1862 elections, 

Democrats scored key victories in congressional and state 

contests in midwestern states, New York, and Pennsyl-

vania. Ohio congressman Samuel Cox introduced a res-

olution denouncing Republican “usurpation of power,” 

and Governor Horatio Seymour of New York chastised 

the administration for ignoring constitutional liber-

ties. Outspoken antiwar Democrat Clement C. Vallan-

digham of Ohio lost his bid for reelection to Congress 

in 1862 but persevered as a vocal war opponent. Antiwar 

militancy divided the Democratic Party between “War 

Democrats,” who supported the war eff ort, and “Peace 

Democrats,” denounced by their detractors as “Cop-

perheads”; the divide would not heal until after the 

war. 

 Dissent raged all over the North (the most dramatic 

outburst was the 1863 New York City Draft Riot), but 

it was particularly concentrated in southern Indiana, Il-

linois, and Ohio. In Indiana and Illinois, antiwar state 

legislatures clashed with Republican governors as secret 

organizations like the Knights of the Golden Circle were 

rumored to be plotting to overthrow governors, seize 

federal arms, and launch rebellions. Clement Vallan-

digham continued to militate against emancipation and 

the draft. In May 1863, when Vallandigham delivered a 

speech denouncing the administration and discourag-

ing enlistment, Department of the Ohio Commander 

General Ambrose Burnside utilized Lincoln’s suspension 

of habeas corpus to punish him. After Burnside ordered 

the arrest and trial of Vallandigham by military tribunal, 

Lincoln commuted the sentence to banishment to the 

Confederacy. Vallandigham escaped to Canada, then ran 

for governor of Ohio and lost decisively to War Demo-

crat John Brough. 

 Th e presidential election of 1864 presented the Union 

with the biggest test of its ability to withstand dissent, 

as Lincoln faced challenges within his own party and 

from Democrats. Radical Republicans believed Lincoln 

had moved too slowly on emancipation and wanted to 

replace him with a stauncher abolitionist. Some Demo-

crats portrayed Lincoln as an irresponsible radical intent 

on either elevating blacks over whites or, according to a 

pamphlet entitled  Miscegenation , advocating racial mix-

ing. Other Democrats focused their opposition on the 

president’s conduct of the war. Th e convention adopted 

an antiwar and anti-emancipation platform and nomi-

nated General George McClellan for president. While 

party operatives hoped that McClellan’s war credentials 

would mute charges of insuffi  cient patriotism, vice presi-

dential candidate George Pendleton’s Copperhead repu-

tation gave the Democratic ticket a decidedly antiwar 

cast. As the spring and summer of 1864 brought setbacks 

to Union arms and necessitated more drafts, McClellan 

and the antiwar platform grew so popular that Lincoln 

predicted his own defeat. 

 But the capture of Atlanta by General William Sher-

man in September 1864 shifted the military momen-

tum of the war and the momentum of the presidential 

campaign. Aided by the fall of Atlanta and a resound-

ing vote of confi dence from Union soldiers, nearly 

80 per cent of whom voted for the incumbent, Lincoln 

defeated McClellan. Th e presidential contest was espe-

cially signifi cant because its very existence in the midst 

of civil war helped quell doubts about the viability of 
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self-government in wartime, validated the legitimacy of 

two-party politics, and so fi rmly embedded the Repub-

lican and Democratic parties in voters’ consciousness 

that they would remain the dominant parties in a two-

party system long after the initial issues that defi ned 

them had faded. More specifi cally, Lincoln’s victory 

dashed Confederate hopes for a negotiated peace and 

contributed directly, though not immediately, to the 

conclusion of the war. Th e passage of the Th irteenth 

Amendment outlawing slavery temporarily reignited 

the Confederates’ will to fi ght, but the relentless pres-

sure of the Union Army eventually forced the Confed-

eracy to capitulate in the spring of 1865. 

 Presidential and Congressional Reconstruction 

 After the war the United States needed to restore seceded 

states to the Union and determine the status of former 

slaves. Both tasks would proceed without the leadership 

of Abraham Lincoln. Shot by the actor John Wilkes 

Booth, Lincoln died on April 15, 1865. Struggles en-

sued between the president and Congress, and between 

former slaves and former Confederates, for control of 

Reconstruction. 

 Th e fi rst stage, Presidential Reconstruction, in 

which control rested mainly with the president and the 

southern states, began in 1863. Aiming to turn internal 

southern disaff ection with the Confederacy into pro-

Union sentiment, Lincoln proposed the Ten Per Cent 

Plan, which off ered lenient terms for readmission to the 

Union. Under Lincoln’s plan, once 10 percent of the 

number of eligible state voters who had voted in the 

1860 election took an oath of allegiance to the United 

States, the state could be readmitted to the Union upon 

drafting a state constitution abolishing slavery. Con-

federates, except for very high-ranking political and 

military leaders, would receive full amnesty and resto-

ration of property except for slaves. Radical Republi-

cans objected that the lenient terms off ered insuffi  cient 

safeguards for the rights of former slaves and would re-

store the prewar power structure that led to secession. 

Instead, they proposed the Wade-Davis Bill, which re-

quired a majority of eligible voters to take a loyalty oath 

and which prevented Confederate offi  cials and soldiers 

from voting for delegates to the state constitutional 

conventions. Congress passed the bill, but Lincoln 

pocket-vetoed it. By April 1865 Lincoln recognized the 

need for a new approach and publicly supported voting 

rights for at least some African Americans, but he died 

before articulating a plan. 

 Lincoln’s successor, President Andrew Johnson, shared 

his predecessor’s determination to retain presidential 

control of Reconstruction but lacked Lincoln’s political 

skill or sense of obligation to black Americans. In May 

1865 Johnson outlined a plan that restored full political, 

legal, and property (except slave property) rights to all 

Confederates, except for members of specifi c exempted 

groups, including very high-ranking political and mili-

tary leaders and planters owning more than $20,000 in 

taxable property, who were required to apply personally 

to the president for amnesty. Johnson also recognized 

state governments in Arkansas, Louisiana, Tennessee, 

and Virginia, thereby approving the rights of those states 

to send delegations to Congress, and he established easy 

terms for the readmission of all remaining states as soon 

as conventions drafted constitutions nullifying seces-

sion, repudiating Confederate debts, and recognizing 

the end of slavery. Encouraged by Johnson’s leniency, 

states asserted the legitimacy of secession, slavery, and 

white supremacy by repealing rather than nullifying se-

cession and by passing Black Codes that reduced former 

slaves to conditions close to servitude. Meanwhile, vot-

ers elected staunch Confederates to state constitutional 

conventions. 

 Alarmed that growing white southern intransigence 

threatened both genuine restoration of the Union and 

the rights of former slaves, members of Congress began 

to maneuver for control of Reconstruction. In Decem-

ber 1865 congressional Republicans refused to seat south-

ern delegations and established a Joint Committee on 

Reconstruction to review policies for readmission to the 

Union. Despite divisions between moderate Republi-

cans (who aimed to prevent secessionists from regain-

ing power and sought to protect basic civil rights for 

blacks with minimal social change) and Radical Repub-

licans (who desired disfranchisement of rebels, full civil 

rights for former slaves, and the restructuring of south-

ern society), congressional Republicans united to pass 

two important pieces of legislation. Th e Freedmen’s Bu-

reau Bill established the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, 

and Abandoned Lands, a government agency whose offi  -

cial mission included ministering to civilian war refugees 

white and black, but in practice the Bureau concentrated 

on easing former slaves’ transition to freedom. Th e Civil 

Rights Act explicitly defi ned national citizenship as ap-

plying to black Americans and protected all citizens’ 

rights to make contracts, sue in court, and hold property. 

Th e Civil Rights Act was a moderate bill in that it left 

enforcement primarily to the states, but it still marked 
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an important shift in delineating citizenship rights and 

linking them to the federal government. 

 When Johnson vetoed both bills, Congress passed 

the Fourteenth Amendment in June 1866. Th e amend-

ment defi ned all white and black native-born Americans 

and all naturalized immigrants as citizens of the United 

States and barred states from denying equal protection 

under the law to any citizen. It did not guarantee vot-

ing rights, but it reduced congressional representation 

for any state that withheld suff rage from male citizens. 

To achieve ratifi cation, the Fourteenth Amendment re-

quired the approval of three-fourths of the states, which 

meant it needed the approval of at least some former 

Confederate states. 

 Johnson’s reaction to the Fourteenth Amendment 

tipped the balance of power to Congress. Th e president 

publicly reiterated his own white supremacist convic-

tions, encouraged white southern hostility toward former 

slaves, and urged southern states to reject the Fourteenth 

Amendment. Johnson also embarked on the “Swing 

Around the Circle” tour of the northeastern and midwest-

ern states to urge Northerners to oppose the amendment 

and support his approach to Reconstruction. Before large 

crowds, Johnson harangued Congress, portrayed himself 

as a persecuted martyr, and taunted audience members. 

Alienated by Johnson’s behavior, northern voters blamed 

the president when every former Confederate state ex-

cept Tennessee rejected the Fourteenth Amendment and 

when race riots erupted in Memphis and New Orleans. 

Th ey overwhelmingly elected Republicans in the 1866 

congressional elections, giving them a veto-proof con-

gressional majority, yet power remained divided between 

radicals and moderates. 

 Congress passed the Military Reconstruction Acts 

and in so doing ushered in a new phase, Congressional 

Reconstruction, which neither restructured southern so-

ciety nor redistributed property, but it did prevent for-

mer Confederates from dominating state constitutional 

conventions and did provide some protection for freed 

people’s most basic civil rights. Because Tennessee had 

ratifi ed the Fourteenth Amendment and reentered the 

Union, it was exempt, but the remaining ten Confeder-

ate states were divided into fi ve military districts by the 

First Military Reconstruction Act, passed March 1867 

over Johnson’s veto. Each district fell under the com-

mand of a major general who would supervise the regis-

tration of eligible voters, including blacks and excluding 

high-ranking former Confederates. Registered voters 

would elect delegates to state constitutional conven-

tions. Once a state’s convention framed a constitution 

that enfranchised blacks and barred the highest-ranking 

ex-Confederates from offi  ce, Congress would approve 

the constitution and the state could hold elections for 

state offi  cials and members of Congress. Following the 

ratifi cation of the Fourteenth Amendment by the newly 

elected state legislature, the state would be fully restored 

to the Union. Th ree additional Military Reconstruc-

tion Acts clarifi ed ambiguous provisions. By June 1868 

Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina, Arkansas, 

Louisiana, and Florida had rejoined the Union under 

the terms of the Military Reconstruction Acts. Georgia, 

Texas, Virginia, and Mississippi followed by 1870. 

 Th e power struggle between Congress and Johnson 

over the Military Reconstruction Acts resulted in the na-

tion’s fi rst presidential impeachment. Johnson replaced 

Republican generals in charge of military districts with 

conservative generals sympathetic to former Confed-

erates and hostile to former slaves, and he dismissed 

cabinet offi  cials until only Secretary of  War Stanton re-

mained from Lincoln’s cabinet. Radicals pushed to im-

peach the president in early 1867, but moderates balked 

and instead Congress passed two laws. Th e Command of 

the Army Act, a provision of the Army Appropriations 

Act, required all orders to army commanders to be issued 

through General Ulysses S. Grant. Th e Tenure of Of-

fi ce Act prevented the president from removing federal 

offi  cials, including cabinet members, without congres-

sional approval until one month after the term of offi  ce 

of the appointing president had expired (April 1869 for 

offi  cials appointed by President Lincoln). 

 Johnson tested both laws by removing Generals Philip 

Sheridan and Daniel Sickles and also by removing Stan-

ton when Congress was not in session. Moderates still re-

jected impeachment, since by dismissing Stanton when 

Congress was unable to grant approval, Johnson techni-

cally had not violated the Tenure of Offi  ce Act. Congress 

reinstated Stanton, only to have Johnson remove him in 

February 1868, when Congress was in session. On Feb-

ruary 24 the House of Representatives voted along strict 

party lines (126 to 47) to impeach the president. Johnson 

would stand trial in the Senate on eleven charges, nine 

concerning narrow violations of the Command of the 

Army Act and Tenure of Offi  ce Act and two concerning 

Johnson’s broader obstruction of Reconstruction. 

 Moderate Republicans in the Senate faced a dilemma: 

they despised Johnson, but worried about the impact of 

impeachment on separation of powers, and distrusted the 

Radical Benjamin Wade, who would replace Johnson. 
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After striking a deal in which Johnson pledged to en-

force the Reconstruction Acts, stop criticizing Congress, 

and appoint the well-regarded general John Schofi eld 

as secretary of war, seven moderate Republicans joined 

twelve Democrats to vote against removing the president 

from offi  ce. Th e fi nal vote, 35 to 19, fell one short of the 

two-thirds necessary to oust Johnson, who remained in 

offi  ce for the remainder of his term, embittered and un-

repentant but with little power to prevent Congress from 

overriding his vetoes. 

 Th e election of 1868 laid the groundwork for a third 

constitutional amendment. Republican Ulysses S. Grant 

defeated Democrat Horatio Seymour, but by narrower 

margins than party operatives anticipated. Concerned 

that restored southern state governments would abridge 

black rights, and also looking to bolster their party’s base, 

Republicans drafted the Fifteenth Amendment guaran-

teeing black men’s right to vote. Congress passed the 

amendment in February 1869. 

 Following passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, 

northern white interest in Reconstruction waned, and 

former Confederates reclaimed power and reasserted 

white supremacy through violence. Semisecret groups 

such as the Ku Klux Klan terrorized all southern Repub-

licans but especially former slaves to prevent them from 

voting or exercising civil rights. Congress passed and 

President Grant vigorously administered the Enforce-

ment Acts of 1870–71, which succeeded in paralyzing 

the Klan and protecting at least some black Southerners’ 

right to vote in the 1872 election. Grant won reelection, 

and Republicans held their own in Congress, paving the 

way for a fi nal Reconstruction measure, the Civil Rights 

Act of 1875, which outlawed segregation. 

 An economic depression in 1873 defl ected white 

Northerners’ attention from Reconstruction toward eco-

nomic issues, and scandals within the Grant administra-

tion soured voters on Reconstruction politics. A splinter 

within the Republican Party, the Liberal Republicans, 

steered the party away from racial issues toward concerns 

like governmental corruption and economic recovery. As 

Democrats regained control and curtailed gains made 

by black Southerners in the former Confederate states, 

northern voters and the Republican Party looked the 

other way. 

 Th e election of 1876 brought Reconstruction to an of-

fi cial close. Democrat Samuel J. Tilden won the popular 

vote, but the Electoral College remained contested be-

cause of disputed tallies in South Carolina, Florida, and 

Louisiana. Republican and Democratic operatives agreed 

to concede all three states, and thus the presidency, to 

the Republican candidate, Rutherford B. Hayes, in ex-

change for Republicans removing the last federal troops 

enforcing Reconstruction measures and withdrawing 

national support from southern state Republican Party 

organizations. Hayes was inaugurated, Republican state 

governments in the South crumbled, and “ Redemption,” 

or the return of southern state governments to the Dem-

ocratic Party, ensued. Over the next decade, conserva-

tive Democrats consolidated power, and by the turn of 

the twentieth century, an era of solid white Democratic 

state governance in the South had begun, with poll taxes, 

literacy tests, and intimidation eff ectively robbing black 

Southerners of many civil rights, including the right 

to vote. 

 Expansion and Contraction 

 While the Civil War enabled the expansion of federal 

power, citizenship rights, and the American polity, the 

aftermath of Reconstruction reversed signifi cant as-

pects of wartime expansion, leaving a mixed legacy. Th e 

invention of presidential war powers had an ambiguous 

impact. Some of Lincoln’s actions inhibited civil liber-

ties, but he exercised relative restraint, using the au-

thority mainly in areas of Confederate guerrilla activity 

rather than to punish political enemies. For example, 

newspaper editor Brick Pomeroy was never arrested de-

spite his calls for Lincoln’s assassination. After the Civil 

War, the Supreme Court trimmed presidential wartime 

powers with rulings like  ex Parte Milligan  (1866), which 

found that trying civilians in military courts when ci-

vilian courts were operational was unconstitutional. 

Further, despite growth in Lincoln’s power, the im-

peachment of Andrew Johnson in 1868 and consistent 

overriding of his vetoes by Congress restricted presi-

dential authority. 

 Th e aftermath of Reconstruction also curtailed the 

expansion of civil rights, particularly through a series 

of Supreme Court decisions limiting the impact of the 

Fourteenth and the Fifteenth Amendments. Th e  Slaugh-
terhouse Cases  of 1873 identifi ed most civil rights as state 

rights, rather than national rights, and concluded that 

the Fourteenth Amendment prevented states from de-

priving citizens of only a few national rights, such as ac-

cess to ports.  United States v. Cruikshank  (1876) and the 

 Civil Rights Cases  (1883) determined that the constitu-

tional amendments and the Civil Rights Act of 1875 pre-

vented only states, not individuals, from infringing on 

citizens’ rights. Most famously,  Plessy v. Ferguson  (1896)
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asserted the constitutionality of state-mandated racial 

segregation. 

 Th e Civil War and Reconstruction did resolve the ques-

tions of secession and slavery. Union military victory kept 

the southern states in the Union, and in  Texas v. White  
(1869) the Supreme Court declared secession unconsti-

tutional. Th e Th irteenth Amendment outlawed slavery. 

Further, the Fourteenth Amendment and the Fifteenth 

Amendment extended citizenship and voting rights to 

black men, and established scaff olding on which the civil 

rights movement of the twentieth century would build. 

Yet the precise relationship between federal and state gov-

ernments and the exact meaning of former slaves’ freedom 

would remain contested long after the era ended. 

  See also  Reconstruction era, 1865–1877; slavery; South since 1877. 
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 C H A N D R A  M A N N I N G 

class and politics to 1877

 Since the nation’s founding, Americans have sought to 

reconcile the principle of equal rights for all (at least for 

all white men) with the reality of signifi cant social diff er-

ences based on wealth with occupation. To the Founding 

Fathers, there appeared no inherent contradiction. Th e 

Declaration of Independence famously asserted that “all 

men” possessed “certain unalienable rights,” including 

“Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” Yet just 

because everyone enjoyed the same right to pursue hap-

piness did not mean that everyone would achieve the 

same level of success, material or otherwise. Th e found-

ers envisioned the United States as a meritocracy where 

individuals’ social and economic standing would refl ect 

their relative talents, industriousness, and virtue. But 

they also recognized that diff erences in wealth and occu-

pation could undermine popular faith in the legitimacy 

of American government if they hardened into enduring 

class divisions passed along from one generation to the 

next. Much of American political history has revolved 

around the issue of what role government should play 
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both in promoting equal rights and in protecting the 

unequal results that meritocratic processes can produce 

over the long term. 

 The Federal Constitution 

 Class proved a controversial topic at the Constitutional 

Convention in 1787. Charles Pinckney of South Caro-

lina argued that America was essentially a classless society 

and destined to remain so for the foreseeable future. Per-

haps because the gap between free whites and enslaved 

blacks in his home state was so immense, he viewed dif-

ferences among whites as negligible. “Th e people of the 

United States are more equal in their circumstances than 

the people of any other Country,” he affi  rmed. “Th e ge-

nius of the people, their mediocrity of situation & the 

prospects which are aff orded their industry in a country 

which must be a new one for centuries are unfavorable to 

the rapid distinctions of ranks.” Virginian James Madi-

son disputed Pinckney. “It was true,” he conceded, “we 

had not among us . . . hereditary distinctions, of rank . . . 

nor those extremes of wealth or poverty” that plagued 

European countries. “We cannot however be regarded 

even at this time, as one homogenous mass.” In the fu-

ture, tensions between rich and poor were bound to grow. 

“An increase of population will of necessity increase the 

proportion of those who will labour under all the hard-

ships of life, & secretly sigh for a more equal distribution 

of its blessings,” Madison predicted. New Yorker Alexan-

der Hamilton agreed. “It was certainly true that nothing 

like an equality of property existed,” he declared, “that 

an inequality would exist as long as liberty existed, and 

that it would unavoidably result from the very liberty 

itself. Th is inequality of property constituted the great & 

fundamental distinction in Society.” 

 To contain the threat of an impoverished and jealous 

majority in a republican polity, the Founding Fathers de-

signed a national government that would be dominated 

by men of substantial property and social distinction. 

Given the large size of federal electoral districts, only 

persons of prior renown—for the most part members 

of established elites—were likely to win election to the 

House of Representatives, the most democratic branch 

of the new regime. Both sides in the struggle over ratifi -

cation of the Constitution grasped this logic. New York 

anti-Federalist Melancton Smith warned that the new 

system would award too much power to “the natural ar-

istocracy of the country.” He did not wish to keep all 

men of high achievement and reputation out of govern-

ment, but he wanted the new Congress to be open as 

well to members of “the middling class.” Although the 

campaign to block ratifi cation of the Constitution failed, 

Smith framed a question that would recur periodically in 

American political history: what class of men should rule 

in a republic—the better sort or ordinary citizens? 

 Federalists, Republicans, and the “Revolution of 1800” 

 During the 1790s, political debate raged over the proper 

relationship between the populace at large and their 

 representatives in the national government. Federalist 

leaders believed that natural aristocrats like themselves 

possessed a near monopoly on the wisdom necessary 

to identify the public good and guide the country in 

the right direction. When members of Democratic-

Republican societies, many of them middling artisans 

and farmers, challenged administration policies on the 

grounds that they favored the rich and well-born, Presi-

dent George Washington denounced the societies as ille-

gitimate “self-created” organizations bent on subverting 

the American republic. According to Federalists, quali-

fi ed voters had a right and responsibility to elect virtuous 

gentlemen to Congress, but once elections were over, the 

common people should quietly abide by the policies pre-

scribed by their social superiors. 

 Yet the natural aristocracy failed to consolidate into 

a cohesive ruling class under Federalist auspices. Soon 

after the new federal government got under way, a fi erce 

quarrel broke out within the nation’s upper echelons. 

Hamilton, as secretary of the treasury, sought to build 

a fi nancial system modeled on the British example. He 

hoped to tie wealthy investors to the national project 

and to fuel economic development by establishing a na-

tional bank and by funding at par the combined public 

debt of the nation and the separate states. Hamilton’s 

proposal deeply alienated his erstwhile ally Madison 

and Madison’s good friend Th omas Jeff erson. Th ey 

feared that Hamilton meant to turn over control of 

the government to unscrupulous speculators and to 

prepare the way for a return to monarchy. In response, 

they formed the Republican Party and deployed class 

rhetoric to mobilize the middling sort against Hamil-

ton’s policies. Th e Federalists, Madison charged, “are 

more partial to the opulent than to the other classes 

of society; and having debauched themselves into a 

persuasion that mankind are incapable of governing 

themselves, it follows with them . . . that government 

can be carried on only by the pageantry of rank, the 

infl uence of money and emoluments, and the terror of 

military force.” 
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 Th e Republican triumph of 1800–1801—what Jeff er-

son later called the “Revolution of 1800”—signaled an 

important shift in the class dynamics of American poli-

tics. Especially in the northern states, the Republican 

coalition challenged the political dominance of long-

standing local elites. Jeff erson, though by any measure a 

natural aristocrat, believed that, in a republic,  sovereignty 

should reside actively in the people at large, with govern-

ment—especially the federal government—interfering 

as little as possible in the “natural” processes of a free so-

ciety. Yet Jeff erson’s policies as president proved more in-

terventionist than his principles. By acquiring the huge 

Louisiana Territory, Jeff erson safeguarded the economic 

opportunities of westward-heading farmers for genera-

tions to come. And by imposing the Embargo of 1807–9, 

he weakened New England commerce, stimulated 

American industrialization, and reenergized the partisan 

confl ict between Federalists and Republicans. Th e result 

was a deepening sectional divide between the elites of 

the North and the South and a general rise in popular 

political participation. Despite the failure of Jeff erson’s 

embargo and the subsequent outbreak of the War of 

1812, the Republicans succeeded in isolating northern 

merchants and fi nanciers by consolidating their politi-

cal base in the South and by attracting enough support 

among artisans and farmers in the middle states to domi-

nate national politics. By 1820 the Federalist Party was 

moribund, and the eighteenth-century conception of 

rule by a natural aristocracy seemed passé. 

 The Missouri Crisis and the Rise 

of Jacksonian Democracy 

 Yet the uproar over Missouri’s application for admission 

to the Union in 1819 revealed a serious cleavage within 

the Republican coalition. Th e most obvious line of divi-

sion was sectional. Northerners opposed the extension of 

slavery while Southerners supported it. Underlying this 

diff erence were the parallel yet confl icting class dynam-

ics of North and South. Even as the northern economy 

grew more diverse and many farmers’ sons and daugh-

ters migrated to urban centers, other northern progeny 

sought to maintain an agricultural way of life by moving 

west. Th eir model of enterprise was the family farm, and 

they deeply feared competition from slaveholders whose 

ability to exploit black bondsmen made plantation agri-

culture more effi  cient. Southern farmers likewise looked 

westward for opportunity, especially as global demand 

for cotton soared in the early nineteenth century. Some 

large planters moved west, where land was compara-

tively cheap and the soil quite fertile, but the majority of 

southern whites who migrated were less affl  uent, includ-

ing aspiring yeomen whose strategy for success was to 

climb into slaveholding ranks. Th e social goals of mid-

dling farmers in North and South had much in com-

mon, but their engagement in diff erent labor systems 

tended to drive them apart. 

 During the late 1820s and 1830s, Andrew Jackson and 

his supporters were nonetheless able to build a Demo-

cratic Party composed mainly of northern and southern 

agriculturalists. To achieve this goal, Jacksonians muffl  ed 

the debate over slavery as best they could. Th ey also 

wooed middle-state manufacturing interests and dis-

gruntled northern artisans, including veterans of short-

lived Working Men’s Parties based in the Northeast. 

Much of Jackson’s appeal was personal: he was a self-

made man and military hero whose rise from anonymity 

to fame and from rags to riches depended on his strength 

of will. He was not a natural aristocrat in the traditional 

sense, with its genteel connotations. He embodied a 

new variant of meritocracy, where those at the top of 

the social order were expected to resemble the middle 

class in temperament and opinion, only on a grander 

scale. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed in  Democracy in 
America , “Th e men who are entrusted with the direction 

of public aff airs in the United States are frequently infe-

rior, both in point of capacity and of morality, to those 

whom aristocratic institutions would raise to power. But 

their interest is identifi ed and confounded with that of 

their fellow citizens.” In the public imagination, Andrew 

Jackson was the common man writ large. 

 Jackson’s “war” on the Second Bank of the United 

States solidifi ed the Democratic Party as a national or-

ganization. Like Jeff erson, Jackson feared that an alliance 

between the federal government and large-scale fi nancial 

interests—the so-called money power—would subvert 

the liberty of the American people. In his 1832 veto mes-

sage aimed at the national bank, Jackson portrayed a 

situation in the United States bordering on class warfare. 

“It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often 

bend the acts of government to their selfi sh purposes,” he 

wrote. “When the laws undertake to add to . . . natural 

and just advantages artifi cial distinctions, to grant titles, 

gratuities, and exclusive privileges, to make the rich 

richer and the potent more powerful, the humble mem-

bers of society—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers—

who have neither the time nor the means of securing 

like favors to themselves, have a right to complain of the 

injustice of their Government.” 
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 Jackson’s opponents rejected his analysis root and 

branch. Calling themselves Whigs, they viewed the Sec-

ond Bank of the United States as an economic engine 

that benefi ted all Americans. Whigs believed in class 

cooperation, not class confl ict, and they thought a re-

publican government, properly led, could and should 

maximize the public good by promoting balanced capi-

talist development. Unlike the Federalists before them, 

the Whigs did not believe in government by a natural 

aristocracy ruling the hoi polloi with aloof condescen-

sion. Th ey celebrated self-made men as fervently as the 

Democrats and adopted modern forms of mass politics 

with enthusiasm. Yet they never fully escaped the charge 

that they cared more about business interests than the 

interests of ordinary people. Th ough studies of voting 

patterns have found signifi cant variations from place to 

place and have demonstrated that factors such as ethnic-

ity and religion were often as important as wealth and 

occupation, it appears that the Whigs drew their support 

mainly from those best positioned to gain directly from 

capitalist growth, while the Democrats drew their sup-

port primarily from those who feared they were losing 

out in a rapidly commercializing economy. 

 The Coming of the Civil War 

 While Democrats attacked federal intervention in the 

economy as an insidious plot to make the rich richer 

at the expense of everyone else, their laissez-faire poli-

cies served another, less egalitarian purpose: to protect 

slavery and the interests of southern slaveholders. Th e 

weaker the national government, the less chance it would 

interfere with the “peculiar institution”—an institution 

potentially at political risk as the proportion of slave-

holders within the American population declined dur-

ing the fi rst half of the nineteenth century. In 1800 the 

demographic balance between free and slave states was 

roughly 50:50; by 1850 it was closer to 60:40. Moreover, 

within the slave states, slaveholders were a shrinking mi-

nority among the white population. Yet by leveraging 

their infl uence within the national Democratic Party, 

slaveholders captured a disproportionate share of high 

federal offi  ces and exercised virtual veto power over 

congressional legislation. Between 1789 and 1850, slave-

holders held the presidency four-fi fths of the time, and, 

notwithstanding northern opposition to slavery’s expan-

sion, they greatly increased the amount of American 

territory open to human bondage. But when slavehold-

ers demanded the repeal of the Missouri Compromise 

in 1854 and pushed for the introduction of slavery into 

Kansas—until then “free” territory under the Missouri 

accord—they overreached. In response to the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, middle-class northerners turned against 

the so-called slave power with a vengeance and rallied 

with greater intensity than ever before to the antislavery 

appeal of “free soil” and “free labor.” 

 Signifi cantly, it was not New England’s industrialists 

who led the campaign to end the slaveholders’ control 

over national policy. Abolitionists angrily denounced 

the unholy alliance of the “lords of the lash” and the 

“lords of the loom.” Nor did leading New York mer-

chants wish to undermine the intersectional and trans-

Atlantic trade in cotton that yielded them hefty profi ts. 

Th e new Republican Party of the mid-1850s found its 

strength elsewhere: among northern farmers, small-

scale manufacturers, middling merchants, and a subset 

of wage earners. Th e Republicans cared less about the 

plight of southern slaves than the prospects of north-

ern whites, but they earnestly deemed the slave power 

a font of evil. 

 Against the backdrop of Bleeding Kansas, the  Dred 
Scott  decision, and southern calls for a federal slave code, 

the Republican Party persuaded a majority of northern-

ers that Democrats could not be trusted to safeguard 

northern rights. Likewise, against the backdrop of the 

Republicans’ antisouthern rhetoric and John Brown’s 

raid on Harpers Ferry, proslavery “fi re-eaters” persuaded 

a large proportion of whites in the Deep South that the 

elevation of a Republican to the presidency would en-

danger their equal rights as American citizens. When 

Abraham Lincoln won the presidential election of 1860 

with a clear-cut majority of the electoral vote, albeit 

only 40 percent of the popular vote, the stage was set for 

southern secession and the outbreak of civil war. 

 The Outcome of the Civil War and Reconstruction 

 After four years of bloodshed and devastation, the Union 

Army, helped by emboldened southern blacks and disaf-

fected southern whites, defeated the slave power. Union 

victory opened the way for the liberation of America’s 

most thoroughly exploited working class. Slaves were 

not the passive recipients of freedom but active agents in 

securing it. When peace came, they were eager to exer-

cise their newly recognized rights, both as human beings 

and as American citizens. 

 Th e Th irteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amend-

ments to the federal Constitution promised an extraordi-

nary transformation of the American social and political 

order. Not only would former slaves be guaranteed their 
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freedom, they would enjoy the same civil rights as their 

former masters and voting rights on par with their fellow 

Americans regardless of “race, color, or previous condi-

tion of servitude.” Although the postwar settlement did 

not include a large-scale transfer of land ownership from 

planters to the freed people, for a brief period in the 

late 1860s and early 1870s it looked like southern blacks 

might be able to rise out of poverty with the help of 

sympathetic Republican administrations at the state and 

national levels. Except for Haiti, no other country in the 

Western hemisphere experienced such a dramatic shift 

in class relations as the result of slavery’s abolition. “Th e 

black man is free, the black man is a citizen, the black 

man is enfranchised, and this by the organic law of the 

land,” exclaimed the ex-slave and radical leader Frederick 

Douglass in 1870. “One of the most remarkable features 

of this grand revolution is its thoroughness. Never was 

revolution more complete.” 

 Unfortunately, this postwar settlement did not endure. 

Although some ex-slaveholders accepted the legitimacy 

of Union victory and the principle of black participation 

in the reconstructed polity, many more turned to terror 

and intimidation in order to regain control over local 

and state governments. Th ey found collaborators among 

poor and middling southern whites whose social identi-

ties rested on their sense of racial superiority over blacks. 

Th is interclass racist alliance not only quashed the civil 

and political rights of black Southerners but also broke 

the will of middle-class white Northerners who had 

sought to impose a “free labor” vision on the South. 

 Abraham Lincoln had eloquently sketched the free 

labor vision in his annual message to Congress in 1861. 

“Labor is the superior of capital, and deserves much the 

higher consideration,” he declared. Yet he emphasized, 

“A large majority belong to neither class—neither work 

for others, nor have others working for them.” Th e epit-

ome of success was the independent proprietor: “Men, 

with their families—wives, sons, and daughters—work 

for themselves on their farms, in their houses, and in 

their shops.” Th e promise of America was that all free 

men could realistically aspire to this level of indepen-

dence. “Th e prudent, penniless beginner in the world, 

labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus with which to 

buy tools or land for himself; then labors on his own 

account another while, and at length hires another new 

beginner to help him,” Lincoln observed. “Th is is the 

just, and generous, and prosperous system, which opens 

the way to all—gives hope to all, and consequent energy, 

and progress, and improvement of condition to all.” 

But,  in the aftermath of the Civil War, the chances 

of ris ing from wage labor to independent proprietorship 

seemed to diminish in the North. Mammoth capitalist 

enterprises—many of them corporations enjoying lim-

ited liability and legal immortality—came to dominate 

the fast-growing industrial sector, and small producers 

denounced the power that major railroad companies ex-

ercised over their livelihoods. While magnates like An-

drew Carnegie of Carnegie Steel and John D. Rockefeller 

of Standard Oil were self-made men, their aggressive 

business strategies and huge fortunes set them far apart 

economically and socially from those in the middle and 

working classes. A new American aristocracy began to 

coalesce—one based mainly on capitalist calculation and 

the determination to corner markets by whatever means 

necessary. Th e new aristocrats did not boast formal titles, 

and unlike natural aristocrats of the late eighteenth cen-

tury, they did not hold public offi  ce. But with unprec-

edented wealth at their disposal, they greatly infl uenced 

government policies. Th e muckraker Henry Demarest 

Lloyd wrote acerbically of Rockefeller’s political mach-

inations, “Th e Standard has done everything with the 

Pennsylvania legislature, except refi ne it.” 

 As Northerners lost faith in the free labor vision, they 

also grew tired of the seemingly endless task of recon-

structing the postwar South. Soon after taking offi  ce in 

1877, President Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republican, re-

moved federal troops from statehouse guard in Louisiana 

and South Carolina, thereby enabling ex-slaveholders to 

complete the “redemption” of former Confederate states. 

Over the next quarter century, the South, with little in-

terference from Washington, would evolve into an apart-

heid social order. Yet while federal offi  cials refused to 

intervene on behalf of blacks in the post- Reconstruction 

South, they proved eager to intervene on behalf of busi-

ness interests in the North. Hayes established the prec-

edent. When railway workers nationwide walked off  

their jobs in July 1877, he dispatched federal troops to 

break the strike and restore economic and social order. 

A decade and a half after Abraham Lincoln told Con-

gress that “labor is the superior of capital, and deserves 

much the higher consideration ,”  Hayes acted on a very 

diff erent assumption: that the rights of workers to pur-

sue their happiness were inferior to the rights of corpora-

tions to protect their property and to accumulate capital. 

A century after the nation’s founding, there persisted a 

profound tension between the American ideal of equal 

rights and the reality of class inequities sustained by gov-

ernmental power. 
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  See also  agrarian politics; business and politics; economy and 

politics; Free Soil Party; labor movement and politics; labor 

parties. 
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 G A R Y  J .  KO R N B L I T H 

  class and politics since 1877 

 Mainstream pundits and politicians have long pro-

claimed the absence of class in modern American poli-

tics. Leftist scholars have responded by proclaiming the 

centrality of the working class in the political realm. Both 

sides have compelling claims. Th e United States has in-

deed been distinctive in the way that class has infl uenced 

politics, with—at times—a striking lack of a classical 

European confl ict between bourgeoisie and proletariat. 

As German sociologist Werner Sombart famously put it, 

referring to the relatively prosperous standard of living 

for ordinary Americans, radical working-class politics in 

America have often foundered on “roast beef and apple 

pie.” Yet said proletariat has, at critical moments, been a 

crucial player in American public life, whether by means 

of Gilded Age anarchist bomb throwing, Depression era 

sit-down striking, or the simple act of being a collective 

electoral presence. 

 Th e standard debate about class between mainstream 

editorial writers and leftists, however, obscures more than 

it illuminates. What is truly distinctive about American 

class politics is the strength of that great beast, the mid-

dle class. Th at said, “the middle class” is a creature easy 

to caricature but diffi  cult to pin down because of its de-

mographic and ideological complexity. And the moral of 

the story is not, as so many scholars have claimed, that 

the middle class means the end of “class”; rather, that 

entity is the crucial starting point for understanding the 

foundational signifi cance of class in modern American 

politics. 

 The Gilded Age 

 Th e year 1877 was a time of intense class polarization that 

witnessed some of the most violent class confl icts in all 

of American history. With the close of Reconstruction, 

federal troops moved from South to North to patrol the 

powder keg that many industrial cities had become as 

the result of a national railroad strike. Dozens of work-

ers were killed, and millions of dollars’ worth of property 

was damaged from Baltimore to St. Louis, before federal 

troops ended the 45-day melee. 

 Th e display of railroad employees shot down in the 

street by what many believed were rapacious corporate 

elites and the minions provided a dramatic opening 

act to the Gilded Age. And the gilding of the period 

was indeed quite thick. A self-conscious national elite 

formed, perhaps for the fi rst time in American history, as 

merchants and manufacturers, Northerners and South-

erners, united across divides of political economy and 

region to unleash a world historic wave of corporate 

growth sponsored by both major political parties. Armed 

not only with guns but with the proud ideology of social 

Darwinism, these elites were intent on politically mar-

ginalizing those outside their charmed circle, particularly 

an increasingly immigrant-based working class. In turn, 

workers responded with the most impressive drive for 

unionization to date. Th e Knights of Labor organized 

upward of 700,000 workers, often across the divides of 

race, gender, and job skills, and appeared poised to move 
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the political economy in a more small-scale and worker-

friendly direction. 

 As the battle between workers and elites lurched to-

ward a momentous bombing at Haymarket Square in 

Chicago on May 4, 1886 (where seven police offi  cers 

and an unknown number of citizens were killed in the 

melee caused by a bomb of unknown origin), it seemed 

that intense class confl ict would be the defi ning axis of 

social and political life in the late nineteenth century. 

Yet matters were not so simple. Th e Knights of Labor, 

for example, were as intent on defi ning themselves as 

hardworking—and middling—“producers” as they were 

in forging a proletarian consciousness. (It was actually 

members of the more cautious and conservative Ameri-

can Federation of Labor, founded by Samuel Gompers 

in 1886 as a response to the Knights, that articulated 

a hard-core identity as “workers,” set apart from small 

business owners and other “nonworkers.”) Similarly, the 

Populist Party—the chief expression of rural rebellion 

during the 1890s—also claimed to stand for those in the 

middle. Protesting banking, transportation, and mon-

etary policies, the Populists argued in their 1892 Omaha 

Platform that “from the same prolifi c womb of govern-

mental injustice we breed the two great classes—tramps 

and millionaires.” During their brief limelight, the Pop-

ulists elected (sometimes on a fusion ticket with Demo-

crats or Republicans) ten governorships and 45 members 

of Congress and placed a number of measures, such as 

that of income tax, fi rmly on the national agenda. 

 Th e middling nature of American politics showed 

up even more powerfully in mainstream politics. While 

many voters continued to vote in an “ethnocultural” 

way, with religion in particular a key point of confl ict, 

the  presidential campaigns of candidates from James 

Garfi eld to Grover Cleveland were able to assume a 

fairly moderate middle-class consensus, even amid the 

class tumult of the period. William McKinley appealed 

more directly to workers in the 1896 election against 

William Jennings Bryan, but still did so as an upholder 

of self-conscious middle-class and Middle American 

values—the beginnings of a tradition that would hold 

considerable sway over American electioneering up to 

the present day. 

 The Progressive Era 

 Th at small farmers like the Populists, as well as exploited 

workers like the Knights of Labor, were claiming the 

mantle of  middle class  meant that an important part of 

the structure of political confl ict going into the early 

twentieth century was a vigorous ideological battle over 

who should be included in that term and what it meant. 

Moreover, professions traditionally associated with the 

upstanding middle class—business owners, lawyers, doc-

tors, and other white-collar workers—greatly expanded 

during the era of corporate modernization that lasted 

from 1877 to 1929. With such a wide range of occupa-

tions and experiences making up a culturally contested 

middle class, it is no surprise that those in the middle did 

not act in political unity. 

 Th is is especially important to recognize when reck-

oning with the politics of the early twentieth century—

the period traditionally known as the Progressive Era. 

Scholars for more than a half century have argued that 

the middle class provided the impetus for progressive re-

form. Whether the anxious and antidemocratic middle 

class of Pulitzer Prize–winning Richard Hofstadter’s  Th e 
Age of Reform  (1955) or the confi dent and modernizing 

middle class of Robert Wiebe’s  Th e Search for Order  
(1967), the middle class latched on to reform not just to 

stand with Th eodore Roosevelt at Armageddon, battling 

for the Lord, but also to forge their own class identity 

against ethnic workers and old moneyed elites. Histo-

rians such as Hofstadter and Wiebe viewed the middle 

class as acting in lockstep, with “its” politics fl owing out 

of a monolithic unity. Yet, in both local and national 

arenas, middling folks acted in quite disparate ways. 

In some cities, especially in the West, non-elite busi-

ness owners formed the shock troops for a vigorous and 

often successful open shop and antiradical movement. 

In contrast, in places like San Francisco and Portland, 

Oregon, middling shopkeepers, printers, lawyers, and 

housewives joined with workers to forge a political cul-

ture that upheld the rights of unions and pressed for 

radical measures of direct democracy and economic 

equality. 

 Indeed, no matter how broadly the term is stretched, 

 middle class  does not cover a good portion of Progres-

sive Era politics. It is applicable to a reformer like Jane 

Ad dams, who grew up in privileged circumstances in a 

small Illinois city but who was not a member of Chicago’s 

upper class, no matter how much she associated with elites 

during her crusades for worker and immigrant rights. Yet 

the term cannot encompass one of the two most promi-

nent political fi gures of the period, the ultra-upper-class 

Th eodore Roosevelt, and it does not fi t easily upon the 

shoulders of the other, Woodrow Wilson. Th e elite pres-

ence within progressive reform, and within Progressive 

Era politics more generally, was substantial. And, at the 
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other end of the spectrum, the extreme class confl icts 

characteristic of the Gilded Age by no means disappeared 

in the generally more prosperous era before World War I. 

Poor and middling farmers, and their agrarian-oriented 

representatives in Congress, were a major reason for the 

rise of national regulatory power over business during 

the years 1910–20. Union membership also increased 

substantially with confl ict intensifying to such peaks as 

a general strike in Seattle in 1919; workers also played an 

important role in campaigns such as those for accidental 

injury insurance. In tandem, a socialist movement, led 

by the charismatic (and middle-class) Eugene V. Debs, 

gained considerable strength. Debs twice gained close to 

a million votes in his race for the presidency, and Social-

ists took seats in Congress and plenty of political offi  ces 

in cities ranging from Schenectady, New York, to Mil-

waukee, Wisconsin. 

 Despite the complexities of class politics during the 

Progressive Era, there was a substantial connection be-

tween the middle class and the politics of this period of 

reform. Middle-class outrage against corporate corrup-

tion helped fuel changes from limits on campaign contri-

bution to the regulation of food and drugs. Middle-class 

concern about economic polarization also led to the pas-

sage of minimum wage and maximum hours laws (espe-

cially for women). Despite their support for the right to 

hold private property, ordinary Americans displayed con-

siderable ambivalence about some of the basic structures 

of capitalism, ranging from the inequality of wealth to 

the exploitation of labor. Presidents Roosevelt and Wil-

son often expressed the same concerns as they engaged in 

a creative debate about the fate of the national economy; 

the result was the fi rst systematic federal regulation of 

corporations and fi nancial markets. Middling morality 

became a hurricane force in American politics, particu-

larly in campaigns for Prohibition and against vice. And 

middle-class support was crucial for passage of the con-

stitutional amendments of the  period—regarding the 

income tax, the direct election of U.S. senators, Prohibi-

tion, and woman suff rage. Th e middle class never did 

any of this alone; in particular, much of the working class 

was attracted to “middle-class” political reform. Yet the 

middle class was clearly the star of the early twentieth-

century political show. 

 From World War to World War 

 Th e period from 1914 to 1945 was an era in which Ameri-

can politics seemed to leapfrog rapidly between liberal-

ism and conservatism. Th e glow of reform remained in 

the air from 1914 until the United States entered World 

War I in the spring of 1917. Immediately afterward, an 

intense period of reaction gripped the country, subsiding 

into a period of conservative “normalcy” until 1933—

when Franklin D. Roosevelt abruptly switched gears and 

marched the country through the most sweeping mo-

ment of liberal reform in the nation’s history. 

 A good portion of this leapfrogging can be explained 

by events that were related to but in many ways tran-

scended issues of class: the rise of the United States to 

the status of a superpower, the greatest economic depres-

sion in world history, the growing threat of totalitarian 

powers in Europe and Asia. Yet part of the turbulence of 

American politics was also the result of the temporary 

decentering of the middle class. With the reform im-

pulse of the Progressive Era stifl ed—even strangled—by 

the political consequences of World War I, middle-class 

concerns took a backseat as, fi rst, elites took charge of 

American politics during the 1920s and then workers as-

serted power during the 1930s. 

 Woodrow Wilson feared that war would kill the spirit 

of reform, and he was right. While scholars have cor-

rectly pointed out that liberal and leftist politics sur-

vived during the war and into the 1920s, Wilson himself 

launched a devastatingly eff ective campaign against any 

perceived radicalism, with the net cast quite widely. So-

cialists and other labor radicals were jailed, and leaders of 

organized labor had little choice but to announce a sus-

pension of strikes during the course of the war—a war 

that, at home, was in many ways run by corporate elites. 

A massive strike wave immediately followed the war, and 

the birth of bolshevism in the United States led to ar-

dent fears of the overturning of the social order. Yet the 

strikes were, in the main, put down—often violently—

and unions hemor rhaged membership throughout the 

1920s. 

 Workers played a role in politics during this decade, 

particularly in their successful advocacy of what was ar-

guably its most important piece of legislation—the Im-

migration Act of 1924, which strictly limited migration 

from countries outside of northern and western Europe. 

Also, Protestant workers joined avidly with their mid-

dling and elite counterparts to form the backbone for the 

brief but troubling rise to power of the Ku Klux Klan in 

the North during the early 1920s. Yet, overall, the period 

saw a remarkably strong consensus that, in the words 

of President Calvin Coolidge, “the chief business of the 

American people is business.” Corporate chieftains such 

as Andrew Mellon were major players during the Repub-



 class and politics since 1877

 161

lican administrations of Warren Harding, Coolidge, and 

Herbert Hoover. While Hoover, in particular, had cre-

ative ideas about how to bring government and business 

leaders together, few in the 1920s mainstream questioned 

the primary purpose of politics: the nurturing of corpo-

rate growth. 

 Th e start of the Great Depression in 1929 did not im-

mediately change that purpose, but the inauguration of 

Franklin Roosevelt did. Roosevelt was no radical, and 

indeed his own elite pedigree was as blue-blooded as it 

gets. Moreover, Roosevelt made no bones that his ulti-

mate goal in reforming the economic system was to save 

capitalism. Still, Roosevelt, who by 1936 was denouncing 

“economic royalists,” transformed the political system 

and became a symbol for the hopes of ordinary Ameri-

cans that the national government could work for them. 

 Th e capstone of this eff ort to transform American so-

ciety was, arguably, the National Labor Relations Act of 

1935, or Wagner Act, which offi  cially recognized the rights 

of most workers to organize unions and established fed-

eral machinery to uphold workers’ right to representa-

tion. Th e national government went from its Gilded Age 

role of often violently repressing to becoming, in many 

ways, the chief enforcer of workers’ rights. Of course, 

Roosevelt and other national politicians responded to 

labor out of more than a sense of patrician obligation. 

Th ey recognized the newfound power of workers, many 

of whom were attracted to radical ideas and needed to 

be convinced that mainstream politics could serve their 

needs. Nor did these workers simply rely on the benevo-

lent power of Washington, D.C. Th e Wagner Act un-

leashed a historic set of strikes, with  autoworkers taking 

over factories in Michigan and textile workers in South 

Carolina mobilizing their rural communities in support 

of unions. Employer response was often violent, but (at 

least in the North) just as often accommodating, and 

by the end of the 1930s, a markedly diff erent political 

 econ omy—one that actively incorporated unionization—

had been born. 

 Th ere were signifi cant limits to this new New Deal 

order. Th e continued failure of unions in the South—the 

function of the power of white southern elites who skill-

fully wielded their economic as well as political power 

over disenfranchised African Americans—provided 

a substantial regional obstacle to the extension of lib-

eralism. Even within successful New Deal legislation, 

there were signifi cant restrictions to the empowering of 

“the working class.” Th e Social Security Act of 1935—

arguably the most important piece of New Deal legisla-

tion–provided pensions for millions of workers but left 

out the most exploited (and, not coincidentally, heavily 

nonwhite) laborers: in particular, agricultural workers 

and domestic servants. 

 The (Short) American Century 

 Class politics did not take a holiday during World War II, 

but they were generally suppressed in the global fi ght 

against fascism. Th ey returned with a vengeance in the 

war’s immediate aftermath, however, with another post-

war strike wave accompanying an attempt by procorpo-

rate politicians to reverse the New Deal. Th e chief symbol 

of such reaction was the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which 

put signifi cant restrictions on labor organization and re-

quired union offi  cials to take loyalty oaths. Yet, despite 

the newly conservative legal and political environment, 

the overall pattern of class politics from the 1940s to the 

1970s was far from traditional. Rather, at the height of 

“the American Century,” many workers became so pros-

perous and secure that in many ways the divide between 

“the working class” and “the middle class” threatened to 

dissolve. 

 If Taft-Hartley symbolized the dreams of the most 

conservative of Republicans, the so-called Treaty of De-

troit best epitomized the new class order. In 1950, United 

Auto Workers president Walter Reuther negotiated a 

fi ve-year contract with the “big three” car manufactur-

ers. Workers gave up hopes of control over the shop fl oor 

along with their rights to strike during the term of the 

contract. In exchange, they received generous benefi ts 

in areas ranging from health insurance to pensions, 

unemployment to vacations. Cost-of-living wage ad-

justments ensured that workers would remain prosper-

ous in times of infl ation. As a result of such contracts, 

union membership reached an all-time high during the 

postwar period. While this broad treaty left out plenty of 

workers, overall economic inequality declined substan-

tially as the economy went through a prolonged expan-

sion, driven in large part by mass demand for consumer 

goods. 

 As factory workers prospered, they increasingly moved 

to the suburbs. And while those who labored at man-

ual and semiskilled tasks in gargantuan factories never 

stopped thinking of themselves as “workers” while on the 

job, they increasingly took on self-conscious identities as 

part of the “middle class” while living as homeowners, 

taxpayers, and members of neighborhood associations. 

Indeed, many contemporary intellectuals argued that 

all genuinely ideological problems were off  the table, as 
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the American political economy had produced the most 

inclusive middle class in world history. With the simul-

taneous rise of the civil rights movement, and the prom-

ise of a triumphant “color-blind” liberalism, it appeared 

that the American Dream was nearing fulfi llment. 

 Deindustrialization, Globalization, and 

the Continuing Signifi cance of Class 

 All too quickly the bottom fell out of this dream of a 

classless utopia. During the 1960s, the nation discovered 

that poverty, whether among whites in Appalachia or 

blacks in Watts, had not disappeared. A persistent strain 

of infl ation, originating in President Lyndon Johnson’s 

attempts to feed a war machine while also signifi cantly 

expanding social programs, turned virulent in the late 

1970s. Deindustrialization hit the Northeast and Mid-

west particularly hard during the 1960s and 1970s and 

was followed in succeeding decades by a globalization 

that moved much of American manufacturing outside the 

nation’s borders. Union membership, particularly in the 

private sector, declined dramatically, with President Ron-

ald Reagan (himself a former union chief ) by 1981 taking 

on the mantle of proud union buster. 

 Th e promise of racial egalitarianism fell away as is-

sues of class became increasingly intertwined with those 

of race. Th ese abstractions had always been connected, 

and one popular argument among scholars holds that 

working-class revolution never came about primarily 

because of white workers’ long-standing investment in 

their racial privilege. Yet it was not until the dismantle-

ment of structures of legal racism that class became so 

visible within racial confl icts. Th e busing crises of the 

1970s, which largely pitted white working-class ethnics 

against the black poor and working class in cities such 

as Boston, best symbolized a class confl ict that took on 

the surface complexion of simple racial struggle. White 

workers who had previously been loyal to the New Deal 

order defected from the party of Roosevelt, becoming 

fi rst “Reagan Democrats” and then volatile swing voters. 

In turn, members of a small but growing African Ameri-

can middle class joined their class brethren in a fl ight to 

the suburbs, where schools remained largely (and legally) 

segregated because of neighborhood residential patterns 

based on inequalities of wealth and income. 

 As the politics of prosperity and liberalism fell away, 

middle-class and working-class Americans began to in-

creasingly practice the politics of populism. One of the 

longest-standing traditions in American civic life, pop-

ulism could take many diff erent forms, from Alabama 

governor George Wallace’s and Pat Buchanan’s implicit 

appeals to race when defending hard-working (white) 

“little” people against liberal elites and immigrants, to 

Ralph Nader’s attempts to embrace racial egalitarian-

ism while focusing on the depredations of big business. 

While some commentators have remarked that the lan-

guage of populism in its invoking of “the people” has 

meant the abandonment of a hard-edged rhetoric of 

class, the opposite in fact seemed to be the case. When 

Democrats such as Bill Clinton and Al Gore spoke out 

on behalf of a neglected and forgotten middle class, for 

example, Republicans went to great lengths to charge 

their colleagues across the aisle with “class warfare.” 

 Th ese Republicans were more right than they knew. 

While much of this ideological battle played out as cyni-

cal and even duplicitous campaign rhetoric, the struggle 

over the middle class was the real thing, the authentic 

version of American class politics. And with the decline 

in socialism and social democracy in Europe, it now ap-

pears that the United States has not been “defi cient” in 

the way that class has played out in its political history. 

Rather, with their own appeals to a populist middle class, 

politicians in the rest of the world may now be catching 

up to us. 

  See also  business and politics; conservatism; labor movement 

and politics; populism; race and politics; socialism. 
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  colonial legacy 

 At fi rst glance, the colonial legacy for the political history 

of the United States seems obvious. Schoolbooks tell of 

the gathering in 1619 of Virginia’s earliest representative 

assembly, which developed into the House of Burgesses, 

and of the Mayfl ower Compact two years later, establish-

ing government among the settlers of Plymouth by mu-

tual consent. Fast forward to the eve of independence, 

and it seems that the legacy of Virginia’s gathering and 

the Pilgrims’ agreement was fully worked out. 

 By the third quarter of the eighteenth century, each 

of the mainland British colonies south of newly founded 

Nova Scotia had its assembly. In all save Pennsylva-

nia there was a council, which served as upper legisla-

tive house, court of appeals, and advisory body. Each 

colony had a governor, appointed by the king in most 

cases, named in Pennsylvania and Maryland (and for-

merly in New York, New Jersey, and the Carolinas) by 

the province’s hereditary “proprietor,” and locally cho-

sen in Connecticut and Rhode Island. Election intervals 

and units of representation varied enormously: Massa-

chusetts chose a new assembly every year, with all towns 

having the right to send a delegate if the town meet-

ing chose. In neighboring New York, assembly elections 

could take place at intervals of up to seven years, and 

three of the province’s quasi-feudal manors had the right 

to send their own delegates, which meant sending the 

landlord’s choice. But there were elections everywhere 

from Georgia to New Hampshire, and those elections 

could be fought ferociously. 

 Above it all loomed the vaunted British government of 

king, lords, and commons, acting together as the king-

in-Parliament. Colonials acknowledged the sovereign 

authority of the British monarch. In practice, they also 

acknowledged that Parliament could legislate for them, 

if the larger British good required it. Until 1763 neither 

Britons “at home” nor Britons in the American “domin-

ions” gave serious thought to what Parliament could or 

could not do about America. Rather than worry, colo-

nials basked in the half-formed thought that their local 

institutions served them well, protecting their “British 

liberties,” much as Parliament served the realm. If any-

thing, they placed greater trust in the crown than did 

metropolitan Britons. 

 Neither in Britain nor in the colonies could the king 

rule by decree. Louis XIV boasted that in France “l’état, 

c’est moi” (the state is myself    ) and a Spanish monarch 

could impose the royal will with the simple formula “yo, 

el rey” (I, the king). But the young Prince of Wales who 

was to become George III rejoiced that in Britain the 

king-in-Parliament, not the king alone, made laws, im-

posed taxes, and spent public money. Th is, thought the 

student prince, was the glory of the British crown and 

the secret of British liberty. His subjects-to-be agreed, 

in the metropolis and the colonies alike. So did envi-

ous continental Europeans, most notably the highly 

respected French political thinker Charles de Secondat, 

Baron de Montesquieu. 

 Fast forward again, this time a mere three decades, 

and the legacy of colonial political experience seems 

obvious. In place of a king named George, there was a 

president, also named George, whose public demeanor 

seemed kingly. He worked with two new institutions, a 

U.S. House of Representatives that clearly owed a great 

deal to Britain’s House of Commons, and a U.S. Senate 

that resembled the House of Lords. Th e provinces had 

become states, with governors, state senates, and state 

assemblies. Th e continuity appears clear. 

 But Britain’s North American empire had foundered 

on that very legacy. Had the colonial institutions existed 

“of right,” fundamentally independent of Parliament’s 

power and its will? Or had they been mere conveniences, 

to which Parliament could give orders and alter if it 

chose to do so? Th at question bedeviled colonial politi-

cal thinkers after 1764, when Parliament began to assert 

its power over colonial life. When it proved to have no 

acceptable answer, the empire fell apart. 

 By 1790, the old order’s fatal problems seemed resolved 

in two ways. One was that both the U.S. government 
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and the separate state regimes drew their power directly 

from “the people” as codifi ed in formal constitutions. 

No longer was there was any question of state institu-

tions deriving power from the sovereign central govern-

ment and being subject to its veto or its requirements, as 

Parliament had claimed to be the case with their colonial 

forebears. Federal and state governments were creatures 

of their respective peoples, where sovereignty lay. 

 Th e other issue that seemed settled was that the 

United States had its own colonial problem, including 

rebellion. Vermont declared its independence from New 

York in 1777, which called it a “pretended state” and its 

people “revolted subjects” until 1791. For a few years the 

“State of Franklin” tried to break free from North Caro-

lina. Meanwhile settlers and enslaved black people were 

spilling west into country that they were seizing from 

its Indian owners. Like the original East Coast colo-

nists, they required order and structure. But rather than 

form permanently subordinate colonies, they established 

“territories.” Th ese could win full statehood, with self-

government and full participation in national politics. 

Except for Vermont, Kentucky, Tennessee, Texas, Cali-

fornia, and West Virginia, all of the states from Ohio 

to Hawaii went through the process, which transformed 

what had been a major British problem into an Ameri-

can public ritual. 

 The Larger Politics of Colonial America 

 Despite these points, the legacy of colonial political life is 

neither simple nor straightforward. Historians have de-

voted a vast amount of energy to the study of East Coast, 

Anglophone, white, male institutional political life. Th e 

greatest political legacy of the colonial era was the cre-

ation of a robust, white, male-dominated republic that 

rapidly spanned the continent. But there is little point in 

simply updating previous writings that have dealt with 

it admirably. Let us start instead with the “continental 

turn” that historians have taken in understanding “colo-

nial America.” Current understanding no longer restricts 

the subject to the Anglophone East Coast. 

 Instead, diff erent European communities and native 

peoples created a colonial social formation across much 

of the continent as early as 1700. Ultimately, all of that 

formation’s people were linked to distant European cen-

ters of power. Th e elements that bound them to Europe 

and to one another included the emerging idea of race; 

the uncertain boundaries of empire; the justifi ed belief by 

native peoples that the land belonged to them; hostility 

among tribes; confl icting ideas about the ownership and 

use of land; enslavement; divergent religions; the damage 

wrought by unseen microbes; the impact of larger non-

human species such as horses, swine, cattle, and wheat; 

and merchant-capitalist commerce that turned Ameri-

can products into commodities and introduced metal-

lurgy, textiles, fi rearms, and alcohol to the American 

world. Colonial politics, including diplomacy and war, 

emerged from and dealt with all of these elements. 

 Politics is about the disposition of power, and of the 

resources, obligations, liabilities, and possibilities that 

power can command. From the very beginning of the per-

manent European presence, European “powers” that were 

becoming national states maintained that they could dis-

pose of the American world and everything it contained, 

people and resources alike, all seeking to clothe their ac-

tions with legality. 

 Th e initial politics of empire was about turning a mere 

supposition of distant authority into a working imperial 

system, and it took two forms. One was to crush exist-

ing structures and impose new ones. Th at happened in 

the sixteenth century when the ruins of the Aztec capital 

Tenochtitlan became the foundation of Mexico City. It 

happened on a much smaller scale among the New Eng-

land Indians who submitted to Puritan authority and be-

came denizens of “praying towns.” It happened, too, on 

Spanish missions in eighteenth-century California. 

 Th e other form was to link existing native ways to Eu-

ropean ones in a hybrid fashion, which might be an in-

formal but recognized pattern. Spaniards and Caddos in 

eighteenth-century Texas agreed that peace could come 

“in the form of a woman,” meaning that women’s pres-

ence at a parlay signifi ed peaceful intentions in a world 

where war seemed to spread everywhere. Some arrange-

ments congealed into de facto institutions, most nota-

bly the Covenant Chain. Developing out of the formal 

claims to neighboring spaces by the province of New 

York and by the Five Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Na-

tions, the Covenant Chain expanded from those two 

central links to include British provinces from Massa-

chusetts to Virginia, together with many native groups. 

None of these arrangements was formal in the sense of 

being codifi ed. All created some sort of “middle ground” 

between European and native ways. But exactly the same 

informality characterized the unwritten constitution of 

documents, usages, precedents, customs, and common 

law that set the rules of British political life. 

 Th e continent-spanning and culture-crossing politics 

of colonial America is apparent on the maps and other 

symbolic devices that imperial and provincial cartogra-
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phers and native people produced. All of these were po-

litical in the sense that they expressed claims to power. 

None could display “defi nitive” lines in the manner of 

later political maps of the American republic and its 

separate states. Taken together, imperial, provincial, and 

native images show how geographical boundaries over-

lapped and how lines of political power tangled. 

 Perhaps the best-known case is the way that New France, 

Pennsylvania, and Virginia all claimed title to the forks of 

the Ohio River, where Pittsburgh now stands. To vindi-

cate Virginia’s claim, Governor Robert Dinwiddie sent the 

young Colonel George Washington there in 1754, instruct-

ing him to order the French to depart from their recently 

constructed Fort Duquesne. Virginia’s northern boundary 

supposedly stretched indefi nitely from the Potomac River 

to include the whole Ohio Valley, the western Great Lakes 

region, and beyond. On British maps, at least, the Old Do-

minion’s southern boundary extended to the Pacifi c coast. 

So did the boundaries of the two Carolinas and Georgia. 

French, Spaniards, and native people of many sorts had 

other ideas. Th e politics of colonial empire emerged from 

those confl icting claims. 

 Within the supposedly British zone, Massachusetts, 

New Hampshire, and New York all claimed what is now 

Vermont. Th e Abenaki Indians disagreed. Massachusetts 

maintained that it overleaped New York’s settled zone and 

had a claim to the Lake Ontario Plain, which the Iroquois 

nations understood to be their own. Writing to London 

in 1774, New York’s fi nal royal governor described how 

his province sprawled beyond Detroit, by virtue of an 

Iroquois deed to the Niagara Peninsula executed in 1702. 

But a very detailed map of the same province that was 

in preparation as the governor wrote his report placed 

New York’s western boundary only a little west of Albany, 

where the country of the Iroquois Nations began. 

 Native people also tried to map the politics of Ameri-

can space. Th eir devices including Iroquois and Huron 

wampum belts and Catawba and Chickasaw maps traced 

on deerskin. Th e Iroquois Hiawatha Belt, now repatri-

ated from the New York State Museum to the Onondaga 

Nation, shows the Five Nations linked to one another 

in a symbolic longhouse, with its eastern (Mohawk) and 

western (Seneca) doorkeepers. Hidden within its imag-

ery is an elaborate pattern of relationships that the Iro-

quois had worked out before contact and which served 

them well. Some historians argue that what the Iroquois 

had wrought formed the original template for the U.S. 

Constitution. Others doubt the point, but nobody de-

nies the magnitude of the Iroquois achievement. 

 Other belts identifi ed the 51 holders of hereditary 

Haudenosaunee sachemships and the members of the 

Covenant Chain, colonies and tribes alike. Seventeenth-

century Huron Indians used wampum to depict the 

relationship among their four nations, and, later, their 

confederacy’s relationship with the French. 

 Th e Catawba deerskin map of 1723, traced on a paper 

copy that now is in Britain’s Public Records Offi  ce, shows 

the detailed arrangements among the people who form 

its center and the world around them. It signifi es their 

own villages with circles, and whites’ communities with 

squares. Nearby South Carolina is divided into smaller 

squares, probably indicating city blocks in Charles Town, 

together with a simply drawn ship at anchor. More dis-

tant Virginia is just a box. Chickasaws used similar im-

agery. Wampum belts and native maps alike located the 

centers of aff airs and power among native peoples, not 

in Quebec, Boston, Albany, Philadelphia, Williamsburg, 

Charles Town, New Orleans, San Antonio de Bexar, or 

Santa Fe, let alone Paris, London, or Madrid. 

 Th roughout the colonial era, white scribes recorded 

conferences between their leaders and native peoples. 

Th ese written observations rank among the fundamental 

documents of colonial political history. Th ough taken 

down in a European tongue, the records show growing 

sophistication on both sides about the language and rit-

ual of negotiations and about the subjects under discus-

sion. Ultimately, the participants attempted to resolve 

what is perhaps the most fundamental of all political 

problems, how various groups of people are to deal with 

one another without violence. 

 Th is intensely political conversation dealt increasingly 

with the most basic and intractable of colonial problems, 

which was the ownership, use, and disposition of land. 

Talk could and did collapse into warfare. During the 

late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, trou-

ble broke out from Maritime Canada to New Mexico. 

Abenaki fought with northern New Englanders; lower 

New England Algonquians with Puritans; Iroquois with 

Algonquians’ Abenaki, and French; Susquehannocks 

with Virginians; Yamasees and Tuscaroras with Carolin-

ians; and, far to the west, Pueblo Indians with Spaniards. 

Th ese people were not strangers. Th e New England Al-

gonquians knew that befouling the Bible would infuri-

ate the Puritans; the Pueblos understood the same point 

about the sacred vessels of the Catholic Mass. 

 A new pattern gradually emerged, as people worked 

out lasting accommodations. Iroquois and French 

did so in 1701 at Montreal, creating neutrality for the 



colonial legacy

166

 battered Indians, whatever British offi  cials said about the 

Five Nations “depending” on them as de facto British 

subjects. In 1692, 12 years after the Pueblo Indians had 

driven Spaniards out of their country, they allowed them 

to return. But no longer did the Spaniards attempt total 

domination. Kivas, representing traditional ways, shared 

village space with missionary churches. 

 At the heart of the informal but enduring colonial 

situation was the reality that neither colonizers nor na-

tives enjoyed full power over either their own lives or 

the lives of the people they encountered. Ultimately, all 

of them were linked to distant Europe—some tightly, 

others loosely. Everyone was “colonial” in a more mean-

ingful and profound sense than conventional images of 

quaint costumes and imitation Parliaments. All of them 

took part one way or another in colonial politics. 

 Slavery and Freedom 

 Two major events took place in Virginia in 1619. One was 

the gathering of a representative assembly. Th e other was 

the arrival of a Dutch warship bearing 20 people who were 

sold to Virginians for labor in their burgeoning tobacco 

fi elds. Th e records described those people as “Negars.” 

 Th ere is more than coincidence to the events. Th e 

people sold from the Dutch vessel did not enter for-

mal slavery when they stepped onto Virginia soil. Quite 

possibly, their shipboard slavery ended, because neither 

Virginia nor any other British possession recognized 

enslavement. Formal servitude did exist, in a debased, 

often brutal form from its English counterpart, and 

labor-hungry masters used many tricks and devices to 

extend their servants’ terms. But some servants, both 

black and white, survived their terms, and at least a few 

of those survivors prospered. 

 Elsewhere in America those people would have been 

slaves. Spaniards simply transferred their law of slav-

ery, codifi ed under the medieval King Alfonso X “the 

Wise,” to their American realms. After some debate, the 

Spanish Crown forbade the enslavement of Indians, but 

Bartholeme de las Casas, the Dominican priest who suc-

cessfully argued for that outcome before the king, had no 

doubt that Africans could replace enslaved Indians. Th e 

Dutch brought both the law and the practice of slavery 

to New Netherland when they founded it. But English 

colonizers did not bring slavery with them—they had to 

create it themselves. 

 Barbadians did so fi rst, establishing a slave law in 1636 

to govern the Africans whom they were starting to im-

port as sugar emerged as the West Indies cash crop. Th ree 

decades later, the Barbadian founders of Carolina simply 

carried their island’s slave law with them to the main-

land colony. In 1641 Puritan Massachusetts created the 

earliest mainland slave law. Th e backhanded language in 

the statute read, “Th ere shall never be any bond slav-

erie unles it be lawfull Captives taken in just warres, and 

such strangers as willingly selle themselves or are sold 

to us.” Th ey did enslave Indians, massively so after they 

defeated King Philip’s forces in 1676. By that time, Caro-

lina colonists were developing a sizable Indian slave trade 

that ultimately reached as far as the Great Plains. As late 

as 1776, South Carolina patriot leader William Henry 

Drayton was promising backcountry small farmers that 

they could seize Cherokee lands and enslave their former 

owners if the farmers joined the movement for indepen-

dence from Britain. 

 Virginia, however, provides the most complex and 

probably most important case. Some evidence suggests 

that it treated black people unequally from the very 

start. In 1630 one Virginian was punished for “lying 

with a Negro.” But we do not know the gender of that 

“Negro,” so the punishment may have been for sodomy 

rather than a sign of black degradation. Virginia’s slave 

law took shape slowly, as black servants lost such privi-

leges as bearing fi rearms, intermarrying with whites, 

and owning personal property; as black escapees from 

servitude did not have their terms extended upon re-

capture, a clear indication that they already were serving 

for life; and as the condition of children came to follow 

the condition of their mothers, who were open to sexual 

exploitation. 

 What does seem clear is that, by 1700, Virginia slavery 

existed in both law and practice. It also seems clear that 

the emergence and consolidation of Virginia black slav-

ery had a great deal to do with Virginia’s transformation 

from a place where white colonists lived in mutual hos-

tility to one where a local elite was able to rule through 

elected, representative institutions. 

 Perhaps this was aristocracy, since there was no ques-

tion that the planter elite was in charge. Possibly it 

was democracy, since the elite ruled in the name of a 

larger population that gave its consent every time small-

property-holding farmers and artisans gathered to elect 

a planter to speak for them in the House of Burgesses. 

Maybe the elite was secure, surrounded by rituals and 

customs that brought all white Virginians together. 

Conceivably, like its Carolina counterparts, the elite was 

beleaguered by discontented white folk as well as by na-

tive and black people with ample reason to be hostile. 
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Perhaps the real point is that Virginia’s elite ruled through 

the House of Burgesses, not through outright force. 

Whatever the explanation, the creation and stabilization 

of racially defi ned plantation slavery went hand in hand 

with the eighteenth-century Virginia political settlement 

that eventually produced George Washington, Th omas 

Jeff erson, and James Madison. 

 North of the plantation zone, New York developed 

the largest slave population. Unlike Virginia’s increas-

ingly cohesive eighteenth-century rulers, New York’s 

elite was factious to the point of outright enmity. But 

when it appeared in 1741 that a major plot was taking 

shape among slaves and bottom-of-the-population white 

people in New York City, members of the elite turned 

the rumors to their political advantage. Th ey launched a 

series of show trials that led to exile for some of the ac-

cused, hanging for others, and, for certain slaves caught 

up in the terror, burning at the stake. Th is, too, was po-

litical. Both in the North and South a pattern of endur-

ing racial politics was taking shape. In some ways, that 

pattern’s legacy endures today. 

 British Liberties in America 

 On both sides of the Atlantic, Britons took great pride 

in the belief that they enjoyed greater freedom than any 

other people on earth. Others might have argued with 

them, given the chance. Spaniards construed  liberdades  
(liberties) as specifi c exemptions and privileges, not as 

absolute rights, a meaning close to what English colo-

nists also thought. South Carolina slaves who sought 

to escape from the misery of the rice swamps invariably 

headed south, where they knew they would fi nd a wel-

come from Florida’s Spanish rulers. Nonetheless, in the 

formal political realm the Britons had reason for pride. 

British America, like Britain itself, possessed an electoral 

politics unlike anything seen in Quebec or Paris, Havana 

or Mexico City. Here lay the segment of the larger colo-

nial political structure that developed into the civic life 

of the United States. 

 Historians have pored over the formal politics of 

the elections and legislation of the Anglophone prov-

inces. Some have pondered whether colonial politics 

was “democratic” or “aristocratic.” Th at question now 

seems badly posed. Proportionately, far more white, 

adult colonial males were able to vote than in any other 

place on earth, but the “better sort” remained in charge. 

Others have asked which colony’s public life was most 

“American.” Setting aside the quintessentially American 

tangle of slavery and race, does that mean that a colony 

developed competitive, interest-group politics and per-

haps even outright organized partisanship? 

 If so, Pennsylvania might qualify. Not happy about his 

province’s politics, William Penn admonished its settlers, 

most of them fellow Quakers, to “be not so government-

ish.” Th e Penn family’s hereditary proprietorship sug-

gests that they were shopkeepers, but in reality they were 

lords, wielding more actual political power and enjoying 

greater potential wealth than any baron, viscount, earl, 

marquess, or duke in Britain. 

 Potentially, the Penns were the richest family on earth, 

thanks to their province’s enormous resources of coal, 

iron ore, and oil. Southeastern Pennsylvania was so fer-

tile that it, together with the northern Chesapeake Bay 

area, became the main supplier of wheat and fl our to 

both the West Indies and Western Europe. Freehold 

farmers to whom the Penns sold the land—not rent-

paying tenants—grew the wheat, and life among them 

could be good. But the farmers, together with many of 

Philadelphia’s merchants, professional people, artisans, 

and ordinary laborers, came to resent Penn domination, 

as well as the Penns’ refusal to allow the provincial assem-

bly to tax the ruling family’s own land, treating it instead 

as if it were sovereign property. 

 Tension mounted as religious and ethnic diff erences 

appeared. William Penn’s sons left the Quaker faith for 

the Church of England, turning Quaker settlers from 

probable—albeit “governmentish”—allies into oppo-

nents. Attracted by Pennsylvania’s reputation as “the best 

poor man’s country” and a haven for religious dissent-

ers, sectarian Protestants from Bohemia and Germany, 

and Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, migrated, together with 

a sprinkle of Catholics and Jews. Split by religion, eth-

nicity, and language; divided by the gulf between coun-

try and town; and broken again by issues of social class, 

Pennsylvanians were not a harmonious lot. Th eir pub-

lic life was raucous and competitive from the province’s 

founding until independence. 

 Th is was the milieu in which Benjamin Franklin 

emerged as a public fi gure. Franklin knew about elec-

tions in which armed mobs intimidated opponents 

and where Anglicans decried Presbyterians as “Piss-

Brutearians.” No fan of immigrants, Franklin dismissed 

German farmers ( Bauern)  as “boors.” Aligning with the 

Quakers, he sought in 1765 to end the Penn family’s 

rule and make Pennsylvania a royal province. Perhaps 

he had himself in mind for the offi  ce of governor. In-

deed, his son William did become the fi nal royal gov-

ernor of neighboring New Jersey through the excellent 
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connections that Benjamin Franklin had acquired as his 

own star rose. Th e father recovered from his faux pas of 

seeking direct royal government. In 1775, as the British 

Empire was collapsing, father and son found themselves 

bitterly emplaced on opposite sides. Th eir family tragedy, 

too, was a consequence of colonial political life, and the 

Franklins were not the only family to suff er such a split. 

 New York’s political history under the English was 

even more vicious. After the Glorious Revolution, Cap-

tain Jacob Leisler seized power in 1689 in the name of 

the joint monarchs, William and Mary. But he could 

not consolidate his position, and a new royal governor 

had him tried and executed for treason. Years of partisan 

hatred resulted. Th e frequently told tale that Governor 

Edward Hyde, Lord Cornbury (in offi  ce 1701–8), was a 

public cross-dresser seems to be an urban legend. It de-

veloped out of hostile rhetoric about him “playing the 

Queen,” a reference to his high-handed rule in the name 

of his cousin, Queen Anne. But Cornbury’s political en-

emies jailed him the moment his successor arrived, and 

he lost the immunity that had gone with his offi  ce. Gov-

ernor Danvers Osborne committed suicide within days 

of arriving in New York in 1753. Th e cause was a personal 

tragedy, but realizing what he had to govern could not 

have helped. 

 One of New York’s enduring characteristics was its 

conquered Dutch population, which slowly adapted to 

English rule but which did not cohere as an ethnic bloc. 

Another of its qualities was great estates that legally pos-

sessed quasi-feudal standing. A third was New York City, 

with a public life that had been diverse, confl icted, and 

raucous from the very beginning. At the very least, New 

York was “factious,” with no pretense of easy agreement 

among its elite or its various plebeians. At its worst, its 

public life could be lethal. Th e legacy of that public life 

was a disruptive, transforming revolution. 

 Was New England any more harmonious? Certainly 

its people were more homogeneous, being overwhelm-

ingly English and largely Puritan in their ancestry and 

heritage. At the beginning, some Puritan villagers had 

cultivated harmony, showing by their behavior that 

they took seriously John Winthrop’s advice to present 

a “model of Christian Charitie” to the world. But, from 

the start, Winthrop’s own Boston was riven with division 

and it seems that, for every cohesive, placid village, there 

was another whose people seemed primed to argue with 

one another. 

 Connecticut, New Haven, and Rhode Island emerged 

from disputes as the supposedly unifi ed Puritan  founders 

of Massachusetts Bay found that they could not agree 

among themselves. As the founding generation was dying 

off  in the mid-seventeenth century, Massachusetts dis-

puted sharply about the requirements for church mem-

bership. Salem’s notorious witchcraft trials have been so 

intensely studied that many explanations seem plausible. 

But the town of Salem failed completely to contain its 

internal tensions, spilling from what politics might have 

settled—had it worked—into bloodshed, particularly of 

its women. 

 Eighteenth-century New Englanders confl icted just 

as sharply. In town meetings and street gatherings alike, 

the wave of religious enthusiasm that historians call the 

“Great Awakening” broke congregations and whole towns 

open, on matters that emerged from Christian doctrine 

and practice and that had deep roots in social experience. 

Where non-Congregational churches emerged among 

New Englanders—be they Anglican, Presbyterian, Bap-

tist, or Quaker—discord followed. Th e theory of town 

meetings was to create harmony, but Boston’s town 

meetings turned raucous under popular leaders such as 

Samuel Adams. Prominent Bostonian Th omas Hutchin-

son, who spurned popularity for the sake of royal favor, 

became so disliked that when his elegant house caught 

fi re in 1749, townsfolk tried to block volunteer fi refi ght-

ers, crying “Let it burn!” Sixteen years later, when Brit-

ain was trying to impose its Stamp Act, another Boston 

crowd invaded and wrecked Hutchinson’s mansion, leav-

ing it an empty, ruined shell. 

 “Regulators” in the North Carolina interior raised 

armed resistance to a provincial government that seemed 

not to serve them at all. In the mid-eighteenth century, 

land rioters wracked New Jersey, setting up a counter-

government with its own courts and “gaols” back “in the 

woods.” Ethnic tensions among Protestant whites turned 

into racial hatred against Indians in central Pennsylvania. 

New York’s Hudson Valley simmered with discontent 

between landlords and tenants and broke into a large 

rebellion of farmers in 1766. One reason was conditions 

on the great estates; another was belief that landlords had 

defrauded the river’s Indians, a point with which the In-

dians agreed and on which they took a protest all the way 

to London. A third reason was the uncertainty of New 

York’s boundary with New England. During the last ten 

years under British rule, similar problems led to outright 

insurgency in North Carolina and in the Green Moun-

tain zone between Lake Champlain and the Connecticut 

River claimed by both New York and New Hampshire. 

Given the contentious future of American electoral poli-
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tics, there were few places in the English colonies that 

could not claim to be among its starting places. 

 The Colonial Legacy 

 Half a century ago, Clinton Rossiter called the colonial 

era the “seedtime” of the Republic. At the time it seemed 

to historians that there was a fundamental consensus 

among the white English-speaking males who seemed to 

be the only people who counted. Now historians per-

ceive that far more early Americans—and not just the 

people who did not speak English—who were not free, 

male, or white were somehow “present.” We understand 

that such people participated in a colonial order that 

spread far beyond what the diff erent sorts of settlers 

claimed were their boundaries. 

 Adding the elements of that order together, we can see 

that it bore more than a passing resemblance to the Eu-

ropean ancien régime that had spawned it. French histo-

rian Fernand Braudel has called it “a mosaic of a hundred 

diff erent colours: modern, archaic, primitive, or curious 

mixtures of all these.” Like early modern Europe, colo-

nial America had simply grown. It comprised a whole, 

but it had no coherence. A large part of the story of its 

politics was a constant struggle for mastery among tribes, 

empires, provinces, and settler communities, a struggle 

that nobody actually won in any “defi nitive” way. An-

other large part of that story was the emergence of a poli-

tics in which the supposed contrast between “savagery” 

and “civilization” melded into a politics of race, and in 

which race could justify the oppression of slavery and the 

driving back of the land’s fi rst peoples. 

 In the colonial era, those peoples possessed enough 

political, economic, and—if necessary—military power 

to resist, and so they were driven back only slowly or not 

at all. But the long thrust of colonial politics was to sim-

plify the tangle of the American political map. Swedes in 

the Delaware Valley, Dutch from there to the upper Hud-

son, and the French from the mouth of the St. Lawrence 

to the mouth of the Mississippi all fell to the surging 

power of dynamic Britain and its East Coast provinces. 

But their relationship, too, is best understood as part of 

the ancien régime’s unwieldy tangle. Britain’s attempt to 

assert its mastery provoked another great struggle, this 

time among people who had agreed proudly that they 

all were Britons. 

 Th at struggle led to a sizable group of those people 

concluding that they were Britons no longer, and to giv-

ing themselves the means to assert and achieve a mastery 

that nobody in the old order had been able to maintain. 

Th e republic they created completed the simplifi cation 

that had long been under way. Its constitution estab-

lished a “supreme law of the land.” Its spreading politi-

cal map gradually wiped out the overlapping, confl icting 

lines of possession and authority that colonial maps had 

shown. In this sense, the victorious revolutionaries were 

continuing a politics of expansion and consolidation 

that had run through the colonial era. 

 Colonial politics continued in two other ways. Th e 

American republican order only appeared to be similar 

to the British monarchical order that it overthrew and 

replaced. Washington was a president, not a king. Sov-

ereign power in the United States lay among its people. 

But East Coast colonials had learned to compete in the 

public arena, and they carried what they had learned 

into their raucous republican future. 

 Th ey also carried the colonial era’s politics of race, re-

duced now to two propositions. Th e fi rst, a direct con-

tinuation from colonial life, was that slavery was the 

normal condition in America of people whose ances-

tors had come, or who came themselves, from Africa. 

Th e second, diff erent from colonial life, was that native 

people and their ways had no place in the new order, a 

point worked out in practice long before it became offi  -

cial public policy with the Indian Removal Act of 1830. 

 But there was another diff erence as well. Th e colo-

nial version of politics had assumed human diff erences. 

John Winthrop, fi rst governor of colonial Massachusetts, 

came close to theorizing the old order with his proposi-

tion that “ God Almighty  in his most holy and wise prov-

idence, hath soe disposed of the condition of mankind, 

as in all times some must be rich, some poore, some high 

and eminent in power and dignitie; others mean and in 

submission.” In practice, that belief gave many sorts of 

people space in which to maneuver around one another, 

though it also meant that there was no intellectual prob-

lem with holding some people in the absolute meanness 

and submission that was slavery. 

 Th eoretically, at least, the American Revolutionaries 

broke with that belief, asserting instead that “all men are 

created equal.” Th eir practice, of course, fell far short of 

their theory. But the politics that their revolution inau-

gurated opened a new ground for contestation, a ground 

whose deep, continuing theme and enduring problem 

has been to resolve the contradictions between the the-

ory and the harsh realities of American life. 

  See also  era of a new republic, 1789–1827; Native Americans 

and politics; slavery; war for independence. 
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 communism

 Communism, a movement inspired by the 1917 Bol-

shevik Revolution in Russia, never attracted many ad-

herents in the United States, peaking in the late 1930s 

with 75,000 members. Nonetheless, over the years Com-

munists played signifi cant roles in a number of social 

movements. 

 Communism came to the United States in the fall of 

1919, a year of revolutionary upheaval. Vladimir Lenin 

and Leon Trotsky, the leaders of the precariously estab-

lished Soviet government in Russia, looked abroad for 

aid, hoping sympathizers in Europe and elsewhere would 

open new fronts in the international struggle against 

capitalism. In March 1919, Russian Communist leaders 

presided over the founding in Moscow of the Commu-

nist International (also referred to as the Comintern), 

a federation of pro-Soviet revolutionary parties. Th e 

Comintern was intended to supplant the old Socialist 

International, scorned by Communists for its failure to 

prevent the outbreak of World War I. 

 A Party of a New Type 

 Lenin had long before decided that the Bolsheviks 

should be a “party of a new type,” governed by the prin-

ciple of “democratic centralism.” After the success of the 

Bolshevik Revolution, these became the central organi-

zational principles of the ideology known as Marxism-

Leninism. Unlike the loosely organized socialist parties, 

the new Leninist parties would function as monoliths, 

whose members carried out decisions of their leaders 

without dissent. Th e Comintern’s member parties were 

similarly required to carry out policies handed down 

from above. 

 No Americans attended the Comintern’s founding 

meeting in Moscow, but there was strong sentiment 

within the left wing of the American Socialist Party (SP) 

and the radical labor federation, the Industrial Workers 

of the World (IWW), to affi  liate. American journalist 

John Reed—who had been in the Russian capital of St. 

Petersburg during the revolution and whose 1919 ac-

count of the Bolshevik triumph,  Ten Days Th at Shook 
the World,  proved infl uential—was among those deter-

mined to create an American Communist Party. But fac-

tion fi ghting led in September 1919 to the creation of two 

rival Communist parties. 

 Soviet leaders regarded the Americans as squabbling 

amateurs, who would have to be taken in hand. Orders 

were dispatched from Moscow to end the division be-

tween the two Communist groups, but it was not until 

May 1921 that the merger was eff ected. Meanwhile, the 

Russian civil war drew to a close, and the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was founded, unit-

ing most of the territory formerly part of the Czarist 

Empire. Another landmark event in Soviet history took 

place in 1922, when Joseph Stalin became general sec-

retary of the Soviet Communist Party. Lenin suff ered 

a stroke that year and played a diminished role in the 

aff airs of the USSR until his death in January 1924. 
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 Secrecy and Sectarianism 

 American Communists functioned as an underground 

movement in the early 1920s, partly in imitation of the 

prerevolutionary Bolsheviks and partly out of necessity. 

In 1917–18, the U.S. government cracked down on an-

tiwar dissenters, sending hundreds to prison, including 

SP leader Eugene Debs. Attacks continued in the “Red 

scare” years after the war. Attorney General A. Mitch-

ell Palmer launched a series of raids across the country 

on the second anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution,  

November 7, 1919, resulting in the arrest of thousands of 

foreign-born Communists and anarchists, 200 of whom 

were deported to Russia aboard a ship dubbed the “So-

viet ark.” 

 American Communists began to emerge from under-

ground in 1922, under the leadership of the Cleveland-

born Charles E. Ruthenberg, with the formation of an 

open party, at fi rst called the Workers Party, then the 

Workers (Communist) Party, and fi nally, in 1929, the 

Communist Party, USA (CPUSA). National headquar-

ters were set up in Chicago but were moved to New York 

City, the center of the party’s strength, in 1927. For the 

next two decades the party’s activities were directed from 

the ninth fl oor of a building it owned at 35 East 12th 

Street. Secret fi nancial subsidies from the Soviets helped 

pay for the CPUSA’s operations. 

 Th roughout the 1920s, factional struggles within the 

CPUSA mirrored those taking place among rival lead-

ers of the USSR. In 1927 a group of American Com-

munist leaders, including James P. Cannon, sided with 

Trotsky against Stalin. Trotsky was sent into exile, while 

the Trotskyists were expelled from the CPUSA. 

 Ruthenberg died in 1927 and was succeeded as gen-

eral secretary (the party’s leading post) by Jay Lovestone, 

a former student activist at the City College of New 

York. Lovestone’s tenure in offi  ce was short-lived; he 

was deposed in 1929 on orders of the Comintern, having 

backed another soon-to-be-disgraced Soviet leader, Ni-

colai Bukharin. At the start of the 1930s, Stalin entrusted 

leadership of American communism to a hitherto ob-

scure party functionary named Earl Browder, a former 

Kansas City bookkeeper. William Z. Foster, who in the 

1920s headed the party’s eff orts to “bore from within” 

the American Federation of Labor (AFL) as leader of the 

Communist-organized Trade Union Education League 

(TUEL), had hoped to win the top spot for himself and 

became a bitter rival of Browder in the years to come. 

 In the 1920s most American Communists were 

foreign-born, with the largest groups coming from 

Finnish and Jewish backgrounds. Th e Communists 

launched a daily newspaper in Yiddish, the  Morgen Freiheit , 
in 1922, two years before they started a daily newspaper in 

En glish, the  Daily Worker.  Although the party counted in 

its ranks some experienced labor organizers, like Foster, 

Communists had little infl uence in the broader union 

movement of the 1920s. In 1922 the party formed a 

youth affi  liate, the Young Workers League, later renamed 

the Young Communist League (YCL), a group that gave 

Communists their fi rst signifi cant infl ux of native-born 

English-speaking members. Communists helped launch 

a monthly literary magazine,  New Masses , in 1926 (which 

became a weekly in 1934); the magazine, along with a 

writers and artists organization called the John Reed 

Clubs, founded in 1929, began to give the Communists 

inroads among intellectuals and artists. 

 The Impact of the Great Depression 

 Stalin consolidated his control of the Soviet leadership in 

1928, ending a period of relative moderation in the So-

viet Union’s political and economic life. He announced a 

crash industrialization program, to prepare the USSR for 

a new outbreak of “imperialist war.” And he predicted a 

new wave of economic crisis and revolutionary activity 

in the capitalist world—a so-called third period. Com-

munist parties around the world adopted this militant 

perspective, which seemed vindicated by the onset of 

the Great Depression of the 1930s. Instead of seeking 

united fronts with other radical parties around com-

mon aims, they denounced socialists as “social fascists.” 

And they bitterly opposed the new reform-minded ad-

ministration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Com-

munist trade unionists in the United States abandoned 

attempts to “bore from within” the AFL, and formed 

their own openly revolutionary unions. Communist ef-

forts to turn their Trade Union Unity League (TUUL) 

into a revolutionary alternative to the AFL proved futile. 

Th ey were somewhat more successful in organizing Un-

employed Councils to demand relief payments for laid-

off  workers. 

 Th is ultrarevolutionary stance hindered the party’s 

growth and infl uence, compared to their rivals on the 

Left. Th e Communists started the decade with about 

7,500 members. Th at number doubled in the next two 

years to about 15,000, but during the same period, the 

Socialist Party grew to 25,000 members. 

 But in the mid-1930s, American Communists saw their 

membership and their infl uence increase dramatically as 

they once again shifted their political line. Following 



 communism

 175

the accession to power of Adolf Hitler in 1933, Stalin 

grew increasingly concerned about the threat to the So-

viet Union posed by Nazi Germany. Hoping to negotiate 

collective security treaties with the Western democracies, 

Stalin ordered Communists around the world to build 

broad antifascist alliances. 

 “Communism Is Twentieth-Century Americanism” 

 In the United States the new policy, known as the Popu-

lar Front, led to the abandonment of the slogan “To-

wards a Soviet America,” and its replacement with the 

less threatening “Communism Is Twentieth Century 

Americanism.” Communists no longer denounced 

Roosevelt and even lent him backhanded support in 

the 1936 election, although they ran Browder as their 

presidential candidate that year. Communist-organized 

Popular Front organizations like the League Against War 

and Fascism, the American Youth Congress, the Ameri-

can Student Union, the League of American Writers, 

and the National Negro Congress, among others, at-

tracted many non-Communist adherents. Much of this 

growing infl uence was a product of the party’s staunch 

antifascism, particularly during the Spanish Civil War 

of 1936–39, when 3,000 American volunteers, about 80 

percent of them Communists, went to Spain to fi ght 

against fascists and in defense of the Spanish Republic 

in the Comintern-organized International Brigades. In 

the later 1930s, for the fi rst time, a majority of American 

Communists were native-born. About 10 percent of the 

party was made up of African Americans, attracted by 

the CPUSA’s vigorous support for civil rights. 

 From 1935 on, Communists also played an impor-

tant role in labor organizing. Mine union leader John L. 

Lewis broke with the craft-union-oriented AFL in 1935 to 

form the Committee (later Congress) of Industrial Orga-

nizations (CIO). Although staunchly anti-Communist, 

Lewis hired Communist organizers to help build new in-

dustrial unions in mass production industries like steel, 

auto, and electrical manufacturing. 

 By 1938 the CPUSA was ten times the size it had been 

in 1930. But for all its apparent adaptation to Ameri-

can political life, the party remained fi rmly under So-

viet control. CPUSA leaders traveled to Moscow on an 

annual basis to consult about political strategy. In the 

era of the Soviet purges, when millions were rounded 

up for prison, exile, or execution, the CPUSA defended 

Stalin as a benevolent leader. Some American Commu-

nists were recruited into clandestine espionage rings in 

the United States. 

 Wartime Gyrations 

 Th e CPUSA proved its loyalty to the Soviet Union in 

August 1939, when in a stunning reversal of policy, Stalin 

signed a “nonaggression pact” with Hitler. Within days, 

the Nazis invaded Poland, setting off  World War II. 

American Communists dutifully denounced both sides 

in what they labeled the “Second Imperialist War.” Th e 

vast array of Popular Front organizations they had cre-

ated over the past half-decade collapsed in disarray. In a 

“little Red scare,” Communists found themselves under 

legal attack. Communist teachers were fi red from the 

City College of New York, while Browder was impris-

oned in 1940 on a passport violation charge. Congress 

passed the Smith Act in 1941, giving the federal govern-

ment the power to prosecute those who conspired to ad-

vocate the overthrow of the government through force 

and violence. 

 When the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union in June 

1941, Communists switched from being antiwar iso-

lationists to prowar interventionists. With the United 

States and the USSR allied against Nazi Germany after 

American entrance into the war in December 1941, the 

Communists’ pro-Soviet sympathies ceased to stigma-

tize them as disloyal. In 1943, as a goodwill gesture to 

his Western Allies, Stalin dissolved the Comintern. 

Browder, who had been released from prison, attempted 

a bold political experiment by dissolving the CPUSA 

and replacing it with a new and more loosely organized 

Communist Political Association (CPA). Despite such 

gestures, Communist loyalties to the Soviet cause re-

mained undiminished; during the war, Soviet intel-

ligence agents expanded their espionage eff orts in the 

United States, recruiting American Communists to help 

penetrate the top-secret Manhattan Project in Los Ala-

mos, New Mexico, where the atomic bomb was being 

developed. 

 During the war, Roosevelt met with Stalin on several 

occasions, and hopes for the continued postwar unity 

of the so-called Grand Alliance remained high through 

the spring of 1945. But tensions between the two coun-

tries were already rising when Roosevelt died in April. 

His successor, Harry Truman, was determined to stand 

up to Soviet expansionism in Europe and elsewhere. Be-

fore another year passed, the term  cold war  had come to 

describe the confl ict between the United States and its 

allies, on the one hand, and the Soviet Union, its new 

Eastern European empire, and, after 1949, Communist 

China, on the other. Meanwhile, in June 1945 Browder 

was deposed as the American Communist leader for 
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what was seen in Moscow as his heresy in dissolving the 

party. Th e CPUSA was restored with Browder’s long-

time rival Foster as chairman and Eugene Dennis as gen-

eral secretary. 

 Cold War and McCarthyism 

 Under new leaders, the CPUSA veered leftward. Th e 

decision to launch a third-party campaign in 1948, with 

former vice president Henry Wallace as the presidential 

nominee of the new Progressive Party, would prove a 

disaster for the Communists. Wallace’s Election Day 

showing was unimpressive and Truman was returned 

to the White House. Eleven Communist-led unions 

were expelled from the CIO in 1949 for breaking with 

the labor movement in endorsing Wallace. At the same 

time, the Communist Party was coming under fi erce 

legal assault. Th e Truman administration initiated a loy-

alty review procedure for federal employees that resulted 

in the fi ring of several thousand suspected Communists. 

Private industries, including the Hollywood studios, 

fi red or blacklisted hundreds of others for suspected 

Communist sympathies. Th e Federal Bureau of Investi-

gation (FBI), under the directorship of J. Edgar Hoover, 

launched an intense campaign to infi ltrate and disrupt 

the party. And federal prosecutors indicted 11 top Com-

munists, including the party’s general secretary Den-

nis, for violation of the Smith Act (between 1949 and 

1956 over a hundred Communist leaders would be tried 

under the Smith Act and sentenced to lengthy prison 

terms). Sensational revelations about Soviet wartime es-

pionage and the conviction and execution of Julius and 

Ethel Rosenberg for atomic espionage, reinforced pub-

lic hostility to communism. Anticommunism provided 

the issue that launched the careers of some of the na-

tion’s most infl uential politicians, including Wisconsin 

senator Joseph McCarthy, and California congressman 

 Richard M. Nixon. 

 By 1956 a battered Communist Party retained about 

20,000 members. But that year the party was struck by 

two devastating blows from abroad. Th e fi rst was the rev-

elation in the spring of the text of a secret speech that 

Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev had delivered to 

a Soviet Party congress in Moscow earlier in 1956 de-

nouncing the bloody crimes committed by Stalin, who 

had died in 1953. Th e second was the outbreak of rebel-

lion against Communist rule in Hungary in the fall of 

1956, which was brutally suppressed by the Soviet Red 

Army. Th ousands of American Communists resigned in 

disillusionment. 

 Fade to Irrelevance 

 Th e 1960s saw a minor revival of the CPUSA, under the 

leadership of Gus Hall, who became general secretary in 

1959. Th e Communists’ greatest asset in the 1960s was  

the young African American activist Angela Davis, who 

became famous for her fi ery rhetoric and run-ins with 

the law. However, the CPUSA’s decision to endorse the 

Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, over-

throwing a reform-oriented Communist government, 

led to a new round of resignations. In an ironic twist, 

when reformer Mikhail Gorbachev took over the leader-

ship of the Soviet Union in the 1980s, Hall and other or-

thodox Communists in the United States fi nally started 

to oppose Soviet policies. Following the collapse of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, the CPUSA split between the 

hard-liners and Gorbachev-infl uenced reformers, with 

the latter group, which included Davis, leaving to form 

the Committees of Correspondence for Democracy 

and Socialism. Hall remained the leader of the CPUSA 

until his death in 2000, when he was succeeded by Sam 

Webb. 

  See also  anticommunism; radicalism; socialism. 
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 M AU R I C E  I S S E R M A N 

Confederacy

 Th e Confederacy refers to the Confederate States of 

America, the nation that existed between 1861 and 1865 

and fought the United States of America during the Civil 

War. It encompassed 11 states (Virginia, North Carolina, 
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South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, 

Louisiana, Texas, Arkansas, and Tennessee), though it 

laid claim to other, disputed, border states (Maryland, 

Missouri, and Kentucky). Although the Confederate 

state existed for scarcely more than four years, a sense of 

Confederate nationalism or identity persisted through-

out the nineteenth century and, some might argue, well 

into the twentieth and twenty-fi rst. 

 Politically, the Confederacy stood for several inter-

related principles. First and foremost, its founders and 

citizens believed that their nation should be a slavehold-

ing one, and they brooked no opposition to the “peculiar 

institution.” Underlying that belief in the rightness of 

slavery were other ideas, including a staunch belief in 

states rights, a desire for a nonpartisan government, 

and a conviction that the Confederacy, not the United 

States, represented the perfection of the Founding Fa-

thers’ vision. 

 Creation 

 Th e Confederacy was born out of the secession of south-

ern slaveholding states, but secession itself preceded the 

Confederacy. Abraham Lincoln’s election in November 

1860 gave longtime southern nationalists the excuse they 

needed to secede from the Union. South Carolina, long 

the home of the most fervent proslavery and states’ rights 

ideologues, seceded fi rst on December 20, 1860. Th e 

other Deep South states quickly followed, and by Feb-

ruary 1, 1861, seven states had left the Union (in order: 

South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, 

Louisiana, and Texas). 

 Secessionists were sensitive to criticism of their actions 

as illegitimate and were careful to provide constitutional 

justifi cations for their actions. Th ey saw secession not as 

revolution but as an alternate and, in their minds, cor-

rect reading of constitutional provisions. Secessionists 

subscribed to the “compact theory” fi rst elucidated in the 

Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of 1798. According 

to this theory, the individual states delegated their au-

thority to the federal government when they ratifi ed the 

Constitution and could therefore withdraw it through 

another convention. In general, the secession ordinances 

passed at these conventions rescinded ratifi cation of the 

Constitution. Th e secessionists believed themselves to be 

the true heirs of the Founding Fathers, and their rhetoric 

frequently hearkened back to 1776. Th ey argued that the 

Republicans were the true revolutionaries, citing as evi-

dence Lincoln’s “A house divided” speech and William H. 

Seward’s “irrepressible confl ict” speech. Secession and its 

rhetoric also took on an air of emotionalism and celebra-

tion, particularly in the lower South. Southerners had 

felt under siege for over a year, and secession provided 

a sort of catharsis or relief. Standard manifestations of 

nineteenth-century political culture, like parades, fi re-

works, and celebrations, accompanied each secession 

convention. Additionally, as each state seceded, it sent 

commissioners to sitting conventions, encouraging the 

slaveholding states still in the Union to jump on the 

bandwagon as well. 

 Th ere were, however, opponents to secession within 

the slaveholding states and particularly in the border 

states of the upper South, the same regions that voted 

for the Constitutional Unionist John Bell in the 1860 

election. Th ese Unionists counseled moderation and 

urged their southern brethren to wait until Lincoln took 

overt action against them. Unlike in the lower South 

states, many of these conventions had Unionist majori-

ties, until the fi ring on Fort Sumter and Lincoln’s call for 

troops in April 1865. Many Unionists hoped to broker 

a compromise between the Lincoln administration and 

the new Confederacy. 

 Th e Confederate nation appears to have been born al-

most fully formed. On February 4, 1861, delegates from 

the seven seceded states met in Montgomery, Alabama, 

essentially to create their new nation. In large part be-

cause they believed themselves to be the heirs to the 

Founding Fathers, they drew heavily on the U.S. Con-

stitution. Th is served a double function: fi rst, it allowed 

them to create a nation quickly, without having to build 

everything from scratch. Second, and more importantly, 

it also gave the Confederate people a ready-made myth of 

national origin and eased the shifting of their allegiances 

from the United States to the Confederate States. 

 Th e Confederate Constitution adopted in March 1861 

in Montgomery was almost identical to the U.S. Consti-

tution, with a few diff erences that highlighted the Con-

federacy’s shifts in ideological emphasis. In the preamble, 

it omitted the general welfare clause and added that each 

ratifying state was acting “in its sovereign and indepen-

dent character,” thus signaling that this was a true con-

federation of states. It prohibited protective tariff s and 

congressional appropriations for internal improvements, 

thus addressing a perennial source of southern resent-

ment and complaint. Interestingly, the Confederate 

Constitution limited the president to one six-year term 

but gave him a line-item veto. 

 Th e greatest diff erences regarded slavery. Th e Confed-

erate Constitution explicitly guaranteed slavery in both 
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states and territories, charging that “no bill of attainder, 

ex post facto law, or law denying or impairing the right of 

negro property in slaves shall be passed.” It did, however, 

ban the importation of slaves from outside the Confed-

eracy. Th is may seem surprising, for many of the same 

men (especially South Carolinians) who had been agitat-

ing for secession during the 1850s had also been pushing 

for a reopening of the international slave trade. But the 

delegates to the Montgomery convention were also well 

aware that eight slaveholding states had not yet seceded 

and that the residents of these border states would not 

support the importation of slaves. Th us, banning the in-

ternational trade was seen as a necessary measure to gain 

the support of the upper South states and ensure their 

eventual secession. 

 A similar impulse was at work in the selection of the 

Confederate president. Th e Montgomery convention 

was the site of considerable jockeying for political posi-

tion, especially over the choice of president. Th e conven-

tion eventually selected Jeff erson Davis, of Mississippi, a 

compromise candidate who was not even in attendance 

at Montgomery. Davis was clearly experienced in both 

foreign and domestic matters, as he had been secretary 

of war under Franklin Pierce as well as a senator and 

congressman. He was also more of a moderate, and this 

too appealed to the upper South. Extremists like Wil-

liam Lowndes Yancey of Alabama and South Carolina’s 

Robert Barnwell Rhett were largely left out of the gov-

ernment. Th e vice presidential slot went to Alexander 

Stephens of Georgia, head of the Constitution-drafting 

committee. Th e process was also important to the Con-

federates: they liked the fact that Davis was chosen by 

consensus, no unseemly elections, no outright dissent. In 

this, they saw themselves returning to an earlier model, 

without dangerous factionalism. Whether a nation could 

survive based on states’ rights and nonpartisanship re-

mained to be seen. 

 On April 12, 1861, Confederate forces fi red on Fort 

Sumter, a Union holdout on an island in Charleston 

Harbor. Th irty-four hours later, on April 14, the Union 

forces surrendered. On April 15, President Lincoln de-

clared South Carolina in rebellion against the United 

States and issued a proclamation calling 75,000 state 

militiamen into federal service for 90 days in order to 

put down the insurrection. In the North, his call was an-

swered eagerly, and a fever of excitement swept through 

the populace. Nearly every northern state sent more than 

its quota of men. Th e remaining slave states were placed 

in a more diffi  cult position. 

 Th e eight slave states remaining in the Union (Dela-

ware, Maryland, Virginia, Tennessee, North Carolina, 

Missouri, Kentucky, and Arkansas) were generally hor-

rifi ed by Lincoln’s request that they take up arms against 

their “southern brethren.” All but Maryland and Dela-

ware rejected Lincoln’s request. Most of the people in 

these border states had been conditional Unionists, and 

this was simply too much for them to accept. Within 

a matter of days, Virginia’s convention voted to secede 

and off ered Richmond as the new site of the Confeder-

ate capital. Within a matter of weeks, Arkansas, North 

Carolina, and Tennessee seceded from the Union, and 

the Confederacy was complete. 

 Nationalism 

 Th e vast majority of white Southerners, even those who 

had been Unionists throughout the winter of 1860–61, 

transferred their allegiance to the Confederacy with few 

backward glances. In large part, this transition was eased 

by the ways that Confederates drew on staples of American 

political culture and made them their own. Confederates 

carefully cast themselves as their heirs of the American 

Revolution and often drew explicit comparisons between 

the spirits of ’76 and ’61. George Washington’s image 

adorned the Great Seal of the Confederacy and Confed-

erate postage stamps. By drawing on the Revolutionary 

past, Confederates rejected antebellum bursts of south-

ern sectionalism as exemplifi ed in the nullifi cation crisis 

and the debates over the Compromise of 1850, in favor of 

an image with more broadly based appeal. Discussions of 

Revolutionary antecedents rarely mentioned slavery, and 

Confederates seemed to like it this way. A war fought 

to protect the founders’ values—however nebulously 

defi ned—would appeal to nonslaveholders and former 

Unionists as well as longtime fi re-eaters. 

 Confederates also imbued their political culture and 

identity with a healthy dose of Christian rhetoric. Th ey 

believed themselves to be God’s chosen people, and 

they saw confi rmation of that in their early victories 

of 1861–62. Of course, as the tide of battle increasingly 

turned against them in 1863–64, Confederates shifted 

their rhetoric, and believed that God was testing or chas-

tening them. 

 As much as Confederates argued that their nation was 

based on constitutional principles, Revolutionary an-

tecedents, and Christianity, it also included a potent 

mix of fear and rage. Th e fear was of the end of slavery, 

couched often in the language of so-called black rule 

or race- mixing; the rage was against invading Yankees, 
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demonized to the point of dehumanization. White su-

premacy and the protection of slavery were integral to 

the Confederacy, and even nonslaveholders understood 

that benefi ts and status accrued to them by virtue of their 

white skin. Th us, discussions of slavery per se appeared 

only rarely in public forums. For the most part Confed-

erates took slavery as a given, albeit a sometimes prob-

lematic one, subject to neither challenge nor discussion. 

 Confederates had a second reason to keep silent on 

the subject of slavery, for they worried constantly about 

how their nation would be perceived by foreign coun-

tries. Th e ever-present search for diplomatic recognition, 

a sort of national status anxiety, underlay Confederate 

calls for indigenous schoolbooks and literature and infl u-

enced the language in which Confederates framed their 

national aspirations. While hoping that the Confeder-

ate monopoly on cotton production would force Euro-

peans to help the Confederacy, they were also sensitive 

to foreign, particularly British, opposition to slavery. By 

deemphasizing bondage as a cause of secession, stressing 

instead states’ rights and political domination, Confeder-

ates were able to shift the terms of debate, thus mak-

ing their cause more palatable to conditional Unionists, 

nonslaveholders, and foreign nations. 

 Collapse 

 Th e Confederacy struggled mightily as the war went 

on, pressured externally by the Union Army and inter-

nally by both slaves and its own structural instabilities. 

Confederates rather quickly discovered that states’ rights 

(particularly when guarded jealously by state governors) 

was not a strong foundation from which to launch a na-

tion and fi ght a war. Th us, each time President Jeff erson 

Davis attempted to increase centralization—whether 

through taxation, impressment, or conscription, he 

faced considerable internal opposition. But because of 

the Confederacy’s avowed anti-partyism (perhaps com-

pounded by the six-year presidential term), there was 

no real channel for that opposition. Anger, resentment, 

and disenchantment became focused on Jeff erson Davis 

personally. At the same time, while all Confederates 

struggled with shortages of foodstuff s and runaway 

infl ation, lower-class whites were hit especially hard. 

Shortages and the perception inspired by the 20 slave 

exemption (a law that allowed one white man to stay 

home on plantations of over 20 slaves, ostensibly to 

help grow food and keep the peace) alienated even sup-

portive yeomen. In 1863 there were bread riots in cities 

around the South, with the worst one in Richmond, as 

working-class women stormed stores and government 

warehouses to get food for their families. Family inter-

ests might take precedence over national interests, as il-

lustrated by letters from women begging their husbands 

and sons to desert. Th e South also had the problem of 

slaves who ran away or would simply refuse to work. 

A combination of labor unrest, slowdowns, and escape 

all rendered the southern economy much less effi  cient 

and contributed to a general sense that the Confederates’ 

world was falling apart. 

 Some historians charged that the Confederacy ulti-

mately lost the Civil War because of failures of will—

essentially claiming that Confederate patriotism was 

not strong enough to sustain a viable nation and that 

a withdrawal of public support at home ultimately led 

to defeat on the battlefi eld. More recently, however, 

historians have discounted that view, arguing instead 

that the Confederacy was defeated by the North’s su-

perior resources, both material and personnel. Th ese 

historians have sought to change the questions being 

asked from “Why did the Confederacy lose?” to “Why 

was the Confederacy able to exist for as long as it did?” 

Th e Confederacy, for all of its shortcomings, did pos-

sess the necessary apparatus of government—an ex-

ecutive, a legislature, a judiciary, a treasury, a postal 

service, a state department. Most importantly, for the 

Confederacy had no real existence apart from war, it 

raised and kept an army in the fi eld. Th ese may not 

have always functioned well or effi  ciently—indeed in 

many cases they barely functioned at all—but they did 

exist. 

 Furthermore, while the Confederate nation-state 

ceased to exist in April 1865 (although President Jeff erson 

Davis was not captured by Union troops until May 10, 

1865, and some Confederate troops remained in the fi eld 

until late May 1865), a sense of allegiance to the Con-

federacy continued in the hearts of white Southerners 

for generations. During the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, veterans and descendants groups, 

most notably the United Daughters of the Confederacy, 

fl ourished. Th ese groups helped to recast the Confed-

erate experience into a noble “lost cause,” from which 

slavery and white supremacy were almost entirely ex-

cised. Confederate fl ags, specifi cally the Army of North-

ern Virginia’s battle fl ag, began to fl y again throughout 

the South during the 1950s and 1960s in response to the 

civil rights movement. Th e 1990s and early 2000s saw 

renewed controversy over these fl ags and their meanings, 

demonstrating the degree to which the Confederacy, or 



conservatism

180

at least an idealized, sanitized version of it, still holds a 

degree of cultural power in the United States. 

  See also  Civil War and Reconstruction; race and politics; slavery. 
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 A N N E  S A R A H  R U B I N 

  conservatism 

 No coherent conservative political movement existed 

before the twentieth century. Until the late nineteenth 

century, the principles of laissez-faire and classical repub-

licanism were integral to the American political tradition. 

Essential to this tradition was an inherent distrust of cen-

tralized government, and this distrust found its classic ex-

pression in the U.S. Constitution. Its famous beginning, 

“We the people,” asserted that the source of its authority 

rested in the citizenry rather than in the state. 

 Th e tradition came under challenge in the late nine-

teenth century with the rise of corporations, mass 

manufacturing, international agricultural markets, and 

business malfeasance and exploitation of labor. Pro-

gressive reformers called for the federal government to 

expand its regulatory powers through legislation, the 

courts, and the marshaling of scientifi c expertise. 

 Conservatives developed two main responses to the 

changing political and social order. Th e fi rst was social 

Darwinism, the application of Darwinian biology to 

promote laissez-faire ideas articulated by English author 

Herbert Spencer, Yale University professor William Gra-

ham Sumner, and steel mogul Andrew Carnegie. Social 

Darwinists supported laissez-faire capitalism, free trade, 

and anti-imperialism. Th e second response, conservative 

nationalism, drew upon long-standing Republican Party 

policies of high tariff s, government support for Ameri-

can business, the expansion of American economic in-

terests abroad, and an adherence to strict constitutional 

interpretation. In the late nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries, laissez-faire ideology was on the defensive. 

Conservative nationalism, however, remained crucial to 

Republican political success well into the 1920s in the 

presidential administrations of Warren Harding, Calvin 

Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover. 

 Conservatism in the early twentieth century was not 

a political movement per se. Th ere was no self-identifi ed 

political vehicle for conservative ideas. Many of the most 

important conservatives in the 1920s and 1930s were 

only peripherally concerned with politics; instead, they 

lamented what they saw as the cultural decline of West-

ern civilization and criticized what Spanish political phi-

losopher José Ortega y Gasset called “the revolt of the 

masses.” 

 During the 1920s, the “new humanists,” led by Irving 

Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, excoriated any literature 

published after the eighteenth century. Th e architect 

Ralph Adams Cram fought against the modern world 

in his own work designing Gothic cathedrals and build-

ings, and expressed a belief that human nature had not 

changed since the Neolithic era. Such views were hardly 

equipped to build a conservative political majority. 

 In the next decade, conservative commentators such 

as Garet Garrett and Albert Jay Nock condemned 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal for furthering the 

decline of individualism. Meanwhile, in 1934, busi-

nessmen hostile to the expanded power of the federal 

government founded the American Liberty League to 

challenge Roosevelt’s view that “money changers in the 

temple of civilization” and the free enterprise system in 

general were responsible for the Great Depression, and 

that only government intervention could cure the bro-

ken economy. Th e Liberty League hoped to infl uence 

the midterm congressional elections, but the Democrats 

expanded their majorities in Congress; in 1936 Roosevelt 

won a landslide reelection, and the Liberty League soon 

disbanded. 

 Only in the late 1930s did conservatives in Congress 

from both parties succeed in opposing the New Deal 
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through such agencies as the House Committee on Un-

American Activities, which investigated the infl uence of 

Communists in federal programs. Th en, during World 

War II, a revitalized conservative coalition of Republi-

cans and southern Democrats managed to terminate 

New Deal relief programs, although the most important 

liberal reforms—Social Security and the Wagner Act—

remained impervious to change. 

 Groups like the National Association of Manufactur-

ers, with individuals like Sun Oil chairman J. Howard 

Pew leading the way, revitalized the free enterprise mes-

sage throughout World War II. Business recovered much 

of its damaged social authority during the war years by 

securing the economic and military power necessary to 

defeat Germany and Japan. Pew encouraged ideological 

combat against the New Deal, securing funds to help 

publish such seminal conservative works as Friedrich 

Hayek’s  Th e Road to Serfdom  and Henry W. Wriston’s 

 Challenge to Freedom . Th e conservative weekly  Human 
Events  also began publishing in 1944. Initially critical of 

interventionist foreign policy—it was edited by former 

supporters of the antiwar group America First— Human 
Events  would soon be a strong supporter of the cold war. 

After a long period in the political wilderness, conserva-

tives had resurrected their ideas. 

 The Conservative Revival 

 Conservatism in the post–World War II period became 

intertwined with the Republican Party. Th is is not to 

say that all conservatives were Republicans: many con-

servatives, especially in the South, were aligned with the 

Democratic Party or voted, at various times, for third-

party candidates. Nonetheless, in the postwar period, 

conservatives launched a movement to transform the 

Republican Party. 

 Many of the key intellectuals who reinvigorated conser-

vatism in the postwar period were émigrés from Europe: 

Ayn Rand, from Russia; Friedrich Hayek and his fellow 

economist Ludwig Von Mises, from Austria; and the phi-

losophers Eric Voegelin and Leo Strauss, from Germany. 

Th ey were joined by such young American intellectuals 

as William F. Buckley Jr., who founded the conservative 

 National Review  in 1955; the historian Russell Kirk; the 

philosopher Richard Weaver; and the journalist Frank 

Meyer. 

 Fundamental philosophical diff erences separated these 

thinkers. Concern about communism intensifi ed debate 

over an array of questions: Should the right compromise 

its principles of small government in support of the cold 

war? Did the United States have the right to intervene 

militarily and politically in the aff airs of another coun-

try to prevent a perceived Communist takeover? Should 

government restrict the civil liberties of Communists in 

the United States? Th ese debates were largely philosophi-

cal and, until the 1960s, usually did not involve specifi c 

pieces of legislation. But they lent vitality to the right 

and appealed to a new generation of students and activ-

ists dissatisfi ed with the Freudianism and existentialism 

fashionable among liberal intellectuals of the day. 

 Much of this debate occurred in conservative journals, 

particularly the  National Review.  In founding the maga-

zine, Buckley sought to present diff erent perspectives on 

the right and to expand its readership beyond the only 

other mass-circulation conservative publication,  Human 
Events , whose audience was mostly drawn from grass-

roots anti-Communists. Buckley gathered an impres-

sive editorial board including James Burnham, former 

Communist Frank Meyer, Whittaker Chambers, Russell 

Kirk, novelist John Dos Passos, Buckley’s brother-in-

law L. Brent Bozell Jr., Yale University political scientist 

Willmore Kendall, corporate lawyer William Rusher, 

and libertarian Frank Chodorov. 

 Th e vitality of the conservative intellectual move-

ment paralleled the growth of a mass grassroots anti-

Communist  movement organized primarily through 

local community, religious, and business groups. Th e 

movement refl ected profound fears about the Soviet 

threat abroad and Communist subversion at home. Aus-

tralian physician and evangelist minister Fred Schwarz 

organized the Christian Anti-Communist Crusade, 

which conducted seminars and lectures that drew tens 

of thousands of participants. In Texas, former Federal 

Bureau of Investigation agent Dan Smoot published a 

widely read newsletter and hosted a syndicated radio 

program. Leonard Read headed the Foundation for Eco-

nomic Education, which promoted free enterprise and 

warned about the dangers of communism and social-

ism. In 1958 candy manufacturer Robert Welch founded 

the John Birch Society, which attracted a large national 

membership. Welch’s accusation that Dwight D. Eisen-

hower was a conscious Soviet agent, however, stunted 

the growth of the society, and Welch later retracted his 

statement. 

 Within the Republican Party, conservatives sought to 

replace what they saw as the dominance of the eastern 

liberal wing, symbolized by Nelson Rockefeller, with an 

uncompromising anti–New Deal faction. Many con-

servatives had been disappointed by the failure of Ohio 
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Republican Robert Taft to win the GOP presidential 

nomination in 1948 and 1952. Conservative Republicans 

had generally supported Eisenhower’s presidency, but 

discord within the party had increased. 

 Goldwater, 1964, and Civil Rights 

 As the 1960 election approached, conservatives hoped 

that Senator Barry Goldwater, a Republican from Ari-

zona, would win the GOP nomination for president. 

 In 1959 Clarence Manion, former dean of the Notre 

Dame Law School, organized a Goldwater for President 

group. As part of the campaign, he arranged for Buck-

ley’s brother-in-law, Bozell, to write a political manifesto 

under Goldwater’s name. Published in 1960,  Conscience 
of a Conservative  became a national best-seller, even 

though Richard Nixon secured the GOP nomination 

and went on to lose the election to John F. Kennedy. 

Th at same year, college-age supporters of Goldwater or-

ganized Young Americans for Freedom on the Buckley 

family estate in Sharon, Connecticut, proclaiming, “In 

this time of moral and political crisis, it is the responsi-

bility of the youth of American to affi  rm certain eternal 

truths.” 

 Conservatives believed that, if they could secure 

Goldwater’s nomination in 1964, the GOP had a chance 

of winning the White House. Th e entire race changed, 

however, when President Kennedy was assassinated in 

Dallas, Texas, in November 1963. His successor, Lyndon 

Johnson, drew upon the tragedy to push an aggressive 

liberal agenda through Congress. Although Goldwater 

believed it would be impossible for any Republican 

to win in 1964, out of loyalty to his followers he re-

mained in the race and defeated Nelson Rockefeller, the 

governor of New York, in a bitter fi ght for the GOP 

nomination. 

 Goldwater’s vote against the Civil Rights Bill of 1964 as 

an unconstitutional interference in private matters drew 

heavy criticism from moderates within his own party as 

well as from northern Democrats. His acceptance speech, 

which contained the lines, “Extremism in the defense of 

liberty is no vice. Moderation in the pursuit of justice is 

no virtue,” widened the gap even further. 

 Th e  National Review  did not help his cause. Th e mag-

azine harshly criticized the civil rights movement and 

opposed federal enforcement of equal access to public 

accommodations and protection of black voting rights 

in the South, reinforcing perceptions that conservatives 

were racists. Th e magazine’s editorial rhetoric often over-

stepped the bounds of civility and was racially off ensive. 

Years later Buckley would apologize for the tone the 

magazine had set. 

 Lyndon Johnson won by a landslide, and Democrats 

gained huge majorities in Congress. Conservatives found 

some signs of hope, however. Goldwater Republicans 

won Senate races in California with former movie star 

George Murphy and in Nebraska with Roman Hruska. 

Most signifi cantly, the Republicans won most states in 

the Deep South for the fi rst time since Reconstruction. 

Th is reversal of fortune persuaded southern Democrats 

to become more conservative and, often, more vocal in 

their support for segregation. 

 Nixon, Ford, and Frustration of Conservatives 

 In 1968, with the Democratic Party sharply divided over 

the Vietnam War, Richard Nixon narrowly won the 

presidency. Most conservatives had supported him, al-

beit reluctantly, in hopes of gaining infl uence over his 

policies. Few Republicans could stomach the third-party 

campaign of Alabama governor George Wallace, whose 

rage-fi lled populist message gained 13.5 percent of the 

popular vote. But Nixon came into offi  ce with big Dem-

ocratic majorities in both houses of Congress. Even if he 

had wanted to move to the right, he would have been 

unable to do so. Instead, Nixon pursued a rather liberal 

agenda at home, expanding the welfare and regulatory 

state. He intensifi ed the bombing in Vietnam, while 

his national security adviser, and later secretary of state, 

Henry Kissinger, opened negotiations with North Viet-

nam. At the same time, Nixon entered into a new arms-

control agreement with the Soviet Union, the Strategic 

Arms Limitation Talks. Th en, shortly before the 1972 

election, Nixon announced he planned to open relations 

with mainland China. 

 Th ese policies dismayed many GOP conservatives. 

But the primary challenge to Nixon mounted by the new 

American Conservative Union failed miserably. Nixon 

easily won renomination and went on to swamp George 

McGovern, his Democratic opponent. Two years later, 

Nixon’s involvement in the Watergate scandal forced 

his resignation. New president Gerald Ford followed a 

moderate course that made him seem impervious to the 

rumblings of the right wing in his party. 

 In the mid-1970s, conservatives were a distinct minor-

ity within the Republican Party, but they were beginning 

to build an institutional foundation for their move-

ment. Th ey expanded the American Enterprise Insti-

tute, founded in the early 1940s, to provide conservative 

policy analysis. In 1973 conservative foundations such as 
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the Scaife Fund, the John M. Olin Foundation, and the 

Bradley Foundation, and wealthy benefactors such as 

beer magnate Joseph Coors supported the establishment 

of the Heritage Foundation. Th ese think tanks added in-

tellectual fi repower to the conservative resistance to the 

modern liberal state. 

 Th e founding of the magazine  Public Interest  by New 

York intellectual Irving Kristol in 1965 helped fuel the 

intellectual challenge to liberalism. Kristol viewed the 

 Public Interest  as an antidote to what he considered 

the increasing utopianism of leftist thinkers. Th e maga-

zine attracted contributors who had become disgruntled 

with Johnson’s Great Society, including Daniel Moyni-

han, Nathan Glazer, James Q. Wilson, Edward C. Ban-

fi eld, and Aaron Wildavsky. Th ese scholars, many of 

them social scientists, criticized programs devised by 

what they called the “new class” of fashionable leftists 

and government bureaucrats. Similar criticisms emerged 

in the Jewish opinion magazine  Commentary , edited by 

Norman Podhoretz. 

 Although not uniformly conservative in their politi-

cal outlooks, the most prominent writers for the  Public 
Interest  and  Commentary  became known as “neoconser-

vatives,” former liberals who rejected social experimenta-

tion, affi  rmative action, and moral relativism. Th ey also 

supported a vigorous American foreign policy backed by 

a strong national defense to meet what they perceived as 

a heightened Soviet threat. 

 More traditional conservatives built a powerful move-

ment to oppose the equal rights amendment (ERA) that 

Congress had passed in 1972—a victory for feminists. 

Th e ERA seemed to be headed toward easy ratifi cation 

by the states until veteran right-wing activist Phyllis 

Schlafl y organized a movement to stop it. She argued 

that the amendment would allow the drafting of women 

into the military, provide abortion on demand, legalize 

gay marriage, and weaken legislation protecting women 

in the workplace and in marriages. Schlafl y organized 

a coalition of traditionalist Catholics, evangelical Prot-

estants, Mormons, and orthodox Jews into a grass-

roots movement that helped stop the ERA from being 

ratifi ed. 

 Other conservative activists—including Paul Wey-

rich, fund-raiser Richard Viguerie, Howard Phillips, 

and Republican strategist Terry Dolan—saw potential in 

Schlafl y’s success. Th ey mounted a challenge to the GOP 

establishment through grassroots action on other “social 

issues,” such as opposition to abortion and gay marriage, 

and support for school prayer. Calling themselves the 

New Right, these activists brought new organizing and 

fund-raising prowess to the conservative cause. 

 With conservative activism growing, Ronald Rea-

gan challenged Ford for the presidential nomination in 

1976. He was unsuccessful, but Ford’s narrow defeat by 

Jimmy Carter that year put Reagan in position to win 

the party’s nomination four years later. White evangeli-

cal voters moved away from Carter, a southern Baptist 

Democrat, during his presidency; a key turning point 

was the Internal Revenue Service’s 1978 ruling to de-

prive all private schools established after 1953 of their 

tax-exempt status if they were found guilty of discrimi-

natory racial practices. Along with Carter’s support for 

abortion rights, this decision rallied many evangelicals 

into supporting ministers Jerry Falwell and Tim La-

Haye, who headed a new organization, the Moral Ma-

jority, that vowed to bring “traditional morality” back 

to government. 

 Conservatives exerted their infl uence in the 1978 mid-

term elections through the Committee for the Survival 

of a Free Congress and the National Conservative Politi-

cal Action Committee. Although the South did not go 

fully Republican that year, history professor Newt Gin-

grich won election in Georgia, and, in Texas, Ron Paul 

won back a seat in Congress he had lost to a Democrat in 

1976. At the same time, in California, voters ratifi ed the 

Jarvis-Gann initiative, Proposition 13, cutting property 

taxes. 

 The Reagan and Bush Years 

 In 1980 Reagan won the Republican nomination and 

defeated Carter in the general election. Th e conserva-

tive standard bearer carried every region and every major 

constituency except Hispanics and African Americans. 

He won most southern states by 5 percentage points, 

and cut heavily into the blue-collar vote in the North. 

Republicans also won a majority of Senate seats for the 

fi rst time in almost 30 years and made big gains in the 

House of Representatives. It was a signifi cant victory for 

conservatives after 35 years of struggle. 

 During the next eight years, Reagan redefi ned the 

tone and nature of political discourse, although he had 

to compromise with a Democratic House throughout 

his term in offi  ce. Reagan failed to reshape the federal 

bureaucracy that sheltered liberal programs but did ac-

complish a good deal that delighted conservatives. Th e 

Economic Recovery Tax Act provided the largest tax 

decrease in history by reducing capital gains taxes and 

infl ation-indexed tax rates. He continued Carter’s policy 
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of deregulation, enacting major monetary and banking 

reform. He ordered staff  cuts in the Consumer Prod-

uct Safety Commission, the Occupational Safety and 

Health Administration, and the Environmental Protec-

tion Agency. Reagan’s administration supported eff orts 

to restrict legalized abortion and to allow prayer in pub-

lic schools, but these measures failed to pass in Congress. 

Reagan also initiated a massive increase in the defense 

budget and, in 1983, announced the Strategic Defense 

Initiative, an antimissile defense system based in outer 

space, which drew widespread protests from peace activ-

ists and liberal columnists. 

 Th e conservative president also waged what was, in ef-

fect, a proxy war against the Soviet Union. With the sup-

port of the AFL-CIO, the Vatican, and European trade 

unions, the United States assisted the anti-Communist 

labor movement Solidarity in Poland. Th e Reagan ad-

ministration also aided “freedom fi ghters” in Central 

America, Southeast Asia, Africa, and Central America, 

and provided training and military assistance to Islamic 

forces opposed to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

 Reagan’s policy toward the Soviet Union combined 

militant engagement and arms reduction. Th is policy, 

which appeared inconsistent to his opponents, followed 

a conservative strategy captured in the slogan “peace 

through strength.” In pursuit of this aim, Reagan op-

posed calls by peace activists for a “nuclear freeze” on 

the development of new weapons and the deployment 

of Pershing II intermediate missiles in Europe. In a series 

of bilateral summit meetings from late 1985 through late 

1988, Reagan and Soviet leader Premier Mikhail Gor-

bachev reached agreements that essentially brought an 

end to the cold war. 

 Conservatives found in Reagan an articulate and popu-

lar spokesman for their principles. While they sometimes 

criticized him as being overly pragmatic—raising taxes 

in 1983 and 1984, and failing to push for antiabortion 

legislation—he still left offi  ce as the hero of their move-

ment. Reagan had succeeded in making conservatism a 

respectable political ideology in the nation as a whole. 

 Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, sought to 

turn the Republican Party to the center while maintain-

ing his conservative base. Th is proved to be a cumber-

some political act that betrayed a lack of principle. Bush 

seemed more involved in foreign than domestic policy: 

he ordered a military incursion in Panama to overthrow 

a corrupt dictatorship and then mobilized international 

support for military intervention in Iraq following its in-

vasion of neighboring Kuwait. At home, Bush supported 

such Democratic measures as a ban on AK-47 assault 

rifl es, the Americans with Disabilities Act, and a large tax 

hike for wealthy Americans. To fi ll two openings on the 

Supreme Court, he named David Souter, who turned 

out to be a liberal stalwart, and Clarence Th omas, a con-

servative whose nomination became controversial when 

a former employee, Anita Hill, accused him of sexual 

harassment. 

 The Clinton and George W. Bush Years 

 In the general election of 1992, Bush sought desperately 

to regain his conservative base. He invited conservative 

columnist Patrick Buchanan, who had challenged him 

in the primary campaign, to address the Republican 

convention. Buchanan’s speech declared that the Dem-

ocratic Party nominee Bill Clinton and his wife, Hil-

lary Rodham Clinton, would “impose on America . . . 

abortion on demand, a litmus test for the Supreme 

Court, homo sexual rights, discrimination against reli-

gious schools, women in combat. . . .” Buchanan’s talk 

of a “culture war” was received enthusiastically by evan-

gelical conservatives, but it alienated mainstream vot-

ers and probably helped defeat Bush’s bid for reelection 

that fall. 

 Conservatives viewed Clinton as a baby boomer who 

had protested the war in Vietnam, repelled the mili-

tary, and supported abortion. Conservatives seized on 

Clinton’s proposal, as president-elect, to lift the ban on 

gay men and lesbians in the military, a quiet campaign 

promise he had to back away from under a barrage of 

criticism from the right. Th is proved to be the opening 

round in a well-orchestrated conservative assault that 

put the Clinton administration on the defensive and de-

feated the president’s proposal for a universal health care 

system that the fi rst lady had largely devised. 

 As the midterm election of 1994 drew near, conserva-

tives led by Representative Newt Gingrich of Georgia 

organized a group of young Turks in the House to re-

take Republican control of that body for the fi rst time 

since 1952. Th ey drafted the Contract with America, 

which pledged 337 Republican candidates to a ten-part 

legislative program, including welfare reform, anticrime 

measures, a line-item veto, regulatory reform, and tax 

reduction. Th e contract notably ignored such emotional 

issues as abortion, pornography, and school prayer. Th e 

Contract with America drew enthusiastic response from 

the conservative media, especially Rush Limbaugh, whose 

radio program appeared on 600 stations with 20 million 

weekly listeners. On Election Day, Republicans captured 
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both houses of Congress with a 230–204 majority in the 

House and eight new Senate seats. 

 Clinton nonetheless won reelection in 1996 against the 

weak campaign of Senator Robert Dole and survived a 

sexual scandal involving a White House intern that led 

the Republican House to impeach him. Th e Senate failed 

to convict, and Republicans lost seats in the 1998 election, 

shocking conservatives who had assumed that “immoral-

ity in the Oval Offi  ce” would benefi t their cause. Many 

Republicans blamed Gingrich for the loss, and shortly 

after the election, he resigned from the House. 

 Th e Clinton scandal carried into the 2000 presiden-

tial race, in which Republican Texas governor George W. 

Bush defeated Democratic Vice President Al Gore in the 

closest election in modern U.S. history. Bush lost the 

popular vote, but he gained Republican support among 

observant conservative Christians, especially evangelical 

Protestants and Roman Catholics. Although Pat Rob-

ertson’s Christian Coalition had waned in infl uence, a 

strong religious network made direct contact with voters 

through voter guides and pastoral commentary. Much of 

this strategy of targeting key voters was the brainchild of 

political consultant Karl Rove. 

 Th e world of politics—and the fate of Bush’s presi-

dency—was transformed by the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, 2001. Bush’s resolute stance won him 

enormous popularity, and Congress passed a series of 

emergency measures, including the Combating Terror-

ism Act and the Uniting and Strengthening America 

by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept 

and Obstruct Terrorism (USA PATRIOT) Act, which 

expanded the surveillance powers of federal agencies. 

Civil libertarians worried that this legislation extended 

too much power to the federal government at a cost to 

personal liberties. But it underlined the Republican ad-

vantage on the issue of national security and helped the 

party gain seats in Congress in the 2002 election—and 

also gave the president the political support he needed 

to invade Iraq in early 2003. Although the war did not 

proceed as planned, Bush won a second term in 2004 

against Democrat John Kerry, due in large part to his 

image as the leader of the so-called War on Terror. For 

the fi rst time in decades, conservative Republicans were 

in fi rm control of the White House and Capitol Hill. 

 Th e triumph was brief, however. Soon after Bush’s 

reelection, the continuing bloodshed in Iraq and the 

administration’s fumbling of relief eff orts following Hur-

ricane Katrina led to the beginning of his steep decline in 

approval polls, and he never recovered. A series of lobby-

ing and fund-raising scandals involving Republican lead-

ers in Congress and a well-organized grassroots campaign 

allowed Democrats to regain control of the House and 

the Senate in 2006. Th e Republican decline continued in 

2008, when Democrat Barack Obama was elected to the 

White House and Democrats retained control of Con-

gress. Although Obama only won 1.5 percent more of 

the popular vote than George W. Bush had in 2004, Re-

publicans were soundly defeated. Especially disturbing 

for the party was the defection of nearly 20 percent of 

Republicans who had voted for Bush. Moreover, Obama 

won among independents, women, and the young, while 

white males, white Catholics, and seniors barely sup-

ported the GOP presidential candidate, John McCain. 

No longer were the Republicans a majority party. 

 Conservatism in Defeat 

 Conservatism has been a dynamic political movement 

through most of the twentieth and early twenty-fi rst 

centuries, continually shaped both by new ideas and 

ideological tensions. Before World War II, it consisted 

mainly of a defense of the cultural traditions of Western 

civilization and of laissez-faire and free markets. Pre–

World War II conservatives staunchly defended localism, 

a strict adherence to the Constitution, and distrust of 

strong executive power in the face of profound techno-

logical and political change. 

 Th e cold war altered conservatism profoundly. Most 

conservatives supported cold war containment and ex-

tended the fear of communism into the domestic arena. 

In order to combat liberalism at home and communism 

abroad, it was necessary for conservatives to enter poli-

tics and not just to plead for their views in the intellec-

tual realm. From the 1950s to the end of the cold war, 

conservatives constructed a political movement based on 

fi rmly opposing state-building tendencies at home while 

fi ghting communism abroad. Th ere were inherent con-

tradictions in such a policy, but conservatives focused on 

policies and programs designed to fulfi ll these two goals. 

Th e end of the cold war deprived conservatives of an 

enemy and left those critical of cold war conservatism, 

such as journalist Patrick Buchanan, to revive Old Right 

isolationism in the post-9/11 world. 

 Modern liberalism proved to be a formidable oppo-

nent; despite Republican victories, the modern welfare 

and regulatory states were not easily dismantled. None-

theless, the conservative ascendancy within the Republi-

can Party and in the electorate during the last half of the 

twentieth century led to signifi cant political and policy 
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changes. Conservatives were able to mobilize large num-

ber of voters to their cause. Even as late as 2008, when 

conservatives appeared to be in a downswing, nearly 

35 percent of the electorate identifi ed themselves as “con-

servative.” More important, while conservatives acting 

through the Republican Party were not able to scale 

back Social Security, Medicare-Medicaid, education, or 

environmental protection, they won notable victories in 

strengthening national defense, reforming welfare policy, 

restricting reproductive rights, reinvigorating monetary 

policy, deregulating major industries, and appointing 

conservative federal judges. 

 As conservatives sought to regroup after the 2008 de-

feat, they could take little consolation in the historical 

reminder that Republican success often followed Dem-

ocratic mistakes in offi  ce. Given the severity of the fi -

nancial meltdown and the international threats of rogue 

nations, oil shortages, nuclear proliferation, and military 

involvement in the Middle East and Afghanistan, even 

the most partisan-minded Republicans hoped that their 

return to offi  ce would not be built on a failed Obama 

presidency. While partisan diff erences would not be 

ignored, Democrats and Republicans, progressive and 

conservatives alike, understood that above all else, as 

Abraham Lincoln said in 1858, “a house divided against 

itself cannot stand.” 

  See also  anticommunism; anti-statism; conservative third 

parties since the New Deal; economy and politics; liberalism; 

Republican Party. 
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 conservative ascendancy, 1980–2008 

 In 1984 President Ronald Reagan cruised to reelection 

in the second largest electoral landslide in American his-

tory. Th e next year, before a cheering crowd of conserva-

tives, Reagan declared, “Th e tide of history is moving 

irresistibly in our direction. Why? Because the other side 

is virtually bankrupt of ideas. It has nothing more to say, 

nothing to add to the debate. It has spent its intellectual 

capital.” It was a bold proclamation by a leader who had 

proved beyond debate that conservative ideas could have 

mass appeal. 

 But was Reagan right? On the one hand, liberals 

had apparently lost the war of ideas. By the mid-1980s, 

conservatives had amassed an impressive stockpile of 

ideological weapons thanks to a well-fi nanced and well-

coordinated network of private foundations, policy 

journals, and think tanks. On the other hand, Reagan’s 

explanation downplayed a host of other political, his-

torical, economic, personal, and structural factors. And 

whether the “tide of history” was irresistible or irrevers-

ible was by no means a foregone conclusion. 

 Nevertheless, conservatives became dominant in the 

two decades immediately following 1984, at least in 

electoral terms. Th e Republicans won fi ve of the seven 

presidential elections after 1980, when they also captured 

the Senate for the fi rst time since 1952. Th e Democrats 

recaptured the Senate in 1986, but, eight years later, the 

Republicans reclaimed it and, for the fi rst time since 1954, 

also took command of the House. For most of the next 

decade, the GOP had eff ective control of Congress. More-

over, by 2004 the party as a whole had veered sharply to 

the right, with conservatives in charge and moderates on 

the verge of extinction. 

 Th e conservative ascendance was not, however, pre-

ordained. Few could or would have predicted it in the 
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wake of the Watergate scandal. An assassination attempt 

against Reagan in March 1981 dramatically boosted his 

popularity and contributed signifi cantly to passage of 

his tax bill, the signature achievement of his fi rst term. 

Th e terrorist attacks in September 2001 transformed the 

presidency of George W. Bush and restored national 

security as the preeminent issue in American politics. 

Th ey also enabled the Republicans to extend their con-

trol of Congress in 2002 and made possible Bush’s nar-

row reelection in 2004. 

 Nor was the conservative ascendancy complete by 

2004. By some measures, public opinion had shifted 

to the right since 1980. President Bill Clinton, for in-

stance, was the fi rst Democrat since Franklin Roosevelt 

to win consecutive terms. But he also achieved his great-

est popularity after he proclaimed “the end of welfare 

as we know it” and “the era of big government is over.” 

By other measures, the country had remained in place 

or moved to the left. Even on controversial social issues 

like homosexuality, the data were mixed, with greater 

tolerance counterbalanced by strong opposition to gay 

marriage. On balance, the evidence suggests that while 

most Americans object to big government in principle, 

in practice they accept and approve of federal programs 

like Social Security that benefi t the great majority. As a 

result, the bureaucracy has grown steadily, which in turn 

has led to a debate among conservatives between “small-

government” purists, who are usually not elected offi  -

cials, and “big-government” politicians like George W. 

Bush, who supported a major expansion in Medicare 

benefi ts. 

 By 2004 no mass or permanent realignment of parti-

san preferences had taken place. Th e conservatives had 

won many electoral victories since 1980, but the nation 

remained divided and polarized. In a sense, the situa-

tion was little changed from 2000, when Bush and Vice 

President Al Gore, the Democratic nominee for presi-

dent, fought to a virtual stalemate, the Senate was split 

50-50, and the Republicans retained a slim majority in 

the House. Nonetheless, the New Right had eclipsed the 

New Deal political coalition and brought the Democratic 

era in national politics to a clear end. What made the 

conservative ascendance possible, and what sustained it? 

 Immediate Causes 

 Scholars disagree as to whether the New Deal political 

coalition of white Southerners, urban workers, small 

farmers, racial minorities, and liberal intellectuals was 

inherently fragile or whether the 1960s was the moment 

of reckoning. But the immediate causes of Reagan’s vic-

tory in 1980 are less debatable. Most important was the 

failure of the Carter presidency. At home, the “misery 

index” (the combined rates of infl ation and unemploy-

ment) stood at more than 20 percent. Abroad, Soviet 

troops occupied Afghanistan, and American hostages 

were held captive in Tehran. Th e future seemed bleak, 

and the president appeared to be unable to provide con-

fi dent or competent leadership. What the White House 

needed was a new occupant—the main question was 

whether Reagan was a conservative ideologue or capable 

candidate. 

 Reagan’s personality proved critical during the cam-

paign. A gifted and aff able performer, he was able to 

cross the “credibility threshold” in the presidential 

debates and reassure Americans that he was a staunch 

anti-Communist, not an elderly madman bent on 

nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union. On the 

contrary, Reagan appeared vigorous, warm, principled, 

and optimistic—he promised that America’s best days 

lay in the future, not the past. He also asserted that the 

weak economy was the fault of the government, not 

the people. Above all, Reagan was the smiling and un-

threatening face of modern conservatism. 

 A third cause of conservative ascendancy was the 

tax revolt of the late 1970s. As infl ation mounted, the 

middle class was trapped between stagnant incomes and 

rising taxes. In 1978 California voters approved Propo-

sition 13, which slashed property taxes and triggered a 

nationwide movement toward such relief. Th e tax issue 

helped unite a contentious conservative coalition of lib-

ertarians, traditionalists, and anti-Communists. It also 

crystallized opposition to the liberal welfare state and 

gave Republicans a potent weapon to aim at government 

programs previously viewed as politically untouchable. 

In the coming decades, tax cuts would become conserva-

tive dogma, the “magic bullet” for growing the economy, 

shrinking the bureaucracy, and harvesting the votes of 

disgruntled citizens. 

 A fi nal cause was the emergence of religious conser-

vatives as a signifi cant bloc of Republican voters. Prior 

to the 1960s, many evangelical Christians either avoided 

the political world or divided their votes between the 

parties. But in 1962, the Supreme Court ruled in  Engel v. 
Vitale  that the First Amendment banned even nonde-

nominational prayer in the public schools. Th en the 

sexual revolution and the women’s movement arrived 
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amid the social upheaval of the decade. In 1973  Roe v. 
Wade  made abortion an important issue, and in 1978 

the Internal Revenue Service threatened to repeal the 

federal tax exemption for racially segregated Christian 

schools. Th e latter action outraged evangelicals, espe-

cially the Reverend Jerry Falwell, who in 1979 founded 

the Moral Majority, which quickly became a powerful 

force within the New Right. In 1980 Reagan received 

61 percent of the fundamentalist vote; by comparison, 

Jimmy Carter (a born-again Christian) had received 

56 percent in 1976. By 2004 the most reliable Repub-

lican voters were those Americans who went to church 

more than once a week. 

 Sustaining Factors 

 At fi rst the conservative momentum continued under 

Reagan’s successor, Vice President George H. W. Bush, 

who easily won election in 1988. But he lacked the per-

sonal charisma and communication skills that had en-

abled Reagan to attract moderates and bridge divisions 

on the right. Th e end of the cold war also removed a 

unifying issue from the right’s repertoire and shifted 

the political focus from national security (a Republican 

strength) to economic security (a Democratic strength). 

Th e fall of the Soviet Union meant, moreover, that con-

servatives could no longer paint liberals as soft on com-

munism—a deadly charge in American politics since the 

1940s. Finally, Bush made a critical political error in 1990 

when he broke his “read my lips” campaign pledge and 

agreed to a tax hike. According to most economists, the 

increase was not a signifi cant factor in the recession of 

1991–92. But many conservatives today trace the start of 

what they see as the betrayal or repudiation of the “Rea-

gan Revolution” to that fateful moment. 

 In 1992 Clinton focused “like a laser beam” on the 

poor state of the economy and, thanks in large measure 

to the presence of independent candidate Ross Perot on 

the ballot, defeated Bush. Th en the Democrat rode peace 

and prosperity to reelection in 1996. Clinton infuriated 

conservatives because he usurped what they saw as their 

natural claim to the White House, he seemed to em body 

the counterculture values of the 1960s, and was a gifted 

politician who co-opted many of their issues. In many 

respects, Clinton truly was a “New Democrat,” who 

supported free trade, a balanced budget, and the death 

penalty. Nevertheless, even he was unable to reverse the 

conservative ascendance—at best, he could only re-

strain it after the Republicans took control of Congress 

in 1994. 

 In the 1990s, conservatives continued to set the po-

litical tone and agenda by demonstrating that they were 

masters of coordination and discipline. In Washington, 

they gathered every Wednesday at a breakfast sponsored 

by Americans for Tax Reform and a lunch sponsored by 

Coalitions for America to discuss issues, strategies, and 

policies. At the same time, the Club for Growth targeted 

moderates (deemed RINOs—Republicans in Name 

Only) and bankrolled primary challenges against them. 

And after 1994, members of Congress received commit-

tee chairs based on loyalty to the leadership, not seniority, 

a change spearheaded by House Speaker Newt Gingrich 

of Georgia. By 2000 conservative control and party dis-

cipline were so complete that Bush never had to employ 

the veto in his fi rst term—a feat not accomplished since 

the presidency of John Quincy Adams. 

 Th e conservative movement was also fl ush with funds. 

Much Republican money came in small contributions 

from direct mailings aimed at true believers, but large 

sums came from two other sources. Th e fi rst was cor-

porate America, which in the 1970s found itself beset 

by foreign competition, rising wages, higher costs, and 

lower profi ts. In response, it created lobbying organiza-

tions like the Business Roundtable, formed political ac-

tion committees, and channeled campaign contributions 

in ever larger amounts to conservative politicians, who 

in turn made government deregulation, lower taxes, and 

tort reform legislative priorities in the 1980s. Th e second 

source of funds was lobbyists, who represented many 

of the same corporations. After the GOP rout in 1994, 

House Majority Whip Tom DeLay of Texas initiated the 

“K Street Project,” whereby lobbyists hoping to do busi-

ness on Capitol Hill were pressured into making their 

hiring practices and campaign contributions conform to 

Republican interests. 

 At the same time, corporate boards and private foun-

dations invested heavily in institutions like the Ameri-

can Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation, 

which had immense infl uence in policy design, both 

domestic and foreign. Th ese think tanks constituted a 

veritable shadow government for offi  cials between posi-

tions or awaiting an opportunity. Th ey also acted as in-

cubators of ideas and command posts for policy research 

in the ideological war that conservatives fought against 

liberals. 

 Th e struggle was waged on several fronts. On the 

ground, conservatives proved expert at mobilizing their 

base, which became increasingly important to both par-

ties as the number of undecided voters shrank in the 
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highly partisan political climate of the 1990s. In 2004, 

for example, George W. Bush won largely because the 

Republicans recruited 1.4 million volunteers, who 

boosted the president’s popular vote by 20 percent (in-

cluding 4 million Christians who had voted in 1996 but 

not in 2000). By comparison, in 2004 the Democrats 

raised their vote totals by 12 percent over 2000, which 

was impressive but insuffi  cient. On the air, the conserva-

tives also exploited every advantage at their disposal. In 

1987 the abolition of the Fairness Doctrine, which had 

required broadcasters to provide “equal time” to alter-

native views, opened the door to right-wing talk radio. 

Enter Rush Limbaugh, a disk jockey from Missouri, 

who by the mid-1990s had inspired countless imitators 

and was reaching 20 million devoted listeners (known 

as “dittoheads”) daily on 660 stations across the nation. 

And, by 2000, FOX News, with a strong conservative 

slant, had surpassed CNN to become the most popular 

news channel on cable television. 

 Another source of strength for Republicans was the 

weakness of the Democrats, who lacked a clear vision or 

coherent set of core principles. Th e party was deeply di-

vided between “upscale Democrats” (well-educated pro-

fessionals who were more socially liberal) and “downscale 

Democrats” (economically marginal workers and mi-

norities who were more socially conservative). Moreover, 

historical memories had faded—by 2002 less than one in 

ten voters could personally recall the Great Depression 

and New Deal. Labor unions, a pillar of the party, had 

also eroded in size and infl uence. In 1960, 40 percent of 

the workforce was unionized; by 2000, the fi gure was 

14 percent and falling. In addition, the once Solid South 

was now reliably Republican. In the seven presidential 

elections between 1980 and 2004, Republican candidates 

lost a combined total of just fi ve southern states to Dem-

ocratic candidates. 

 Even the much touted “gender gap” provided little 

solace to the Democrats. Since 1980, when it fi rst ap-

peared, the party attracted women in growing numbers. 

By 2004, the Democrats were majority female and the 

Republicans were majority male. Th e problem for Dem-

ocrats was that the exodus of men, especially working-

class white Southerners, exceeded the infl ux of women. 

Th at was the real cause of the gender gap, which in 2004 

was also a marriage gap (55 percent of married women 

voted for Bush, while 62 percent of single women voted 

against him). Nevertheless, if men and women had 

switched partisan allegiances at the same rate after 1980, 

Bush would have lost in both 2000 and 2004. 

 Future Considerations 

 After 2004 many Democrats were in despair. Bush, whom 

few experts had predicted would win in 2000, had again 

defi ed the odds by surviving an unpopular war, a weak 

economy, and soaring defi cits. Th e Republicans had 

also extended their control of Congress and built a well-

fi nanced party structure. In the aftermath of the 2004 

election, White House political adviser Karl Rove boasted 

that the United States was in the midst of a “rolling re-

alignment.” Eventually, the Republicans would become 

the dominant party, he predicted, as they had in 1896 

and the Democrats had in 1932. It was merely a matter of 

time, especially if the terrorist threat continued to make 

national security a priority. 

 Some Democrats, however, were not disheartened. 

Both elections were close calls, and in 2004 Bush had a 

considerable advantage as an incumbent wartime presi-

dent. Moreover, some long-term demographic and tech-

nological developments seemed to favor the Democrats. 

Th e Internet had fi lled their war chest with vast sums, 

and bloggers had reenergized intellectual debates among 

the party faithful, even if new groups like MoveOn.org 

and America Coming Together were less successful at 

mobilizing voters on election day. Th e increasing num-

ber of well-educated working women and Latino vot-

ers also seemed to bode well for the Democrats, as did 

the steady growth in unmarried and secular voters, who 

seemed to be more liberal in their outlook. 

 Nevertheless, the Republicans continued to have 

structural and ideological advantages. In the Electoral 

College, the less populated “red states” still had dispro-

portionate infl uence, raising the bar for Democratic 

candidates. And in congressional districts, partisan ger-

rymandering kept most Republican districts intact. In 

2004, for example, Bush carried 255 districts—almost 

59 percent—compared with his popular vote total of 

less than 52 percent. In addition, the Republican Par-

ty’s moral conservatism and entrepreneurial optimism 

seemed likely to appeal to a growing number of Latino 

voters, assuming that the immigration issue did not 

prove divisive in the long term. 

But,  in 2006, the Democrats surprised themselves and 

the pundits by retaking the House and Senate, as unde-

cided voters punished the party in power and negated 

the base strategy of the Republicans by overwhelmingly 

blaming them for political corruption and the Iraq War. 

Th en, in 2008, the Democrats solidifi ed their control of 

Congress and recaptured the White House when Sena-

tor Barack Obama defeated Senator John McCain in a 
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presidential race dominated by voter discontent with the 

Bush administration and the most serious fi nancial cri-

sis since the Great Depression. Th e tide of history that 

Reagan hailed in 1985 had ebbed. Republican hopes for 

a major realignment had faded. But it was too soon to 

tell whether the conservative ascendancy had come to a 

lasting end. 

  See also  conservatism; Democratic Party, 1968–2008; Republi-

can Party, 1968–2008. 
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 conservative interregnum, 1920–32 

 Th e years between World War I and the New Deal are 

popularly known as the Roaring Twenties because of the 

era’s tumultuous social and cultural experimentation and 

spectacular economic growth. Th e cultural upheaval—

from the Harlem Renaissance to jazz, and from fl ap-

pers to speakeasies—stands in contrast to the period’s 

conservative politics. Th e decade witnessed a muting of 

the Progressive Era voices that had sought to end the 

abuses of unregulated capitalism through industrial reg-

ulation and reform. Presidents Warren Harding, Calvin 

Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover emphasized a limited 

role for the regulatory power of the federal government 

and the importance of effi  ciency, individualism, as well 

as support for business. Calvin Coolidge summed up the 

dominant ethos in the White House with his statement, 

“Th e business of America is business.” 

 Despite the support for business fostered in the halls of 

the White House and a broad segment of Congress, the 

1920s did not simply represent a discontinuous period 

sandwiched between two eras of reform (the Progres-

sive Era and the New Deal). Indeed, the decade opened 

with major victories for two important reform move-

ments. With the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment 

in 1920, women’s rights advocates had won their long 

battle for suff rage. Th e national electorate expanded dra-

matically with female citizens no longer excluded from 

the right to vote on the basis of gender. In the wake of 

woman suff rage, advocates for women’s equality strug-

gled to defi ne their movement. Alice Paul and the Na-

tional Women’s Party battled for the passage of an equal 

rights amendment, while other activists pressed on for 

protective legislation, winning a victory in 1921 when 

Congress passed a bill providing funds for prenatal and 

child health care. A second reform movement, that of 

temperance, tri umphed with the ratifi cation of the Eigh-

teenth Amendment, outlawing the sale, manufacture, 

and transportation of liquor, to take eff ect in January 

1920. Th e radical experiment with national Prohibition, 

the law of the land until 1933, helped to lay the ground-

work for the expansion of the federal government that 

took place during the New Deal. In addition, Hoover’s 

conservative variant of progressivism included an impor-

tant role for the federal government in providing knowl-

edge, expertise, and information to business to shore up 

economic growth. Indeed, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s fi rst 

New Deal had much in common with Hoover’s eff ort to 

utilize the state in cooperation with business to mitigate 

the severe economic crisis that shook the nation during 

the Great Depression. 

 After the upheavals of the “Great War,” the tumultu-

ous global ramifi cations of the Russian Revolution, and 

the defeat of Woodrow Wilson’s postwar international-

ism, Warren Harding’s calls for a “return to normalcy” 

resonated with many voters. In November 1920, Hard-

ing won a lopsided victory over Democrat James M. 

Cox of Ohio, and the Republicans solidifi ed the hold 

on Congress that they had won in 1918. Harding came 

to the presidency with a long record of public service but 

an undistinguished record as a senator. Th e policies of 

his administration, however, as well as those of the Su-

preme Court, demonstrated a strong orientation toward 

the business community. With the federal government’s 
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pro-business orientation, emboldened industrialists un-

dertook a successful counterattack against the gains labor 

had made during World War I. Th e great labor strikes 

that rocked the nation in 1919 had ended in defeat. By 

1923, union membership fell to 3.6 million from more 

than 5 million at the end of the war. 

 Falling union membership mirrored developments 

in political participation more broadly. Voter turnout 

rates were low throughout the decade, averaging around 

46 percent. Progressive innovations such as nonparti-

san elections undercut party organization and weak-

ened party identifi cation. Th e nonvoters tended to 

be the poor, and new voters such as women, African 

Americans, and naturalized immigrants. Only in 1928 

did participation rise to 56 percent as the volatile is-

sues of religion, ethnicity, and Prohibition mobilized 

the electorate. 

 With Harding’s death on August 2, 1923, Vice Presi-

dent Calvin Coolidge succeeded to the presidency. His 

reserved New England demeanor marked a sharp break 

from Harding’s outgoing midwestern charm, but their 

diff erent personalities belied a common approach to-

ward government. As Harding before him, Coolidge em-

phasized effi  ciency, limited government, and strong praise 

for capital. Coolidge summed up this ethos when he re-

marked, “Th e man who builds a factory builds a temple. 

Th e man who works there worships there.” Th ese notions 

seemed to resonate with large numbers of Americans in 

a period of economic expansion and growing affl  uence. 

While the decade had opened in recession, from 1922 to 

1929, national income increased more than 40 percent, 

from $60.7 billion to $87.2 billion. Automobiles, con-

struction, and new industries like radio fueled an eco-

nomic boom. Th e number of passenger cars in the United 

States jumped from fewer than 7 million in 1919 to about 

23 million in 1929. Radio, getting its start in 1920, was a 

household item for 12 million Amer icans by 1929. Th e 

availability of new products, installment buying, and an 

increasingly national advertising industry fueled a mass 

consumption economy just as increased leisure, radios, 

and movies generated a mass culture. 

 Economic growth and mass consumption went hand 

in hand, however, with the increasing maldistribu-

tion of wealth and purchasing power. Indeed, about 

one-third of families earned less than the minimum 

income estimated for a “decent standard of living.” Th ose 

Americans working in what were then known as the 

“sick industries,” such as textile and coal, along with the 

nation’s farmers, failed to benefi t from the economic 

gains of the period. Progressive reformers continued 

to criticize the consolidation of private capital and the 

inequalities of income. Eugene Debs, sentenced to ten 

years in prison under the Seditions Act of 1918, ran as 

Socialist Party candidate for president in 1920 (from 

federal prison) and won close to a million votes. In 1924, 

Robert F. Lafollette, a senator from Wisconsin, led the 

third-party Progressive ticket, mobilizing reformers and 

labor leaders as well as disgruntled farmers. Th e Pro-

gressive Party called for the nationalization of railroads, 

the public ownership of utilities, and the right of Con-

gress to overrule Supreme Court decisions. Lafollette 

won 5 million popular votes but carried only his home 

state of Wisconsin. 

 While progressives and radicals chipped away at the 

sanctifi ed praise of business voiced by three Republican 

administrations, their criticisms were shadowed by far 

more powerful reactions against the tide of urbanization, 

secularization, and modernism. Protestant fundamen-

talist crusades against the teachings of Darwinism and 

modernism in the churches culminated in the  State of 
Tennessee v. John Th omas Scopes  trial (better known as the 

“Scopes Monkey Trial”) in 1925. Riding a tide of backlash 

against urban concentrations of immigrants, Catholics, 

and Jews as well as militant Prohibitionist anger with 

the unending fl ow of illegal drink, the Ku Klux Klan 

mushroomed throughout the nation, becoming a signifi -

cant force in politics in such states as Indiana, Ohio, and 

Colorado. 

 During its heyday in the mid-1920s, between 3 to 5 mil-

lion people joined the ranks of the hooded Klan, making 

it one of the largest and most infl uential grassroots social 

movements in twentieth-century America. Systemati-

cally targeting African Americans, Catholics, Jews, and 

foreigners as threats to Americanism, the Klan drew 

from a broad group of white Protestant men and women 

throughout the Midwest, West, and South through its 

promises to stave off  a drift away from the values of small-

town Protestant America. Th e Klan sold itself as an or-

ganization devoted to “law and order” by promising to 

rid America of liquor. Prohibition intersected closely 

with the Klan’s larger nativist, anti-Catholic agenda since 

many ethnic Catholic immigrants blatantly fl outed the 

law. By organizing drives to “clean up” communities and 

put bootleggers out of business, the Klan became a popu-

lar means of acting on militant temperance sentiments. 

 Prohibition was a radical experiment and, not surpris-

ingly, it sharpened key cultural divides of the era. Th e 

Eighteenth Amendment became eff ective on January 17, 
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1920, after ratifi cation of all but two states (Connecticut 

and Rhode Island). Outlawing the sale, manufacture, 

and transport of alcohol, it was, one contemporary ob-

served, “one of the most extensive and sweeping eff orts 

to change the social habits of an entire nation in recorded 

history.” It was an astonishing social innovation that 

brought with it the greatest expansion of federal authority 

since Reconstruction. While the Republican and Demo-

cratic parties had avoided taking offi  cial positions on the 

subject, during the 1920s, national Prohibition became a 

signifi cant bone of contention, particularly for the Demo-

cratic Party, solidifying divisions between the Democratic 

Party’s rural, “dry,” Protestant wing and its urban, Catho-

lic “wet” wing. Th e party’s two wings fought over nativ-

ism, the Klan, and Prohibition at its 1924 Convention. 

And by 1928, the party’s urban wet wing demonstrated 

its newfound strength when Alfred E. Smith became the 

Democratic presidential nominee. 

 For many of the nation’s immigrants, Prohibition was 

an aff ront to personal liberty, particularly since their 

communities were the special targets of law enforcement 

eff orts to dry up the fl ow of bootleg liquor. As a result, 

it ignited a growing politicization of ethnic immigrant 

workers. While Prohibition made immigrant, urban, and 

ethnic workers aware of the dangers of state power, it had 

the far greater eff ect of leading many of these workers 

into the national Democratic Party. Catholic immigrant 

and New York governor Al Smith carried the country’s 12 

largest cities, all rich in immigrants, and all of which had 

voted Republican in 1924. Th e Smith campaign forged 

an alignment of urban ethnic workers with the Demo-

cratic Party that was solidifi ed during the New Deal. In 

their turn, the nation’s rural Protestant and dry Demo-

crats dreaded the specter of a Catholic and wet urbanite 

in the White House. Th eir disdain for Smith led many 

to abandon their allegiance to the Democratic Party to 

vote for Hoover. As a result, Hoover won in a landslide, 

receiving 58 percent of the popular vote and 447 electoral 

votes to Smith’s 87. Hoover cut heavily into the normally 

Democratic South, taking the upper tier of the old con-

federacy, as well as Florida. 

 Th e third straight Republican to dominate the era’s 

national politics, Hoover had won the support of many 

progressive reformers, including settlement house leader 

and international peace advocate Jane Addams. Hoover 

championed a conservative variant of progressivism that 

fl ourished in the 1920s. While he refused to countenance 

public authority to regulate business, he hoped to manage 
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 Tennessee, July 1925. (Library 

of Congress)
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social change through informed, albeit limited, state ac-

tion. He championed the tools of social scientifi c expertise, 

knowledge, and information in order to sustain a sound 

economy. His desire to organize national policies on a 

sound basis of knowledge resulted in a major study called 

 Recent Social Trends , a 1,500-page survey that provided 

rich data about all aspects of American life. As this social 

scientifi c endeavor suggests, Hoover drew from a broad 

font of progressive ideas but remained fi rm in his com-

mitment to what he called “American Individualism.” 

 Hoover’s strong belief in limited government regula-

tion went hand in hand with his embrace of federal au-

thority to shore up Prohibition enforcement. To make 

clear that the federal government would not tolerate 

the widespread violations apparent almost everywhere, 

Hoover signed the Jones Act in 1929, a measure strongly 

backed by the Anti-Saloon League. Th e act raised a fi rst 

off ense against the 1929 Volstead Act to the status of a 

felony and raised maximum penalties for fi rst off enses 

from six months in jail and a $1,000 fi ne to fi ve years 

and a $10,000 fi ne.

An outpouring of protest undermined support for 

the Eighteenth Amendment. William Randolph Hearst, 

once a strong backer of national Prohibition, now de-

clared that the Jones Law was “the most menacing piece 

of repressive legislation that has stained the statute books 

of this republic since the Alien and Sedition laws.” As 

the reaction to the Jones Act suggests, the “noble experi-

ment” sounded a cautionary note about using the power 

of the state to regulate individual behavior.

But Prohibition’s repeal did not signify a broad rejec-

tion of federal government regulation. Rather, the great 

debate over the merits of Prohibition throughout the 

decade helped lay the ground for a greater legitimacy of 

state authority: Th e debate did not challenge the govern-

ment’s right to regulate as much as it raised important 

questions over what its boundaries should be. Prohi-

bition helped draw a thicker line between the legiti-

mate arena of public government regulation and private 

behavior. 

 In the face of the increasingly dire economic cir-

cumstances at the end of the decade, the nation’s pre-

occupation with moral regulation appeared increasingly 

frivolous. Th e stock market, symbol of national prosper-

ity, crashed on October 29, 1929. By mid-November, 

stock prices had plunged 40 percent. Th e crash intensi-

fi ed a downward spiral of the economy brought about by 

multiple causes: structural weaknesses in the economy, 

unequal distribution of income, and the imbalanced 

international economic system that had emerged from 

World War I.

Hoover put his conservative progressivism to the test 

during the downturn, and it proved inadequate for the 

scope of the crisis. He called on business to cooperate 

by ending cutthroat competition and the downward spi-

ral of prices and wages. He proposed plans for public 

works to infuse money into the economy. And in 1932, 

he established the Reconstruction Finance Corporation 

to provide emergency loans to ailing banks, building and 

loan societies, and railroads. Hoover’s embrace of govern-

ment action was tethered, however, to his strong belief in 

voluntarism and, as a result, provided too little too late. 

His eff orts, moreover, were directed for the most part 

toward business. While he did support federal spending 

to shore up state and local relief eff orts, the sums were 

not enough. In 1932 a bitter and recalcitrant Hoover was 

trounced by the gregarious Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose 

declaration that the American people had “nothing to 

fear but fear itself ” ushered in a new relationship of citi-

zen to state and a new period of economic reform. 

 One of Roosevelt’s fi rst acts in offi  ce was to sign the 

Beer and Wine Revenue Act, anticipating the repeal of 

national Prohibition and eff ectively ending the radical 

experiment. Th e experience of national Prohibition had 

highlighted the real danger posed to personal liberty by 

the linkage of “morality” and politics. By the 1930s, the 

federal government’s eff ort to dry up the nation and 

alter personal habits appeared increasingly absurd. Fac-

ing a grave economic crisis, the nation’s chastised lib-

erals now concerned themselves with using the state to 

regulate capitalism and provide a minimal security net 

for  Americans against the vagaries of the marketplace. 

During the New Deal, state regulation focused on 

economic life, replacing an earlier era of regulation of 

public “moral” behavior that had marked the Roaring 

Twenties. 

  See also  Americanism; conservatism; consumers and politics; 

New Deal Era, 1932–52; Prohibition and temperance. 
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 L I S A  M C G I R R 

conservative third parties since the New Deal

 Conservative third parties in the modern United States, 

like most minor parties in American history, have gener-

ally risen out of protest against the political establish-

ment. Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency established a 

political order that made the Democratic Party dominant 

in American politics from the 1930s through the 1980s. 

Th e expansive confi dence in government action these 

New Deal Democrats espoused—initially in economic 

policy but by the 1960s in social and cultural issues as 

well—incited the organization of several conservative 

third parties, impatient with the Democrats but also 

with a Republican Party that seemed, with few excep-

tions, unwilling to take a strong stand against New Deal 

liberalism. 

 Th e activists and energy that fueled the growth of 

many of these parties were part of a larger conservative 

movement that drove the Republican Party toward par-

ity with the Democrats after 1980. Th is success did not, 

however, put an end to conservative third parties. At the 

same time that the New Deal Order itself was weaken-

ing, partisan identifi cation and organization were also in 

a process of decay. For many conservative purists, the 

Republican Party in power betrayed the principles that 

got it there. Conservative third parties thus remained a 

viable option for these disenchanted loyalists, and they 

thrived in the traditional role of insurgent groups, gad-

fl ies to the establishment that vocalized and popularized 

varieties of conservative orthodoxy rather than gaining 

electoral success in their own right. 

 Activists disillusioned with one of the two major par-

ties founded many of the conservative third parties after 

World War II. When conservatives split from the Dem-

ocratic Party, the key issue was almost invariably race. 

Two third parties mobilized in protest of government 

policies that challenged traditional racial segregation in 

1948 and again in 1968, drawing most of their strength 

from the Deep South. Indeed, both parties depended 

upon the leadership of southern politicians: Governor 

Strom Th urmond of South Carolina led a broad range of 

southern Democrats into the States’ Rights Democratic 

Party in 1948; the American Independent Party of 1968 

was entirely the creation of former Alabama governor 

George Wallace. Th ough racial politics provoked these 

insurgencies, their members proved to be out of step 

with Democratic political orthodoxy on a broad range 

of issues. In both 1948 and 1968, they complained about 

the ambitious social and economic programs that Dem-

ocratic presidents embraced. Instead, they advocated 

states’ rights and made clear their paramount concern 

lay with individual liberty. Th e fault lines these cam-

paigns illustrated and infl amed proved essential to larger 

political developments; as the Republican Party began to 

embrace the rhetoric and positions of these parties, GOP 

presidential candidates like Barry Goldwater and Rich-

ard Nixon increasingly found themselves competitive in 

the formerly Democratic Solid South. Indeed, by the 

1980s, the South had virtually realigned to the Repub-

lican Party in presidential campaigns, a tendency that 

had begun to drift down the ticket to state and local of-

fi ces. Th ough they failed in their bids for the presidency, 

the insurgent conservative third parties of 1948 and 1968 

paved the way for large-scale political change. 

 The States’ Rights Democratic Party 

 In July 1948 Governor Strom Th urmond of South Car-

olina led a host of southern governors and activists to 

abandon the Democratic Party. President Harry Truman 

faced a tight reelection campaign, and in a bid to reclaim 

the left wing from the insurgent Progressive Party, led 

by Henry Wallace, Truman proposed a wide variety of 

liberal social programs—among them national health 

insurance, federal aid to education, and, most disturbing 

to Th urmond and his allies, a civil rights package, includ-

ing an antilynching bill, the abolition of poll taxes, and 

various measures attacking segregation. He also ordered 

the desegregation of the military. Southern Democrats 

protested, but Truman, believing they would have no-

where else to go on election day, refused to compromise. 
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In response, Th urmond led several southern delegations 

out of the July Democratic Convention in Philadelphia. 

Soon after, in Birmingham, Alabama, fi rst capital of the 

Confederacy, these delegates organized the States’ Rights 

Democratic Party, nominating Th urmond for president 

and Fielding Wright, governor of Mississippi, for vice 

president. Th e Dixiecrat platform accused Truman of 

totalitarianism, invoked the small government philoso-

phy of Democratic Party founder Th omas Jeff erson, and 

called for a return to “home rule, local self government, 

and a minimum of interference with individual rights.” 

It also declared support for segregation, rejected Tru-

man’s denunciation of discrimination in hiring practices, 

and called for “the racial integrity of each race.” 

 Despite initial broad support for the Dixiecrats across 

the South, Election Day revealed that Truman held the 

loyalty of most southern party establishments. He car-

ried Texas, Florida, and Georgia. Th urmond won only 

Louisiana, his home state of South Carolina, and Mis-

sissippi and Alabama, the two states whose delegations 

followed him from the fl oor in Philadelphia. He also 

gained a single electoral vote in Tennessee, for a total 

of 39 to the victorious Truman’s 307. Th urmond at-

tracted 1,169,021 popular votes, 2.5 percent of the total 

and only 11,849 more than Wallace, who failed to win a 

single state. Two years later, Th urmond was defeated in 

an attempt to unseat South Carolina’s Democratic sena-

tor Olin Johnson. Th e next year, 1951, Th urmond’s suc-

cessor as governor, James Byrnes, declined to assume the 

party’s mantle in the next presidential election. Th is blow 

meant the end for the Dixiecrats; the party dissolved that 

year, though its ethos persisted throughout southern de-

mocracy through the next two decades. 

 The American Independent Party: 1968 and After 

 Indeed, in 1968 the American Independent Party es-

sentially revived the Dixiecrat platform, sharpening 

its rhetoric and tying old positions on segregation and 

small federal government to a populist political strategy. 

George Wallace had been the Democratic governor of 

Alabama from 1963 to 1967 (and would be reelected to 

that offi  ce in 1970), winning election on a rhetorically 

fi ery platform calculated to appeal to pro-segregationist 

Alabama voters. During his time in offi  ce, he lived up 

to the rhetoric, memorably facing down federal offi  cials 

in a university doorway to prevent desegregation of the 

school. In 1968 he mounted a massive and successful 

grassroots campaign to get on the presidential ballot of 

all 50 states under the title of American Independent. 

Like Th urmond, Wallace railed at the major party es-

tablishments, raising millions from small, individual 

donations and denouncing the “pointy-headed pseudo-

intellectuals” of the two major parties, between which 

he denied any real diff erence existed. In addition to his 

advocacy of segregation, Wallace’s platform attacked 

high taxes and infl ation, “war abroad and a loss of per-

sonal liberty at home.” In a particular rhetorical innova-

tion from Th urmond’s campaign, he professed himself 

to be “mad as hell” about the spiraling crime rate. Wal-

lace pinned responsibility for the unrest of the 1960s on 

“minority group rebellions” (a barely disguised jab at 

the civil rights movement) and the national parties that 

seemed to many Americans unable or unwilling to do 

anything about it. Confi rming the aggressiveness of Wal-

lace’s politics was his selection of General Curtis LeMay, 

notorious for his advocacy of a belligerent foreign policy, 

for vice president. 

 Wallace in 1968 was the most successful third-party 

presidential candidate of the twentieth century, with the 

exception of Th eodore Roosevelt’s 1912 “Bull Moose” bid. 

He won 13.5 percent of the popular vote and 46 electoral 

votes, carried all the states Th urmond had won except 

for South Carolina (which Nixon, signifi cantly, won). 

He also picked up Georgia and Arkansas. Although Wal-

lace ran again for president in 1972, he then chose to 

compete in the Democratic primaries rather than return 

to the party he had founded. 

 Th e American Independent Party, however, survived; 

in 1969 a national convention renamed it the Ameri-

can Party, and in 1972 it nominated Congressman John 

Schmitz of California for president. Schmitz was a con-

servative Republican and a member of the isolation-

ist John Birch Society; that the American Party could 

so easily move from the Democrat Wallace to Schmitz 

indicates the essentially conservative nature of Wallace’s 

appeal. Schmitz won 1.1 million votes, 1.5 percent of the 

vote. In 1976 the American Party’s presidential nominat-

ing convention deadlocked between the John Bircher 

Th omas Anderson and Lester Maddox, former Demo-

cratic governor of Georgia and, politically, a kindred 

spirit of Wallace himself. Th e party split along regional 

lines, and both Anderson and Maddox were nominated 

by rival wings. Neither gained more than marginal elec-

toral success; Maddox, the more successful, won 170,274 

votes. Nevertheless, he did better than any of his succes-

sors as nominee through the 1980s. In the 1990s, the rem-

nants of the American Independent Party moved into 

closer and closer affi  liation with the U.S. Taxpayers Party, 
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the America First Party, and other tiny parties charac-

terized by cultural conservatism, suspicion of the federal 

government, isolationism, and a powerful orientation 

toward grassroots organization. Th e inheritance of Th ur-

mond and Wallace among American third parties, then, 

lies primarily in their combination of populist rhetoric 

with cultural conservatism—a formula that characterizes 

more recent conservative third parties as well. 

 The Constitution Party: The Rise of Social Conservatism 

 What is now called the Constitution Party is the largest 

of these. It was founded in California in 1992, primarily 

through the eff orts of Howard Phillips, a Nixon admin-

istration offi  cial who left government service to found an 

advocacy group called the Conservative Caucus. While 

with the caucus, Phillips lobbied against social welfare 

programs, government regulation of industry, the in-

come tax, and American involvement in international 

organizations. Increasingly, Phillips combined this polit-

ical conservatism with his own evangelical Christianity, 

taking strong stands on moral issues such as abortion, 

gambling, and, in the words of the platform of the Con-

stitution Party, “off ensive sexual behavior.” In espousing 

this combination, Phillips’s new party was characteristic 

of broader patterns in American politics; an alliance be-

tween religious social conservatives and small-government 

advocates had propelled the Republican Party to success 

beginning with Ronald Reagan’s triumph in the 1980 

presidential election. However, Phillips and his allies 

were discontented with the Republicans; Phillips himself 

had grown disillusioned with the Nixon administration’s 

broad interpretation of federal power, and after 12 years 

of a Republican presidency in the 1980s and early 1990s, 

he believed about the GOP what Th urmond and Wal-

lace had about the Democrats—that the party in power 

did not hold to its principles. In 1992 Phillips named his 

new group the U.S. Taxpayers Party, invoking the popu-

list mantle. In 1999, however, a convention renamed it 

the Constitution Party, a moniker its leaders believed 

more consistent with the broad scope of their platforms, 

beyond the mere economics implied in the old name and 

into cultural and foreign aff airs. As of 2006, the Consti-

tution Party was the largest third party in the United 

States, claiming 366,937 registered members. 

 Phillips carried the banner of his party into the 

presidential race in 1992, 1996, and 2000. Th e second 

campaign was the most successful; Phillips then won 

184,820 votes—a total neither he nor the 2004 candi-

date, Michael Peroutka, have come close to matching. 

Several state branches of the American Party—most vo-

cally, that of California—endorsed the U.S. Taxpayer/

Constitution nominee in some or all of these elections. 

Th is gradual convergence refl ects the similarity of the 

ideological paths the two groups have traveled. Both in-

fuse small-government philosophy with a populist mor-

alism drawn increasingly from evangelical Christianity, 

advocating a nearly belligerent patriotism, isolationism, 

and limited government in economic, political, but not 

social, policies. Th e opening years of the twenty-fi rst 

century demonstrated how distinct from Republicanism 

this philosophy made these parties; in the 2004 presiden-

tial campaign, Peroutka vigorously attacked the security 

policies of the Bush administration as intrusive and un-

constitutional and joined with Democratic activists to 

denounce the Iraq War. To date, the Constitution Party 

has managed to elect one state representative, Rick Jore, 

who won a seat in the Montana state legislature in 2006. 

In 1999 the Republican senator from New Hampshire, 

Bob Smith, briefl y affi  liated with the U.S. Taxpayers 

Party in order to seek its presidential nomination. How-

ever, he reaffi  liated with the Republican Party after only 

a month. 

 The Conservative Party of New York 

 Th is populist, culture-oriented third-party genealogy 

was paralleled by another group. It grew not from the 

middle-class and lower middle-class culture warriors who 

supported Wallace but from one wing of the intellectual 

elite of the burgeoning conservative movement. Less 

concerned with cultural issues than with economic and 

political freedom, these conservatives fi rst took a stand in 

the Conservative Party of New York, organized in 1962 

in response to a series of frustrations: Democrat John 

Kennedy carried the state in the 1960 presidential elec-

tion; the New York Republican Party, led by Governor 

Nelson Rockefeller, showed persistently liberal inclina-

tions; and more broadly, these conservatives shared a dis-

content with the general support for large government. 

Th ey advocated small government and a genteel cultural 

traditionalism (distinct from the more virulent, law-and-

order cultural populism of Wallace and other agitators). 

Th e early leadership of the party included academics like 

legal scholar Charles Rice and attorney J. Daniel Ma-

honey; it soon attracted the support of the wealthy con-

servative Buckley brothers, James and William. William F. 

Buckley Jr., the editor of the  National Review  and a lead-

ing conservative thinker, served as the party’s protest 

candidate in the 1965 New York City mayoral election, 
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running primarily in an attempt to deny election to lib-

eral Republican John Lindsay. In 1970, James Buckley 

won a surprise victory in a three-way race for the Senate 

and served one term, losing a reelection bid to Democrat 

Daniel Patrick Moynihan despite securing the Republi-

can nomination. 

 Notwithstanding some initial successes, the Conser-

vative Party of New York has recognized the historically 

marginal position of third parties on the American po-

litical landscape. Th us, it has primarily sought to infl u-

ence the two-party system rather than win election in 

its own right. It strategically endorses or denies support 

to Republican Party candidates, hoping to infl uence that 

party’s nomination process. Indeed, no Republican has 

won statewide offi  ce without Conservative support since 

1974. Th e party has become increasingly concerned with 

social and cultural issues over time; it withheld endorse-

ment of Republican Rudolph Giuliani for mayor of New 

York City in all three of Giuliani’s campaigns—1989, 

1993, and 1997—because of Giuliani’s liberal stands on 

social issues such as abortion and gay marriage. Giuliani’s 

only nominal association with the Republican Party had 

gained him the endorsement of the state Liberal Party. 

Th e party also suff ered some internal dissent over its en-

dorsement of Governor George Pataki’s bid for a third 

term in 2002, some members complaining that Pataki 

had grown too liberal while in offi  ce. 

 Th e Libertarian Party exhibits similar concern with 

ideological purity. It was founded in 1971 by Republican 

activists disillusioned with the Nixon administration—

origins similar to the later founders of the Constitution 

Party. Th e Libertarians are notable for their particular 

orthodoxy; unlike most other conservative third parties, 

which meld desire for economic and political freedom 

with some degree of cultural conservatism, the Libertar-

ians support a reduction in government authority across 

the board and do not share the isolationist impulses of 

the Constitution Party, their closest competitor in the 

race for largest conservative third party in the United 

States. Th e Libertarians are currently fi fth overall, boast-

ing 235,500 registered members, behind the Constitution 

Party and the Green Party. 

 Ross Perot and the Reform Party 

 In 1995 the Texas businessman H. Ross Perot, who had 

won 19 percent of the popular vote as an independent 

candidate in the 1992 presidential election, founded the 

Reform Party and ran for president again as its nomi-

nee in 1996. He won only 8 percent of the vote that 

year and was widely criticized for using the party as a 

tool for his personal interests rather than allowing it to 

develop an independent political identity. Nevertheless, 

Perot’s political views, and those of his initial follow-

ers, refl ected a variety of populist conservative impulses: 

he endorsed a nationalist and isolationist trade and 

foreign policy, having opposed the 1991 Gulf War and 

the North American Free Trade Agreement. Similarly, 

he advocated a small government that held strictly to 

a balanced budget and engaged in limited welfare pro-

grams. He also supported conservative social policies. In 

2000 and 2004, however, the Reform Party splintered 

all along the political spectrum, nominating the former 

Nixon administration fi gure Pat Buchanan after a bitter 

convention battle in 2000. Buchanan shared Perot’s iso-

lationism and cultural conservatism. However, he won 

the nomination without the support of followers of the 

semi-libertarian governor of Minnesota Jesse Ventura, 

the party’s highest elected offi  cial, or the camp of John 

Hagelin, candidate of the Natural Law Party, who also 

sought the Reform nomination and advocated a politi-

cal philosophy based on transcendental meditation. In 

2004 the state of the party grew even more confused, as 

supporters of the left-wing Green Party activist Ralph 

Nader seized control of the Reform Party convention 

and nominated Nader for president. Th e Reform Party 

remains divided, crippled by multiple lawsuits over its 

legitimate leadership and lacking a coherent ideology. 

Its future is cloudy. 

 Under Perot, however, the Reform Party served a func-

tion similar to the Dixiecrats or the Conservative Party 

of New York or any other conservative third party. It was 

a party of protest, a forum for grievances, and a crucible 

in which issues neglected by the political mainstream 

gained resonance and infl uence. Th ough these parties 

have rarely gained electoral success, they have infl uenced 

American politics by forcing the Republican and Demo-

cratic parties to confront issues they would just as soon 

ignore, and providing the electorate a means of signaling 

where the future of American politics might go. 

  See also  conservatism; Libertarian Party. 
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 M AT T H E W  B O W M A N 

Constitution, federal

 Th e oldest of the world’s eff ective written constitutions, 

the U.S. Constitution was designed in a convention in the 

summer of 1787, made public on September 17, and for-

mally adopted with the ratifi cation of New Hampshire 

on June 21 of the following year. It serves as the funda-

mental law determining the scope and limits of the fed-

eral government. But its origin lies in a perceived need to 

reform the “fi rm league of friendship” that held together 

the 13 original colonies in one nation, with “a more per-

fect Union.” 

 Union and Liberty 

 Th e Articles of Confederation, drafted during the open-

ing stages of the war for independence, had established 

the fi rst American Union. Less than a decade later, they 

were widely regarded as a failure. In the 1780s, the United 

States faced a number of critical international and inter-

state issues arising from the Revolution and the ensuing 

separation of the colonies from the British Empire. State 

governments refused to adhere to the peace treaty with 

Britain; Britain refused to give up military posts on U.S. 

territory; public creditors went unpaid; Indians attacked 

settlers and squatters occupied public lands; Spain closed 

the Mississippi to American commerce; and Britain 

banned American ships from trading with the West In-

dies and the British Isles. 

 Congress—the central government established by the 

Articles of Confederation—was unable to address these 

issues. It had neither money nor soldiers, only mini-

mal administrative departments, and no court system. 

Th e Constitution aimed to change this situation. It was 

therefore a practical solution to immediate problems. 

But this should not detract from the achievement of the 

founders, for the diffi  culties were pressing and the stakes 

were high. In the minds of the reformers, the Ameri-

can Union had become so weak that the future of the 

 nation as an independent confederation of republics was 

in doubt. Because republican rule on the scale attempted 

in the United States was a novel political experiment, 

the outcome of the American crisis had global signifi -

cance. Th e success or failure of the reform would de-

cide whether  republican government—that is, popular 

self-rule for the common good—was viable. Ultimately, 

therefore, the framing and ratifi cation of the Constitu-

tion should be understood as an attempt to secure re-

publican government by means of a stronger union. 

 Th e reform of the Union was based on two funda-

mental premises: fi rst, that the civic liberties and rights 

that Britain had threatened and the American Revolu-

tion defended could only be safeguarded under a repub-

lican form of government; second, that the American 

states could only be guaranteed a republican form of 

government by union. Union and liberty were there-

fore intimately linked in the political imagination of the 

founding generation as the preservation of liberty was 

the raison d’être of the Union. 

 In the present world of stable democracies and super-

power republics, the notion that republics are inherently 

weak and unstable, and therefore diffi  cult to maintain, 

does not come naturally. Early modern political theory, 

however, taught that republics were prone to internal 

dissension and foreign conquest. Republican citizens 

were freer than the subjects of monarchs, but this free-

dom made them hard to control and made it diffi  cult 

for the government to command the social resources and 

popular obedience necessary to act forcefully against for-

eign enemies and domestic rebellion. Monarchies were 

therefore held to be better equipped than republics for 

securing the survival of the state. But the strength of mo-

narchical rule rested on centralization of power at the 

cost of popular liberty. Political theory also taught that 

republican rule could be maintained only in states with 

a limited territory and a small and homogeneous popu-

lation. Th us, the republic’s weakness came both from a 

necessary small size and the form of government. 

 Confederation provided a way out of this predica-

ment. In the words of eighteenth-century French writer 

Baron Montesquieu, by joining together, republics could 

mobilize and project “the external force of a monarchy” 

without losing “all the internal advantages of republican 

government.” Confederation also provided protection 

against internal dissension, the other great threat to the 

republic. “If sedition appears in one of the members of 

the confederation,” noted Montesquieu, “the others can 

pacify it. If some abuses are introduced somewhere, they 
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are corrected by the healthy part.” In important respects, 

the U.S. Constitution is the practical application of 

Montesquieu’s lesson. 

 Th e American states assumed independence and en-

tered into union in a single political process. Work on 

an act of union was already under way when the states 

declared independence, but the Articles of Confedera-

tion were not fi nished until 1777 and took eff ect only 

with ratifi cation by the thirteenth straggling member, 

Maryland, in 1781. Like the Constitution, the articles 

were both an agreement of union between the states and 

a charter for the central government created to realize 

the purposes of union. Th ey aimed to provide the states 

with “common defense, the security of their Liberties, 

and their mutual and general welfare” (Article III). To 

this end, the states delegated certain enumerated powers 

to the central government. Th ese powers were those that 

the English political philosopher John Locke termed 

“federative” and which he defi ned as “the Power of War 

and Peace, Leagues and Alliances, and all the Transac-

tions, with all Persons and Communities without the 

Commonwealth.” Th ese powers had been invested in 

the imperial government under the colonial system, 

and, under the articles, the central government was to 

assume them. 

 Although in theory, the state governments would not 

exercise the powers they had vested in the central govern-

ment, in practice, they retained complete control over the 

application of these powers. Th is was a refl ection of the 

fear of central power that to a great extent had inspired 

the American Revolution. Th us, Congress possessed nei-

ther the right to collect taxes nor to raise an army, and it 

had neither a judiciary nor an executive. Th erefore, the 

central government could declare and conduct war but 

not create or supply an army; it could borrow money 

but not provide for its repayment; it could enter into 

treaties with foreign powers but not prevent violations of 

international agreements. On paper, its powers were for-

midable, but in reality, Congress depended completely 

on the cooperation of the states. 

 Historians have emphasized the many confl icts during 

the reform process, fi rst in the Constitutional Conven-

tion and later during the ratifi cation struggle. Neverthe-

less, there was, in fact, a widely shared consensus on the 

essential features of the reform. Most Americans agreed 

on the necessity and ends of union; on the propriety 

of investing federative powers in the central govern-

ment; and on the need to strengthen Congress. Th ere 

was relatively little debate on the purposes of the union. 

Commentators agreed that the central government was 

intended to manage interstate and international aff airs. 

Congress should provide for the defense against foreign 

nations; prevent violations of international law and trea-

tises; regulate interstate and international commerce; 

appoint and receive ambassadors; preserve peace among 

the states by preventing encroachments on states’ rights; 

and ensure domestic peace and republican liberty by 

providing for defense against sedition in the states. Th e 

last of these duties has occasionally been interpreted as 

an undue involvement in the internal aff airs of the states 

in order to quell popular movements. In fact, it origi-

nated in the need to maintain stability and republican 

government in the composite parts in order to guarantee 

the strength of the Union as a whole. In addition to these 

duties, some reformers had a more expansive agenda and 

wanted the central government to take an active role in 

governing the states. Chief among them was James Mad-

ison, who wanted Congress to guarantee “good internal 

legislation & administration to the particular States.” But 

this was a minority view that had little infl uence on the 

fi nal Constitution. 

 If there was consensus on the Union’s objectives, there 

was also agreement that the Articles of Confederation 

had not met them. Th ree issues in particular needed to 

be addressed: Congress had to have the right to regu-

late trade; it needed a stable and suffi  cient income; and 

it had to possess some means by which it could ensure 

that the states complied with Congress’s requisitions and 

resolutions. 

 Economic recovery after the war for independence 

was hampered by discrimination against American trade. 

Th e most serious restrictions were the closing of the Mis-

sissippi River and the exclusion of American ships from 

the British West Indies and British Isles. In order to retal-

iate against these measures, Congress needed the right to 

regulate commerce, including the right to tax imports 

and exports. 

 Th e Articles of Confederation had not entrusted Con-

gress with power over taxation. Instead, the central gov-

ernment was expected to requisition money from the 

states, which would handle the administration of taxa-

tion. Th e system never worked, making it diffi  cult to pur-

sue the Revolutionary War effi  ciently and provide for the 

postwar debt. If states neglected or ignored Congress’s le-

gitimate demands, it had no way to enforce compliance. 

It was therefore necessary to reform the articles so as to 

provide the central government with power to enforce 

congressional resolutions. 
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 Th e framing and adoption of the Constitution had 

been preceded by several reform initiatives originating 

in Congress, which sought to correct defi ciencies by 

amending the Articles of Confederation without modi-

fying the organization of the Union. One after another 

these attempts failed, however, and the reform initiative 

passed from Congress to the states. In 1785 Virginia ne-

gotiated an agreement with Maryland over the naviga-

tion of the Chesapeake Bay, and in the following year, 

Virginia invited all the states to a convention to meet 

in Annapolis, Maryland, to consider the Union’s com-

merce. Th e convention adjourned almost immediately 

because of insuffi  cient attendance (only fi ve state del-

egations were present). But the convention also issued a 

report that spoke of “important defects in the system of 

the Foederal Government” a political situation that was 

serious enough “to render the situation of the United 

States delicate and critical.” Th e report recommended 

calling a new convention with a broadened mandate 

to “take into Consideration the situation of the United 

States, to devise such further Provisions as shall appear 

to them necessary to render the constitution of the 

Foederal Government adequate to the exigencies of the 

Union.” Congress and the states agreed to the proposal 

and a convention was called to meet in Philadelphia on 

May 14, 1787, “for the sole and express purpose of revis-

ing the Articles of Confederation.” 

 The Constitutional Convention 

 In all, 55 delegates from 12 states attended the Constitu-

tional Convention (only Rhode Island did not send del-

egates). Th ey belonged to the political leadership of their 

respective states; many had served in Congress or held 

a commission in the Continental Army. A majority of 

delegates were lawyers (34), and almost half were college 

educated (26). If they were not the assembly of demigods 

they have sometimes been made out to be, they were 

nonetheless a group highly qualifi ed to address the ills of 

the American union. 

 Th e convention did not reach a quorum until May 25, 

1787, and the delay allowed the Virginia delegation to 

prepare a set of opening resolutions that set the agenda 

for the convention. Th e acceptance of these resolutions 

on May 30 was the most important decision of the con-

vention, because it superseded its mandate to revise the 

Articles of Confederation in favor of establishing “a na-

tional government . . . consisting of a supreme legisla-

tive, judiciary and executive.” Th e novelty of the Virginia 

Plan, as the resolutions are known, lay not in an expan-

sion of the powers delegated to the central government 

but in a reorganization of the structure of the union that 

would make it possible to use those powers eff ectively. 

According to the plan, the projected government would 

inherit all “the Legislative Rights vested in Congress by 

the Confederation.” In addition, it would have the right 

“to legislate in all cases to which the separate States are 

incompetent, or in which the harmony of the United 

States may be interrupted by the exercise of individual 

Legislation”—a broad grant that included both the power 

to tax and to regulate trade. Th e plan did not question 

the aims of the Union, however, stating that like the Ar-

ticles of Confederation it was created for the “common 

defence, security of liberty and general welfare” of the 

member states. 

 Th e Virginia Plan was largely the brainchild of James 

Madison, who came to Philadelphia best prepared of all 

the delegates. Madison was disappointed with important 

aspects of the fi nished Constitution, and his reputation 

as “Father of the Constitution” rests on his success in 

determining the basic thrust of the convention’s work 

by means of the Virginia Plan. Madison had thoroughly 

analyzed the shortcomings of the Union under the Ar-

ticles of Confederation and had identifi ed the crucial de-

fect to be the reliance on voluntary compliance of state 

governments to Congress’s resolutions and the lack of 

“sanction to the laws, and of coercion in the Govern-

ment of the Confederacy.” Rather than providing Con-

gress with an instrument of coercion, however, Madison 

suggested a reorganization of the central government. 

It would no longer be a confederated government that 

depended on state governments for both its upkeep and 

the implementation of its decisions, but a national gov-

ernment legislating for individuals and equipped with 

an executive and a judiciary to enforce its laws. It was a 

simple and ingenious solution to a critical problem: how 

to enable the central government to exercise its powers 

effi  ciently. 

 Th e basic idea of the Virginia Plan was to create two 

parallel governments that were each assigned a separate 

sphere of government business. As was the case under 

the Articles of Confederation, the business that would 

fall on the lot of the central government was foreign 

politics and interstate relations, whereas the state gov-

ernments would manage their own internal aff airs. Th e 

two governments would both derive their legitimacy 

from popular sovereignty and be elected by the people. 

Each government would be self-suffi  cient in the sense 

that it could provide for its own upkeep, legislate on in-
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dividuals, and have its own governmental institutions for 

implementing its legislation. 

 If the line of demarcation that separated the central 

government from the state governments seemed clear 

enough in theory, there was a risk that each would en-

croach on the other. Madison and his supporters in the 

convention were convinced that the only real risk was 

state encroachment on the central government, and the 

Virginia Plan thus provided for its extensive protection. 

Other delegates were more concerned with the danger of 

central government encroachment on state interests and 

rights. In the course of the Constitutional Convention, 

such critiques of the plan led to important modifi cations 

intended to safeguard state interests. 

 Opposition to the Virginia Plan fi rst came from the del-

egations of New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and Mary-

land, which, at critical points, were joined by Connecticut. 

During the convention and afterward, these delegations 

were called “small-state members.” Gradually, concern for 

the protection of state interests came to be a common con-

cern for almost all the delegates. 

 At times, objections to the Virginia Plan were so strong 

that the convention came close to dissolution, and only 

compromises and concessions saved it. Opposition fi rst 

arose over the plan’s provision that the “National Legis-

lature” be elected by the people rather than the states and 

that “the rights of suff rage” in the legislature “ought to be 

proportioned to the Quotas of contribution [i.e., taxes], 

or to the number of free inhabitants.” Th e “small-state” 

men were not ready to accept this change in the prin-

ciple of representation but struggled to retain the rule 

of one state, one vote, as was the case under the Articles 

of Confederation. Concern for state interests reappeared 

in demands for protection of specifi c state rights and 

disagreement over the mode of electing the president. 

Confl icts over the status of the states dominated the con-

vention’s business and have tended to overshadow the 

consensus that existed on the fundamentals of the plan. 

Th us, the need for stronger central government was not 

challenged, nor were the concepts of separate spheres of 

government business and of two self-suffi  cient govern-

ments acting on the same citizens. 

 Th e small-state men fi rst off ered an alternative plan 

to that of the Virginia delegation. Presented by William 

Paterson of New Jersey (on June 14, 1787), the New Jer-

sey Plan agreed to many of the provisions of the Vir-

ginia Plan, but left the principle of representation in 

Congress untouched. Had the plan been accepted, Con-

gress would have continued to be an assembly appointed 

by and representing states in which each state had one 

vote. When the convention rejected the New Jersey Plan 

on June 19, the small-state members fell back on their 

second line of defense: demand for state appointment 

to, and state equality in, one of the two branches of the 

legislature. Th ey secured this goal in the so-called Con-

necticut Compromise on July 16, whereby the states 

were to appoint the members of the Senate and have an 

equal number of representatives in this branch. Senators 

were to vote as individuals and not as state delegations, 

however. After this victory, the small-state opposition 

dissolved. 

 It was replaced by concern for specifi c state inter-

ests, chiefl y emanating from southern delegations. State 

equality in the Senate meant that the southern states 

would now be outnumbered eight to fi ve, which made 

encroachment on southern interests a distinct possibility. 

Whereas the small-state men had spoken in general and 

abstract terms of state rights, state interests now took 

concrete form. As Pierce Butler of South Carolina com-

mented, “Th e security the Southn. States want is that 

their negroes may not be taken from them which some 

gentlemen within or without doors, have a very good 

mind to do.” Eventually, several demands of the south-

ern states made it into the fi nished Constitution, among 

them the Th ree-Fifths Compromise (which counted 

three-fi fths of the slave population toward representa-

tion in the House of Representatives); the prohibition 

on interference with the slave trade before 1808; the Fu-

gitive Slave Clause (which required that escaped slaves be 

apprehended also in free states and returned to slavery); 

and the ban on federal export duties. Concern for state 

interests also infl uenced the intricate rules for the elec-

tion of the president, which were intended to balance 

the infl uence of small and large states, both in the North 

and the South. 

 Opposition to the Virginia Plan reveals much about 

conceptions of the Union at the time of its founding. Pro-

posals to create new jurisdictions by means of a subdivi-

sion of the states were not seriously considered. Despite 

their recent and contingent history, the existing states 

had become political entities whose residents ascribed 

to them distinct interests arising chiefl y from economic 

and social characteristics. Th e delegates to the conven-

tion further believed that the interests of diff erent states 

were sometimes confl icting, something that had been re-

peatedly demonstrated in the 1780s when congressional 

delegations fought over western lands and commercial 

treaties. Th e founders grouped the states into sections 
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of states sharing basic interests, the most important of 

which were the slave states in the South and the non-

slave states in the North. Concern for protection of state 

interests grew not so much from a fear that the central 

government would pursue its own agenda to the detri-

ment of the states collectively as from fear that the cen-

tral government would come under the control of one 

section that would use it as an instrument to promote its 

own interests at the expense of another. 

 State interests were a reality in the minds of the Amer-

ican people and could hardly have been transcended, 

even if the delegates had wished to do so. Opposition to 

the Virginia Plan provided a necessary correction to the 

purely national government fi rst envisioned by Madison. 

States were now protected from central government en-

croachment on their interests by state representation in 

the Senate and by guarantees for specifi c state interests. 

Th e central government was protected from state gov-

ernment encroachment primarily by being made self-

suffi  cient and therefore able to act independently of the 

states, but also by making the Constitution and federal 

laws and treatises the supreme law of the land. All state 

offi  cers and state courts were now bound to obey and 

uphold the Constitution and federal legislation. 

 It is often said that the Constitution was the result of 

a compromise that created a government, in Oliver Ells-

worth’s words, “partly national, partly federal.” In com-

parison to the Virginia Plan, this seems accurate enough. 

But compared to the Articles of Confederation, the Con-

stitution created a government much more national than 

federal, able to act in almost complete independence of 

the state governments. When Madison refl ected on the 

Constitution in  Th e Federalist  he remarked, “If the new 

Constitution be examined with accuracy and candor, it 

will be found that the change which it proposes, consists 

much less in the addition of  New Powers  to the Union, 

than in the invigoration of its  Original Powers. ” Th is 

is the best way to understand the achievements of the 

convention. By a radical reorganization of the Union 

that provided for a separate and self-suffi  cient central 

government acting on individuals rather than states, the 

Constitutional Convention had correctly diagnosed the 

Union’s fundamental malady and provided for its cure. 

 The Struggle over Ratifi cation 

 Th e fi nished Constitution was signed on September 17, 

1787, and in a dramatic gesture, three of the delegates—

Elbridge Gerry, George Mason, and Edmund Ran-

dolph—refused to sign the document. Gerry and Mason 

feared that the convention had gone too far in creating 

a strong central government and had failed to safeguard 

basic civic rights and liberties. Th eir objections foreshad-

owed a prominent critique that would soon be directed 

against ratifi cation of the Constitution.   

Framing the Constitution was only the fi rst step to-

ward re-forming the Union. An important part of the 

reorganization was the establishment of the federal gov-

ernment by an act of popular sovereignty, whereby it 

would be placed on par with the state governments. It 

had therefore to be accepted by the people and not the 

states. To this end, the Constitutional Convention had 

proposed that the states call ratifying conventions, whose 

delegates would be chosen by the electorate in each state. 

Despite some complaint in Congress and some of the 

states that the convention had exceeded its mandate, 

ratifying conventions were eventually called in all states 

except Rhode Island.

 Th e ills arising from the defunct Union had been widely 

experienced, and the new Constitution stirred enormous 

interest. Within a few weeks, 61 of the nation’s 80 news-

papers had printed the Constitution in full; it also was 

printed in pamphlets and broadsides. Th e public debate 

that followed is impressive in scope, even by modern 

standards. Th e Federalists, who supported the Constitu-

tion, controlled most of the newspapers and dominated 

the debate. Yet the opposition, branded Anti-Federalists 

by their opponents, was nevertheless distinctly heard in 

both print debate and ratifying conventions. 

 Although states’ rights comprised an important theme 

in Anti-Federalist rhetoric, the opposition was even more 

concerned with the dangers to republican liberty that 

would fl ow from an overly strong federal government. 

Apart from the last-minute objections by Gerry and 

Mason, such fear had not been a marked feature of the 

deliberations in the Constitutional Convention. Th e 

majority of Anti-Federalists accepted that the central 

government had to be strengthened, but also believed 

that the Constitution had gone too far in creating a gov-

ernment with unlimited power to raise armies and taxes, 

regulate the militia, borrow money, and to pass any law 

“deemed necessary and proper.” By establishing a strong 

president, a small House of Representatives, and a Sen-

ate with a six-year mandate, the convention had set up 

a government that would be unresponsive to the wishes 

of the common people and beyond the eff ective control 

of the citizens. It was bound to fall under the control of 

the rich and “wellborn,” who would use the new gov-

ernment to oppress the people and to increase their own 
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(continued )

State Name Comment

New Hampshire John Langdon

Nicholas Gilman

John Pickering Did not attend

Benjamin West Did not attend

Massachusetts Nathaniel Gorham

Rufus King

Elbridge Gerry* Nonsigner

Caleb Strong Left before 

adjournment

Francis Dana Did not attend

Connecticut William Samuel 

Johnson

Roger Sherman*

Oliver Ellsworth Left before 

adjournment

Erastus Wolcott Declined 

appointment

New York Alexander Hamilton

John Lansing Jr. Left before 

adjournment

Robert Yates Left before 

adjournment

New Jersey William Livingston

David Brearley

William Paterson

Jonathan Dayton

William C. Houston Left before 

adjournment

Abraham Clark* Declined 

appointment

John Nielson Declined 

appointment

Pennsylvania Benjamin Franklin*

Th omas Miffl  in

Robert Morris*

George Clymer*

Th omas FitzSimons

Jared Ingersoll

State Name Comment

Pennsylvania 

(continued )

James Wilson*

Gouverneur Morris

Delaware George Read*

Gunning Bedford Jr.

John Dickinson

Richard Bassett

Jacob Broom

Maryland James McHenry

Daniel of St. Th omas 

Jenifer

Daniel Carroll

Luther Martin Left before 

adjournment

John Francis Mercer Left before 

adjournment

Robert Hanson 

Harrison

Declined 

appointment

Charles Carroll of 

Carrollton*

Declined 

appointment

Th omas Sim Lee Declined 

appointment

Th omas Stone* Declined 

appointment

Gabriel Duvall Declined 

appointment

Virginia George Washington

John Blair

James Madison

Edmund Randolph Nonsigner

George Mason Nonsigner

George Wythe* Left before 

adjournment

James McClurg Left before 

adjournment

Patrick Henry Declined 

appointment

Th omas Nelson* Declined 

appointment

Table 1

Delegates Appointed to the Constitutional Convention (with Signers in Italics)
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that Madison once described as the bane of republics 

and the maker of monarchies. Adoption of the Con-

stitution, in contrast, promised to secure the future of 

the Union and thereby to banish war from the North 

American continent. 

 Federalists also urged critics of the Constitution to ac-

cept that the American republic existed in a world of 

predatory monarchies. If the self-rule of the American 

people was to be maintained, their government had to 

be able to defend the independence and interests of the 

United States. Ultimately, this defense rested on the abil-

ity to project military power, which required the federal 

government to have unlimited powers of mobilization. 

If left to themselves, the states could only mobilize suf-

fi cient resources to defend their interests by exerting a 

heavy pressure on their citizens. By joining forces, how-

ever, states could establish enough strength to warn 

off  hostile powers with a minimum imposition on the 

people. Th us, the Constitution promised the benefi ts of 

government with little cost. 

 Despite control over the press and support from the 

majority of the social and political elite, ratifi cation of 

the Constitution was not a foregone conclusion. From 

riches and prestige. Although the federal government 

would be able to act with energy against foreign na-

tions, this ability would come at the price of a central-

ization of power that would eventually put an end to 

liberty. 

 Federalists never accepted that analysis of the Con-

stitution. Th ey maintained that representation would 

work and government would be exercised for the ben-

efi t of the people. Th ey also argued that reorganiza-

tion of the Union was necessary for the preservation of 

liberty. Th e main strategy of Federalist rhetoric was to 

contrast the blessings of union with the horrors of dis-

union. Th e choice before the American people was pre-

sented as a choice not between diff erent ways to reform 

the Union but between adopting the Constitution or 

inviting certain disunion. According to the Federalists, 

disunion would result in the creation of mutually an-

tagonistic regional confederacies. Th ese confederacies 

would build up their military strength and enter into 

alliances with Europe’s great powers. War was certain 

to follow, and in its train, political centralization and 

the decline of liberty. Wars gave rise to standing armies, 

heavy taxes and large public debts, a “trinity of evil” 

State Name Comment

Virginia 

(continued )

Richard Henry Lee* Declined 

appointment

North Carolina William Blount

Richard Dobbs 

Spaight

Hugh Williamson

Alexander Martin Left before 

adjournment

William R. Davie Left before 

adjournment

Richard Caswell Declined 

appointment

Willie Jones Declined 

appointment

State Name Comment

South Carolina John Rutledge

Charles Pinckney

Charles Cotesworth 

Pinckney

Pierce Butler

Henry Laurens Declined 

appointment

Georgia William Few

Abraham Baldwin

William Pierce Left before 

adjournment

William Houston Left before 

adjournment

George Walton* Did not attend

Nathanael 

Pendleton

Did not attend

Table 1

Delegates Appointed to the Constitutional Convention (with Signers in Italics) (Continued )

*Signer of the Declaration of Independence

Sources: Farrand 3, 557–59, 596–90; Jensen et al., 1, 76, 230.
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the Federalist perspective, the ratifi cation process began 

well: Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, and 

Connecticut ratifi ed the Constitution between Decem-

ber 7, 1787, and January 9, 1788, and only Pennsylva-

nia’s ratifying convention witnessed any real opposition. 

Although outnumbered, Pennsylvania Anti-Federalists 

were infl uential in shaping critical responses to the Con-

stitution in other states. With the meeting of the Massa-

chusetts convention in January, easy Federalist victories 

came to an end. Massachusetts fi nally ratifi ed with a 

narrow margin of 187 to 168. Even this slight majority 

could be secured only after the Federalists had accepted 

that the Constitution be adopted with amendments. 

Th is practice was followed in all of the remaining states 

save Maryland. Th e next convention to meet was that of 

New Hampshire, where the Federalists avoided defeat 

only by securing a four-month adjournment before vot-

ing on the Constitution. Momentum seemed lost and 

ratifi cation uncertain. However, Maryland and South 

Carolina ratifi ed in April and May 1788 with solid ma-

jorities in favor of the Constitution. Eight out of the nine 

states required for the Constitution to take eff ect had 

now accepted the new compact of union. On June 21, 

New Hampshire became the ninth state to adopt the 

Constitution. 

 Without acceptance by Virginia and New York, the 

Union nevertheless had slight chance of success. In Vir-

ginia Anti-Federalism was strong, and in New York, it 

was overwhelming. Eventually, both states ratifi ed the 

Constitution by narrow margins, ten votes in Virginia 

and only three in New York. Th eir acceptance can be 

explained by the late hour of their conventions. When 

the Virginia and New York conventions met, eight states 

had already ratifi ed the Constitution and the two states’ 

conventions were still in session when the news came 

of New Hampshire’s vote. Rejecting the Constitution 

in this situation would have meant separation from 

the other states in the Union. With Virginia and New 

York in favor, it mattered little that North Carolina and 

Rhode Island at fi rst rejected the Constitution and ad-

opted it only in 1789 and 1790, respectively. Th ree years 

after the Philadelphia Convention adjourned, all of the 

states had accepted the new Constitution.   

A Federal Republic

 Th e new federal government convened in the spring 

of 1789. As had been universally anticipated, George 

Washington was elected the fi rst president, and both the 

House of Representatives and the Senate had Federalist 

majorities. Th e fi rst Congress continued the work begun 

in the Constitutional Convention by transforming the 

clauses of the Constitution into government institutions 

and policies that would address the Union’s problems. 

Only when these were in place would the Constitution 

truly be “adequate to the exigencies of the union” and 

the promise of the framers and the Federalists be ful-

fi lled. For this reason, the fi rst Congress may also have 

been the most important, and, overall, it was remark-

ably successful. It created three administrative depart-

ments to deal with foreign aff airs, fi nances, and defense. 

It set up a postal service, an Indian Department, and 

a Land Offi  ce responsible for selling federal lands. Th e 

Judiciary Act of 1789 organized the federal judiciary and 

further specifi ed its jurisdiction. Within six years under 

the new federal government, the United States had 

achieved a number of political successes. Th e Indian na-

tions in the Ohio territory had been defeated and neu-

tralized and the government earned revenue from public 

land sales. Th e fi scal apparatus was remodeled to secure 

a steady income from customs duties. Public fi nances 

were reformed and public credit restored. In 1795, major 

commercial treaties were entered into with Britain and 

Spain. 

 In the short run, the clearest evidence of the Found-

ing Fathers’ success in reforming the Union is that their 

Table 2

Ratifi cation of the Constitution by the States

State Date Vote Amendments

Delaware  7 Dec. 1787  30–0 No

Pennsylvania 12 Dec. 1787 46–23 No

New Jersey 18 Dec. 1787  38–0 No

Georgia 31 Dec. 1787 26–0 No

Connecticut  9 Jan. 1788 128–40 No

Massachusetts  6 Feb. 1788 187–168 Yes

Maryland 26 Apr. 1788  63–11 No

South Carolina 23 May 1788 149–73 Yes

New Hampshire 21 June 1788  57–47 Yes

Virginia 25 June 1788 89–79 Yes

New York 26 July 1788  30–27 Yes

North Carolina  2 Aug. 1788

21 Nov. 1789

84–184

194–77

Yes

Yes

Rhode Island 29 May 1790  34–32 Yes
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rebuilt ship of state managed to sail unharmed, if not 

altogether untroubled, through the storm of the French 

Revolution and the ensuing quarter century of world-

wide war. Th is period brought down kings and empires 

on both sides of the Atlantic, and it placed great stress 

on the Union, not the least of which came during the 

War of 1812. But the Union endured. Th e founders’ 

work did not eliminate the tension that resulted from 

confl icting sectional interests; to the contrary, the Con-

stitution facilitated the articulation of sectional interests 

through the representation of the states in the Senate 

and the guarantee to protect state interests such as the 

preservation of slavery. Eventually, internal tension came 

close to dissolving the Union during the Civil War. Yet 

despite such confl icts, the Constitution provided the 

institutional basis on which the nation would grow in 

territory, population, and riches. In the long run, there-

fore, the framers of the Constitution demonstrated that 

republics were not forever destined to weakness and in-

stability but could become powerful and achieve world 

domination. 

  See also  anti-Federalists; Articles of Confederation; Bill of 

Rights; federalism. 
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 M AX  M .  E D L I N G 

     consumers and politics 

 Th e history of consumers and American politics dates 

back to the founding of the country and has three distinct 

strands. First, since the American Revolution, Americans 

have used the boycott of consumer goods as a political 

tool. Second, beginning in the late nineteenth century, 

Americans have made political demands as consumers 

for a higher standard of living. Finally, in the twentieth 

century, especially in the postwar period, an organized 

movement has pushed for greater regulation of the qual-

ity and safety of consumer products. 

 From the Revolution to the Gilded Age 

 Th e American Revolution traced its origins, in part, to 

a consumer boycott, the famous Boston Tea Party on 

December 16, 1773, when rebelling colonialists dumped 

British tea in the harbor to protest the crown’s imperial 

policies. Th is was not an isolated event. Before the Amer-

ican Declaration of Independence in 1776, colonists 

boycotted British goods to demonstrate their displeasure 

with England’s tax policies. After the Seven Years’ War, 

the British government sought to raise money to pay 

war debts by taxing its colonial subjects. At the time, the 

North American mainland purchased 25 percent of En-

glish exports. In that context, the colonialists’ nonimpor-

tation strategy was a powerful political tool, one intended 

to put economic pressure on the British government to 

repeal the Stamp Act of 1765, the Townshend duties, and 



 consumers and politics

 207

the Tea Act as unconstitutional violations of the prin-

ciple of no taxation without representation. Colonial 

 merchants organized boycotts, which led to a decline in 

British exports by two-thirds. Th is strategy gained sup-

port from ordinary colonists, from the Daughters of Lib-

erty who held spinning bees and encouraged the wearing 

of homespun clothes to crowds who mobilized to in-

timidate customs offi  cials and importers. Th is new kind 

of mass politics based on organized popular resistance 

and everyday political participation culminated in the 

Boston Tea Party. At stake were fundamental questions 

of Britain’s public power over its colonial subjects that 

led to the American Revolution. Colonialists not only 

achieved independence but also created a new notion of 

direct representation premised on popular participation 

in politics. 

 In the century that followed independence, Americans 

based their participation in politics on their producer 

identity as hardworking, virtuous independent farmers, 

small merchants, or artisans. As more Americans became 

wage earners, trade unions emerged to represent their 

collective interests and preserve a sense of autonomy and 

freedom at the workplace. 

 In the late nineteenth century, however, Americans 

began to embrace a consumer identity as the basis of 

political action. Between 1870 and 1920, the number of 

Americans living in cities doubled to over 50 percent. By 

1920 more people worked in factories than on farms, and 

less than one-quarter of the workforce was self-employed. 

At the same time, people were now purchasing basic ne-

cessities, from prepared food to ready-to-wear clothing 

to store-bought tools and furnishings, rather than pro-

ducing them at home. Moreover, the emergence of de-

partment stores, mass retailers, and mail-order catalogs, 

along with the rise of brand-name goods, created a new 

consumer ethos of satisfaction guaranteed. Amusement 

parks, nickelodeons, and commercial dance halls arose 

as forms of cheap amusement. In that context, Ameri-

cans started to make demands as consumers entitled to a 

higher standard of living. 

 With a rise in productivity, organized labor insisted 

on a shortening of the workday and the right to leisure 

time. “Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight 

hours for what we will!” was the slogan. In 1886 hun-

dreds of thousands of workers staged an unsuccessful 

general strike to demand the eight-hour day. Th e eight-

hour movement won a victory in 1916 with the passage 

of the Adamson Act, which limited hours for railroad 

workers. But only in 1938 did labor succeed in getting 

Congress to pass the Fair Labor Standards Act to make 

the eight-hour day the national standard. 

 In the late nineteenth century, organized labor also 

demanded higher wages as another crucial aspect of a 

sense of entitlement to an “American standard of liv-

ing.” Workers began to abandon their critique of wage 

labor as an extension of slavery. Becoming less critical 

of capitalism, instead they argued they had a right to 

earn a “living wage,” by which advocates like American 

Federation of Labor (AFL) president Samuel Gompers 

meant enough money to buy a home of at least six rooms 

with indoor plumbing, furniture, pictures, carpets, and 

books. Rather than dulling political activism, the pros-

pect of better living standards propelled labor agitation. 

As Gompers explained in an 1887 political speech, “Con-

tinual improvement, by opening up new vistas, creates 

new desires and develops legitimate aspirations. It makes 

men more dissatisfi ed with unjust conditions and readier 

to battle for the right.” 

 From the Progressive Era to the 1920s 

 As nineteenth-century defl ation gave way to twentieth-

century infl ation, a preoccupation with the cost of liv-

ing led to an activist consumer politics. Between 1897 

and 1916, the cost of living rose 30 percent. New sites of 

consumption, from streetcars to storefronts, became sites 

of protests with slight fl uctuations in price. Th e early 

twentieth century witnessed countless rent strikes, beef 

boycotts, and other fi ghts over the “high cost of living,” 

led by housewives who understood their actions in the 

marketplace as the counterpart to their husbands’ wage 

campaigns at the union hall and factory. For example, 

Pauline Newman, who became well known as a leader of 

the 1909 “uprising of 20,000,” when tens of thousands of 

teenage New York garment workers went on strike, fi rst 

cut her teeth by leading rent strikes around the city. 

 A consumer identity could cross class lines and be a 

unifying force in the Progressive Era fi ght against cor-

porations. Contemporary Americans understood ris-

ing prices as the product of a conspiracy by big trusts. 

President Woodrow Wilson captured that antimonopoly 

sentiment when he said, “Th e high cost of living is ar-

ranged by private understanding.” Th e fi ght against 

rising prices united workers and the growing segment 

of the white-collar middle class on fi xed salaries, who 

shared the belief that trusts were to blame. Progressive 

journalist Walter Lippmann identifi ed what he saw as a 

rising “consumer consciousness.” In his 1914 book  Drift 
and Mastery,  he explained, “Th e real power emerging 
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today in  democratic politics is just the mass of people 

who are crying out against the ‘high cost of living.’ ” 

Th at consumer sensibility was especially true for women, 

who were thought to be responsible for the vast majority 

of purchasing. “Th e mass of women do not look at the 

world as workers,” said Lippmann. “In America, at least, 

their primary interest is as consumers.” 

 Playing on that sentiment, reformers founded the 

National Consumers League (NCL) in 1898 as a lobby-

ing group of middle-class women who would push for 

greater regulation of consumer goods and the conditions 

under which they were made. Under the leadership of 

Florence Kelley, the NCL led union-label campaigns 

to persuade women to purchase garments made only 

in union factories under safe and fair labor conditions. 

Kelley argued, based on germ theory, that consumers 

should be concerned about the health of workers and the 

potential spread of diseases like tuberculosis. Th rough 

boycotts, Kelley sought to transform women’s purchas-

ing power into a political force for labor reform. Th e 

NCL also pushed, sometimes successfully, for state-level 

minimum-wage legislation for women workers. Mas-

sachusetts passed the fi rst law for minimum wages for 

women in 1912. Several other states followed until the 

U.S. Supreme Court declared such legislation unconsti-

tutional in 1923. 

 Protests over high prices came to a head in World 

War I, when the cost of living doubled. Th e Wilson ad-

ministration worried that high prices would trigger labor 

unrest as the cost of living outpaced wages. Indeed, orga-

nized labor justifi ed its strikes by claiming the right to a 

living wage. Wilson appointed Herbert Hoover to head 

the Food Administration and lead the campaign to re-

strain infl ation—or war profi teering, as it was popularly 

known. Hoover appealed to Americans for patriotic 

conservation with requests for “meatless Tuesdays and 

wheatless Wednesdays”; at the same time, he engaged in 

a massive propaganda eff ort that legitimized notions of 

“fair prices” and the rights of consumers and put pres-

sure on businessmen to moderate price increases. In the 

absence of price controls, which ultimately doomed his 

eff orts, Hoover mobilized housewives to investigate local 

prices as a way to keep infl ation in check. 

 Th e notion that shoppers had rights in the market-

place evolved in the 1920s when America became a mod-

ern consumer society. Th e publication of Upton Sinclair’s 

 Th e Jungle  (1906), with its description of the horrible con-

ditions in packinghouses, had earlier led to the passage 

of the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspec-

tion Act, bringing the government into the business of 

regulating product standards for the safety and health of 

consumers. But the number of mass-produced products 

and the advertising of those products vastly expanded in 

the 1920s and were largely unregulated. In the 1920s, Stu-

art Chase and F. J. Schlink published scathing critiques 

of the tactics used by manufacturers to produce and sell 

their goods in books with titles like  Your Money’s Worth  

and  100,000,000 Guinea Pigs . Without standardization 

of weights, sizes, and materials, and without suffi  cient 

product information, consumers could not judge value. 

In addition, these reformers worried about adulterated 

and even harmful products and called for stiff er govern-

ment regulation of production and advertising. Th eir 

books became best sellers and led them to form Con-

sumers’ Research as an agency to test branded goods. 

 Reformers like Chase worried not only about con-

sumer safety but also about inadequate consumer in-

come. In the 1920s, the gross national product increased 

by 40 percent as a result of the application of mass 

production techniques to many industries, from auto-

mobiles to appliances. Reformers argued that the new 

economy required a better distribution of income so 

that more Americans could actually aff ord to purchase 

the new consumer goods. Organized labor claimed that 

living wages were not only morally and politically neces-

sary but also essential to sustaining a mass consumption 

economy. Edward Filene, the department store magnate, 

articulated this vision best at a 1925 meeting of progres-

sive reformers: “Mass production can live only through 

mass distribution, and mass distribution means a mass 

of people who have buying power.” As he put it, “Pro-

duction cannot be profi table unless it produces, fi rst of 

all, consumers.” In 1926, at an AFL annual convention, 

AFL president William Green explained, “If America’s 

prosperity is to be maintained, it must be possible for the 

masses of workmen to buy and use the things they have 

produced.” Henry Ford had argued for the importance 

of working-class consumption when he introduced the 

fi ve-dollar day and cut the prices of his cars. But the labor 

movement and their allies believed that only unions and 

federal regulation of wages would enable suffi  cient redis-

tribution of income to sustain the economy. 

 The New Deal and World War II 

 Th is argument gained traction in the 1930s, when re-

formers pointed to the problem of underconsumption to 
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explain the Great Depression. Th ough capital spending 

fell far more than consumption, the idea of undercon-

sumption as the major economic problem had wide-

spread appeal. In his Commonwealth Club speech in 

September 1932, Franklin D. Roosevelt said, “Our task 

now is . . . meeting the problem of underconsumption, 

of adjusting production to consumption, of distributing 

wealth and products more equitably.” Once in offi  ce as 

president, Roosevelt used the language of consumers and 

consumption to justify a range of measures, often even 

contradictory, that would boost the purchasing power of 

Americans and thereby restore prosperity. 

 When Roosevelt introduced the New Deal in 1933, 

he promised an expansion of governmental authority 

to increase purchasing power: “Th e aim of this whole 

eff ort is to restore our rich domestic market by raising 

its vast consuming capacity.” But the National Industrial 

Recovery Act (NIRA) and the Agricultural Adjustment 

Act (AAA), the two key measures of the early New Deal, 

were necessarily infl ationary, enabling producers to cut 

production and raise prices as a way of restoring profi ts. 

Section 7a of the NIRA was intended to increase wages 

by legalizing collective bargaining, but industry non-

compliance rendered this measure ineff ective. Both the 

NIRA and AAA led to higher prices without substan-

tially increasing national income. Th ose higher prices 

threatened to undermine public support for the New 

Deal. As a result, Congress created new bodies to look 

out for consumers’ interest and to contain protest. In 

the spring of 1935, housewives across the country formed 

“high cost of living committees,” demanding price cuts 

on meat, milk, and bread. 

 Th e Great Depression led to the creation of new gov-

ernmental agencies dedicated to protecting consum-

ers. Th e National Recovery Administrations’s (NRA) 

Consumer Advisory Board and the AAA’s Consum-

ers’ Counsel pushed for three programs. First, they 

sought to organize county consumer councils to create 

a grassroots consumer movement. Th ese local groups 

distributed new government publications like  Consum-
ers Guide  that listed average prices of basic goods like 

meat, milk, and bread and urged consumers not to pay 

more. Second, consumer advocates pushed for an end 

to price fi xing in NRA codes. Finally, they called for 

a government system of quality standards to provide 

consumers with essential product information. Th eir 

eff orts culminated in the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic 

Act of 1938. 

 Th e key moment of injecting a consumer rationale 

into New Deal legislation came with the passage of 

the National Labor Relations Act in 1935. New Dealers 

looked to organized labor as the way to challenge cor-

porate power and redistribute income. When Roosevelt 

took offi  ce, only 10 percent of the industrial workforce 

was organized. In introducing his measure to Congress 

in 1935, Senator Robert Wagner of New York explained 

that unionization of workers was essential for economic 

recovery: “When employees are denied the freedom to 

act in concert, . . . they cannot participate in our na-

tional endeavor to coordinate production and purchas-

ing power.” Th e solution was to let workers organize and 

bargain collectively for higher wages. 

 By the election of 1936, Roosevelt cemented his coali-

tion of farmers, workers, and middle-class voters, often 

using consumer rhetoric to justify his programs. Farm 

supports boosted agricultural purchasing power, union-

ization boosted labor’s purchasing power, and Social 

Security would boost purchasing power for millions of 

unemployed and retired Americans. When the economy 

declined in 1937–38, Roosevelt announced a Keynesian 

defi cit spending measure, saying that the government had 

a responsibility to increase national purchasing power 

during a recession. In the postwar period, politicians 

would continue to use Keynesian fi scal tools to stabilize 

the economy.  

 World War II ended the Depression, and infl ation 

returned as the key economic problem. To fi ght it, the 

government created the Offi  ce of Price Administration 

(OPA). As in World War I, the wartime administration 

mobilized the nation’s housewives to prevent profi teer-

ing. But this time Congress passed mandatory federal 

price controls and rationing. Infl uenced by the New 

Deal, the wartime government was committed to pre-

serving mass purchasing power by an expansion of state 

power. By setting ceilings on millions of products, the 

OPA successfully restrained business; simultaneously, it 

got 20 million women to sign the Home Front pledge 

not to pay more than ceiling prices. Hundreds of thou-

sands volunteered for “little OPAs” in each county, and 

millions more reported price violations. Th e OPA re-

mained in place more than a year after the war ended, 

with broad popular support, including that of orga-

nized labor. Having agreed to no-strike pledges and 

wage freezes, labor supported price controls to protect 

its members. Th e war, with a strong activist state, was 

the high point of a public policy committed to pro-
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tecting mass purchasing power by regulating prices and 

wages. 

 The Postwar Years 

 In 1962 President John F. Kennedy announced his com-

mitment to a “consumers’ bill of rights.” But unlike 

during the fi rst two-thirds of the twentieth century, con-

sumer issues now had little to do with prices or income. 

Instead of regulating wages and prices, government relied 

on taxing and spending to stabilize the economy. In the 

1960s and 1970s, the modern consumer movement led 

by activist Ralph Nader focused on health and safety is-

sues. In 1962 Congress passed the Truth in Lending Act to 

protect credit borrowers and the Truth in Packaging Act 

to require better labeling, and created the Consumer Pro-

tection Safety Commission. Nader’s  Unsafe at Any Speed  

(1965) led to the National Traffi  c and Vehicle Safety Act 

of 1966. Nader launched the public interest movement 

in which lawyers pushed for greater government regula-

tion of safety and health in the environment and at the 

workplace. 

 By the 1970s, liberals no longer saw greater consump-

tion as the solution to the nation’s ills but pointed to 

abundance and an ethos of indulgence as the problem. 

President Jimmy Carter made that point of view clear 

during the energy crisis. “In a nation that was proud 

of hard work, strong families, close-knit communities, 

and our faith in God,” said Carter in his famous 1979 

“malaise” speech, “too many of us now tend to worship 

self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity is 

no longer defi ned by what one does, but by what one 

owns. But we’ve discovered that owning things and con-

suming things does not satisfy our longing for mean-

ing. We’ve learned that piling up material goods cannot 

fi ll the emptiness of lives, which have no confi dence or 

purpose.” 

 Since the energy crisis of the 1970s, critics have taken 

sharply diff erent views about consumption. Most liberals 

have called for restraint and conservation, whereas the 

business community and conservatives have pushed for 

relaxing regulations to make it easier to exploit the coun-

try’s natural resources and productive potential. During 

the 1980s, while the left condemned displays of conspic-

uous consumption and ridiculed the “yuppie” lifestyle, 

the right took up the consumer mantle, using arguments 

about consumer choice to call for an end of government 

regulation and a return to free-market policies. President 

Ronald Reagan signed the largest tax cut in the nation’s 

history in 1981, claiming that a reduction in taxes would 

unleash the nation’s creative genius and result in greater 

economic growth. While the number of jobs in the high-

tech and service industries grew, income inequality also 

increased. To maintain consumer lifestyles and make 

ends meet, Americans took on unprecedented amounts 

of consumer debt made possible by the explosion of the 

credit card industry. 

 At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, the larg-

est corporation in the United States is Wal-Mart. Th e 

company appeals to American consumers by off ering 

everyday low prices, which it stocks through a global 

supply chain. Whereas reformers a century earlier sought 

to regulate sweatshops in American cities, most produc-

tion of consumer goods is now located in “third world” 

countries, especially China. There are periodic cam-

paigns to prevent Wal-Mart stores from expanding into 

neighborhoods, spearheaded either by unions who fear 

the corporation’s low wages and nonunion workforce or 

by local retailers who fear the retail giant’s low prices. 

Th e success and proliferation of global corporations like 

Wal-Mart have largely undercut the century-long eff ort 

for government regulation of prices and wages. But as 

long as America remains a consumer society, political 

struggles about the means and meaning of consumption 

will occur. 

  See also  business and politics; economy and politics; labor 

movement and politics; New Deal Era, 1932–52. 
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conventions, political 

See party nominating conventions.

 crime 

 Th e United States has long been distinctive among indus-

trial societies for both its high level of violent crime and 

the harshness of its criminal justice systems. Th e paradox 

of great reliance on penal coercion to ensure social order 

in a society founded on the idea of individual liberty was 

noted early on by Gustave de Beaumont and Alexis de 

Tocqueville, who wrote in the 1830s that while society 

in the United States “gives the example of the most ex-

tended liberty,” its prisons “off er the spectacle of the most 

complete despotism.” In the late twentieth century, this 

diff erence became magnifi ed, as the United States in-

creasingly diverged from other advanced societies in the 

degree to which its citizens suff ered from interpersonal 

violence and, simultaneously, in the degree to which it 

imprisoned an ever growing proportion of its citizens. 

By the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, the United States 

stood as an outlier among advanced societies, with both 

the highest rates of homicide in the advanced industrial 

world and the highest proportion of its population be-

hind bars of any country, advanced or otherwise. 

 At the start of the twenty-fi rst century, the United 

States incarcerated its population at a rate fi ve times that 

of its closest Western European counterpart, England; 

eight to nine times that of more typical European coun-

tries like Germany, France, or Sweden; and twelve times 

that of Japan. Yet the American death rate from homi-

cide was six times that of Germany, eight times that of 

the United Kingdom, and ten times that of Japan. 

 Measured by the risks of death by violence, the United 

States more closely resembles some countries of the for-

mer Soviet bloc and the third world than it does other 

advanced societies. Measured by levels of incarceration, 

only Russia now comes close, among major countries, to 

the United States. One of the world’s richest societies is 

also one of its most violent: one of the most militantly 

individualistic of nations also has more of its people 

under state confi nement than any country in the world. 

 Moreover, at the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, 

the United States stood almost alone among industrial 

democracies—and indeed among many less-developed 

countries—in continuing to use the death penalty on 

a regular basis. (Some other industrial democracies, 

including Japan and Taiwan, have also maintained the 

death penalty, though on a smaller scale.) 

 Th ese patterns, however, have varied considerably 

across diff erent regions in the United States. In some 

ways, it is misleading to speak of an “American” crime 

problem—or an “American” response to crime. Im-

prisonment rates have been especially high in some 

of the southern states in recent years, and far lower 

in parts of New England and the Midwest—a pattern 

that partly refl ects diff erences in the underlying rate of 

serious crime, but also long-standing regional diff er-

ences in political culture and social policy. In the early 

twenty-fi rst century, Mississippi imprisoned its citizens 

at a rate nearly four times that of Minnesota. Th e use 

of the death penalty varies even more sharply: the vast 

majority of executions have taken place in a handful of 

southern states, with Texas alone accounting for more 

than a third of all executions in the United States since 

the mid-1970s. 

 Entrenched Problems, Failed Reforms 

 Th is situation would have been hard to predict from 

the nature of American approaches to criminal justice 

at the nation’s beginnings. American attitudes toward 

crime and justice were diverse in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, but they were often shaped by a 

reaction against the harshness of British policy. Th e 

colonies used the death penalty relatively sparingly by 

En glish standards, for example, and Enlightenment ideas 

stressing the reformability of off enders fl ourished, at least 

in some places in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries (notably in Pennsylvania, center of a Quaker-

inspired reform movement to prevent crime and reha-

bilitate criminals), American reformers invented the 

penitentiary (in Pennsylvania in the 1830s) and proba-

tion (in  Massachusetts in the 1840s). 

 Yet, in what was to become an enduring pattern, 

early eff orts at reform were generally short-lived and 

confi ned to certain states. Moreover, the reformers’ vi-

sion was problematic—and doomed to failure—from 

the start. Th e belief that hard labor, religious instruc-

tion, and strict discipline—the foundations of the peni-

tentiary system—could tame the unruly and desperate 
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products of an unequal and disruptive society lent it-

self to extraordinary harshness in the best of times, and 

many of the “reformed” institutions ultimately devolved 

into places of routine offi  cial brutality and inmate re-

bellion. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the 

United States had built many prisons, but the reform 

impulse was hard to discern: the prisons generally ware-

housed off enders under conditions of sometimes hor-

rifi c brutality. 

 Th ose conditions sparked another reform movement 

in the years just after the Civil War. Once again, reform-

ers argued that a combination of severe discipline with 

industrial training (or domestic training for female of-

fenders) could transform the volatile (and heavily im-

migrant) “dangerous classes” into productive and docile 

citizens of the emerging industrial order. Th ere were 

some enduring changes in this period—notably the cre-

ation of the fi rst juvenile court at the turn of the century. 

But on the whole, the reform movement again failed, 

as the belief that a divided and dangerous society could 

be held together through its penal institutions ran up 

against social and economic realities. Off enders turned 

out to be far more intractable than the reformers had 

hoped: urban crime remained rampant (and far worse 

than in foreign cities; New York’s homicide rate was 

several times higher than London’s throughout the 

nineteenth century). By the turn of the century, the 

reformers’ emphasis on the malleability of off enders 

was increasingly replaced by a more pessimistic view, 

informed by the biological determinism of Cesar Lom-

broso and other European theorists, whose ideas found 

considerably greater traction in the United States than 

in their countries of origin. 

 Th roughout this period, the South presented a diff er-

ent pattern, both with respect to crime and the response 

to it. Th e economics of slavery worked against the wide-

spread use of incarceration in southern states: corporal 

punishment, supplemented by both formal and informal 

strategies of terror, was more appealing to slaveholders 

as a means of social control, since they stood to lose the 

labor of slaves if they went behind bars. Th e post–Civil 

War years brought a shift toward a peculiarly southern 

blend of state and private control of off enders, based on 

the leasing of convicts to private employers—a system 

that destroyed the bodies and lives of thousands of con-

victs but did nothing to lessen the stunningly disparate 

levels of violent crime in much of the South. (Journalist 

H. V. Redfi eld wrote in 1880 that “the number of ho-

micides in the Southern states is proportionately greater 

than in any country on earth the population of which is 

rated as civilized.”) 

 Explaining the American Exception 

 Th e distinctive American pattern of unusual harshness 

toward off enders coupled with unusually high levels of 

violence is sometimes attributed to the nation’s “fron-

tier” history. But other settler societies show a very diff er-

ent trajectory when it comes to crime and punishment. 

Australia, another nation with a long frontier tradition 

(and one settled partly by convicts), had an average ho-

micide death rate roughly one-fourth that of the United 

States throughout the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury, and, by the twenty-fi rst, had an incarceration rate 

one-sixth that of the United States. 

 Th e growing gap in crime and punishment between 

the United States and other advanced societies is rooted 

in a broader set of developments in political culture and 

public policy that have increasingly distinguished the na-

tion from its counterparts in the developed world. Th ese 

diff erences had been apparent at least since the indus-

trial revolution but sharpened after World War II, and 

particularly after the 1960s. Th e central diff erence is the 

degree to which the United States hewed to a Darwin-

ian vision of social policy with minimal attempts to 

narrow social and economic inequalities. In contrast 

to many other industrial societies, political movements 

to challenge the dominance of market principles were 

relatively weak. Th is had a twofold impact on crime and 

punishment in America, simultaneously aggravating the 

conditions that breed violent crime and constricting the 

range of politically feasible responses to it. 

 Social and economic policies driven by market 

princi ples contributed to the distinctive American pat-

tern of crime and punishment in several mutually 

re inforcing ways. Th ese policies widened economic in-

equalities, deepened poverty, and fostered community 

disintegration—all conditions that are known to breed 

violent crime—and also produced a massive trade in 

illicit drugs that, particularly after the 1980s, became 

inextricably entwined with the problem of violence. 

(Hard drugs were illegal in other developed countries 

as well, but in none of them was drug abuse as severe as 

in the United States, or the illegal drug trade as exten-

sive.) Th e same principles simultaneously crippled the 

ability of public authorities to address those conditions 

by minimizing preventive public social spending and by 

fostering an ideology that placed the blame for crime 

and other social ills on the shoulders of individuals. 
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 In contrast to other advanced societies, too, the sale 

of fi rearms remained largely unregulated in the United 

States. While some nations—including England and 

Australia—moved toward even tighter restrictions on 

gun availability in the late twentieth century, the United 

States moved, on the whole, in the opposite direction—

relaxing already minimal restrictions on the individual 

right to own and carry fi rearms. Th e gap between the 

United States and other advanced industrial societies in 

homicide is notably higher than the gap for other violent 

crimes or property crime, and the wide availability of 

guns is an important part of the explanation. 

 The Eclipse of Alternatives 

 During a pivotal period in the 1960s, a movement for 

reform challenged the traditional reliance on the crimi-

nal justice system to maintain order in the face of these 

structural pressures toward violent crime. It was widely 

argued among social scientists, as well as many criminal 

justice practitioners, that relying on an expanded prison 

system to control crime was inherently ineff ective, as 

well as costly. Th ere was increasing criticism of the drift 

toward warehousing off enders while neglecting their re-

habilitation and ignoring the social conditions that pre-

dictably bred crime, especially in the inner cities. Th ere 

were calls for limiting the scope of the criminal law and 

for reducing the role of the prison as a fi rst line of de-

fense against crime—particularly by removing nonvio-

lent off enders and juveniles from confi nement. But with 

the partial exception of the reform of juvenile justice, 

most of these tentative eff orts were derailed in the 1970s 

and 1980s and replaced by a new insistence on deterrence 

and incapacitation as the only eff ective strategies against 

crime. 

 While many countries in Europe and Asia kept rates 

of incarceration within a relatively narrow historical 

range (and a few enjoyed actual declines in imprison-

ment rates), the United States saw a relentless increase 

beginning in the 1970s, which continued even during 

periods when crime rates fell overall. Th e American 

prison and jail population increased sevenfold dur-

ing the last three decades of the twentieth century, a 

rise that was unprecedented in U.S. history and, in 

terms of sheer size, unparalleled anywhere in the rest of 

the world. Prison populations also rose signifi cantly in 

some other countries—including England and, espe-

cially, the Netherlands—after the 1990s. But in no coun-

try did the expansion of the penal system take place on 

such a massive scale as in the United States. 

 Th e reasons why this shift took place when it did, 

and why it was maintained through every national 

 administration—whether Democratic or Republican—

since then are complex. Th e Vietnam War diverted public 

resources from the domestic social programs and prom-

ising criminal justice alternatives that could have made 

a diff erence in crime rates. Simultaneously, the 1970s 

and 1980s saw the growing dominance of conservative 

views stressing the limits of government intervention in 

 addressing the problems from which urban violence grew. 

Th e argument that “liberal” solutions like fi ghting pov-

erty or providing job programs had failed were widely ac-

cepted, not only among the right but across much of the 

political spectrum. Infl uential conservative scholars began 

to argue that the liberal belief in the potential for reha-

bilitation of criminal off enders was an illusion, and that 

argument became widely infl uential among legislators, 

criminal justice practitioners, and the media. Many fac-

tors fed this ideological shift, including the very real stub-

bornness and persistence of violence, particularly in the 

cities, and, from another angle, the relative weakness of 

expert opinion in infl uencing public policy, which tended 

to be driven to a degree unusual in advanced societies by 

specifi c political interests and popular fears. 

 By the 1980s, both major parties shared a self-

consciously “tough” approach to crime that included 

support for the death penalty, stiff er sentences, and 

increased investment in incarceration. Th e tendency 

for party positions on crime to become blurred was ac-

celerated during the administration of President Bill 

Clinton, which worked energetically to pass legisla-

tion expanding the number of crimes eligible for the 

death penalty and to use federal authority (and federal 

money) to coerce state governments into keeping of-

fenders behind bars for longer periods. 

 By the early twenty-fi rst century, indeed, crime 

and the state of the criminal justice system had nearly 

disappeared from national political debate and from 

presidential election campaigns—in sharp contrast to 

the 1960s, when concern over “crime in the streets” 

helped elect Richard Nixon to the presidency. Th is was 

not because the problems had receded: after a period 

of decline in the 1990s, violent crime had stabilized at 

a level that remained extraordinarily high by interna-

tional standards—and in many places was increasing 

(especially among the inner-city young), despite the 

unprecedented growth in imprisonment during the past 

several decades. Th e criminal justice system had swollen 

to the point where maintaining it cut deeply into other 
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public expenditures and, arguably, lowered the quality 

of life for much of the population. Rather, the near dis-

appearance of these issues from the national political 

stage refl ected the fact that the major parties no longer 

diff ered signifi cantly in their approach to them; there-

fore no political advantage could be gained by invoking 

the continuing crisis of violence in the streets or the 

social and fi scal strain of an increasingly dysfunctional 

correctional system. 

 Paradoxically, this has meant that the United States, 

despite the pervasive rhetoric about “getting tough” on 

crime, routinely tolerates a degree of public fear and 

insecurity that does not exist in other advanced socie-

ties. Part of the reason for this paradoxical acceptance of 

violence, as well as the lack of broad social or political 

concern with the consequences of a swollen penal sys-

tem, is that both violence and incarceration have become 

increasingly concentrated in low-income minority com-

munities with little political infl uence or public voice. 

Th e most serious forms of street violence, as well as vio-

lence in the home, had always been more severe among 

the poor and became more so in the late twentieth 

 century. High levels of homicide death among the poor-

est fi fth of the population, for example, were a key reason 

why the overall gap in life expectancy between affl  uent 

and poor Americans widened after the 1960s. 

 Th e racial dimension of this concentration is ines-

capable: at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, 17 

percent of black men then living (more than one in six) 

had spent some time in a state or federal prison, ver-

sus less than 3 percent of whites. Moreover, the growing 

army of the formerly incarcerated came disproportion-

ately from a relatively few neighborhoods in the inner 

cities. But this pervasive presence of prison in the lives 

of black men did not make them safer. Homicide death 

rates among young black men in some states exceeded 

those of their counterparts in many of the most violent 

countries in the third world: young black men in Loui-

siana were more likely to die by violence than young 

men in Brazil or El Salvador. Th e continuing danger of 

everyday life had not diminished for inner-city minority 

residents, especially the young, but inner-city minority 

residents had little infl uence on the preoccupations of 

national politics. 

 Th ere have been a number of recent exceptions to 

the generally punitive drift of American criminal justice 

 policy—most of them launched at the state (and some-

times local) levels. In the early years of the twenty-fi rst 

century, certain states moved, with some success, to di-

vert minor drug off enders from incarceration; others ex-

plored a variety of strategies to remove some of the least 

dangerous off enders from prison. Th ese developments 

were often driven by the fi scal burden placed on state 

budgets by increased spending on prisons. But on the 

national level, where debate on criminal justice policy 

was shaped less by hard fi scal realities and more by ideol-

ogy, there was little change in almost 40 years of reliance 

on criminal sanctions to deal with social ills. 

 In the absence of a sustained set of policies to address 

the roots of violent crime, the criminal justice system in 

the United States has, by default, come to take on an 

unusually pervasive role—in eff ect becoming the social 

policy instrument of fi rst resort for dealing with the mul-

tiple troubles of low-income communities. Th e tacit com-

mitment of both major political parties to this general 

strategy—with occasional exceptions—means that there 

is little to suggest that the shape of American crime policy 

will change much anytime soon, or that the United States 

will relinquish its place as both the most violent and the 

most punitive of advanced societies. 
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D
Declaration of Independence

 Th e Declaration of Independence, issued by the Sec-

ond Continental Congress on July 4, 1776, publicly 

proclaimed 13 of Great Britain’s colonial provinces in 

North America to be independent, sovereign states, 

and formally styled their union “Th e United States of 

America.” In justifying the act of separation, the Decla-

ration enumerated numerous grievances the 13 colonies 

had against King George III of Great Britain while it 

appealed to natural law, corporate and individual liberty, 

and the right to revolution—concepts widely accepted 

in the eighteenth-century European world generally 

and the Anglophone world in particular. Th e Declara-

tion marked the end point of a debate in the American 

colonies over the pursuit of independence from Britain. 

After the American Revolution, the Declaration became 

one of the most important American state papers, cited 

repeatedly by political leaders, activists, and commenta-

tors in the United States and in the wider world. 

 Prelude to the Declaration 

 Th e Declaration of Independence resulted from two 

overlapping political discussions in the North American 

colonies of the British Empire, one beginning in 1763, 

the other in 1775. Th e fi rst discussion was the series of 

debates that took place in the colonies and in Britain 

itself over various measures Parliament had passed after 

the conclusion of Seven Years’ War in 1763—debates 

historians collectively refer to as the “imperial crisis.” 

Between 1764 and 1774, Parliament passed numerous 

laws designed to raise revenue in the American colo-

nies. Th e Sugar Act (1764), the Stamp Act (1765), the 

Townshend Duties (1767), and the Tea Act (1773) all met 

with protests, each increasingly widespread. Th e leader-

ship in the colonies disputed Parliament’s right to levy 

taxes on the colonial population for a variety of reasons. 

At the beginning of the crisis, many colonists disputed 

Parliament’s right to enact taxes on commerce or activi-

ties within a colony’s borders (so-called internal taxes), 

but supported Parliament’s right to regulate imperial 

commerce (so-called external taxes). Other colonists 

disputed Parliament’s right to collect any taxes or enact 

any laws aff ecting the colonies. Although the latter was 

a minority viewpoint in the mid-1760s, it gained an in-

creasing number of supporters by the early to mid-1770s. 

Parliament consistently asserted its right to legislate for 

the colonies (and all of the British Empire), doing so 

explicitly in the Declaratory Act (1766) and implicitly in 

subsequent revenue legislation, as well as in its response 

to the colonial protest that became known as the Boston 

Tea Party, the punitive Coercive Acts (1774). Th e Dec-

laration of Independence came at the end of this long 

constitutional discussion: Parliament’s insistence on leg-

islating for the colonies drove the colonial leadership to 

abandon hope for compromise and to seek recognition 

of their independence as sovereign states. 

 At the same time, the Declaration of Independence 

came at the end of a shorter but just as heated discus-

sion that marked the fi nal phase of the imperial crisis. 

After the military confrontation between British regulars 

and Massachusetts militia at Lexington and Concord in 

April 1775, the debate among the colonists increasingly 

focused not on whether to declare independence but 

on when and how. Th e Second Continental Congress 

convened on May 10, 1775. Almost immediately it began 

to consider how it and the colonies should respond to 

the violence at Lexington and Concord. While a vocal 

minority believed that the colonies should seek inde-

pendence from Great Britain immediately, a majority of 

delegates hoped to improve the situation through the ex-

isting mechanisms of the British government—appealing 

to Parliament and the ministry of Lord Frederick North 

or to King George III. At the same time, a majority of 
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delegates also believed that the colonies should coordi-

nate their resistance to measures of the North Ministry. 

On July 6, 1775, the Continental Congress issued the 

Declaration of the Causes and Necessity for Taking Up 

Arms, a justifi cation for the Continental Army created 

just weeks earlier. Th e tone of this declaration was stri-

dent and uncompromising. Yet two days later, the Con-

gress issued a petition to King George III, colloquially 

known as the “Olive Branch Petition,” that identifi ed the 

North Ministry and Parliament as the parties responsible 

for the controversy and called on the king to mediate the 

dispute. George III rejected the “Olive Branch” as soon 

as it arrived in Britain, refusing to offi  cially receive or 

respond to the document. Even months after Lexington 

and Concord, however, the desire in the colonies to pur-

sue independence was not unanimous. 

 With many members of the Continental Congress 

and a large segment of the colonial population luke-

warm on the prospect of American independence, the 

Congress enacted a series of measures that quietly moved 

the colonies toward a position where independence be-

came tenable. In mid-June, the Congress had created the 

Continental Army to coordinate the colonial siege of 

Boston. Congress also created continental currency and 

issued 4 million of it by the end of 1775. On July 6, 

Congress not only issued the Declaration of Causes but 

also created a continental post offi  ce and appointed Ben-

jamin Franklin as postmaster. In October, George III, 

during his speech opening the new session of Parlia-

ment, declared the American Congress to be leading “a 

desperate movement” to “establish an independent em-

pire.” At the end of November 1775, Congress created 

the Committee of Secret Correspondence to communi-

cate independently with foreign powers, the precursor 

to the Committee on Foreign Aff airs. Congress was thus 

performing many activities of an independent sovereign. 

In December, Congress rejected allegiance to Parliament, 

while still claiming allegiance to the crown. Weeks later, 

on December 22, Parliament issued the Prohibitory Act, 

which closed off  British trade with the colonies. It was 

in this environment, in January 1776, that Th omas Paine 

published  Common Sense . Paine’s plainspoken argument 

against monarchy and in favor of American indepen-

dence proved very popular; within a month more than 

100,000 copies had been published. Circulated through-

out the colonies,  Common Sense  did more than any other 

publication to put American public opinion squarely on 

the side of independence. In the months that followed 

the publication of  Common Sense , groups of Americans 

at the town, county, and state levels issued petitions and 

resolutions calling on the Continental Congress to de-

clare American independence from Britain. In March, 

Congress dispatched a secret diplomatic agent, Silas 

Deane, to France; in April, Congress opened American 

ports to foreign commerce; and on May 10, Congress is-

sued a resolution, written by John Adams, calling on the 

individual colonies to draft new constitutions. It was not 

surprising when, just three weeks later, Congress found 

itself pondering a declaration of independence. 

 Proposal and Drafting 

 Th e Continental Congress began formal discussion of 

a declaration of independence on June 7, 1776, when 

Richard Henry Lee, speaking on behalf of the Virginia 

delegation, declared, “Th at these United Colonies are, 

and of right ought to be, free and independent States.” 

He called on Congress to proclaim that reality, to for-

mulate a plan for contracting foreign alliances, and to 

prepare articles of confederation to bind the 13 inde-

pendent states together. Congress resolved itself into 

the Committee of the Whole and took up discussion of 

Lee’s resolution the following day. Again, the sentiment 

for American independence was far from unanimous; a 

group led by delegates John Dickinson, Robert Living-

ston, Edward Rutledge, and James Wilson held fast to 

the notion that the time was still not right for a declara-

tion, that the public needed more time to come around, 

and that the questions of confederation and foreign alli-

ances should be resolved  before  Congress issued a decla-

ration. But a majority of delegates favored independence 

at this point, and on June 11, 1776, Congress appointed 

a committee composed of John Adams (Massachusetts), 

Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania), Th omas Jeff erson 

(Virginia), Robert Livingston (New York), and Roger 

Sherman (Connecticut) to draft a declaration of inde-

pendence. As is well known, the primary responsibilities 

of drafting the declaration fell to Jeff erson, who wrote 

at least three drafts during the 17 days he devoted to the 

declaration’s composition. Franklin and the rest of the 

committee made only minor alterations before sending 

the draft of the declaration to the Congress on June 28.

An initial vote in the Committee of the Whole found 

nine colonial delegations in favor, South Carolina and 

Pennsylvania opposed, Delaware deadlocked, and New 

York abstaining. After a series of eleventh-hour recon-

siderations by South Carolina, the last-minute arrival 

of Delaware’s Caesar Rodney to break the tie in his del-

egation, and the abstention of Pennsylvania’s two anti-
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 independence delegates (Dickinson and Robert Morris), 

the vote on July 2 was 12–0–1 in favor of independence. 

(Th e New York legislature subsequently approved inde-

pendence later in the month, making the decision unani-

mous.) Congress spent the next two days debating and 

revising the text of the declaration, agreeing to a series of 

changes, and approving a fi nal version on the evening of 

July 4.

Th e president of Congress, John Hancock, signed 

the declaration immediately, and it was quickly printed 

and then reprinted throughout the now independent 

United States. Th e parchment copy of the Declaration 

of Independence that modern Americans recognize as 

the offi  cial Declaration of Independence (the copy on 

display at the National Archives in Washington, D.C.) 

was completed on August 2, and the delegates signed it 

when they could, as they moved in and out of Philadel-

phia during the remainder of the summer. Answering 

the other two elements of Lee’s resolution, as well as the 

concerns of critics, in September, Congress resolved on a 

“plan of treaties” that would guide American diplomats 

during the Revolution. Th e drafting of the Articles of 

Confederation would continue into 1777. Th e 13 colo-

nies declared  independence as a united whole, but left 

the exact nature of their union (a singular sovereignty? a 

confederation? an alliance?) unresolved at the moment of 

the Declaration. (Th e lack of capitalization of the term 

“united” in certain parts and copies of the Declaration 

likely has more to do with the vagaries and idiosyncra-

sies of eighteenth-century penmanship than any attempt 

by the framers at a defi nitive statement on American 

federalism.) 

 Contents and Infl uences 

 When asked about the Declaration of Independence late 

in his life, Th omas Jeff erson told one correspondent that 

its contents were “the genuine eff usion of the soul of 

our country at that time.” In other words, in drafting 

the Declaration, Jeff erson attempted to express the con-

ventional wisdom of the majority of Americans at that 

moment. Politically, the Continental Congress needed 

to issue a document that would justify the movement 

to independence using language and ideas that most 

Americans would support. Th e Declaration thus lists 

a multitude of grievances against King George III that 

would have appealed to Americans from all sections of 

the union and orders of society. Th e Declaration was 

also couched in language designed to appeal to the pub-

lic in Britain and the British Empire, and also to the 

publics and governments in other European states. Th e 

Declaration is beholden to several overlapping currents 

of early modern political thought, although historians 

and political scientists continue to debate which politi-

cal philosophers and schools of thought most infl uenced 

the Declaration. 

 Th e Declaration is structured into three major parts: 

the preamble or introduction, which lays out the prin-

ciples under which the United States are issuing their 

declaration; the body, which lists the grievances against 

King George III that have compelled the declaration; 

and the conclusion. Th e preamble has become the most 

famous and oft-quoted section of the Declaration, al-

though the body arguably was the most crucial section 

for contemporaries, as the revolutionaries were quite 

sensitive about justifying so drastic an action as break-

ing with king and country. Th e body is of note in that 

it was the part of the Declaration in which the Com-

mittee of the Whole committed one of major pieces of 

editing—removing the entire clause in which Jeff erson 

had blamed the king of England for the institution of 

the slave trade, a passage that has been construed as 

an attack on the institution of slavery by Jeff erson (al-

though this is a subject of debate). Th e conclusion con-

tains the actual declaration (from Lee’s resolution) that 

the colonies are now “Free and Independent States,” as 

well as several phrases that are also often quoted during 

American patriotic celebrations. 

 Th e Declaration’s preamble lays out in broad strokes 

the political theories under which the Americans were 

justifying their action of declaring independence. Th e 

preamble presents the framework within which political 

society had come into being, the circumstances under 

which overturning an established political authority was 

justifi ed, and the assertion that British North Americans 

had found themselves in such a position.

Th e preamble blends two major strains of early modern 

Anglophone political thought: Enlightenment-era natu-

ral law and Lockean contractualism. Eighteenth-century 

British political thinking was defi ned by a consensus that 

emerged from the English revolutions of the seventeenth 

century that human beings possessed rights innately, as 

a product of their existence in nature as created beings. 

Th ese rights were known as natural rights, and the system 

that supported them was known as natural law. While the 

idea of natural law traced its antecedents to antiquity and 

to medieval scholasticism, Enlightenment-era natural law 

writers downplayed or outright rejected the theological 

implications of rights and laws rooted in nature and took 
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the mechanistic cosmos of the scientifi c revolution as a 

model. Th e notion was that natural rights—the rights of 

human beings—conformed to the same inherent set of 

principles that Isaac Newton’s laws of motion did, and 

thus could be studied, articulated, and understood. 

Natural law served as the fundamental building blocks 

for human governments and polities. Th is was the mes-

sage of John Locke’s  Second Treatise of Government , in 

which he described how “Governments are instituted 

among men”—human beings labored in the earth, cre-

ating property, and then surrendered most of their total 

and absolute freedom to a government in order to pro-

tect that property and their remaining, unceded rights. 

Government relied on this implied contract between the 

governors and the governed, and Locke outlined, in the 

 Second Treatise , justifi cations of when a people could 

undo the contract, abolish their existing government, and 

seek to establish a new one. It was to this conventional 

wisdom of British political thought that Jeff erson and the 

Americans were appealing in the Declaration’s preamble. 

It was almost the exact same form that English subjects 

had used in the 1689 Declaration of Rights that had 

overthrown James II, asserted Parliamentary supremacy, 

and set the stage for the installation of William and Mary 

on the English throne. 

 Most historians, political scientists, and commenta-

tors have pointed to the Declaration’s origins in seven-

teenth- and eighteenth-century English Enlightenment 

thought. Th e classic modern statement of this interpreta-

tion was the scholarship of Carl Becker, particularly his 

1922 book  Th e Declaration of Independence: A Study in 
the History of Political Ideas . Becker’s work remains the 

standard account of the Declaration’s intellectual origins, 

although in recent years other historians have argued for 

emphasizing other potential intellectual antecedents to 

the Declaration. Essayist Garry Wills argued in  Inventing 
America  for locating the bulk of the intellectual history 

of Jeff erson’s Declaration of Independence in the writ-

ings and thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, such 

as Francis Hutcheson, Th omas Reid, David Hume, and 

Adam Ferguson. While few Jeff erson scholars would 

argue with the notion that Jeff erson was infl uenced by 

the Scottish Enlightenment, Wills controversially argued 

that Locke played a small role in shaping the Declara-

tion as opposed to the Scots. Ronald Hamowy disagreed 

with Wills, pointing to the fact that Locke’s writings 

infl uenced much of the Scottish Enlightenment, and 

that much of the thinking behind the Declaration can 

be observed in both Locke and Hutcheson. Th is insight 

further demonstrates how Jeff erson was working within 

a framework of British political conventional wisdom in 

laying out the intellectual framework for the American 

declaration. 

 As important as the preamble, if not more so, to con-

temporaries was the body of the Declaration. Th e list of 

grievances began with a set of general accusations accusing 

the king of poor governance and subverting the system 

of divided powers that characterized the English Consti-

tution and then moved toward specifi c complaints about 

laws and policies that the British government had en-

acted. Th e fi rst set of grievances accused King George of 

undermining the English Constitution. He was accused 

of being a bad executive, in that he refused to either enact 

or assent to laws designed to promote “the public good.” 

Th e king was then accused of undermining the legislative 

and judicial bodies of government—suspending colonial 

legislatures, calling them at inconvenient times and in 

inconvenient places, or refusing to call them at all, while 

also making colonial judges “dependent on his will alone” 

for both their time of service and their salaries. Th e Dec-

laration then moved from a general indictment to a list 

of more specifi c grievances. Th ese included the placing of 

standing armies within the colonies and subordination 

of the civilian to the military power (a reference to Mas-

sachusetts, where General Th omas Gage served as both 

governor and commander in chief of the king’s forces); 

the enactment of the punitive Intolerable Acts against 

Massachusetts in the wake of the Boston Tea Party; the 

Quebec Act, which expanded Quebec’s boundaries and 

protected the rights of French Catholics; and the Pro-

hibitory Act, which had suspended commerce between 

the 13 colonies and the rest of the British Empire. Th e 

fi nal grievances referred to the recruitment and deploy-

ment of German mercenaries against the colonies, the re-

cruitment of American Indian allies against the colonies 

(“the merciless Indian savages”), and the “excitement of 

domestic insurrections among us,” which referred to the 

off ers of freedom extended to slaves who would support 

the British cause. 

 Th e grievances were all directed at King George III, 

even though many of them were the responsibility of 

Parliament or the joint responsibility of both Parliament 

and the king. Congress had absolved itself of allegiance 

to Parliament in December 1775, so the king was the only 

person and offi  ce toward which the Americans could le-

gitimately direct their complaints. While the Intolerable 

Acts and the actions of the king, ministry, and their offi  -

cers since those acts—including the events at Lexington 
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and Concord and Lord Dunmore’s proclamation—

formed most of the complaints, a number stretched 

back to the beginning of the imperial crisis. By and 

large, though, the Americans rooted their Declaration 

in the violations of their rights and liberties that had oc-

curred in the previous two to three years. Th e grievances 

were important since they were the justifi cation for the 

separation—something that required justifi cation not so 

much for domestic consumption (where the violations 

were well known) nor for British consumption (where 

the Declaration would be dismissed outright by most), 

but for an international audience. As historian David 

Armitage has shown, the Declaration served as what dip-

lomats referred to as a “general manifesto”—that is, a 

state paper issued by one government to others to justify 

a particular course of action. As the United States hoped 

to achieve equality with and recognition from the other 

European states (“to assume among the separate powers 

of the earth”), the justifi cation for their separation from 

Britain and reasons for entry into the wider community 

of states were important, if for no other reason than to 

allow the other European states to justify future agree-

ments with the United States. 

 Th e body of the Declaration was the place where 

Congress deleted the entire passage in which Jeff erson 

accused the king of supporting the introduction of the 

slave trade into the American colonies and actively refus-

ing its abolition. Congress not only found this statement 

inaccurate, but the antislavery tone of the complaint also 

was deleted in order not to off end the sensibilities of the 

southernmost states, especially South Carolina, which 

remained involved in the slave trade. 

 Th e Declaration’s conclusion contains the actual affi  r-

mative declaration of the independence of the 13 states, 

their rejection of allegiance to Britain and the British, 

and their declaration that they could perform all the ac-

tivities of independent, sovereign states. 

 Publication and Reception 

 Shortly after its approval on July 4, 1776, the Declara-

tion was sent to Philadelphia printer John Dunlap. Of-

fi cial copies were printed as broadsides and sent by John 

Hancock, as president of the Congress, to the governors 

of each of the states and to General George Washing-

ton as commander in chief of the Continental Army. 

Washington ordered his offi  cers to read the Declara-

tion to their soldiers on July 9. Similar public readings 

were held throughout the United States. As historian Jay 

Fliegelman observed, Jeff erson wrote the Declaration to 

be read aloud, indicating on one of his handwritten drafts 

“reading marks” that indicated where readers should take 

pauses. Th ese marks were transferred onto the fi rst type-

set proof that Dunlap prepared, and although they were 

removed from subsequent printings, the Declaration still 

became the publicly read document it was intended to 

be. Public readings usually were accompanied by cele-

brations that often included the defacement or removal 

of symbols of royal authority, such as portraits and stat-

ues of the king. Th e Declaration was subsequently re-

printed in at least 30 American newspapers (including 

a German-language newspaper in Pennsylvania) by the 

end of July 1776. 

 While independence was greeted with enthusiasm in 

most of the states in the summer of 1776, the Decla-

ration itself was met with a more lukewarm reception. 

Looking at declarations of independence, constitutions, 

and bills of rights enacted at state levels in the years fol-

lowing July 1776, historian Pauline Maier found that 

the rhetoric and particular phrasing of the Declaration 

of Independence were copied little, if at all, and other 

contemporary documents, such as George Mason’s draft 

of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, proved to be more 

infl uential. In Great Britain, the Declaration was offi  -

cially ignored, and American independence was not rec-

ognized until negotiations for the peace treaty to end the 

American Revolutionary War began in 1782. However, 

the North Ministry did silently commission a lawyer 

named John Lind to write  Th e Answer to the Declaration 
of the American Colonies , which, after an initial round of 

revisions, was published in several editions by the end 

of 1776. Lind off ered a point-by-point refutation of all 

the Americans’ listed grievances. Lind, like many other 

Britons who opposed the American cause, criticized the 

Americans for issuing a declaration proclaiming that “all 

men are created equal” while they continued to hold 

African slaves. Criticisms of the Declaration, such as 

those by Jeremy Bentham, continued to appear in the 

British press through the end of the war. Th e Declara-

tion was greeted with more enthusiasm in France, where 

American diplomats Silas Deane and Arthur Lee could 

point to the document as a sign of the seriousness of the 

American people and Congress to the cause for which 

they were seeking French support. 

 Legacy 

 Th e Declaration of Independence has become, along 

with the Constitution, the most important of American 

state papers. Its eff ects have been various. Most  basically, 
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the day on which the Declaration was published, 

July 4—and not the day on which the vote for inde-

pendence was taken and approved (July 2)—is com-

memorated as Independence Day in the United States. 

Th e “Fourth of July” and “Th e Fourth” have become 

synonymous with Independence Day in the American 

vernacular, and it can be argued that the usage of these 

colloquialisms is more widespread and common than the 

offi  cial name, Independence Day. During the partisan 

battles of the 1790s, adherents to the Jeff ersonian Re-

publican Party began to emphasize the text of the Dec-

laration, Jeff erson’s authorship of it, and the universality 

of its principles to distinguish their nationalism from the 

pro-British and anti-French leanings of the Federalist 

Party. Public readings of the Declaration took on a par-

tisan tone, which faded in the aftermath of the War of 

1812 along with the Federalists. Readings of the Declara-

tion then became, and continue to be, the centerpiece 

of many public celebrations of Independence Day, and 

expressions of a desire for national unity. Beyond defi n-

ing an American national holiday, the Declaration has 

served as a touchstone for American national identity, 

and the sentiments in its preamble are nearly universally 

regarded as an expression of the bedrock principles of 

American political organization. 

 Th roughout the lifetime of the United States, groups 

or individuals protesting against a perceived injustice 

sanctioned by American federal, state, or local govern-

ments, and protestors have used the text of the Declara-

tion to turn public opinion to their cause. One of the 

earliest and most famous examples was the publication 

of the “Declaration of Sentiments” by the Seneca Falls 

Convention for women’s rights in July 1848. Authored 

principally by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the Declaration of 

Sentiments rephrased the Declaration of Independence 

to include both men and women and went on to list 

rights that the established American political and legal 

order had denied to women—most important, the right 

to vote, the right to own property without qualifi cation, 

and the right to equal citizenship. Th e Declaration of 

Sentiments and the Seneca Falls Convention marked 

what most historians consider to be the starting point 

of the modern American women’s movement. One at-

tendee at the Seneca Falls Convention, former slave and 

abolitionist Frederick Douglass, would argue in an 1852 

Independence Day oration (“What to the Slave Is the 

Fourth of July?”) that the Declaration’s promise would 

remain unfulfi lled as long as slavery existed in America. 

Th is was a theme President Abraham Lincoln seized on 

as he implicitly referenced the Declaration as the start-

ing point of the American ideal in the Gettysburg Ad-

dress of November 19, 1863, when he located the birth 

of the American nation “four score and seven years ago.” 

A century later, in one of the defi ning episodes of the 

civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have 

a Dream” speech to the August 28, 1963, March on Wash-

ington for Jobs and Freedom quoted the Declaration to 

great eff ect. Historians regard that speech and march as a 

defi ning moment leading to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

 Th e Declaration of Independence has also had a life 

beyond the borders of the United States. Issuing a dec-

laration of independence became an important act for 

colonial peoples seeking to win independence from 

an imperial power. In his international history of the 

Declaration, historian David Armitage identifi ed over 

a hundred declarations of independence issued by na-

tional groups between 1776 and the early 1990s. Many 

nations borrowed rhetoric or form or both from the 

American declaration in issuing theirs. Following the 

American actions against Britain, the Latin American 

colonies of Spain issued declarations of independence 

as either a  prelude or part of their revolutions against 

colonial rule—beginning with Colombia and then 

including Venezuela, Mexico, Argentina, Chile, and 

Central America. Declarations of independence would 

proliferate in the wake of the First and Second World 

Wars as the European colonial empires were broken up. 

Among the most famous of the postcolonial declarations 

of independence was Ho Chi Minh’s “Proclamation of 

Independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,” 

which was issued on September 2, 1945, in the wake of 

the collapse of the Japanese Empire and explicitly (and 

ironically, given later events) quoted the American Dec-

laration of Independence. Following the collapse of the 

Soviet bloc between 1989 and 1991, many of the former 

republics of the Soviet Union issued their own declara-

tions of independence. Th us, the infl uence and legacy 

of the Declaration of Indepen dence continue into the 

twenty-fi rst century. 

  See also  Articles of Confederation; war for independence. 
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  democracy 

 Democracy is one of the most signifi cant of the essen-

tially contested keywords of American politics—second 

only, perhaps, to “freedom.” Any eff ort to defi ne its 

meaning is bound to strike some as preemptory and 

partisan. Th e whole of American political history might 

well be narrated as a struggle, often bitter, over what 

democracy can and should mean. Since the early nine-

teenth century, few Americans have been so bold as to 

suggest that the nation should shelve democracy alto-

gether, but this consensus has hardly quieted confl ict 

over its meaning. 

 But one could do worse, by way of a helpful working 

defi nition, than Abraham Lincoln’s lapidary formulation 

in his Gettysburg Address (1863): democracy is “gov-

ernment of the people, by the people, for the people.” 

At least Lincoln’s defi nition provides us with the criti-

cal questions at the heart of the American contest over 

democracy’s meaning: Who are (and who are not) the 

sovereign people? How might the sovereign people gov-

ern themselves? And how might the interests of all citi-

zens be given equal consideration by the policies of their 

government? Th at is, American contests over democracy 

have centered on matters of inclusion, participation, and 

distributive justice. 

 Th ose many Americans who have taken pride in their 

democracy over the last two centuries have, again and 

again, had to answer to other Americans who have ob-

jected that their democracy is not democratic enough. 

Th e adversarial edge to “democracy” lies in its tie to the 

ideal of political equality. Some of the most signifi cant 

students of American democracy have, to be sure, pressed 

for an even more expansively egalitarian, less strictly po-

litical understanding of the term. Alexis de Tocqueville 

argued in  Democracy in America  (1838–40) for a concep-

tion of democracy as a “habit of the heart” grounded in 

an “equality of social conditions.” John Dewey went even 

further, contending in  Th e Public and Its Problems  (1927) 

that, at bottom, democracy was a moral ideal that should 

govern “associated living” of all sorts, “a wider and fuller 

idea than can be exemplifi ed in the state even at its best. 

To be realized, it must aff ect all modes of human associa-

tion, the family, the school, industry, religion” (325). But 

even if we set aside the controversies engendered by these 

more expansive understandings of democracy, we are still 

left with a disruptive ideal. 

 As an ideal, political equality dictates that democra-

cies manifest some common features. Th ese include an 

equal and eff ective opportunity for all adult citi zens to 

express their views in the making of public pol icy, to 

off er a vote of equal weight on public decisions, to in-

form themselves on matters of public moment, and to 

participate in determining the agenda of public decision. 

Th ese common features prescribe for all citizens of de-

mocracies a set of fundamental political rights. 

 Before the late eighteenth century, the widespread 

assumption was that a strictly democratic government 

meant direct rule and face-to-face participation by an 

entire citizenry. It was a regime suitable, if at all, only 

to very small polities, such as the city-states of ancient 

Greece. Th e genius and the challenge of modern de-

mocracies, among which the United States has played 

a pivotal role, has been to pursue the ideals of politi-

cal equality in large, populous nation-states by means of 

representative institutions, in which most political deci-

sions are made not directly by citizens themselves but by 

their agents. 

 As a consequence of this ambition, modern 

democracies—despite a host of diff erent constitutional 

arrangements—have developed some common institu-

tions widely conceived to be necessary, if not suffi  cient, 

for a representative democracy. Th ese include placing the 
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making of public policy in the hands of offi  cials subject 

to popular election; fair and fairly frequent elections in 

which all adult citizens are entitled to participate; the 

right of every citizen to seek election to public offi  ce, 

subject only to minimal requirements of age and resi-

dence; the right of every citizen to free expression on 

matters of public concern; the presence of independent 

and competing sources of information readily available 

to all citizens; and the right of all citizens to participate 

in relatively independent associations and organizations 

(such as political parties) through which they might  pur-

sue political interests. Each of these institutions is linked 

to one or more features of an ideal democracy: univer-

sal inclusion, eff ective participation in public decision 

making and agenda setting, voting equality, and equal 

opportunity for the development of informed views on 

public issues. 

 Th e regulative ideals of political equality are just that, 

regulative ideals against which to measure the political 

institutions and practices of putative democracies, none 

of which has yet to register a perfect score. Even if one 

doubts that any actual democratic polity could ever fully 

realize these ideals, they have set a horizon against which 

we may measure the history and momentum of each of 

them. 

 The Founding 

 Th e intention of American revolutionaries in 1776 was 

not to erect the world’s fi rst modern democracy but to 

launch a confederation of republics. Republics, as they 

saw it, were like democracies, governments “deriving 

their just powers from the consent of the governed.” But 

unlike democracies, they held in check the destabilizing, 

anarchical eff ects of undue popular participation in poli-

tics. Ideally, republican government rested in the hands 

of virtuous elites capable of a disinterested discerning of 

the common good. Th e role of the people was periodi-

cally to hand over their power to some of their betters, 

who “virtually” represented them. 

 Nonetheless, as once-loyal British subjects, the revo-

lutionaries believed that a measure of popular partici-

pation in government was necessary to prevent tyranny, 

and, for a century and a half, Americans had developed 

a taste for it. Th e ideal constitution was one, like that 

of Great Britain, that balanced or mixed a “democrati-

cal” element with those of monarchy and aristocracy. Al-

though suff rage in both the metropole and the colonies 

was exceptionally narrow by modern democratic stan-

dards, Britons believed that in electing representatives to 

bodies such as the House of Commons and the colonial 

assemblies, ordinary voters played an essential role in 

government as bulwarks for the protection of liberty. In 

the context of the controversies leading up to the Revo-

lution, American patriots, outraged by imperial controls, 

argued that “virtual” representation in Parliament by 

legislators whom they had not elected was insuffi  cient. 

Representation, they contended, must be “actual”—a 

decidedly democratic sentiment. 

 In writing their revolutionary state constitutions, 

Americans attempted to replicate the balanced govern-

ment of the three social estates, even without the pres-

ence in the revolutionary polities of two of them. Most 

revolutionaries crafted state governments that, in the ab-

sence of a monarch or a hereditary aristocracy, attempted 

to mirror the British ideal by establishing the offi  ce of 

governor and an upper house of a bicameral legislature 

as expressions of the principles of monarchy and aristoc-

racy, respectively, leaving popular representation to the 

lower house alone. 

 Th e portentous exception was Pennsylvania, where 

a largely plebian convention led by Th omas Paine and 

Benjamin Franklin argued in 1776 that, in the absence 

of a king and aristocracy, mixed government made no 

sense. “Th ere is but one rank of men in America,” they 

contended, “and therefore . . . there should be only one 

representation of them in government.” Th eir constitu-

tion provided for a much simpler government: a single 

legislature of elected representatives with no governor or 

upper house. Although Pennsylvanians would replace 

this constitution in 1790 with a more typical alternative, 

the constitution of 1776, crafted just down the street 

from where a more genteel gathering was declaring in-

dependence, suggested the democratic ferment bubbling 

beneath the surface of the Revolution. 

 Critics of the fi rst Pennsylvania Constitution were le-

gion. It seemed to more conservative republicans a dan-

gerously democratic deviation, a lurch beyond popular 

sovereignty to unconstrained popular rule. But these 

critics and defenders of balanced constitutions were 

hard pressed to meet the radicals’ argument. Eventually, 

though, they arrived at an exceptionally original and im-

mensely signifi cant counterargument. Th ey reconceived 

of American republican governments in their entirety as 

representative of the people—all elected offi  cials, gover-

nors, and state senators as well as members of the lower 

houses were, by these lights, popular agents. Th e branches 

and divisions of the government were not the mirror of 

distinctive social estates but necessary  functional  divi-
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sions of a people’s government, designed by virtue of the 

checks and balances among them to protect liberty (and 

property) from overweening power—including that of 

the people themselves. 

 As Gordon Wood has shown, “Because the so-called 

houses of representatives had lost their exclusive role 

of embodying the people in government, democracy as 

Americans had understood it in 1776 disappeared from 

their constitutions. Th e people ruled everywhere, or, from 

a diff erent perspective, they ruled nowhere.” Th e “true 

distinction” of American republicanism, James Madison 

wrote approvingly in  Federalist 63 , lay in its “ total exclu-
sion of the people in their collective capacity  from any share” 

in government. Representation was the “pivot” on which 

American republicanism turned, and if it was “demo-

cratic” republicanism, it was so in a new sense that prom-

ised to address the shortcomings of popular rule and 

render it suitable for an expansive nation-state. Although 

many late eighteenth-century American republicans con-

tinued to regard democracy as little more than a synonym 

for mob rule, a decidedly less threatening reconstruction 

of its meaning had begun to emerge, one that, ironically, 

rested substantially on virtual representation. 

 Th is conceptual breakthrough guided Madison and 

other elite republicans in the drafting of the federal 

Constitution in 1787. Th e result was a framework for 

the national government that opened with a bold decla-

ration of popular sovereignty and authorship (“We the 

People of the United States . . . do ordain and estab-

lish this Constitution for the United State of America”), 

and then proceeded to leave no constitutionally autho-

rized space for the subsequent exercise of democratic 

citizenship. 

 Many are the ways that the original Constitution fell 

short of the ideals of democratic egalitarianism held by 

subsequent generations. It tacitly legitimated chattel 

slavery; it entrusted the election of the president in a 

body of worthies, the Electoral College, intended to be 

insulated from congressional or popular control; it en-

trusted the selection of senators not to the electorate but 

to state legislatures; it provided for the equal representa-

tion in the Senate of each state, whatever its population; 

and it opened the door to the review of legislation by the 

least democratic branch, the judiciary. Of particular note 

was the manner in which the Constitution left perhaps 

the most important attribute of full democratic citizen-

ship, suff rage, to the states—authorizing exclusions that 

would leave American democracy long bereft of univer-

sal suff rage. 

 Th e constraints that the Constitution placed on popu-

lar participation did not go unremarked. Th e most dem-

ocratic of the founders, Th omas Jeff erson, was inclined 

to collapse the distinctions between republicanism and 

democracy, and he found early American constitutions 

troublingly undemocratic. As Jeff erson saw it, a repub-

lic “means a government by its citizens in mass, acting 

directly and personally, according to rules established by 

the majority; and that every other government is more 

or less republican, in proportion as it has in its composi-

tion more or less of this ingredient of the direct action of 

citizens. . . . Th e further the departure from direct and 

constant control by the citizens, the less has the govern-

ment of the ingredient of republicanism.” By these lights, 

he concluded, “it must be agreed that our governments 

have much less of republicanism than ought to have been 

expected; in other words, that the people have less regu-

lar control over their agents, than their rights and their 

interests require.” 

 The Course of American Democracy 

 If the original Constitution constrained the democratic 

impulses that the Revolution unleashed, it could not 

altogether contain them. In the longer term, the Revo-

lution was a radical revolution of dramatic proportions, 

one that would invest considerable power in the hands 

of yeoman farmers, artisans, and other citizens of mod-

est means once thought undeserving of a signifi cant po-

litical role. American republicanism, as Gordon Wood 

has observed, “contained the seeds of its own transfor-

mation into democracy. Th e equality that was so crucial 

to republican citizenship had a permissive signifi cance 

in America that could not be restrained, and ordinary 

people, whose meanness and need to labor had made 

them contemptible in the eyes of the superiors from 

the beginning of history, found in republican equality 

a powerful justifi cation for their self-esteem and self-

assertion. As a consequence, the important age-old 

distinction between leisured gentlemen and common 

working people, which the revolutionary leaders con-

tinued to try to honor, was repeatedly blurred and even-

tually dissolved.” 

 In the wake of the Revolution, American democrats, 

like Jeff erson, devised extraconstitutional means to in-

ject a fuller measure of participatory democracy into the 

nation’s politics. Chief among them was the political 

party. 

 In the face of the bitter confl ict over the fi nancial and 

foreign policy initiatives of Alexander Hamilton and 
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other Federalists in the 1790s, Jeff erson and his chief lieu-

tenant Madison (ironically, the author of the oft-quoted 

denunciation of “factions” in  Federalist 10 ) organized the 

opposition into the aptly named Democratic-Republican 

Party, the fi rst political party to feature the organization 

of a grassroots electorate. Extraconstitutional democratic 

politics made further advances under the aegis of the 

even more aptly named Democratic Party of Andrew 

Jackson and Martin Van Buren. Jacksonians attacked the 

remaining property restrictions on suff rage, established 

widespread patronage networks that rewarded the loy-

alty of party workers, and lent vocal support to a popular 

constitutionalism that challenged judicial supremacy, if 

not judicial review. 

 From the 1830s through the 1890s, American political 

parties served as the basis for a vibrant, participatory pub-

lic sphere. Mobilizing partisan “armies,” they provided 

their “soldiers” with well-lubricated rallies, parades, and 

barbecues. Th ey printed a vast array of campaign litera-

ture, dressed their supporters in buttons, ribbons, and 

hats, and armed them with banners and posters. Turn-

out was the key to victory in nineteenth-century elec-

tions, which were held year-round, and party members 

engaged in constant cajoling of the faithful. Between 

1840 and 1872, turnout in presidential elections averaged 

69 percent, and from 1876 to 1900, 77 percent. 

 Th is was, however, an exclusive and ritualized poli-

tics in which considerably less than half of the adult 

population and a bare majority of the free adult popu-

lation could take part and in which participation was 

less deliberative than ceremonial. Although, by 1830, 

most states had committed to universal white male 

suff rage, women, slaves, many free blacks, and Native 

Americans were, to one degree or another, denied full 

citizenship. But for men enclosed within these exclusive 

boundaries, this period marked the height of participa-

tory politics. 

 Th e course of American democracy since the mid-

nineteenth century might be described as a bumpy, 

winding road toward the ideal of government  of  the peo-

ple (inclusion), accompanied by a long and continuing 

detour away from government  by  the people (eff ective 

participation). In turn, the story of American democratic 

thought in this period can perhaps best be construed as a 

vigorous debate over whether this detour has best served 

the interests of government  for  the people. 

 Th e path toward a more inclusive and egalitarian rep-

resentative democracy can be traced in the amendments 

to the federal Constitution. If it would be mistaken 

to characterize many of the anti-Federalists as radical 

democrats invested in widening and deepening political 

equality, they were responsible for the addition to the 

Constitution of the Bill of Rights, some provisions of 

which would subsequently serve the cause of political 

equality. Th e later Reconstruction amendments ended 

slavery and denied states the rights to limit suff rage 

on racial grounds. Th e most signifi cant of these three 

amendments for the political equality of all Americans 

was the Fourteenth, which nationalized citizenship and 

guaranteed all citizens “the equal protection of the laws,” 

a potentially powerful lever for extending democratic 

rights. Other later amendments provided for the direct 

election of senators, for women’s suff rage, for electoral 

votes to residents of the District of Columbia, and for 

suff rage for citizens 18 years of age or older. 

 As the Twenty-Fourth Amendment abolishing the 

poll tax suggests, states and localities found a host of 

ways to make democracy less inclusive—so much has 

rested on the shifting interpretation of the Constitution 

by the courts. African American suff rage, supposedly 

authorized by the Fifteenth Amendment (1870), was 

not secured until nearly a century later with passage of 

the Twenty-Fourth Amendment and the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965. Today, the most signifi cant exclusionary 

state laws are those that do not allow convicted felons to 

vote. Th ese laws, which originated as part of the many 

late nineteenth-century Southern measures designed to 

disenfranchise African Americans (including poll taxes 

and literacy tests), continue to have a racially discrimina-

tory eff ect, given the disproportionately African Ameri-

can percentage of the felon population. Estimates are 

that 31 percent of the black men who live in Alabama 

and Florida have been disenfranchised in this fashion. 

And, of course, some of the undemocratic provisions of 

the original Constitution remain in force. (As Robert 

Dahl observes, a resident of California on one side of 

Lake Tahoe can increase the worth of her senatorial vote 

by a factor of seventeen by moving to Nevada on the 

other side of the lake.) 

 If American democracy slowly became more inclu-

sive in the twentieth century, at the same time it be-

came decidedly less participatory. Presidential election 

turnout fell to an average of 65 percent from 1900 to 

1916, and to only 52 percent in the 1920s. Behind these 

fi gures lay dramatic structural changes in American 

politics that, as Robert Wiebe put it, took shape as a 

simultaneous “sinking of the lower class” and the “rais-

ing of new hierarchies.” Th at is, the period between 1880 
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and 1920 witnessed a steady constriction of popular po-

litical participation, particularly by the least advantaged 

Americans (including millions of new immigrants from 

eastern and southern Europe), and the rise of the elite, 

managerial rule by the modern industrial corporation. 

Th e growing hole in the electorate defi ned an emptied 

plebian space. 

 Democratic government, once intensely local, be-

came increasingly centralized and insulated from popu-

lar scrutiny and control—much of it in the hands of 

unelected experts recruited from a new, college-educated 

middle class. Th e political party was fi rst supplemented 

and then, to a large degree, supplanted by the special-

ized interest group as the extraconstitutional means of 

popular participation in government. Popular politics 

did enjoy a modest resurgence in the midst of the Great 

Depression, thanks in large measure to the prominence 

of labor unions in the councils of the Democratic Party. 

But the decay of union power after the 1960s again lim-

ited the collective political power of the working class, 

which lacked the clout and the resources available to 

other interests. Finally, the formidable national security 

state created to project American power overseas during 

the cold war shrouded in secrecy a host of exceptionally 

signifi cant public decisions, not least the decision to go 

to war. 

 In this new context, democratic citizenship, once rau-

cously collective, became increasingly atomized. An elec-

torate once mobilized as active armies of partisan soldiers 

was now seen as individual consumers, targeted in the 

privacy of their homes with advertising that was guided 

by opinion polling and mediated by radio, television, and, 

of late, the Internet. “As the People dissolved,” Wiebe ob-

served, “the state thrived. . . . As the modern state so-

lidifi ed, it fi lled the spaces that a disintegrating People 

vacated, then rolled on to create empires of its own.” 

 Market Capitalism and Political Equality 

 If American democracy began with a political revolu-

tion in the service of small property owners, it was thus 

transformed by an economic and social revolution led by 

large-scale manufacturers and fi nance capitalists, one that 

remade yeoman farmers and artisans into tenant farmers 

and industrial laborers. Th e relationship between market 

capitalism and American democracy has been particu-

larly important in shaping the fate of political equality in 

the United States. 

 As Dahl has observed, the relationship between capi-

talism and democracy is one of “antagonistic symbiosis.” 

Th ey are “like two persons bound in a tempestuous mar-

riage that is riven by confl ict and yet endures because 

neither partner wishes to separate from the other.” All 

modern democracies have market-capitalist economies 

(though not all nations with market-capitalist econo-

mies are democracies). A market economy, which decen-

tralizes control over production and consumption, has 

proven more accommodating to egalitarian politics than 

the centralizing alternatives, such as fascism and state 

socialism. A market economy, which diff uses economic 

power to a greater degree than state-managed command 

economies, seems necessary, if not suffi  cient, to political 

democracy. 

 Yet, at the same time, capitalism generates deep eco-

nomic and social inequities that threaten democracy by 

producing enormous disparities in wealth, income, sta-

tus, prestige, information, organization, education, and 

knowledge. As Dahl writes, “Because of inequalities in 

political resources, some citizens gain signifi cantly more 

infl uence than others over the government’s policies, de-

cisions, and actions. . . . Consequently, citizens are not 

political equals—far from it—and thus the moral foun-

dation of democracy, political equality among citizens, is 

seriously violated.” 

 Dahl’s concerns are hardly new. Anxiety about the ef-

fects of economic inequality on political equality date 

from the earliest days of the republic. In 1792 James 

Madison, who had moved closer since 1787 to his friend 

Jeff erson’s equation of republicanism and democracy, 

proposed that Americans could go a good way toward 

ensuring political equality “by withholding  unnecessary  
opportunities from a few, to increase the inequality of 

property by an immoderate, and especially unmerited, 

accumulation of riches,” as well as “by the silent opera-

tion of the laws, which, without violating the rights of 

property, reduce extreme wealth towards a state of me-

diocrity, and raise extreme indigence toward a state of 

comfort.” 

 American citizens affl  icted by political inequality have 

followed Madison’s advice, often turning to the state for 

interventions and regulations to deter the inequitable ef-

fects of capitalism, seeking to sustain the benefi ts of a 

market economy while addressing the harm it does to 

political equality. Th e results have included not only re-

forms, such as campaign fi nance regulations that directly 

target the eff ects of economic inequities on political 

democracy but also measures such as public education, 

progressive income taxation, and social welfare legisla-

tion that do so indirectly. 
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 In Theory 

 Since Jeff erson’s time, Americans have played a signifi -

cant role in the history not only of democratic practice 

but of democratic thought. Th ey not only provided raw 

material for Tocqueville’s great meditation on democ-

racy but have made important contributions to democ-

racy’s intellectual legacy, some of them fi t to stand with 

his. Th e history of democratic thought would be much 

the poorer were it not for Jeff erson, Madison, Freder-

ick Douglass, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Walt Whitman, 

Henry George, Jane Addams, Herbert Croly, Dewey, 

Walter Lippmann, Reinhold Niebuhr, Martin Luther 

King Jr., Hannah Arendt, Christopher Lasch, John 

Rawls, Richard Rorty, and Robert Dahl—to name but 

a few American democratic thinkers of distinction. 

 Not surprisingly, American democratic theory has 

been closely attuned to American democratic prac-

tice. For all its variety, much of American democratic 

thought, particularly since the late nineteenth century, 

can be construed as a debate in which the nation’s practi-

cal detour from the ideal of robust and eff ective demo-

cratic participation is either a necessary accommodation 

to circumstance or a contingent and unhappy U-turn 

away from political equality. Pitting those who might be 

termed democratic realists against those who might be 

called democratic idealists, this debate remains impor-

tant for the future of American democracy. 

 Walter Lippmann made the characteristic realist case 

in  Public Opinion  (1922). Most citizens, he wrote, were 

incapable of grasping the dynamics of a complex, inter-

dependent, modern world, and should not be expected 

to do so: “the common interests very largely elude 

public opinion entirely, and can be managed only by 

a specialized class.” Most democrats had erred in plac-

ing an emphasis on self-government. Men do not de-

sire “self-government for its own sake. Th ey desire it for 

the sake of results.” Modern democracies were better 

served by a minimum of public participation in politi-

cal life; too much participation gummed up the works, 

or worse. Th e criterion to assess a government was thus 

not the extent to which citizens were self- governing but 

“whether it is producing a certain minimum of health, 

of decent housing, of material necessities, of education, 

of freedom, of pleasures, of beauty.” In sum, govern-

ment  for  the people did not require much government 

 by  the people. 

 John Dewey responded with an idealist counter a 

few years later. He acknowledged that Lippmann’s was 

“perhaps the most eff ective indictment of democracy as 

currently conceived ever penned.” Yet in light of this in-

dictment, he argued, the task for democrats was not to 

lower their sights, as Lippmann advised, but to fi gure 

out a way to rematerialize the “phantom public” and 

provide it with a much more substantial governing role 

in democratic politics. “Th e old saying that the cure for 

the ills of democracy is more democracy is not apt if it 

means that the evils may be remedied by introducing 

more machinery of the same kind as that which already 

exists, or by refi ning and perfecting that machinery,” 

Dewey said. “But the phrase may also indicate the need 

of returning to the idea itself, of clarifying and deepen-

ing our sense of its meaning to criticize and re-make its 

political manifestations.” And the “idea itself,” as Dewey 

saw it, was in the broadest sense that of self-government. 

As he put it in 1888 at the outset of his long career as 

an oft-disappointed but never daunted democrat, “the 

ethical ideal is not satisfi ed merely when all men sound 

the note of harmony with the highest social good, so 

be it that they have not worked it out for themselves.” 

Government  for  the people was inextricable from gov-

ernment  by  the people. 

 In the concluding pages of  Democracy in America , 

Tocqueville suggested that “the kind of oppression with 

which democratic peoples are threatened will resemble 

nothing that has preceded it in the world.” He imagined 

a democratic citizen oxymoronically invested largely in 

private life: “As for dwelling with his fellow citizens, he is 

beside them, but he does not see them; he touches them 

and does not feel them; he exists only for himself and for 

himself alone, and if a family still remains for him, one 

can at least say that he no longer has a native country.” 

Such citizens would be subject to a state less tyrannical 

than protective: 

 It would resemble paternal power if, like that, it 

had for its object to prepare men for manhood; 

but on the contrary, it seeks only to keep them 

fi xed irrevocably in childhood; it likes citizens to 

enjoy themselves provided that they think only of 

enjoying themselves. It willingly works for their 

happiness; but it wants to be the unique agent and 

sole arbiter of that; it provides for their security, 

foresees and secures their needs, facilitates their 

pleasures, conducts their principal aff airs, directs 

their industry, regulates their estates, divides their 

inheritances; can it not take away from them 

entirely the trouble of thinking and the pain of 

living? 
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 Th is is not a scenario that cost democratic realists 

much sleep at night. Th ey are minimalists, wedded to Jo-

seph Schumpeter’s defi nition of democracy as little more 

than “that institutional arrangement for  arriving at po-

litical decisions in which individuals acquire the power 

to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the 

people’s vote”—a return to strictly virtual representation 

by elite “deciders.” But Tocqueville’s vision is the specter 

that haunts the nightmares of democratic idealists who 

refuse to admit that the ideals of political equality have 

fallen over the horizon. 

See also Constitution, federal; Declaration of Independence; 

liberalism; republicanism.
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Democratic Party, 1800–2008

 Any party that endures for more than two centuries must 

learn to adapt to shifting historical circumstances. Th e 

Democratic Party has existed in some form since the 

1790s, and its infl uence on American politics has been as 

long and profound as that of any private institution. Th at 

infl uence has always depended upon the party’s ability to 

shift its ideology, policies, and leaders when necessary to 

win or hold power at every level of government. 

 Only 16 of the 43 presidents elected in competitive 

elections have been Democrats, but 5 of those chief 

 executives—Th omas Jeff erson, Andrew Jackson, Wood-

row Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson—

altered the shape of American politics and of their party 

in lasting ways. One can trace those changes in three 

signifi cant areas:  ideas, policies,  and  constituent groups.  

 The Party of Jeff erson and Jackson 

 Unlike most political organizations, the Democratic 

Party was not created on a specifi c date. Partisans of An-

drew Jackson fi rst adopted the name in the mid-1820s, 

but the seeds of “the Democracy” were planted in the 

1790s. It was then that Democratic-Republican societies 

proliferated to support the views of Th omas Jeff erson, 

who was engaged in confl ict with Alexander Hamilton 

over what powers the new federal government should 

wield and whether it should take a friendly or hostile 

stance toward the French Revolution. By the time Jef-

ferson won the presidency in 1800, most of his allies were 

calling themselves Democratic-Republicans as well. His 

victory and reelection relegated the opposition party, the 

Federalists, to the status of a permanent minority before 

it expired altogether during the War of 1812. 

 Into the 1820s, the Democratic-Republicans sought to 

keep faith with their founding leader’s advocacy of states’ 

rights and a weak federal role in the economy. As Jef-

ferson had stated in his fi rst State of the Union address, 

“the States themselves have principal care of our persons, 

our property, and our reputation . . . agriculture, manu-

factures, commerce, and navigation” are “most thriving 

when left most free to individual enterprise.” He also left 

a legacy of informality in offi  ce—he sometimes greeted 

visitors in a dressing gown and slippers—and a creed of 

religious tolerance at a time when some states still had 

an established church to which all residents had to pay 

taxes. 

 But it took the partnership of Martin Van Buren and 

Andrew Jackson to transform the party now called the 

Democrats into an effi  cient electoral machine that com-

peted successfully in a new era when most white men 

had the right to vote. Th is change began during the sec-

ond half of the 1820s. In the election of 1824, Jackson 

lost the election for president, although he had received 

more popular votes than the victor, John Quincy Adams. 
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In the aftermath Van Buren, “Th e Little Magician” from 

New York State, secured the allegiance of infl uential 

politicians up and down the East Coast and helped 

establish pro-Jackson newspapers from New England 

down to Louisiana. In 1828 Jackson swept to victory, as 

voter participation more than doubled from the previous 

campaign. 

 From that watershed year until the eve of the Civil 

War, Democrats won all but two presidential elections 

and usually controlled both houses of Congress. Th ey 

espoused policies that managed to please a broad coali-

tion of white immigrants in the cities, southern planters, 

and Americans of every region who favored conquering 

and settling the entire continent. Democrats welcomed 

Catholic immigrants, opposed laws to prohibit alcohol 

or ban the use of languages other than English in pub-

lic schools, and wanted to keep taxes, especially on im-

ports, as low as possible. In vetoing a bill to recharter the 

(Second) Bank of the United States, Jackson aligned the 

party with anyone who resented powerful fi nancial in-

terests. Every Democratic president before the Civil War 

defended slavery on the basis of both states’ rights and 

white supremacy. But party leaders had no solution to 

the deepening sectional crisis of the 1850s. In the election 

of 1860, Democrats split apart along the North-South 

divide and ran two opposing national tickets. Th eir rift 

virtually ensured the election of Abraham Lincoln, the 

fi rst Republican president. It would be more than seven 

decades before the Democrats regained their status as the 

majority party. 

 Although the party elected just one president—

Grover Cleveland, twice—during the remainder of the 

nineteenth century, Democrats were not without power. 

Th ey remained strongly entrenched in the commercial 

metropoles of New York, Chicago, and San Francisco as 

well as in the South and most border states. Th e swell-

ing of immigration from Catholic Europe to the urban 

North and fear of “Negro domination” in Dixie strength-

ened the party’s appeal in both regions. One conse-

quence was that the Democrats controlled the House 

of Representatives through much of the 1870s and 1880s 

and kept the GOP’s majority in the Senate to a handful 

of seats. 

 Th e Gilded Age Democracy was a lively party indeed. 

Urban machines, while they made their bosses rich, also 

bestowed jobs and charity on working-class residents 

at a time when federal welfare payments went mainly 

to veterans of the Union Army and their nearest kin. 

Tammany Hall, the largest and most notorious of the 

machines, was a prodigious font of municipal jobs and 

contracts; in the late 1870s one of every twelve family 

men in New York held a position with the city. During 

each campaign, Tammany and its counterparts in cities 

across the nation held massive street parades, fi reworks 

displays, and free banquets. 

 Democrats after the Civil War, however, had done little 

to alter their ideology or policies. With few prominent 

exceptions, they continued to preach a doctrine better 

suited to a decentralized, agrarian society than to a nation 

fi lling up with industries and big cities. Party stalwarts 

still tried to safeguard the powers of individual states, to 

curb federal spending, and to oppose agitators for such 

reform causes as prohibition, woman suff rage, and the 

redistribution of wealth. After helping to end Recon-

struction, Democrats rebuilt a base in the Solid South, 

where ex-Confederates erected a “redeemed” social order 

that terrorized black voters it could not control and evis-

cerated funding for education and medical care. Critics 

of the party dubbed its leaders “Bourbons,” a reference 

to the last kings of France, about whom a diplomat quipped 

that they “had learned nothing and forgotten nothing.” 

 The Bryan-Wilson Shift 

 In the 1890s, the Democrats fi nally made a change. Across 

the South and West, movements of farmers and workers 

were demanding relief from what they saw as corporate 

domination of the economy and politics. Th ey called on 

the government to protect union organizing, to create 

public works jobs for the unemployed, and to establish 

a fl exible money supply that could give relief to debtors 

and small businesspeople. Some of the disgruntled joined 

the new People’s Party which espoused this ambitious 

agenda. As the economy fell into depression, President 

Grover Cleveland, who had been elected to a second 

term in 1892, opposed all those demands and sent fed-

eral troops to break a national railroad strike. “Th ough 

the people support the government,” Cleveland intoned, 

“the government should not support the people.” In the 

midterm elections of 1894, the party lost 121 House seats, 

the worst drubbing in its history. 

 Many Democratic offi  ceholders realized their survival 

was at stake, and they repudiated Cleveland and the 

laissez-faire tradition he was struggling to uphold. In 

1896 the party nominated for president William Jennings 

Bryan, a 36-year-old former congressman from Nebraska 

who identifi ed himself with the agrarian and labor in-

surgencies. In a dramatic speech at the party’s national 

convention, Bryan claimed, “Th e Democratic idea” was 
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to “legislate to make the masses prosperous” and “their 

prosperity will fi nd its way up through every class which 

rests upon them.” He lost the election that fall to Wil-

liam McKinley, a far better organized and fi nanced can-

didate. But Bryan persuaded most Democrats to endorse 

a progressive, interventionist state, and the party never 

reverted to Cleveland’s philosophy. 

 In 1912 the Republicans split into warring camps, al-

lowing Woodrow Wilson to win the presidency and 

the Democrats to build large majorities in both houses 

of Congress. During his eight years in offi  ce, Wilson 

spearheaded passage of a legislative program, known as 

the New Freedom, which assumed the need for an ac-

tive state to counterbalance the power of big business. 

Th e program included a new antitrust act, the creation 

of the Federal Reserve System, and some protection for 

unions—most of which had become part of the Demo-

cratic coalition. 

 Only in their ideas and policies about race did Bryan, 

Wilson, and most of their fellow Democrats remain true 

to the views of Jeff erson and Jackson. In the South leg-

islators rammed through Jim Crow laws that confi ned 

African Americans to a separate and unequal sphere of 

both public and private life and eff ectively disenfran-

chised millions of black citizens. One of Wilson’s fi rst 

acts as president was to segregate most jobs in the federal 

government, and he raised no objection to anti-Asian 

laws that Democrats on the West Coast were enacting. 

Most Democrats remained proud of belonging to a party 

for whites only. 

 Under Wilson, Americans also began to pay income 

taxes that made new federal programs possible, as well 

as raising funds for the troops who helped the United 

States and its allies win the World War I. In eloquent 

calls for a new democratic world order, the president 

also convinced his fellow Democrats that only interna-

tional cooperation could stop future armed confl icts. 

However, many Americans resisted Wilson’s demand 

that the United States join the new League of Nations 

he had proposed. Th ey also feared the new immigrants 

from eastern and southern Europe, most of whom voted 

for Democrats. As a result, Republicans won three 

straight presidential elections during the 1920s, land-

slides every one. 

 FDR’s Nation 

 Democrats returned to power with unprecedented 

force during the Great Depression of the 1930s. In win-

ning four consecutive races for president, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt established his party as the majority in every 

region of the country except for northern New England 

and the rural Midwest. To their older bases among white 

Southerners and urban Catholics, the Democrats under 

FDR added millions of workers in a booming labor 

movement as well as Jews and African Americans—the 

latter deserted the party of Lincoln in gratitude for pub-

lic works jobs and the antiracist commitment of First 

Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. Most intellectuals also gave 

their allegiance to a party that welcomed their ideas and 

participation in policy making. 

 Th eir electoral dominance enabled the Democrats to 

institute a New Deal order that greatly expanded the 

power of the federal government in the lives of its citizens. 

Th e political scientist Samuel Lubell once wrote that the 

major parties in the United States are not “two equally 

competing suns, but a sun and a moon. It is within the 

majority party that the issues of the day are fought out; 

while the minority party shines in the refl ected radiance 

of the heat thus generated.” During the 1930s and early 

1940s, the Democrats who ruled Congress wrangled 

constantly but ended up passing such landmark pro-

grams as Social Security, the National Labor Relations 

Act, the Wages and Hours Act, and the GI Bill—while 

their Republican opponents could only grumble from 

the cooler margins. 

 Even though Dwight Eisenhower twice won the 

presidency in the 1950s, he made no attempt to repeal 

these popular policies. Ike was in position to occupy the 

White House only because he had been one of the top 

military commanders during World War II—a confl ict 

most Republicans had wanted the United States to avoid 

before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Although 

FDR died just before the war ended, he had ensured that 

Democrats would continue to uphold his Wilsonian vi-

sion. Under President Harry Truman, the party became 

an enthusiastic promoter of the United Nations, as well 

the creator of a multinational alliance that waged a cold 

war against communism everywhere in the world. In 

1948 Democrats endorsed a civil rights plank at their na-

tional convention; in protest, white delegates from the 

Deep South walked out of the hall and ran their own 

States’ Rights, or “Dixiecrat,” ticket. 

 Kennedy, Johnson, and the Watershed of the 1960s 

 In the early 1960s, most liberals were confi dent they could 

lead the United States into a new era of sweeping change 

under the aggressive, idealistic leadership of President 

John F. Kennedy. Apart from those southern whites who 
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were hostile to the black freedom movement, the New 

Deal coalition held intact, and close to 60 percent of 

voters nationwide identifi ed themselves as Democrats. 

Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 helped Lyndon Johnson 

win reelection by a landslide the following year and give 

the Democrats majorities of 2 to 1 in both the House and 

Senate. Wielding the club of power like a wand, LBJ got 

Congress to enact a Great Society program as ambitious 

as the New Deal and one that, unlike in FDR’s day, was 

committed to racial equality. Medicare, Medicaid, the 

National Endowment for the Humanities, the Voting 

Rights Act, a major change in immigration policy, and 

Head Start and other antipoverty initiatives all became 

law during Johnson’s presidency. He also continued the 

cold war policies of JFK when he sent thousands of 

troops to combat a Communist-led insurgency in Vietnam. 

 But the new dawn of liberalism proved ephemeral. 

Beginning in 1965, events tore apart the coalition that 

had kept the Democrats on top during most of the years 

since the Great Depression. Riots in black communi-

ties scared white wage earners and convinced them to 

vote for candidates who promised to restore “law and 

order.” Students on elite liberal campuses who protested 

the Vietnam War and reveled in drug taking and sexual 

promiscuity alienated many older Americans who re-

vered the military and had not attended college. Th e 

enemy in Vietnam fought the United States to a stand-

still, while infl ationary pressures and overseas competi-

tion began to stall the economy that had grown through 

most of the decade. Suddenly, Democrats appeared to 

be the party of failure. In 1966 they lost almost 50 seats 

in the House of Representatives; in 1968, after coverage 

of Chicago police beating up antiwar demonstrators on 

live TV, they also lost the presidency, as Vice President 

Hubert Humphrey received less than 43 percent of the 

popular vote. 

 During the next four decades, party activists strug-

gled to accommodate themselves to a more conservative 

era. Republicans won all but three of the presidential 

contests held between 1968 and 2004. Th e Democratic 

exceptions—Jimmy Carter in 1976 and Bill Clinton in 

1992 and 1996—did not call themselves liberals and tri-

umphed in part because as Baptists from the South, they 

were able to win back a large number of white Protes-

tants from that region who had deserted their ancestral 

political home. Clinton was also a leader of the Demo-

cratic Leadership Council, a group founded in 1985 that 

was determined to steer the party to the ideological 

center. 

 Nationally, from the 1970s through the 1990s, Demo-

crats rarely descended to minority status and controlled 

Congress more often than did their Republican oppo-

nents. Most Americans continued to favor the limited 

welfare-state programs that Democrats had advocated 

throughout the twentieth century and enacted, whenever 

possible. Many citizens also gradually warmed to gender 

equality, environmental protection, and even homosex-

ual rights—all of which liberal Democrats had helped to 

pioneer. Still, a majority of voters tended to give the ben-

efi t of the doubt to any politician who railed against big 

government and embraced “traditional values,” and most 

of those were Republicans. As the percentage of union 

members in the workforce declined, well-educated pro-

fessionals and African Americans became the most reli-

able elements in the Democratic coalition. Because those 

two groups were concentrated in just a few big states, it 

was diffi  cult for the party’s nominees to gain a majority 

in the Electoral College. 

 But during President George W. Bush’s second term, 

Democrats again began to think that they could wrest 

control of the political agenda. Bush’s perceived failures 

both at home and abroad made conservatism itself seem 

an ideology whose time had passed. Young people, in 

particular, had begun to register and vote Democratic in 

large numbers even before the party nominated Barack 

Obama for president in 2008. Latino Americans were 

increasingly rejecting the GOP as well, due in part to 

the nativist views of many Republican offi  ceholders. In 

2006 the Democrats regained control of both houses of 

Congress for the fi rst time since the early 1990s. Loyal-

ists in America’s oldest political party seemed poised for 

another era in the sun. 

Indeed, in 2008, the Democrats won their most im-

pressive victory since the Johnson landslide of 1964. After 

a long and, at times, bitter primary campaign, Barack 

Obama won the presidential nomination and went on to 

gain an easy victory in the fall. Obama, the only African 

American ever to be nominated by a major party, out-

paced his Republican rival, John McCain, by almost 200 

electoral votes and close to 10 million popular votes. And 

he won three important states—Indiana, North Caro-

lina, and Virginia—that no Democrat had carried since 

Lyndon B. Johnson 44 years earlier. Obama’s triumph 

was one of party as well as personality. Democrats pad-

ded their majorities in both houses of Congress.

But the elation—in much of the world as well as at 

home—that followed Obama’s victory was coupled with 

fear about the deep recession that had soured most voters 
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in the United States on the probusiness Republican Party. 

Th e opportunity for Obama and his fellow Democrats 

to preside over a new New Deal probably depended on 

their ability to solve the economic crisis and to convince 

Americans that the federal government could once again 

be trusted to improve the fortunes of ordinary citizens. 

See also elections and electoral eras; presidency.
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 M I C H A E L  K A Z I N   

 Democratic Party, 1800–28 

 Th e Democratic Party, or Democratic-Republican Party 

as it fi rst called itself, began to form early in George 

Washington’s fi rst administration (1789–93). Led by 

Th omas Jeff erson in the cabinet and James Madison 

in the House of Representatives, the party opposed Al-

exander Hamilton’s fi nancial measures: the funding of 

the national debt in a way that benefi ted speculators, 

the assumption of state debts, the chartering of the fi rst 

Bank of the United States, and the levying of numer-

ous taxes. Th is division was further deepened by foreign 

policy and personality confl icts. Hamilton and his fol-

lowers wanted the United States to align itself with Great 

Britain during the wars of the French Revolution, while 

Jeff erson and Madison were anti-English and argued 

that the United States should live up to its treaty obli-

gations with France, which dated back to 1778. By the 

end of the 1790s, the division had gone beyond specifi c 

policy issues to include diff erences over how to interpret 

the U.S. Constitution, the nature of the Union, and the 

kind of country America should become. 

 Actually, the Founding Fathers did not believe that 

political parties had any legitimacy or value. Th e Consti-

tution made no provision for political parties. Moreover, 

they were generally viewed as dangerous to the stability 

of the Republic. Th e Federalists denounced the opposi-

tion associated with Jeff erson and Madison as misguided, 

self-interested, obstructionist, and encouraging anar-

chy by opposing the authority of the government. Th e 

Democratic-Republicans portrayed the Federalists as es-

sentially tyrants and monarchists intent on undermining 

the Republican principles of the American Revolution, 

and therefore determined to overthrow them. In the be-

ginning of Washington’s administration, the diff erences 

between the political combatants were confi ned to dis-

putes within the government itself, to cabinet meetings 

and debates in Congress. But soon each side established 

newspapers to criticize its opponents and advocate its 

points of view to the broader public. When Washington 

left offi  ce in 1797, he denounced the development of po-

litical parties. 

 As the 1790s wore on, the Democratic-Republicans, 

especially in the Middle Atlantic states of Pennsylva-

nia, New York, and New Jersey, increasingly resorted 

to public meetings, parades, demonstrations, and the 

establishment of various committees to direct their elec-

tion campaigns by publishing addresses to the voters, 

circulating handbills and leafl ets, and holding meet-

ings. Following the Democratic-Republican victory in 

1800 and the ascendancy of the Jeff ersonians during 

the fi rst few decades of the nineteenth century, many 

of these organizations remained active. Nonetheless, the 

Jeff ersonians never fully embraced party development. 

Th us, when James Monroe was reelected president with 

only one vote cast against him, they celebrated it as an 

indication that the country had returned to the con-

sensual ideal that had manifested itself in Washington’s 

unanimous elections as president. Not until the very 

late 1820s and 1830s were political parties accepted as a 

development and a permanent fi xture on the political 

scene. 

 With the exception of a brief period (1793–95) when 

the Democratic-Republicans captured control of the 

House of Representatives, they were a minority party 

throughout the 1790s. Following Washington’s retire-

ment from politics in 1796, the fi rst contested election 

for the presidency took place, but the Federalist candi-

date John Adams defeated Jeff erson by 71 electoral votes 
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to 68. Since the Constitution at that time required the 

vice presidency to go the person with the second highest 

number of electoral votes, Jeff erson assumed the posi-

tion of presiding offi  cer of the United States Senate, and 

while he had no infl uence on the making of policy, he 

continued to lead the opposition. 

 Th e Democratic-Republican Party fi nally gained con-

trol of both the presidency and Congress in the election 

of 1800. Geographically, its support was mainly in the 

Middle Atlantic and southern states, as well in large parts 

of northern New England (New Hampshire and Ver-

mont; and what is now Maine, then still part of Mas-

sachusetts). It also had support in the new western states 

of Kentucky and Tennessee. Th e party included former 

Anti-Federalists, who called themselves Old Repub licans 

because they strongly believed in a weak central govern-

ment and limited executive power—the prevailing view 

at the time of the Revolution, but one the Old Repub-

licans believed had been abandoned with the adoption 

of the U.S. Constitution in 1787–88. Support for the 

Democratic-Republican Party came from diff erent classes 

that included slaveholding Virginia tobacco growers and 

South Carolina rice planters, but also most self-suffi  cient 

farmers and others who had at best only tenuous connec-

tion with the market. Also in the Democratic-Republican 

camp were most Baptists, Methodists, and members of 

other evangelical protestant denominations, along with 

Deists, Unitarians, and Universalists. Many of these 

people, unlike the Old Republicans, were not necessarily 

against the Constitution per se but objected to the spe-

cifi c policies implemented under its authority. 

 Th e Democratic-Republicans did not promulgate a 

formal platform in the election of 1800. But they did 

make their beliefs known by means of resolutions issued 

by the states of Kentucky and Virginia (1798) disputing 

the constitutionality of the Alien and Sedition Acts and 

arguing that the Constitution was a compact made by 

the states in which the powers not specifi cally granted to 

the federal government belonged to the states. Th ey also 

found expression in pamphlets, essays in newspapers, 

campaign handbills, and private letters. In addition to 

strong support of states’ rights, Democratic-Republicans 

advocated a frugal and simple central government, op-

position to a standing army, and a reduction of the na-

tional debt. 

 Th e presidential election of 1800 turned out to be 

much more complicated than anyone anticipated. Jeff er-

son defeated Adams’s bid for reelection by eight electoral 

votes, 73 to 65. However, Jeff erson’s vice presidential can-

didate, Aaron Burr, also received 73 electoral votes. Th e 

tie meant that the election would be decided by the lame 

duck Federalist-dominated House of Representatives 

that had been elected in 1798, with each state having one 

vote. Although some Federalists failed to swing the elec-

tion to Burr, they did manage to prevent Jeff erson from 

getting the requisite majority. Jeff erson was elected when 

a number of key Federalists withdrew their opposition, 

perhaps with the understanding that they would not be 

persecuted nor Hamilton’s economic policies repudiated 

in a Jeff erson administration.

Jeff erson was sworn in as the third president of the 

United States on March 4, 1801. Th is was a particularly 

signifi cant development because it was the fi rst time under 

the U.S. Constitution that the out-party had peacefully 

assumed power with the cooperation of its defeated oppo-

nents. Equally signifi cant, the Democratic-Republicans 

gained control of Congress, thus beginning a 24-year pe-

riod of hegemony over the federal government that lasted 

through the administrations of Jeff erson (1801–9), James 

Madison (1809–17), and James Monroe (1817–25). 

 Jeff erson’s assumption of the presidency raised impor-

tant constitutional and even ideological issues. Was there 

simply to be a change in the personnel and policies of the 

new administration, or were changes to be made to the 

Constitution itself ? To what extent was the Democratic-

Republican victory in 1800 a popular mandate for the 

new administration to do whatever it wanted? Since the 

election had been particularly bitter, did the incoming 

administration need, in some way, to consider the inter-

ests and feelings of the defeated minority and make an 

eff ort to heal the wounds of the country? How, in partic-

ular, was Jeff erson to reconcile his position as president 

of all the people with his position as a party leader?

In the quarter century that followed, not all Democratic-

Republicans agreed on the answers to these questions. At 

the most important level, the Old Republicans wanted 

basic changes to the U.S. Constitution in order to 

weaken the powers of the central government and execu-

tive branch and to shorten the terms of offi  ce of sena-

tors. On the other hand, the more nationalist  members 

of the Democratic-Republican Party, led by James 

Madison—who more than anyone else had helped cre-

ate the Constitution—feared and opposed such changes. 

Sharp internal diff erences existed within the party over 

such issues as whether to repudiate Hamilton’s fi nan-

cial measures and what to do about Federalist control 

of the national judiciary. Although Jeff erson had some 

sympathy with the concerns of the Old Republican wing 
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of the party, he opted for a policy of moderation and 

reconciliation. 

 But the Democratic-Republican Party, having achieved 

power, did not “out-Federalize” the Federalists. It reduced 

the size of the army and navy, signifi cantly lowered inter-

nal taxes, and generally cut government spending to en-

sure the accumulation of surpluses that were used to pay 

off  the national debt. Most important, the Democratic-

Republicans acquired additional territory for the United 

States through wars and treaties with Native Americans, 

the Louisiana Purchase, and the buying of Florida. Th ey 

encouraged settlement of the West by allowing people to 

buy land on credit.

During the fi rst two decades of the nineteenth century 

the Democratic-Republicans eff ectively shifted the atten-

tion of the country from its involvement in the Atlantic 

economy to its own internal economic development. Th e 

most concrete manifestation of this was the number of 

new states admitted to the union between 1800 and 1820: 

Ohio (1803), Louisiana (1812), Indiana (1816), Mississippi 

(1817), Illinois (1818), Alabama (1819), Missouri (1820), and 

Maine (1820). Th is was also a period of rapid economic 

growth. Older urban areas like New York, Philadelphia, 

Baltimore, and New Orleans grew rapidly during these 

years, and various boomtowns like Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-

vania; Lexington and Louisville, Kentucky; Cincinnati, 

Ohio; St. Louis, Missouri; Nashville, Tennessee; Roches-

ter, New York; and Huntsville, Alabama, also emerged. 

 Madison’s election to the presidency was a major 

victory for the commercial and national wing of the 

Democratic-Republican Party. He helped secure the in-

dependence of the federal judiciary by threatening to use 

force against Pennsylvania when it tried to resist a con-

troversial Supreme Court decision,  United States v. Peters  
(1809), compelling the state to back down. His appoint-

ments of Joseph Story and Gabriel Duvall to the high 

court were also important because the two men became 

fi rm allies of Chief Justice John Marshall. It is no accident 

that the most important economic and constitutional 

decisions made under Marshall’s leadership occurred fol-

lowing Madison’s assumption of the presidency. 

 At the same time, the numerous diplomatic problems 

created by the events that led to the War of 1812 brought 

diffi  culty and confusion to the Democratic-Republican 

Party. Jeff erson’s embargo policy proved controversial and 

unenforceable, and the drift and confusion that charac-

terized Madison’s foreign policy during his fi rst term in 

offi  ce led to a temporary revival of Federalist strength 

in Congress. Madison also faced various personality and 

policy confl icts within his cabinet, and the failure of a 

measure he supported, the rechartering of the fi rst Bank 

of the United States in 1811, created numerous economic 

problems and an unstable currency. 

 Madison was barely reelected president in 1812. Th e 

War of 1812 found the country unprepared militarily, 

and was characterized by chaos, ineffi  ciency, and fre-

quent military defeats, including the burning of Wash-

ington, D.C. Still, the results of the War of 1812 worked 

to Madison’s and the Democratic-Republican Party’s 

benefi t: a spirit of nationalism prevailed in most parts of 

the United States, aided and magnifi ed by Andrew Jack-

son’s belated but signifi cant victory at New Orleans. 

 As a result, during the last two years of his second 

administration, Madison and his followers were unusu-

ally popular and powerful. Signifi cantly, the Federalists 

who had engaged in obstructionist activities during the 

war were now discredited as a national party, while the 

Old Republicans were also in disarray. As a consequence, 

a protective tariff  and a second Bank of the United States 

were adopted in 1816, and a federal program of internal 

improvements failed when Madison opposed it for con-

stitutional, not policy, reasons. Th ese measures were later 

referred to as the American System because their purpose 

was to develop the domestic economy by making the na-

tion less dependent on foreign trade. 

 Th e years immediately following the end of the War 

of 1812 were ones of agricultural prosperity in most parts 

of the country outside of New England. Follow ing the 

Napoleonic Wars, bad weather in Europe created a heavy 

demand for American meat and grain products. At the 

same time, British manufacturing interests were willing 

to pay ever higher prices for American cotton. Within 

the United States, major transportation changes, which 

included the building of turnpikes and canals and the 

development of the steamboat, allowed goods to be 

shipped to market more quickly and cheaply than ever 

before and led to a quickening of communication among 

diff erent parts of the country. During the early decades 

of the nineteenth century, a legal system that encouraged 

and protected the country’s economic development also 

evolved. Perhaps most important, the United States un-

derwent a major fi nancial revolution built on the prolif-

eration of banks, which made capital easily available and 

increased the money supply, lubricating the economy 

and replacing the older barter system used by small farm-

ers in economic transactions. 

 James Monroe’s presidency is frequently referred to as 

the “era of good feeling.” At best, the term is  misleading. 



Democratic Party, 1800–28

234

While no formal opposition party existed on the na-

tional level and the various constitutional and ideologi-

cal struggles of the prewar period were muted, politics 

now involved struggles for power, the control of patron-

age, and special privileges on the local level. Th e result 

was that, with a few exceptions (mainly in New York and 

Pennsylvania) popular participation in politics tended to 

be low between 1815 and 1819. 

 Th is development did not disturb many Democratic-

Republicans because they did not believe in a robust two-

party system in which issues could be debated openly 

and the mass of the people could make the fi nal decision 

at the polls. Most Democratic-Republicans believed po-

litical leaders were chosen because of their demonstrated 

superiority in education, experience, and achievement. 

Th ey stressed consensus, compromise, and for the most 

part—at least outwardly—a harmony of interests. Th ey 

also stressed a separation between the making of public 

policy by elites and participation in the development of 

a market economy by the mass of people that had been 

the object of their economic policies. 

 For the Democratic-Republicans, the congressional 

nominating caucus was the most important manifesta-

tion of how politics should operate. It consisted of mem-

bers of the party from both houses of Congress, which 

selected the party’s presidential candidate. Th e practice 

had started during the election of 1800 and continued 

through 1824. Th is nomination was the most important 

step in a presidential race because, with the exception 

of the election of 1812, selection by the caucus was tant-

amount to election during the fi rst two decades of the 

nineteenth century. Th e caucus played a key role in 1808, 

selecting Madison over Monroe despite opposition by 

a number of important Old Republicans lead by John 

Randolph, John Taylor, Nathaniel Macon, and George 

Clinton, who were critical of Madison’s constitutional 

nationalism and believed he had not been suffi  ciently 

extreme in his opposition to the Hamilton-inspired fi -

nancial system after Jeff erson’s election. Madison was 

renominated in 1812, but DeWitt Clinton, an important 

Democratic-Republican from New York, openly aligned 

himself with a number of New England Federalists and 

other discontented Democratic-Republicans to oppose 

Madison’s reelection. Th e election was extremely close, 

but Madison won. From that point, Clinton, who re-

mained a major force in New York politics, was eff ectively 

barred from the national arena. In fact, Madison and 

Monroe used their control of the federal patronage to 

aid Clinton’s opponents in New York. In 1816 Monroe 

received the caucus nomination, defeating William H. 

Crawford of Georgia by a vote of 65 to 54. 

 Unlike Clinton, Crawford accepted the caucus deci-

sion and supported Monroe, who went on to an easy 

victory. For his part, Crawford accepted an appointment 

as secretary of the treasury in Monroe’s cabinet, and was 

generally considered to be his heir apparent: he was ex-

pected to receive the caucus nomination for president in 

1824 after Monroe served his two terms in offi  ce. 

But,  by 1824, when Crawford did receive it, the caucus 

nomination meant little. Th e Democratic-Republican 

Party had begun to disintegrate under several pressures: 

the Panic of 1819 and the depression that followed, the 

states’ rights reaction to the U.S. Supreme Court’s na-

tionalist decisions, the debate over the growth and ex-

pansion of slavery and the Missouri Compromise, and 

the emergence of Andrew Jackson as a national politi-

cal fi gure. Th e Panic of 1819 was particularly important 

because it increased interest in politics among enfran-

chised white males who believed the making of eco-

nomic policy should no longer be left in the hands of 

elites. As a consequence, the congressional caucus had 

become outdated by 1824, attended by less than one-

third of its members. Instead, the various other can-

didates for the presidency (Andrew Jackson, John Q. 

Adams, Henry Clay, and John C. Calhoun) were se-

lected by various state nominating conventions or by 

local resolutions. 

 Th e 1820s was also characterized by the development 

of sectionalism. It was linked in part to the growth of 

slavery, for the development of the cotton culture in the 

Old Southwest (Alabama, Mississippi, central and west-

ern Tennessee, and Louisiana) undercut the Jeff ersonian 

view that slavery was a dying institution. But economic 

issues were the main focus of sectionalism. Th e struggle 

over a protective tariff  and the push for a national bank-

ruptcy law divided the country primarily along North-

South lines, but the debate over a federal program of 

internal improvements and national land policy involved 

a contest between the East and West. As a consequence, 

the sectionalism of the 1820s tended to be kaleidoscopic, 

shifting from issue to issue and therefore diff erent from 

the sectionalism that developed during the 1850s between 

the free and slave states. 

 In the ensuing presidential election of 1824, Jackson 

received a plurality of both the electoral and popular 

vote, but the House of Representatives chose Adams, 
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who came in second in each category, on the fi rst ballot. 

As president, Adams continued to espouse the American 

System and the older elitist view of politics, going so far 

at one point as to urge Congress not to be “palsied by the 

will of our constituents.” During his administration, the 

Democratic-Republican Party divided into two groups. 

Adams and his supporters, led by Clay, became known 

as the National Republicans, which became the core of 

the Whig Party in the 1830s. Jackson’s supporters became 

known as the Democratic Party and took most of their 

values from the Old Republicans. 

 Th ere is no connection between the Democratic-

Republicans and the Republican Party that emerged in 

1854. Th ere are, however, very real organizational ties be-

tween the Democratic-Republicans and the Democratic 

Party of today. 

  See also  Republican Party to 1896. 
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 R I C H A R D  E .  E L L I S 

 Democratic Party, 1828–60 

 Th e Democratic Party was the dominant political or-

ganization of the antebellum republic. Although never 

entirely united and in fact prone to periodic schism and 

fracture, it commanded a degree of loyalty and reverence 

that made it more like a church than a political party. To 

its most dedicated supporters it was indissolubly linked 

to American democracy and freedom, and to the nation 

itself. 

 Th e party nevertheless presents the historian with some 

problems. As the splits and divisions that punctuate its 

history confi rm, it was never monolithic. Moreover, it 

went through major changes in the generation between 

the election of Andrew Jackson and the republic’s col-

lapse in 1861: the issues of the 1850s were, for the most 

part, not those of the 1820s, and the party responded 

accordingly, despite continuities of personnel and policy 

and the ideological assumptions governing both. 

 Early Years 

 A sharp ideological focus was not apparent when the 

party came into existence in the 1820s. Andrew Jackson, 

its standard-bearer in that decade, fi rst acquired fame not 

for the principles he propounded but for the triumphs 

he had secured on the military battlefi eld. As a slayer of 

Native Americans and the British (most conspicuously 

at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815), Jackson attracted 

public attention and—even more important—the atten-

tion of politicos who wished to fi nd a winning candidate 

for the presidential election of 1824. Jackson was bol-

stered by disparate groups, with diff erent motives in dif-

ferent sections and even states of the Union, but among 

his core supporters were some who feared that specula-

tion and a newly emerging fi nancial and political elite 

threatened the traditional values of the republic. Some 

had been disturbed by the Panic of 1819, which suggested 

that the commercial growth of the era had been pur-

chased at the expense of the rural simplicity that Th omas 

Jeff erson had extolled and that many believed essen-

tial to the preservation of American democracy. Th ese 

groups and these perceptions would come to dominate 

the Democratic Party later, but they were merely one ele-

ment among many in the party’s earliest days. 

 In the presidential election of 1824, Jackson received 

a plurality of both popular ballots and votes in the 
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 electoral college. But with no outright winner, the elec-

tion went into the House of Representatives and John 

Quincy Adams of Massachusetts, son of former presi-

dent John Adams, was elected, thanks to support from a 

third group, the supporters of Henry Clay. When Adams 

then appointed Clay secretary of state, Jackson’s sup-

porters, together with the “Old Hero” Jackson himself, 

were outraged by what they believed had been a “cor-

rupt bargain” that had cheated the American public of 

their rightful president. Th e election of 1824, together 

with the corrupt bargain charge, was of enormous im-

portance to the Democratic Party. Partisans repeated the 

charge ad nauseam for the next four years while Jack-

son and his supporters identifi ed their cause with that 

of American democracy itself. Th is identifi cation would 

remain in place for a generation. Th e Democratic Party 

was confi rmed, in the eyes of its members and even some 

of its enemies, as the party of American democracy. 

 As yet, however, Jackson was identifi ed with few 

specifi c policies. He favored little more than “retrench-

ment” (a reduction in federal spending), and “reform” 

(the principle of rotation in offi  ce). On the issue of a 

protective tariff , he was largely uncommitted, and he had 

no specifi c policy toward the second Bank of the United 

States, which had been chartered in 1816. 

 The Jackson and Van Buren Presidencies 

 Having defeated Adams in 1828, however, the party of 

Jackson began to acquire a more distinctive identity. 

Four events in the 1820s and early 1830s were decisive. 

Th e fi rst, the election of 1824, confi rmed Jackson’s ma-

joritarianism (despite his failure to obtain a majority of 

the votes cast). Believing that the electorate had been 

cheated, he assumed a natural confl ict between the peo-

ple and the elites of the nation. 

 Th e second event that played a key role in the cre-

ation of a Democratic Party identity concerned Native 

Americans. By the time Jackson came to offi  ce, the In-

dians in the South and Southwest presented a barrier to 

the expansion of white America—or so men like Jack-

son believed. Th e new president accordingly suggested 

the “voluntary” removal of Indians in Georgia and else-

where in the South to west of the Mississippi River. Th e 

scheme was tantamount to forced relocation, since the 

pressures on those who chose to remain would soon be-

come unendurable. During his administration, Jackson 

and his offi  cials signed dozens of treaties with Native 

Americans, obtaining in the process some 100 million 

acres of land. In its impact on the Indians this disposses-

sion and forced relocation constituted one of the greatest 

tragedies of the antebellum era, such was the suff ering 

endured by its alleged benefi ciaries. For the Democratic 

Party, however, Indian removal contributed to the great 

strength that Jackson enjoyed in most of the states con-

cerned. When combined with his personal popularity 

(resting in part upon his earlier military victories against 

Indians as well as Englishmen), it made his presidency 

almost unchallengeable in the states most directly af-

fected. On balance, Indian removal was a tremendous 

vote winner for the Democratic Party in general and for 

Jackson in particular. Moreover, it reinforced a cardinal 

tenet of the Democratic creed: the party would advocate 

“equal rights”—but not for those whose skin was the 

“wrong” color. 

 Th e third major event of Jackson’s presidential career 

concerned the politics of slavery. In the early and mid-

1830s, the slavery controversy, relatively quiet since the 

early 1820s, entered a new era. Some agitators demanded 

immediate abolition; others insisted that slavery was 

perpetual in the Union, guaranteed by the Constitu-

tion, and, as such, deserving of special protection. Th e 

acknowledged leader of the proslavery forces was, by 

the early 1830s, John C. Calhoun, who had been elected 

Jackson’s vice president but broke with his running mate. 

He argued that any state, within its own boundaries, had 

the right to nullify a federal law of which it disapproved. 

Clearly this was the principle of states’ rights driven to 

its farthest reaches. Jackson’s reply to the nullifi ers was 

equally extreme. Unable to see any real threat to slavery, 

and concluding that Calhoun was driven by the basest of 

motives, the president condemned nullifi cation as trea-

son. He went further: insisting that the Union was per-

petual, he refused to acknowledge that states possessed 

the right of secession. Indeed, he implied, secession—

like nullifi cation—was treason. To remove any ambigu-

ity about his intentions, Jackson asked Congress for a 

“force bill” allowing him to use troops, if necessary, to 

collect the federal revenue. 

 Th e eff ect on southern opinion was immediate. Many 

of the president’s supporters in the South balked at the 

Force Bill of 1833, and his previously unassailable posi-

tion became vulnerable. His critics now came out into 

the open. Th roughout most of the Middle and Deep 

South, where Jackson had run so strongly in 1828 and 

1832, the results were similar. While most Southerners 

applauded Jackson’s view of nullifi cation, many were 

reluctant to endorse his view of secession, and, in some 

cases, the majoritarianism upon which it rested. Th ough 
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the nullifi cation crisis was soon over, in the next few 

years, abolitionists fl ooded the South with pamphlets, 

and controversy raged over the reception in Congress of 

antislavery petitions. Th e result was a new set of prob-

lems for Northerners and Southerners alike. In his presi-

dential campaigns, Jackson had not had to contend with 

these diffi  culties, but in 1836, they would pose a severe 

test for all parties and for statesmen on both sides of the 

Mason-Dixon Line. 

 Th e fourth event to exercise a major infl uence on 

the Democratic Party was the war with the Bank of the 

United States. For many years, historians were reluctant 

to acknowledge the basic—and obvious—fact that An-

drew Jackson disliked all banks on ideological grounds. 

Th ese sentiments were not prominent in his election 

campaigns of the 1820s, but by the time of the Annual 

Message of 1829, Jackson was expressing serious misgiv-

ings about the bank. A year later, he proposed important 

modifi cations to any new charter it might receive. When 

its president, Nicholas Biddle, applied for a rechartering 

in 1832, Jackson not only vetoed the bill but expressed 

what would become classic Democratic hostility to “the 

rich and powerful,” whose infl uence on government, 

he declared, posed an ever present threat to the well-

being of the masses. In 1832 Jackson was triumphantly 

reelected; the masses seemed to have endorsed his view 

of the Bank of the United States. 

 Even more controversial was Jackson’s next move in 

his war against the Bank of the United States: the re-

moval of government deposits. In justifying this action, 

the president once again expressed his suspicion of the 

nation’s elites, now both commercial and political. Here 

the ultimate goal of the president and those who shared 

his views could be glimpsed: he wanted to force smaller 

bills out of circulation entirely. Although paper money 

would continue to be used in larger commercial trans-

actions, many Americans would encounter throughout 

their lives only specie—coins made of gold or silver. 

With the same goal in mind, Jackson in 1836 insisted 

that government agencies receive only gold and silver in 

payment for public lands. In his Farewell Message, he 

went far beyond attacks on a single commercial insti-

tution, however large. Excoriating the “money power” 

and the “paper system,” the president warned that they 

engendered speculation, corruption, and inequality. Jack-

son posited an unending struggle between “the agricul-

tural, the mechanical, and the laboring classes” on the 

one hand, and the “money power” on the other. Here 

was the pure milk of Jacksonian Democracy. By the time 

of Jackson’s Farewell Message,  Democratic principles 

were as clear as they would ever be. 

 In the next few years, the bank war entered its most 

critical phase. No sooner had Old Hickory’s chosen suc-

cessor, Martin Van Buren, taken offi  ce than news of a 

fi nancial crisis broke. By May a panic had set in, and 

banks across the nation suspended specie payments. Th e 

new president made a crucial decision. He would follow 

Jackson’s lead and establish an Independent Treasury, an 

institution that would hold and disburse government 

funds but would not act like a bank in other ways. In 

eff ect, Van Buren was, as his supporters claimed, “divorc-

ing” the government from the banks. 

 Still more important was the course of the bank war 

in the states. Th e late 1830s and early 1840s marked the 

high point of agrarian radicalism, not only in the Jack-

sonian era but in the entire history of the United States. 

Th ey also signaled the eclipse of sectional hostilities. 

Banking overshadowed the slavery question through-

out the nation. Th e hard-money Democrats, the heirs 

of Andrew Jackson, now brought the Jacksonian era 

to its culmination. In almost every state of the Union, 

the Democratic Party took action against the banks. In 

the West, where the fi nancial turbulence had been most 

severe, hard money Democrats frequently aimed to de-

stroy all banks; in the East, where the banking system 

was more mature and stable, reform was the order of 

the day. How successful were they? Th e confi guration 

of political forces varied from state to state. A minority 

of (conservative) Democrats objected vigorously to the 

attacks on the banks and, in some states, were able to ef-

fect an alliance with the Whig opposition that prevented 

the hard-money Democrats from achieving their goals. 

In many states and territories, however, abolition of all 

banks was offi  cial party policy, and, in some, it was actu-

ally implemented. 

 A Changing Agenda: The 1840s 

 In the 1840s, however, the political agenda shifted deci-

sively, and the nature and priorities of the Democratic 

Party changed accordingly. Early in the decade, even 

though the Bank war was still raging in some states, 

sectional issues resurfaced. For most of the 1840s, the 

Democratic Party managed to combine a muted version 

of its original appeal with a new responsiveness to the 

demands of southern slaveholders. Democratic attacks 

upon the rich and powerful had been directed against 

those whose wealth was mercantile, fi nancial, or indus-

trial. Th ose who had prospered instead by exploiting the 
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labor of African American slaves had escaped censure 

and indeed were viewed as part of the farming interest 

that Democrats had pledged to uphold. Nevertheless, 

in the 1840s, some slaveholders demanded more. Fearing 

that British antislavery pressure soon would be brought 

to bear upon the newly independent republic of Texas, 

some Southerners, with John C. Calhoun once again at 

their head, urged the immediate annexation of Texas. 

Th e Democratic Party succumbed to this pressure, as 

Northerners and Southerners alike presented this expan-

sionist drive as evidence of the nation’s Manifest Destiny 

to occupy the entire North American continent. Demo-

crats were thus able to call for similar accessions of terri-

tory in the North, specifi cally in Oregon. 

 Th e problem was that these accessions of territory, 

when they could be secured, reopened the question of 

the extension of slavery. In the 1840s and 1850s, Demo-

crats in the South spearheaded the drive for more slave 

states, and most Democrats in the North were more will-

ing to countenance these demands than were members of 

other political parties, whether Whigs, Know-Nothings, 

or Republicans. In the mid- and late 1840s, Democrats 

were most keen to wage war with Mexico and most keen 

to allow slavery into the lands thus acquired, despite the 

Democratic affi  liation of Representative David Wilmot, 

whose famous Proviso of 1846 sought to prevent the 

spread of slavery into new areas. Th en in 1850, under the 

leadership of Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas, Dem-

ocrats championed the policy of “popular sovereignty,” 

which denied to Congress, but conferred on the inhabit-

ants of the territory in question, the right to determine 

the fate of slavery there. 

 Th ese concessions to the South and the slaveholding 

interest were made only at the expense of a damaging 

split within the party in the North. Wilmot himself was 

from Pennsylvania, but the deepest intraparty division 

was probably in New York. Here the radical Democrats, 

dubbed “barnburners” by friend and foe alike, led a cru-

sade to prevent the party becoming the vehicle for the 

expansion of slavery. In 1848 an outright breach occurred 

when their leader, Martin Van Buren, accepted the Free 

Soil Party’s nomination for president. Van Buren, in 

common with virtually all Democrats north and south, 

had traditionally been hostile to abolitionism on the 

grounds that it threatened national unity. But the exten-

sion of slavery awakened fresh concerns that had more 

to do with the injustices allegedly suff ered by white labor 

than with the iniquities of enslavement itself. Although 

these northern Democrats repudiated the proslavery pol-

icies of the 1840s, others took their cue from Stephen A. 

Douglas and acquiesced in them. 

 Toward the Civil War: 1850–61 

 Similarly, it was northern Democrats, again under 

Douglas, who took the lead in extending the policy 

of popular sovereignty to the territories of Kansas and 

Nebraska. Th e Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, perhaps 

the most portentous legislative measure in the history 

of the republic, repealed the Missouri Compromise 

and thus created the possibility that Kansas (and Ne-

braska, though climatic considerations made this highly 

improbable) might enter the Union as slave states. Th e 

Democratic goal here, or at least the northern Demo-

crats’ goal, however, was not to spread slavery but in-

stead to open up the West to settlement and to link the 

existing states of the Midwest to those recently estab-

lished on the Pacifi c Coast. 

 Th e impact of the Kansas-Nebraska Act was immense. 

It played a major role in weakening the Democrats in the 

North while confi rming and extending their infl uence 

in the South. Moreover, it created in Kansas conditions 

that were ripe for a rapid descent into near civil war as 

pro- and antislavery settlers repeatedly clashed. 

 In the mid-1850s, however, these were not the only 

issues to achieve prominence. Th e crusade for a govern-

mental prohibition of alcohol, though focused entirely 

on state and local governments, polarized many com-

munities, especially in the North. Democrats had tra-

ditionally frowned upon such governmental activism, 

partly on the grounds that it eroded individual liberty, 

and that it seemed to confer dangerous powers upon 

a self- constituted moral elite. Th ese attitudes persisted 

into the 1850s, but some states and localities modifi ed or 

abandoned them as the temperance movement gained 

strength. More important was the Know-Nothing cru-

sade, which rose to meteoric prominence in late 1854 and 

1855. Once again, traditional Democratic values man-

dated a defense of the immigrant, and of the right to vote 

of even the recently arrived immigrant, but those values 

were modifi ed or even renounced in some localities. 

 By the time of the presidential election of 1856, how-

ever, both the temperance and the anti-immigrant cru-

sades had subsided, leaving the slavery question at the 

top of the nation’s political agenda. By now the political 

geography of the nation had changed markedly. In the 

heyday of the Second Party System in the late 1830s and 

early 1840s, the Democrats had been strong throughout 

the nation, but especially in the West, the lower North, 
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and the Deep South. By the mid- to late 1850s, on the 

other hand, the South, apart from the border states, 

was solidly Democratic, whereas the North as a whole 

had been lost, apart from Pennsylvania, Illinois, Indi-

ana, and the then underpopulated states of Oregon and 

California. 

 By now, too, the agrarian radicalism of Jacksonian 

times had largely disappeared from view. A fi nancial 

panic in 1857 allowed it to reemerge but on a much 

smaller scale and, as far as most of the nation was con-

cerned, for only a matter of months. In contrast, by 1860 

the Democrats’ southern orientation was more evident 

than ever and resulted in a split in the party in 1860. 

Northern Democrats, having been saddled with the de-

fense of unpopular measures or actions like the Kansas-

Nebraska Act, the subsequent unrest in Kansas, and the 

beating of Charles Sumner in the U.S. Senate in 1856, 

now refused to bend the knee once more in subjection 

to the southern demand for a slave code in the territories 

(by which Congress would be required to protect slavery 

in any territory until the moment of statehood). Th is 

Democratic split was probably not responsible for the 

Republican victory of 1860, but it did reveal the inability 

of the party to come to terms with the dominant issues 

of the day. 

 The Democratic Party Balance Sheet 

 Th e Democratic split of 1860 both mirrored and antici-

pated the split in the nation that would usher in four 

years of slaughter and carnage. Since the time of Andrew 

Jackson, the party had enjoyed extraordinary political 

success, achieving victory in all but two presidential 

elections between 1828 and 1859. Democrats had con-

trolled Congress for most of this time, and they had also 

controlled a majority of the states. What had the party 

accomplished? Its policies had—until the 1850s, at any 

rate—been crowned with success. As Democratic ide-

ology implied, the federal government had withdrawn 

from the activities that it had once pursued: a national 

bank had been dismantled and a low-tariff  policy in-

stituted; and Congress had even renounced its control 

over slavery in the territories. Equally important, the 

populistic political practices inaugurated in the 1820s by 

the Jacksonians had become standard by 1860, and were 

adopted enthusiastically by the Republicans that year. 

Ironically, this played a major part in bringing about the 

collapse of Democratic control. 

 Th e Democratic balance sheet contains many liabili-

ties. Democratic economic policies were, on the whole, 

triumphant. But by midcentury, they resulted not in the 

triumph of Jeff ersonian agrarianism but instead in eco-

nomic development and diversifi cation that more closely 

resembled the vision of those in the anti-Democratic tra-

dition. Moreover, the party utterly failed to deal with the 

slavery question. It increasingly became the vehicle for 

southern proslavery militancy, and—fi rst in the North, 

and then in the nation as a whole—paid a high electoral 

price as a result.

For a generation, the party had claimed to be the party 

of American democracy and of the republic. In a sense, 

this claim was still valid in 1860. Within Republican 

ranks, the former Democrats were famed for their infl ex-

ible unionism, their refusal to contemplate any major 

concessions to the slaveholding interest. Even those who 

had not defected to the Republican Party rallied to the 

Union, with few exceptions, once the fi rst shots had been 

fi red at Fort Sumter. But by now northern Democrats 

were bit players in the great national drama that was un-

folding. Southern Democrats, by contrast, were essen-

tially in charge of events south of the Mason-Dixon Line 

but had little enthusiasm for party forms, little aff ection 

for the vast majority of their onetime northern allies, 

and little pride in the traditions of the Democratic Party. 

Th e days of Democratic hegemony were over. But in one 

sense, this confi rmed the connections among the party, 

American democracy, and the nation itself. Th e margin-

alization of the party signaled the failure of the demo-

cratic process. It also announced the deepest crisis ever 

to face the American republic. 

  See also  abolitionism; agrarian politics; banking policy; Jack-

sonian era, 1828–45; Native Americans and politics; slavery. 
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 Democratic Party, 1860–96 

 In 1860 the Democratic Party suff ered the most disas-

trous defeat in its entire history. Th e party split apart, 

running two separate tickets, one headed by Senator 

Stephen Douglas of Illinois and the other by John C. 

Breckinridge of Kentucky, the sitting vice president. Th e 

Democrats lost not just the election but also half of their 

membership, which left to join the southern Confed-

eracy. From this low point, the party managed to revive 

and then, by the mid-1870s, return to its former position 

as the rival of the nation’s other major party, the Repub-

licans. How did it manage to achieve such a remarkable 

recovery? 

 Th roughout the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, the 

Democratic Party, and its predecessor, the Democratic-

 Republican Party of Th omas Jeff erson and James Madi-

son, had assumed the role of watchdog over American 

politics, making sure that the power and authority of the 

federal government were kept under control. To off set 

federal authority, the Democrats mobilized the power of 

state and local government and the ideas associated with 

them, states’ rights and localism. To counter attempts by 

Federalists, or Whigs, or Republicans to impose cultural 

or religious orthodoxy or to marginalize particular ethnic 

or social groups, the Democrats insisted on the promo-

tion of cultural and social diversity and the protection 

of civil liberties. As the  New York Herald  complained in 

1860, Democrats had to fi ght against “the evils of po-

litical meddling with morals, religion and the rights of 

communities.” Opposition to federal interference and 

government meddling, whether in the economic, social, 

or cultural sphere, was the Democratic Party’s assigned 

role in American party politics. As long as it maintained 

this oppositional tradition, the party would continue to 

be both necessary and viable. 

 But a political party is held together by more than 

ideology and identity. It also consists of an electoral co-

alition of interests and groups. By the outbreak of civil 

war in 1861, the Democrats’ base of support was well 

established. Its geographic center lay in the southern 

slaveholding states, along with the border states and the 

lower portions of the Midwest that were populated by 

migrants from the nearby South. In the northern states, 

it relied primarily on the immigrant population, mainly 

Irish and German, as well as the growing numbers of 

Catholics, most of them Irish. Living in the cities, these 

religious and ethnic groups tended to be organized by the 

Democratic bosses and machines that were proliferating 

there. Also reliably Democratic were New York and New 

Jersey, both of which contained important economic 

sectors engaged in commerce and fi nance. Although one 

of their hallmarks was a tolerance of ethnic and religious 

diff erences, the Democrats were nevertheless hostile to-

ward nonwhite races, African Americans in particular 

but also Native Americans and later the Chinese. White 

supremacy, in fact, continued to be a defi ning feature 

of Democratic identity after the war. Th erefore, those 

whites who responded to racist appeals and racial fears 

were a basic component of the Democratic coalition. 

 Possessing a well-established ideology, or creed, and a 

broad electoral coalition, the Democrats could probably 

withstand the calamity of 1860 as long as they hewed to 

their recognized role in American politics as the party of 

opposition whose task was to prevent political centraliza-

tion and cultural homogenization. Abandonment of this 

traditional stance would risk losing the party’s identity 

and courting electoral disaster. 

 Phase One: Upheaval, 1861–74 

 Th e prospects for the Democratic Party when war broke 

out looked gloomy indeed. Once the overwhelmingly 

Democratic Southerners had withdrawn, the party be-

came a distinct minority in Congress. As the party that 

had collaborated with the men who were now rebels 

and traitors, the Democrats might have faced extinc-

tion. Th at possibility threatened when the Republican 

Party renamed itself the Union Party and succeeded in 

drawing into its inclusive tent a number of what were 

soon called “War Democrats” when the other wing of 

the party, consisting of the “Peace Democrats,” or “Cop-

perheads,” began to oppose the war and call for a ne-

gotiated peace. But the main body of the Democratic 

minority decided to assume the role of a vigorous op-

position so as to maintain “the Constitution as it is, the 

Union as it was,” even though it lacked the votes to pre-

vent or change the Republicans’ policy initiatives. 

 In assuming this stand, the regular Democrats op-

posed the dominant Republican Party in several arenas 

of public policy during the war. First, they challenged 

the Republicans when they took advantage of their war-

time majority in the Th irty-eighth Congress and pro-

moted their activist, partisan agenda, consisting of a 

protective tariff , a transcontinental railroad, homestead 

legislation, land-grant colleges, and a uniform national 

system of banking and currency. Democrats also reacted 
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strongly to many of the Republicans’ civil measures for 

prosecuting the war, such as their Confi scation Acts of 

1861 and 1862, as well as periodic action by the execu-

tive branch and the military to curb seditious activities 

by curtailing civil liberties. Also generating Democratic 

opposition were the Republicans’ eff orts to fi nance the 

war by means of taxes, loans, and paper money (green-

backs), all involving dangerous economic intervention 

and change. And, fi nally, Republican attempts to ex-

pand war aims beyond the limited objective of saving 

the Union provoked Democratic ire, most notably over 

the introduction of emancipation of the slaves in the 

fall of 1862. 

 Th e Democrats’ function as an unwavering opposition 

and their routine votes against most Republican mea-

sures during the war seemed to resonate with an elec-

torate fearful of federal activism and innovation. Party 

leaders calculated accurately the extent of the elector-

ate’s primordial resistance to central authority as well as 

their own party’s ability to benefi t politically from it. In 

the 1864 presidential election, 45 percent of voters cast a 

ballot for the Democrats, despite their nomination of a 

failed Union general, George B. McClellan, who ran on 

a platform calling for a negotiated peace after “four years 

of failure” to restore the Union through war. New York’s 

governor, Horatio Seymour, hailed this strong Demo-

cratic showing as evidence of “our numerous strength.” 

 With the end of the war in April 1865, sectional con-

fl ict did not cease, nor did the Democrats become more 

cooperative. Instead, the formulation of policy for the 

defeated South became an arena for the Democrats to 

continue to challenge the Republicans, though they now 

shifted their stance from instinctive opposition to will-

ful obstruction. If Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, 

had not chosen to resist the Republicans’ determined ef-

forts to introduce a new political order in the South, the 

Democratic minority in Congress might have taken a 

diff erent and more pragmatic course. But the ensuing 

struggle between Johnson and Congress over Recon-

struction policy provided the Democrats with an in-

fl uential and stubborn ally in their attempt to revitalize 

their party. So they voted solidly, often unanimously, 

against all the major Reconstruction legislation enacted 

by the Republicans—the Civil Rights Act of 1866, the 

Fourteenth Amendment, and the Reconstruction Act of 

1867. And they provided eager and reliable support for 

Johnson’s steady stream of truculent vetoes. 

 Although this strategy of resistance did not prevent 

the Republicans from enacting their vital measures for 

reconstructing the South, it still polarized the diff erences 

between the parties, giving the Democrats a clearly de-

fi ned posture that, they were convinced, would ensure 

their viability as a needed check on radical federal poli-

cies. Democrats stood for conciliation toward the former 

Confederates and a speedy reunion of the divided country, 

and they objected to an externally imposed reconstruc-

tion of the South. Th ey also encouraged white hostility to 

Republican eff orts to provide blacks with legal and physi-

cal protection in the South and to guarantee them equal 

rights and suff rage throughout the nation. Sectional rec-

onciliation and white supremacy would resonate, so the 

Democrats hoped, with northern voters tired of confl ict 

and eager for stability and order. Th e sharp contrast be-

tween the major parties was dramatized during the 1868 

presidential contest, when the Democrats selected a 

well-known Peace Democrat, Horatio Seymour, whose 

running mate, Francis Blair Jr., denounced the Recon-

struction Acts as “null and void” and made his distaste 

for African Americans abundantly clear. 

 During the two-term Grant administration from 1868 

to 1876, the Democrats continued to vote as a bloc against 

further measures to sustain Reconstruction in the South, 

such as the Enforcement Acts of 1870–71, as well as 

against additional civil rights legislation like the Fifteenth 

Amendment and the Civil Rights Act of 1875. But, after 

1870, they shifted their position somewhat by pledging 

formally that, if it should return to power nationally, the 

Democratic Party would not overturn any federal statute 

or amendment expanding black rights. Th is initiative, 

called the New Departure, prepared the way for the party 

to move on to other issues, which it did in 1872, when 

the Democrats endorsed the presidential nominee of the 

Liberal Republican Party, which had just been formed by 

a sizable group of Republican dissidents opposed to the 

renomination of Grant. Th is maneuver was intended to 

broaden the Democrats’ support as well as to proclaim 

their changed stance, away from obstruction and back 

to opposition. 

 Even though this scheme failed when Horace Greeley 

lost decisively to President Grant, the party’s fortunes re-

vived dramatically over the next few years. Th e new Re-

publican governments elected and installed in the South 

after 1868 had encountered diffi  culties from the outset, 

and, by the 1870s, they were struggling to stay in control. 

Simultaneously, their opponents, the former Confeder-

ates and their allies who had aligned themselves with the 

Democrats, were returning to power in the region, some-

times by fair means, usually by foul. 
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 After the nation’s economy plunged into a depression 

in 1873, the Democrats blamed their Republican op-

ponents for the ensuing hard times and were rewarded 

with a majority in the House a year later. Th e Repub-

licans’ 102-seat majority was replaced by a Democratic 

majority of 60 seats, the largest electoral swing at the na-

tional level in the nineteenth century. Signifi cantly, two-

thirds of the South’s congressional seats were now held 

by Democrats. Meanwhile, all but a few states in the 

Lower South had come under Democratic control as the 

Reconstruction governments collapsed under their op-

ponents’ onslaught. Of course, the national Democrats 

stood to gain immensely from the return of their south-

ern base. By 1876, when Reconstruction formally ended, 

they actually enjoyed near parity with the Republicans 

(149 to 130 in the House and 36 to 39 in the Senate). 

 Phase Two: Stalemate, 1874–96 

 After the turmoil of the Civil War and Reconstruction, 

the political system experienced deadlock for the next 

20 years. In sharp contrast with the dramatic growth of 

large-scale industries and big cities that were transform-

ing American life, the political arena was static. Turnout 

at elections was extremely high (around 75 percent), but 

voter eff orts proved disappointing because they pro-

duced a balance between the two major parties so close 

and so precarious that neither party was prepared to take 

risks or act forcefully. For the Democrats, whose tradi-

tional approach was oppositional and whose preference 

was for limited and inactive government, such a situation 

was almost ideal. Even though the Democrats won the 

presidency only twice in that period (in 1884 and 1892, 

each time with Grover Cleveland of New York), they 

controlled the House for all but eight years. By contrast, 

they enjoyed only four years of dominance in the Senate. 

Congress was therefore divided, and the majorities in 

both houses were razor thin. Similarly in equipoise was 

the presidency. Despite the Republicans’ seeming stran-

glehold, the executive branch was also closely contested. 

Th e popular vote was always so tight that a Democratic 

victory in New York, or Indiana, or Ohio could prevent 

the Republicans from winning. 

 Contributing to the electoral stalemate were the pow-

erful identities each party represented in the minds of 

voters. As a result, anxiety over expected close elections 

was compounded by awareness of dire consequences if 

the enemy were to seize control. Democrats were still 

tarnished by their identifi cation with the Confederacy, 

and so their Republican opponents constantly reminded 

voters of this by “waving the bloody shirt.” Moreover, by 

the 1880s, it was diffi  cult for the Democrats to refute this 

charge since the party’s heartland had once again become 

the South, while southern Democrats were back in con-

trol of most committees in the Democratic-controlled 

House. 

 Th is sharp cleavage was supplemented by several other 

distinctive diff erences. Democrats, both northern and 

southern, could be expected to denounce racial equality 

and oppose civil rights for blacks, as their party contin-

ued to identify itself as the upholder of white supremacy. 

Further distinguishing the parties was the Democrats’ 

persistent laissez-faire approach to governance. As 

Th omas “Czar” Reed, the Republican House Speaker in 

the 1800s, once observed contemptuously, “Th e Repub-

lican party does things; the Democratic party criticizes.” 

And, fi nally, one policy issue clearly diff erentiated Re-

publicans from Democrats. Th e Republicans advocated 

a protective tariff , and they clung fi rmly to that issue, 

claiming that it developed the economy and protected 

workers’ wages. Naturally, Democrats countered with 

their traditional support for a tariff  “for revenue only.” 

But they were not as adamant or consistent about reduc-

ing the tariff  as their rivals were about maintaining or 

increasing it. 

 In fact, the Democrats’ stance on a number of promi-

nent issues of the late nineteenth century was more 

equivocal and imprecise than the Republicans. Th e pri-

mary reason for this was the diversity of the Democratic 

coalition. Th ose Democratic districts where manufactur-

ing and mining interests were infl uential wanted tariff  

protection against foreign competition. Consequently, 

when Democrats in both Cleveland administrations 

tried to lower the tariff , they found themselves having 

to concede to protectionist demands, and so they failed 

on each occasion. And while the party generally wanted 

a more fl exible currency and an increased money supply, 

New England and New York Democrats who were en-

gaged in banking and commerce favored currency con-

traction and maintenance of the gold standard. 

 But this alignment of the parties changed dramati-

cally when the electoral equilibrium was suddenly shat-

tered in 1888 and again in 1892. In 1888 the Republicans 

won the presidency and both houses of Congress and 

proceeded to enact the party’s campaign platform. Four 

years later, the Democrats did the exact same thing and 

met with the same result—defeat at the next national 

election. Th e Republicans returned to power between 

1894 and 1896 and stayed there until 1932. 
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 Th is defi nitive outcome occurred for two reasons. 

First, another depression struck in 1893, soon after Cleve-

land’s second term began, but it was far worse than its 

predecessor in 1873–74. In response, the president con-

tracted the money supply by getting Congress to repeal 

the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890 and return the 

nation to the gold standard, an action that undoubtedly 

aggravated the economic distress. Also seriously dam-

aged were the Democrats’ chances of winning the 1896 

election. Second, the 1896 contest forced the Democrats 

to take a clear-cut position on the money question. Re-

pudiating the sound money/gold standard wing of the 

party, they aligned decisively with free silver and cur-

rency expansion by nominating William Jennings Bryan, 

a young and popular silverite, for president. Instead of 

trying to balance its gold and silver factions (as it had 

also balanced its protectionist/reductionist elements on 

the tariff  ), the party committed itself unequivocally to 

free silver and its determined advocates in the South and 

West. Simultaneously, the Republicans endorsed gold 

equally decisively after having tried to appease the pro-

silver forces in the West during the Benjamin Harrison 

administration (1888–92) by means of the Silver Pur-

chase Act. Th e election of 1896 became a “battle of the 

standards,” gold versus silver, hard money versus soft. 

 Beset by a serious economic crisis, the two parties had 

been forced to identify themselves clearly with one or 

the other of the economic panaceas currently in fash-

ion. In the election, the Republicans won, partly because 

of their own well-run campaign and partly because of a 

confusing campaign by the Democrats, whose nominee 

was also backed by the new, insurgent People’s Party. Al-

though it totaled a mere 4 percent of the votes cast, the 

Republican margin of victory amounted nevertheless to 

a larger electoral shift than in any presidential election 

since 1872. As a result, both the electoral stalemate and 

the policy logjam ended. Th e lifting of the economic 

depression a few years later suggested that perhaps the 

Republican policy, and therefore the Republican Party, 

had got it right. 

 Not until another even more severe depression in the 

1930s did the Democrats develop a winning alternative. 

During the intervening 30 years, the party found itself 

once again defeated and discredited, as it had been after 

1860. Th is time, however, the Democrats would revive, 

not by preserving their traditional issues and identity, as 

they had done since 1860, but by transforming themselves 

into a very diff erent party, one that was predominantly 

liberal, urban, northern—and barely recognizable. 

    See also Democratic Party, 1828–60;  Gilded Age, 

1870s–90s; Reconstruction era, 1865–77; sectional confl ict 

and secession; tariff s and politics.
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 M I C H A E L  P E R M A N     

 Democratic Party, 1896–1932 

 Unlike many other political changes, the modern his-

tory of the Democratic Party began with a speech. When 

William Jennings Bryan gave one of the most famous 

speeches in American history to the 1896 Democratic 

convention, he not only boosted his own nomination 

for president, he also began the reshaping of a party of 

mixed and murky motivation into a party of persistent 

themes of activist government, reform, and regulation. 

Later Democrats might not identify with Bryan’s issues 

and attitudes, but they could recognize his instincts. 

 Since the Civil War, the Democratic Party had been 

an outsiders’ alliance led by white Southerners and urban 

machines, often winning control of the House but usu-

ally losing the White House and the Senate. Th e party 

included some elements challenging the nation’s new 

industrial conditions and corporate power, but it also 
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contained northern leaders close to business and Jeff er-

sonians (frequently southern) committed on principle to 

weak government, especially weak federal government. 

Th e people support the government, explained Grover 

Cleveland, the only Democratic president between Bu-

chanan and Wilson, but that did not mean the govern-

ment should support the people. 

 Bryan’s Party 

 Th e massive depression of the 1890s, crushing to both 

farmers and workers, challenged this attitude. Western 

and southern Democrats echoed the calls of the Populist 

Party for expanding the money supply with silver (cre-

ating infl ation and benefi ting debtors) and regulating 

railroads and business. At the 1896 Democratic conven-

tion, the long-shot candidate Bryan, a former Nebraska 

congressman, captured the nomination with a speech 

warning, “Th ou shalt not crucify mankind upon a cross 

of gold.” Th e speech displayed both the eloquence and 

passion that would make him a national leader for de-

cades and the heartland Protestant religiosity that would 

persistently discomfi t immigrant and urban voters. 

 As the voice of the western and southern challenge, 

Bryan became the Populist as well as the Democratic nom-

inee, taking on former Ohio governor William McKinley 

in a high-stakes race that was one of the most exciting in 

U.S. history. Republicans waged a multimillion-dollar 

campaign in which thousands of speakers warned against 

the dangers of Bryan, who pioneered modern campaign-

ing by barnstorming the country and making hundreds 

of speeches. Bryan lost the presidency because he was un-

able to break into the Northeast and Great Lakes states, 

a problem for Democratic White House candidates for 

years to come and an alignment that kept the Democrats 

in mostly minority status until the Great Depression. 

 But the party infl uence of the Commoner, as Bryan 

came to be called, endured and strengthened. In 1900 

he was renominated easily, and in the wake of the 

 Spanish-American War, his opposition to imperialism 

in the Philippines won back some Cleveland conser-

vatives. An improved national economic situation, 

however, knocked off  enough of his original supporters 

that he actually lost some ground. Even in 1904, when 

Cleveland conservatives briefl y recaptured the party to 

nominate New York judge Alton Parker against Presi-

dent Th eodore Roosevelt, Bryan controlled the plat-

form process. 

 By his third unsuccessful run, in 1908, Bryan was 

clearly the national leader of the party, sweeping conven-

tion delegates from every region, as he called for business 

regulation, an income tax, direct election of senators, the 

right of labor to organize, and a lower tariff —the issue 

that bound even Bryan and Cleveland Democrats to-

gether. Bryan’s campaign also produced a direct endorse-

ment by the American Federation of Labor, an alliance 

that would shape the Democratic Party ever after. 

 Partly because of the lack of other national leaders or 

governors and senators from northern states during this 

time, Democratic newspapers became particularly infl u-

ential. Th e  New York World  was considered a national 

party voice, even after the death of Joseph Pulitzer in 

1911, and William Randolph Hearst, with his chain of 

newspapers spreading across the country, was perhaps 

the only powerful party fi gure throughout the entire 

1896–1932 period—even if he never achieved his per-

sonal goal of winning high offi  ce. 

 Besides Bryan, the party’s foremost negotiable asset 

during this time was the South. During Bryan’s years the 

region became solidly Democratic, with disfranchise-

ment of African Americans embedded into state consti-

tutions, succeeding—although not entirely  ending—the 

tactics of violence and fraud previously used against 

blacks (and Populists). From 1900 the 11 states of the 

former Confederacy would not elect a single Republi-

can senator until 1961. In the earlier part of the century, 

many southern Democratic leaders combined economic 

reformism with virulent racism, as the white supremacist 

South remained the most thoroughly Bryanized part of 

the country. As late as the 1960s, South Carolina had a 

congressman named William Jennings Bryan Dorn. 

 Th at economic outlook shaped southern Democratic 

voting in Congress through years when Democrats were 

out of the White House and during Woodrow Wilson’s 

New Freedom years. Democrats, overwhelmingly from 

southern and border states, strongly supported Th eo-

dore Roosevelt’s reform eff orts and voted with insurgent 

Republicans during William Howard Taft’s presidency, 

taking on tariff , regulation, and labor issues in an al-

liance of mutual mistrust. Progressive Republicans, 

heavily from west of the Mississippi with old-stock and 

Scandinavian backgrounds, distrusted both Southerners 

and urban immigrants, while congressional Democrats 

felt that progressives, like Roosevelt himself, often used 

them mostly as leverage to cut deals with the conserva-

tive GOP leadership. 

 After 1910—when Taft’s problems and a wave of re-

form agitation gave the Democrats the House, ten 

Senate seats, and a raft of governorships in a widely over-
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looked harbinger of 1912 victory—the House launched 

widely covered investigations of corporate excesses and 

passed extensive legislation from the party platform. 

Most of it died in the Senate, although Democrats and 

Progressive Republicans did pass through Congress the 

Seventeenth Amendment for direct election of senators, 

improving Democrats’ chances in many northern states. 

Th e record of the House made presidential contenders 

of its two leaders, Speaker Champ Clark of Missouri, an 

old Bryanite, and Majority Leader Oscar Underwood of 

Alabama. 

 Wilson Recreates the Democrats 

 Clark and Underwood would lose the 1912 nomination, 

in 44 ballots, to one of the new Democratic governors, 

Woodrow Wilson of New Jersey. Th e former president 

of Princeton University, Wilson had been a traditional 

Cleveland Democrat but had moved steadily and repeat-

edly left to achieve political credibility in his party—fi rst 

in New Jersey and then nationally. Still, he was about 

to lose the presidential nomination to Clark, who had 

a majority of delegates until Bryan broke the Baltimore 

convention apart, declaring he could not support any 

candidate backed by New York—a move intended ei-

ther to enforce progressive purity or to create chaos that 

might yield him a fourth nomination. 

 As the Democratic nominee, Wilson faced a shattered 

Republican Party, with Th eodore Roosevelt running on 

the new Bull Moose Progressive ticket. Th e GOP split 

ensured Wilson’s victory (and a massively Democratic 

House), but had historically obscured trends that had 

been already running in the Democrats’ direction. 

 During the campaign, Wilson advocated a New Free-

dom, based largely on the thinking of reformist lawyer 

Louis Brandeis. Th e Democrat emphasized breaking up 

combinations of corporate power rather than trying to 

control them, the goal of Roosevelt’s New National-

ism. Th e campaign was hardly a philosophical exchange, 

but it did send Democrats into complete control of 

 Washington—for the fi rst time in 20 years and only the 

second time since the Civil War—with a clear program 

and mandate. 

 In offi  ce, Wilson and the Democrats compiled an 

extensive record of reform legislation, including tariff  

reduction (with an income tax, now permitted by the 

Sixteenth Amendment); a new antitrust act, including 

some legal protections for labor unions; and the creation 

of the Federal Reserve, a distant descendant of the cur-

rency question of 1896. Wilson’s bonds with the mostly 

southern congressional Democrats were bolstered by the 

Virginia-born president’s sympathy for their racial atti-

tudes, as he expanded segregation through the federal 

government. 

 Approaching reelection in 1916, Wilson—to the ap-

plause of most congressional Democrats—moved to a 

more aggressively interventionist stance. He backed leg-

islation enforcing an eight-hour day for railroad work-

ers and banning child labor in interstate commerce, and 

fi lled a Supreme Court vacancy with Louis Brandeis, the 

most activist reformer and the fi rst Jew ever named to the 

high court. Brandeis’s appointment was a major step in 

attracting Jews, previously uncomfortable with Bryan’s 

assertive Protestantism and Irish Catholic city machines, 

into the Democratic Party. Th is two-decade evolution 

was symbolized by Henry Morgenthau, Wilson’s fund-

raiser and ambassador to Turkey, and his son, Henry Jr., 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s secretary of the treasury. 

 Th e strategy worked just well enough; Wilson drew 

heavily from former Bull Moosers, Socialists, and union-

ists in the West to win a narrow, improbable reelection 

and to establish enduring Democratic roots in the Rocky 

Mountains. Republicans, and some subsequent histori-

ans, have argued that only persistent GOP divisions, and 

the claim that Wilson had kept the country out of World 

War I, allowed Wilson to slip through. But Democrats 

could also claim that low-level support among Irish and 

German voters, angry over friendliness to Great Britain, 

kept Wilson from a more resounding victory. 

 Th e Great War continued to produce great problems 

for the party. In 1920 anger over the postwar peace agree-

ments, which frustrated the wishes of many immigrants 

and dismayed other voters, produced a Republican land-

slide, with Ohio senator Warren Harding smashing the 

Democratic ticket of Ohio governor James Cox and 

Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

Never again would a Democratic candidate follow Wil-

son in supporting U.S. membership in the League of 

Nations. 

 But Wilson’s ideal in foreign aff airs, of a U.S. advocacy 

for democracy exercised through international organiza-

tions and alliances, shaped the Democratic view long 

afterward. Both President Franklin D. Roosevelt and 

his secretary of state Cordell Hull were Wilsonians— 

Roosevelt in the administration and Hull in the 

House—an experience shaping their commitment to a 

United Nations, spurring a Democratic belief in multi-

lateral eff orts extending as far as John F. Kennedy and Bill 

Clinton. Wilson remained an iconic fi gure among many 
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Democrats; Alben Barkley of Kentucky (Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s Senate majority leader and Harry Truman’s 

vice president) concluded in his memoirs that Wilson 

was the greatest man he had ever known. 

 Cultural Clashes and Reconciliation 

 Th e ethnic strains in the Democratic Party, refl ected in 

foreign policy issues in 1916 and 1920, exploded across do-

mestic policy throughout the 1920s. Immigrant groups’ 

prominence in the party rose steadily, as urban machines 

that had for decades nominated old-stock Protestants for 

statewide offi  ces increasingly claimed governorships and 

Senate seats for members of their own ethnic groups. 

Th eir rise was symbolized by New York governor Al-

fred E. Smith, who became the fi rst Catholic to contend 

for the White House. From 1919 to 1929, Smith’s suc-

cess expanding reach, protections, and effi  ciency in the 

state government made him one of the great governors 

in American history, providing concepts and offi  cials to 

later Democratic national administrations. 

 But the changing dynamics of the party and of 1920s 

America, dismayed the party’s Bryanite rural and small-

town roots in the South and West. Th e nation’s cultural 

and political confl icts were refl ected in the rise of the 

Ku Klux Klan outside the South during the 1920s, the 

battle over Prohibition, and congressional struggles over 

immigration quotas. During the 1920s, especially in pres-

idential politics, cultural strains overshadowed economic 

interests to a degree not seen again until the 1970s. 

 Th e strains exploded at the 1924 convention in New 

York in a 103-ballot death struggle between Smith’s 

Northeast and Midwest supporters and the southern and 

western core of former treasury secretary (and Wilson 

son-in-law) William Gibbs McAdoo. During the weeks-

long battle, the convention divided in half over con-

demning the Ku Klux Klan and an equally divisive fi nal 

appearance by Bryan. To run against Calvin Coolidge, 

the convention ultimately issued a by-then worthless 

nomination to conservative John W. Davis, spurring a 

third-party run by Senator Robert La Follette, Republi-

can of Wisconsin. Th e Democratic ticket won less than 

30 percent of the vote, running third in much of the 

West and Midwest. 

 By 1928 most of the party concluded that Smith was 

inevitable, but his nomination led to the loss of half 

of the South to Herbert Hoover and a national GOP 

landslide, in a time of national prosperity and a bliz-

zard of anti-Catholic agitation. Th e New York governor 

also alienated many traditional party supporters with his 

prominent Wall Street supporters, his opposition to (and 

personal defi ance of ) Prohibition, and his diffi  culty in 

connecting with rural voters. 

 Still, Smith ran better than any presidential Democratic 

candidate in memory among urban voters, a group that 

would provide the party core for decades to come. Later, 

pollster Samuel Lubell, in one of the most famous assess-

ments in political history, would pronounce, “Before the 

Roosevelt Revolution, there was an Al Smith Revolution.” 

 Moreover, quadrennial White House disasters were 

not the sole indications of the party’s strength during 

the 1920s. In 1922, 1926, and 1930, off -year congressional 

elections produced sizable gains and displays of party po-

tential. Allied with insurgent Republicans from the Mid-

west and West, Democrats managed to pass legislation 

for farm relief and labor protection, frequently vetoed by 

Republican presidents. 

 With the stock market crash in 1929 and the ensuing 

depression, Democratic chances in 1932 seemed highly 

promising. But the same stresses that had broken apart 

the Democrats in three previous campaigns surfaced 

again. New York governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, a for-

mer Smith ally, emerged as the leading candidate after 

his overwhelming 1930 reelection. He arrived at the Chi-

cago convention with a majority of the  delegates, but 

was kept short of the necessary two-thirds by a loose alli-

ance of favorite sons, House Speaker John Nance Garner 

of Texas and Smith, embittered by the bigoted religious 

rhetoric of 1928 and his displacement by Roosevelt. 

 Despite his Albany address, Roosevelt’s delegates were 

largely from southern and western Bryanite territories. 

A former Wilson subcabinet offi  cial, the candidate con-

nected deeply with earlier party roots. In a preconvention 

message Roosevelt assured delegates, “I am a progressive 

in deed and word, in the truest and most Democratic 

sense.” He won the nomination by allying with and of-

fering the vice presidency to Garner, whose own House 

service extended back into Bryan’s and Wilson’s times. 

 On a platform vague about plans to treat the 

Great Depression—but explicit on re-legalizing beer—

Roosevelt won the fi rst of four landslide victories that 

would defi ne the Democrats as the nation’s majority 

party for half a century. To the traditional Democratic 

alliance of the South and urban ethnic voters, Roosevelt 

locked in the party’s alliance with labor and added West-

ern progressives who had been dubious about Democrats 

since 1916. 
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 During the course of Roosevelt’s New Deal, many of 

its elements—business regulation, protection of union-

organizing rights, federal insurance of bank deposits, 

and even going off  the gold standard—had roots in 

Bryanism. 

 Th e Democratic outsiders’ alliance, now a major-

ity, would persist through most of the twentieth cen-

tury, until over the course of decades it shattered on the 

entry of the nation’s ultimate outsiders, African Ameri-

cans. But almost a hundred years later, the persistent 

Democratic themes of activist government at home and 

 multilateralism abroad can still be traced to the party of 

Bryan, Wilson, and Smith. 

See also conservative interregnum, 1920–32; Democratic Party, 

1860–96; progressivism and the Progressive Era, 1890s–1920.
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 D AV I D  S A R A S O H N       

 Democratic Party, 1932–68 

 On March 4, 1933, in Washington, D.C., standing hatless 

and coatless on a dreary, windswept inauguration day, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt placed his hand on an old family 

Bible and recited the oath of offi  ce. Afterward, he turned 

to face the 100,000 spectators somberly gathered in front 

of the Capitol. Th e faces staring back at him were lined 

with despair. One in four Americans were without a job. 

Each month, thousands of farmers and business own-

ers went bankrupt. A Roosevelt adviser, Rexford Guy 

Tugwell, wrote in his diary, “Never in modern times, 

I should think, has there been so widespread unemploy-

ment and such moving distress from cold and hunger.” 

 Roosevelt’s fi rst task as president was to restore hope in 

the future and confi dence in government. In a fi rm and 

confi dent voice, he promised to ask Congress for “broad 

executive power to wage a war against the emergency, 

as great as the power that would be given to me if we 

were invaded by a foreign foe.” Over the next few years, 

Roosevelt backed up his words with a bold and ambi-

tious reform agenda designed to revive the economy and 

the nation’s spirit. Th e New Deal, along with the dozens 

of alphabet agencies it spawned, redefi ned the relation-

ship between the federal government and its citizens and 

forged a new political coalition that would sustain the 

Democratic Party and dominate American politics for 

the next three decades. 

 Roosevelt’s landslide victory in 1936 institutionalized 

the New Deal political coalition. Th at year Roosevelt 

swept every state but Maine and Vermont, and carried 

with him into Congress unprecedented Democratic 

margins of 331 to 89 in the House and 76 to 16 in the 

Senate. Six million more people voted in 1936 than had 

cast ballots in 1932, and the bulk of these new voters sup-

ported the Democratic Party. Economic need served as 

the glue binding together the New Deal coalition. Hard-

ship fused the interests of millions of rural farmers and 

urban workers, both skilled and unskilled, native-born 

and foreign-born, white and nonwhite, male and fe-

male. Th e disparate coalition included rural Protestants 

and urban Catholics; white segregationists and African 

Americans; liberal intellectuals and tradition-minded 

conservatives. 

 Th e journalist Samuel Lubell argued that the United 

States had a “sun” party, whose light dominated the 



Democratic Party, 1932–68

248

 landscape, and a “moon” party that refl ected the sun’s 

rays. Roosevelt’s New Deal, and the coalition that sus-

tained it, provided much of the energy that would il-

luminate American politics for the next three decades. 

By the 1960s, however, larger social and demographic 

changes eroded popular support for government activ-

ism, at the same time that a controversial war in Viet-

nam, combined with racial confl ict at home, weakened 

old loyalties and exposed deep fi ssures in the New Deal 

coalition. By 1968 fear and uncertainty had eclipsed 

much of the light from the Democratic “sun.” 

 The New Deal and Congressional Conservatism: 1938–52 

 While Roosevelt had created a new coalition in presidential 

elections, he was less successful in sustaining the congres-

sional majorities needed to support his vision of a more 

activist federal government. A couple of uncharacteristic 

Roosevelt blunders—a misconceived plan to reform the 

Supreme Court and an eff ort to “purge” the party by cam-

paigning in the 1938 primaries against conservatives who 

had opposed New Deal measures—allowed Republicans 

to make major gains in Congress. During the 1940s, war-

time prosperity and the emergence of foreign policy issues 

further diluted the New Deal agenda. By 1944 the Repub-

licans controlled 209 House seats—only 13 fewer than the 

Democrats. Since most of the Democratic losses came in 

the North and Midwest, the Republican gains enhanced 

the southern balance of power within the Democratic 

Party. In the House, representatives from 15 southern and 

border states claimed 120 of the 222 Democratic seats; in 

the Senate they held 29 of 57 seats. Th is “conservative co-

alition” placed a break on major new reforms until Lyn-

don Johnson’s landslide in 1964. 

 Roosevelt’s death in April 1945 left behind a powerful 

but weakened coalition, lacking a clear sense of how to 

deal with the economic pain of reconversion to a peace-

time economy or the growing rift with the Soviet Union. 

While Republicans fed on public worries about infl ation 

and unemployment, Democrats fought over how to deal 

with the cold war. When Harry Truman chose a con-

frontational course with the Soviet Union, many liberals 

rallied around former vice president Henry Wallace, who 

advocated maintaining a “popular front” with America’s 

wartime ally. Republicans took advantage of the confu-

sion, making major gains in the 1946 congressional elec-

tions and taking control of the House for the fi rst time 

since 1930. 

 Th e cold war was only one of the new questions facing 

Truman and threatening the Democratic Party. When 

the Democratic Party included an endorsement of civil 

rights in its 1948 platform, southern delegates stormed 

out of the convention, formed the States’ Rights Dem-

ocratic, or “Dixiecrat,” Party, and nominated J. Strom 

Th urmond, governor of South Carolina, for the presi-

dency. “We stand for the segregation of the races and the 

racial integrity of each race,” the platform declared. 

 In 1948, with his party deeply fractured over both the 

cold war and civil rights, observers gave Truman little 

chance of winning against popular New York governor 

Th omas E. Dewey. While Dewey tried to stay above the 

partisan fray, Truman waged a tough, bare-knuckled 

campaign, tying himself to Roosevelt’s legacy, remind-

ing voters that the Democratic Party had led the nation 

through depression and world war. 

 On Election Day, Truman scored the most dramatic 

upset victory in the history of presidential elections, 

winning 24.1 million votes to Dewey’s 22 million. Th e 

election demonstrated the enduring appeal of the New 

Deal. “I talked about voting for Dewey all summer, but 

when the time came I just couldn’t do it,” confessed one 

farmer. “I remembered the Depression and all the other 

things that had come to me under the Democrats.” Th e 

Democrats, by picking up 9 seats in the Senate and 75 in 

the House, regained control of Congress. “[T]he party 

that Roosevelt formed has survived his death,” the jour-

nalist Walter Lippmann observed, “and is without ques-

tion the dominant force in American politics.” 

 From the Fair Deal to the New Frontier: 1948–63 

 Truman had promised the nation a “Fair Deal,” and 

he managed to push some reforms through a reluctant 

Congress. By 1952, however, public attention had moved 

away from the economic concerns that had defi ned the 

New Deal and carried Truman over the fi nish line in 

1948. With the administration burdened by an unpopu-

lar war in Korea, charges of corruption, and accusations 

of coddling Communists, the public turned to Republi-

can war hero Dwight Eisenhower in 1952. Not only did 

Eisenhower win in a landslide, Republicans won control 

of the House and Senate, although by slim margins. 

 Th eir poor showing on Election Day revealed that 

the Democrats faced serious problems as they tried to 

update the New Deal agenda to a new political en-

vironment. During the 1950s, the Democratic Party 

found itself trapped between the growing aspirations 

of African Americans and the increased intransigence 

of the white South. Th e Supreme Court raised the 

stakes in 1954, when, in a unanimous decision popu-
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larly known as  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 
Kansas , the justices declared segregation in public 

schools to be illegal. Th e historic decision triggered 

massive resistance to ending Jim Crow among state 

and local Democratic politicians in the South. Nine-

teen southern senators and 77 representatives signed a 

manifesto in 1956 that bound them to “use all lawful 

means to bring about a reversal of this decision which 

is contrary to the Court and to prevent the use of force 

in its implementation.” 

 Race was dividing the Democrats at the same time 

that prosperity was eroding the common sense of eco-

nomic grievance that united the disparate coalition. Th e 

United States experienced an unprecedented economic 

boom following World War II. Between 1940 and 1960, 

the gross national product (GNP) more than doubled 

from $227 billion to $488 billion. Th e median family 

income rose from $3,083 to $5,657, and real wages rose 

by almost 30 percent. How could a party born dur-

ing a period of economic crisis adapt to a new age of 

prosperity? 

 In a series of articles written throughout the decade, 

liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. argued that liber-

alism born during the Depression needed to adjust to a 

new age of abundance. Instead of a quantitative liberal-

ism “dedicated to the struggle to secure the economic 

basis of life,” Schlesinger called for a “qualitative liberal-

ism dedicated to bettering the quality of people’s lives 

and opportunities.” Th e Democratic Party had sowed 

the seeds of its own demise, he argued, by creating a sati-

ated middle-class society. 

 Despite these challenges, the party turned anxiety 

over a struggling economy and worry about Soviet ad-

vances into a major victory in 1958. Indicting a failure 

of leadership in Washington, Democratic congressional 

candidates won 56 percent of votes cast—the highest fi g-

ure since 1936. Democrats increased their majority in the 

House from 235 to 282. Democratic victories on the state 

level gave them control of 34 governorships, including 

those in traditional Republican strongholds like South 

Dakota, Wisconsin, and Nebraska. 

 Two years later, the Democrats turned to the youth-

ful and attractive John F. Kennedy to head the party’s 

ticket. Th e 42-year-old Massachusetts senator was the 

fi rst Catholic to contend for the presidency since Al 

Smith in 1928. Realizing he needed a running mate who 

could provide regional balance, Kennedy asked Texas 

senator Lyndon Johnson to join the ticket. Th e Demo-

cratic ticket won by promising to “get the nation  moving 

again,” but Kennedy’s razor-thin victory revealed the di-

visions within the party. 

 Th e new president’s youthful style and soaring rheto-

ric inspired the nation, although his actions, especially 

on the home front, seemed timid by comparison. His 

tragic assassination in November 1963 turned the party 

over to Johnson, who used the shock of Kennedy’s death 

to score a decisive victory in 1964. Johnson’s percentage 

of the popular vote, 61.1 percent, matched Roosevelt’s in 

1936. Congressional Democrats coasted to victory on the 

president’s coattails, providing the administration with 

large majorities in both houses: 68 to 32 in the Senate 

and 295 to 140 in the House 

 The Rise and Fall of the Great Society: 1963–68 

 Johnson reforged the New Deal coalition and promised 

to fulfi ll the unrealized legislative program of the New 

Deal and Fair Deal. His goal was to emulate his hero, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, whom he once described as “like 

a daddy to me.” In the spring of 1964, Johnson coined 

a phrase meant to defi ne his vision for the presidency, 

announcing that he hoped to build a “Great Society,” 

“where men are more concerned with the quality of 

their goals than the quantity of their goods.” Johnson 

had built his vision of a Great Society on the belief that 

America had forged a new national consensus around 

shared goals of economic growth, anticommunism, and 

activist government. 

 Events over the next four years would expose the fra-

gility of the New Deal coalition. Th e racial dividing line 

in the Democratic Party grew wider after Johnson signed 

into law the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965. “I think we just gave the South to 

the Republicans for your lifetime and mine,” Johnson 

confessed to an aide after signing the Civil Rights Act. 

 Th e racial rioting that ripped through the nation’s cit-

ies in the 1960s added to the divisions. Between 1964 

and 1968, the United States experienced the most intense 

period of civil unrest since the Civil War. Most whites 

responded to the riots and the new black militancy with 

fear and anger. In 1966 Republicans campaigning on a 

tough “law-and-order” platform gained 47 House seats 

and 3 in the Senate. Th e Democrats lost more seats 

in 1966 than they had won in 1964. After November 

1966, there were 156 northern Democrats in the House, 

62 short of a majority. 

 While the debate over civil rights and riots exposed 

the racial divide in the Democratic Party, the Vietnam 

War split it into rival camps of hawks and doves, and 
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pushed millions of young people to take to the streets to 

protest the war. Th e draft system, which placed an unfair 

burden on the poor and working class, added to the frus-

trations that were tearing the party apart. A large num-

ber of working-class Americans opposed the war, but 

they disliked privileged student protesters even more. 

“We can’t understand,” lamented a blue-collar worker, 

“how all those rich kids—the kids with the beads from 

the fancy suburbs—how they get off  when my son has to 

go over there and maybe get his head shot off .” 

 Th e confl icting currents of the decade converged dur-

ing the 1968 presidential election year. After Minnesota 

senator Eugene McCarthy, campaigning as an antiwar 

candidate, scored a symbolic victory in the New Hamp-

shire primary, Senator Robert Kennedy entered the race. 

Many people believed that Kennedy off ered the best op-

portunity for the party to reforge its tattered coalition. His 

tragic assassination in June, however, ended that hope and 

left the nomination to Vice President Hubert Humphrey. 

 Th e Democrats who gathered in Chicago that sum-

mer for their convention were members of a party in 

disarray. President Johnson, who did not attend, was de-

termined to see the party support his Vietnam policy, 

thus denying Humphrey the ability to make peace with 

the antiwar forces. A small but vocal group of radical ac-

tivists traveled to Chicago intent on provoking a violent 

confrontation with the police. Th e city’s powerful mayor, 

Richard Daley, was just as determined to demonstrate 

that he was in control of the streets, turning the area 

around the convention hall into an armed fortress. Th e 

combustible mix produced a violent explosion, captured 

by news cameras and projected into the homes of mil-

lions of Americans. Th e images of baton-wielding police 

offi  cers clubbing young people in the streets of Chicago 

contributed to the impression that the Democrats were a 

party in disorder, incapable of eff ective governing. 

 Two other major presidential candidates that year 

helped reinforce that message. American Independence 

Party candidate George Wallace, whose symbolic stance 

in a university doorway had made him a hero to south-

ern whites, appealed to many northern Democrats angry 

over the party’s association with protest and integration. 

Joining Wallace in pursuit of the hearts and minds of 

America’s angry white voters was the Republican nomi-

nee, Richard Nixon, who appealed to the “forgotten 

Americans.” 

 Nixon achieved a narrow victory on Election Day. While 

the Democrats maintained healthy majorities in Congress 

and many statehouses across the nation, the election  

exposed the deep fault lines in the New Deal coalition. 

Nearly as many people voted for Wallace and Nixon as 

had supported Johnson in 1964, revealing a growing con-

servative trend in American politics. Racial tensions made 

it diffi  cult for Democrats to sustain a biracial coalition, 

and geographical diff erences between North and South 

threatened the very fabric of the party. Humphrey, who 

won only 10 percent of the vote among white Southern-

ers, carried just one state in the ex-Confederacy, Texas. 

Franklin Roosevelt still cast a long shadow over American 

politics and policy, but the coalition he created was show-

ing its age. 

    See also conservative interregnum, 1920–32; era of consensus, 

1952–64; New Deal Era; presidency, 1932–2008.
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 Democratic Crack-up: 1968–76 

 When Lyndon B. Johnson succeeded to the presidency 

in November 1963, the Democratic Party was still domi-

nated by a latter-day version of New Deal liberalism and 

a cold war commitment to the containment of interna-

tional communism. By the time Johnson declined to 

seek another term in March 1968, both of these creeds 

were under attack. Th e intervening years had brought 

an overwhelming victory in the 1964 presidential and 

congressional elections, a major expansion of the wel-

fare state called the Great Society, a less well-funded but 

still signifi cant War on Poverty, and civil rights legisla-
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tion that opened the way to full legal equality for African 

Americans. Starting in early 1965, while off ering assur-

ances that the booming economy could provide both 

“guns and butter,” the Johnson administration steadily 

expanded the war in Vietnam. 

 Th ese political developments, in confl uence with such 

broader trends as the revival of feminism, increasing vio-

lent crime, loosening of sexual mores, and growing black 

militancy divided the country in general and the Demo-

cratic Party in particular. By 1964 there were signs of a 

“white backlash,” a reaction against rising taxes, urban 

crime, and African American militancy. Segregationist 

governor George Wallace of Alabama won a large protest 

vote in three northern presidential primaries. Four years 

later Wallace ran for president on his own American In-

dependent Party ticket. 

 Th e 1968 campaign occurred during the most tu-

multuous year for Americans since 1919. In January the 

Communist Tet Off ensive in Vietnam undermined the 

administration’s recent predictions of imminent victory. 

In March Senator Eugene J. McCarthy of Minnesota, 

an antiwar candidate, won 42 percent of the vote against 

Johnson in the New Hampshire primary. Th en Senator 

Robert F. Kennedy of New York entered the race as a 

critic of the war. Vice President Hubert Humphrey be-

came the de facto candidate of the Democratic establish-

ment (even though Johnson dreamed of being drafted to 

run). After Kennedy’s assassination in June, Humphrey 

received a nomination thought to be worthless. Outside 

the convention hall, Chicago police beat bystanders as 

well as angry antiwar demonstrators. 

 Humphrey ran 500,000 votes behind Republican 

Richard Nixon, while the Democrats retained control of 

Congress. He came so close to winning only because the 

anti-Democratic vote (57 percent) was split; Wallace won 

13.6 percent. Humphrey received less than one-third of 

the southern vote. 

 Th e 1968 convention highlighted problems with party 

structure as well as ideological divisions. Th e Demo-

crats began searching for a formula that would bal-

ance the interests of both party elites and grassroots 

movements. All factions agreed on the need to demo-

cratize the presidential selection process and increase 

the number of minority, female, and young delegates. 

Th e most important of several commissions created to 

fi nd remedies was headed by Senator George McGovern 

of South Dakota. In 1971, despite opposition from orga-

nized labor, numerous members of Congress, and white 

Southerners, the Democratic National Committee ad-

opted the McGovern commission “guidelines” and re-

lated reforms. Even prominent offi  cials would not be 

guaranteed seats at the next national convention unless 

they were selected fairly. Moreover, all delegations had 

to take “affi  rmative steps” to include women, minorities, 

and the young. 

 McGovern used both the reforms he had recom-

mended and the connections he had cultivated as com-

mission chair to win the presidential nomination in 1972. 

Skeptical of cold war premises and enthusiastic about ex-

panding the welfare state, McGovern was the most liberal 

major party nominee in the twentieth century. His closest 

rivals for the nomination were Hubert Humphrey, who 

now claimed to represent a responsible center, and Sena-

tor Henry Jackson of Washington, an unreconstructed 

cold warrior. McGovern’s nomination was the prod-

uct of a genuine grassroots movement. Fifteen percent 

of the convention delegates were black and 40 percent 

women, triple the percentages in 1968; 21 percent were 

under 30. Many in McGovern’s “new politics” constitu-

ency wanted to change prevailing American ways of life 

as well as government policies. For instance, the conven-

tion considered a platform plank supporting abortion 

rights, which was rejected at McGovern’s behest. 

 Nixon’s shrewd combination of grudging liberal-

ism and populist conservatism made him a formidable 

opponent. As president, he had agreed to expansion 

of the welfare state, pursued détente with the Soviet 

Union, normalized relations with the People’s Republic 

of China, removed most ground troops from Vietnam, 

evaded enforcement of school desegregation, appointed 

conservative Supreme Court justices, and mobilized 

“square America” in opposition to cultural liberalization. 

A likely Democratic defeat was turned into a rout when 

McGovern chose Senator Th omas Eagleton of Missouri 

as his running mate. Eagleton was nudged from the 

ticket after reports surfaced that he had received electro-

shock treatment for clinical depression. Th e whole aff air 

made McGovern look incompetent. Nixon won more 

than 60 percent of the vote, including 75 percent of erst-

while Wallace supporters, a majority of Catholics, and 

30 percent of Jews. Th e Democrats nonetheless retained 

control of Congress. 

 The Carter Interlude: 1976–80 

 Th e most consequential act of the 1972 campaign did 

not aff ect the outcome. Burglars with ties to the White 

House broke into the Democratic national headquarters 

at the Watergate offi  ce building. Th is botched  exercise 
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in  political espionage came to symbolize Nixon’s high-

handed presidency. He resigned on the verge of impeach-

ment in 1974. Two years later Jimmy Carter, a former 

governor of Georgia, won the Democratic presidential 

nomination and general election in large part because the 

electorate, reeling from the Vietnam War as well as the 

Watergate scandal, craved an ostentatiously moral “out-

sider” in the White House. Other decisive factors were 

less amorphous than Carter’s promise of a “government 

as good as the people”: division among his economically 

more liberal Democratic rivals between chastened cold 

warriors and unreconstructed cold warriors; support 

from a growing constituency of evangelical Protestants 

who embraced this “born-again” Baptist as one of their 

own; and “stagfl ation” (a combination of high unem-

ployment and high infl ation) that Gerald Ford’s admin-

istration could not cure. Carter’s victory represented no 

resurrection of a predominantly liberal version of the 

New Deal coalition. Although Carter carried standard, 

if sometimes skeptical, Democratic constituencies, his 

narrow margin over Ford also refl ected support from 

44 percent of independents and 30 percent of self-

described conservatives. 

 Carter’s relations with a Democratic Congress began 

badly and got worse. Most congressional Democrats 

wanted to expand the welfare state while Carter, draw-

ing on a pre–New Deal version of liberalism, emphasized 

effi  ciency, conservation, and consumer protection. Th is 

agenda refl ected political calculation as well as the presi-

dent’s worldview. As the blue-collar workforce shrunk 

along with membership in labor unions, Carter sought 

to cultivate a new constituency among middle-class sub-

urbanites. Almost all party leaders acknowledged that 

recent social and political developments made some 

adaptations necessary. For instance, Senator Edward 

Kennedy of Massachusetts, the president’s foremost 

Democratic rival, joined forces with Carter to deregulate 

passenger air travel. 

 Any rapprochement between congressional welfare-

state liberals and effi  ciency liberals in the White House 

was doomed by circumstances beyond their control. In-

deed, during Carter’s presidency, chronic domestic and 

international problems that had been building for years 

became acute. Th e most important of these were the in-

herent instability of détente combined with fears of the 

Soviet advances; growing militancy in the third world; 

economic stagfl ation exacerbated by the rising cost of 

petroleum; and the increasing prominence of cultural 

issues like abortion. 

 In this context, most of Carter’s victories proved to 

be pyrrhic. Ratifi cation of the treaties that ultimately 

returned the Canal Zone to Panama revitalized Repub-

lican conservatives. Advocacy of human rights in the 

Th ird World looked like weakness to Carter’s foes at 

home and abroad. Legislation lifting price controls on 

oil and natural gas in order to increase supply split the 

Democrats along ideological, regional, and class lines. 

Carter’s acceptance of abortion as a constitutional right 

convinced evangelicals that he was more liberal than he 

had appeared in 1976. 

 Th e president’s unique coalition was already disinte-

grating in November 1979 when his decision to admit 

the deposed Shah of Iran to the United States for medi-

cal treatment precipitated the seizure of the American 

embassy in Tehran. In December the Soviet Union in-

vaded Afghanistan. Th ese events widened another Dem-

ocratic division—between advocates of international 

 conciliation and proponents of an assertive foreign policy. 

Th e latter faction increasingly included the president 

himself. 

 After winning a bitter battle for renomination against 

Edward Kennedy, Carter lost a three-way race to Repub-

lican Ronald Reagan in 1980. Frightened liberals in their 

retrospective analysis emphasized Reagan’s strong sup-

port among evangelical Protestants, many of whom had 

been mobilized by a new Christian right. A working-

class willingness to become “Reagan Democrats” was at 

least as signifi cant; a majority of white union members 

voted for the Republican nominee. Carter barely won a 

plurality among Jews. Th e most prominent Jewish defec-

tors were neoconservative “Henry Jackson Democrats,” 

who rejected the conciliatory side of Carter’s foreign 

policy. Th e Republicans also captured the Senate for the 

fi rst time since 1952. In sum, Reagan, a former Democrat 

who had voted for Franklin Roosevelt four times, de-

tached important elements from the residual New Deal 

coalition. 

 Defeat and Confusion: 1980–92 

 President Reagan proved to be more fl exible and popu-

lar than his opponents anticipated. A few congressional 

“blue dog” Democrats, most of them from the South, 

supported his conservative economic program. Seeking 

ways to forestall the emergence of a national Republi-

can majority, Democratic leaders as a whole spent the 

Reagan years tinkering with party structure and explor-

ing ideological adjustments. Many inferred from the 

nominations of McGovern and Carter that presidential 
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selection had become too democratic. In accordance 

with the recommendation of another rules commis-

sion in 1982, members of Congress and other high of-

fi cials would automatically serve as “superdelegates” to 

national conventions. Meanwhile, grassroots party or-

ganization was allowed to disintegrate in places where 

Reagan had strong support, including those south-

ern states where native son Carter had run fairly well 

in 1980. 

 Th roughout the 1980s, many prominent Democrats 

went along with the Republican caricature of  liberalism. 

Except for the black activist Jesse Jackson, all major presi-

dential contenders said that past Democratic adminis-

trations had ignored the merits of the market, wasted 

taxpayers’ money, and slighted national defense. As ap-

peals to the working class ebbed, the party cultivated 

newly infl uential constituencies and trendy rhetorical mo-

tifs. Women seemed an especially promising bloc because 

the Reagan administration attacked the welfare state and 

opposed abortion. To exploit the “gender gap” in 1984, 

presidential candidate Walter Mondale chose Representa-

tive Geraldine Ferraro of New York as his running mate. 

Trying to reclaim the center in 1988, presidential nominee 

Michael Dukakis, the governor of Massachusetts, waged 

his campaign on the basis of “competence” rather than 

“ideology.” 

 With the possible exception of the Democratic re-

capture of the Senate in 1986, these tactical shifts rarely 

worked. Mondale received only 41 percent of the vote 

against Reagan, who won majorities among working-class 

whites, Catholics, and women. In 1988 George H. W. 

Bush, a weaker Republican candidate, turned the elec-

tion into a referendum on patriotism. Although Duka-

kis received 46 percent of the vote, he too lost among 

Catholics, blue-collar workers, and white Southerners. 

 Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas joined the eff ort 

to re-brand the Democrats as a “centrist” party dur-

ing the early 1980s. When Clinton defeated President 

Bush and independent candidate Ross Perot in 1992, a 

majority of voters polled viewed him as a “new kind of 

Democrat.” He won a plurality of Catholics and carried 

four southern states. Clinton also profi ted from evolv-

ing cultural attitudes. Many swing voters—especially 

single women—now favored abortion rights and feared 

the Christian right’s infl uence among Republicans; four 

female Democrats were elected to the Senate in 1992. 

Amid a recession, however, a sign in Clinton’s campaign 

headquarters summarized the main reason for his vic-

tory: “It’s the economy, stupid.” 

 “A New Kind of Democrat”: 1992–2000 

 Clinton’s initial agenda as president mixed old and new 

Democratic goals. He successfully pushed congressional 

Democrats to reduce the budget defi cit and to promote 

international commerce by ratifying the North Ameri-

can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Much more liberal 

on cultural issues than Carter, he tried unsuccessfully to 

lift the ban on gays in the military. He put his wife, Hil-

lary Rodham Clinton, in charge of a failed eff ort to pass 

national health insurance, a liberal Democratic dream 

since the New Deal. Aided by an economic downturn 

in 1994, Republican conservatives led by Representa-

tive Newt Gingrich of Georgia captured both houses of 

Congress in a landslide. Clinton fought back eff ectively 

with his characteristic ideological mix of new and old. 

On the one hand, he fulfi lled a 1992 campaign promise 

to “end welfare as we know it” by signing legislation to 

abolish a New Deal entitlement, Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC). On the other hand, he 

defended programs popular among swing voters, espe-

cially Medicare, environmental protection, gun control, 

and abortion rights. Running against Republican Robert 

Dole and Reform Party candidate Ross Perot in 1996, 

Clinton won 50.1 percent of the three-party vote. Th e 

Republicans not only retained control of Congress but 

also gained two Senate seats. 

 Whatever small chance Clinton had of turning his 

personal triumph into further legislative or ideological 

victories was destroyed by the scandal that dominated 

national politics from January 1998 to February 1999. 

Congressional Republicans tried to remove Clinton 

from offi  ce primarily because he lied under oath about 

having had sex with Monica Lewinsky, a young govern-

ment employee. Most Americans doubted that Clinton’s 

misbehavior rose to the level of an impeachable off ense, 

as was demonstrated by Democratic gains in the 1998 

congressional elections. Even so, the Lewinsky scandal 

left the party much weaker than it otherwise would have 

been. Vice President Al Gore, the presidential candidate 

in 2000, tried to distance himself from Clinton’s per-

sonal fl aws while sharing credit for the administration’s 

successes as well as a revived economy. 

 Ambiguous Defeat and Revival: 2000–2006 

 Although Gore led Republican George W. Bush by 

540,000 popular votes, the outcome in the Electoral Col-

lege turned on disputed returns from Florida. In the end, 

Bush was certifi ed the winner by 537 votes. Gore’s loss 

of Florida had many causes, including support drawn 
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away by Green Party candidate Ralph Nader, confusing 

ballots in key districts, a U.S. Supreme Court decision 

halting a recount, and perhaps intimidation of African 

Americans at the polls. But the Florida situation also 

refl ected the Democrats’ long-term inattention to grass-

roots organization. Th e old kind of Democrats in the 

New Deal coalition would have supplied poll watchers 

to explain confusing ballots and protect party faithful 

from intimidation. 

 Foreign policy and military action dominated politics 

after al-Qaeda terrorists attacked the United States on 

September 11, 2001. A majority of congressional Demo-

crats favored the war to destroy the al-Qaeda sanctu-

ary in Afghanistan. With greater reservations, they also 

supported the intervention begun in 2003 to overthrow 

Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship in Iraq. Th e character-

istic inclination of voters in wartime to follow a presi-

dent’s lead helped Republicans to recapture the Senate 

in 2002 (after a brief interlude under Democratic con-

trol because a Republican senator declared himself an 

Independent). 

 In 2004 former governor Howard Dean of Vermont 

sought the Democratic presidential nomination as a 

strong critic of the Iraq war. Th e Dean campaign resem-

bled the grassroots movement that had supported Eugene 

McCarthy in 1968, and it too fell short. Th e Democrats 

nominated Senator John Kerry of Massachusetts, who 

had recently begun to criticize the intervention he had 

earlier voted to authorize. Th e electorate’s continuing 

willingness to back a wartime president was the chief 

reason Bush defeated Kerry by 3 million votes. In an 

electoral landmark, Kerry, a Catholic, lost the Catholic 

vote. Still, his relatively narrow defeat by an incumbent 

president during wartime revealed growing public impa-

tience with the Iraq intervention. 

 In 2006 the Democrats won a decisive majority in the 

House of Representatives and, joined by two indepen-

dents, also gained control of the Senate. Disenchantment 

with the Iraq War, which had now become widespread, 

was the main cause of this sweep. Worries about a sagging 

economy also played an important role. In addition, the 

Democrats had begun to rebuild their grassroots organi-

zation even in conservative areas. Th e party’s worst ideo-

logical wounds from the 1960s and 1970s fi nally had been 

healed by the passing of cold war issues, defection of con-

servatives to Republican ranks, and shared dislike of the 

Bush administration.   In 2008 Barack Obama, an African 

American fi rst-term senator from Illinois, used a brilliantly 

conceived and geographically extensive campaign to win 

the presidency. For the fi rst time in 15 years, Democrats 

controlled the presidency and both houses of Congress. 

See also Democratic Party, 1800–2008.
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E
economy and politics to 1860

 Before the Civil War, the central impetus for economic 

development was the growth of markets. Simply put, 

people bought and sold more on regional, national, and 

international markets than they had done in the colo-

nial period. In the eighteenth century, high transporta-

tion costs, low population densities, and shortages of 

cash kept many Americans from participating in these 

markets. A wave of nineteenth-century transportation 

projects (known to contemporaries as “internal improve-

ments”) made it far easier to exchange goods and ser-

vices with more distant places. Farmers took advantage 

of turnpikes, canals, river improvements, and railroads 

and produced greater surpluses of cash crops. Farmers 

specializing in cash crops demanded more textiles, fur-

niture, clocks, books, and other consumer goods. De-

mand from the countryside created a large market for 

merchants and manufacturers that fueled the growth of 

cities and industries. Scores of newly chartered banks 

provided capital to entrepreneurs taking advantage of 

these new opportunities. Historians have called the 

great expansion of commerce the “market revolution.” 

Economists have labeled the process “Smithian growth,” 

after the famous eighteenth-century economist Adam 

Smith. Smith argued that economic specialization and 

the division of labor—the crux of what he called the 

“wealth of nations,” the title of his classic treatise—

crucially depended on large markets. 

 Th e expansion of markets rested as much on political 

decisions as on economic actions. Scholars have increas-

ingly viewed “institutions”—what might be thought of 

as the myriad formal and informal rules that shape eco-

nomic behavior—as a central component of market ex-

changes. Nineteenth-century Americans self-consciously 

adopted rules that favored the creation of markets, 

whether these were permissive policies toward corporate 

chartering or the removal of barriers to interstate trade. 

Th e “rules of the game” that Americans chose refl ected 

a consensus that commercial and technological progress 

generated widespread benefi ts. If Americans generally 

agreed that commercial progress was important, they 

disagreed on precisely how national, state, and local gov-

ernments would shape commercial markets. Two distinct 

visions dominated economic policy. One called for large-

scale federal involvement—including national banks, 

national internal improvements, and a high tariff —while 

the other favored a decentralized approach in which state 

and local governments would take the lead in encourag-

ing economic development. Th ese two diff erent visions 

of economic change would help shape political parties 

and economic policy before the Civil War. 

 Economic Issues and the First Party System 

 When ratifi ed in 1788, the Constitution established a 

favorable framework for the growth of markets. Th e 

Constitution prohibited the states from  establishing 

trade barriers and thus established a large internal 

“free-trade zone” that allowed commerce to fl ourish. 

Contracts, including debts, made in one state were en-

forceable in another, giving businesses confi dence to 

engage in interstate commerce. Th e Constitution also 

authorized a patent system that protected the rights of 

inventors. During the nineteenth century the federal 

government made patents cheap to obtain and easy to 

enforce—at least relative to European nations—which 

encouraged inventive activity among thousands of in-

dividuals, from humble mechanics to professional in-

ventors. While generally favorable to development, the 

Constitution was also ambiguous about the role of the 

federal government in promoting economic develop-

ment. Could the federal government establish a cen-

tral bank to help stabilize the nation’s fi nancial system? 

Could the federal government build roads, canals, and 
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other internal improvements? Could the federal gov-

ernment enact tariff s to protect domestic industry from 

foreign competition? 

 Th e Federalists, led by nationalists such as Alexander 

Hamilton and John Adams, believed that strong na-

tional institutions could bind the fragmented republic 

together. A large national debt, for example, ensured that 

the prominent fi nanciers and merchants who owned 

government securities would have a vested interest in the 

security and prosperity of the nation. In similar fashion, 

a national bank that would handle the business of the 

federal government, including the deposit of tax receipts, 

would give merchants and manufacturers a source of 

capital while regulating state and local banks. Th e Fed-

eralist vision of a strong, activist state had an undeniable 

modernizing element, but it sprang from a decidedly 

eighteenth-century view of politics and society. Th e Fed-

eralists self-consciously sought to concentrate economic 

and political power in the hands of a small group of 

wealthy men with the experience, expertise, and leader-

ship to run the nation’s economy. In the Federalist vi-

sion ordinary voters would act as a check to ensure that 

these men did not abuse these powers, but Federalists 

presumed that most men of modest means would defer 

to their economic and social superiors. 

 Th e Federalists prevailed in the 1790s, and with Ham-

ilton’s leadership they nationalized the Revolutionary 

War debt (some of which had been owed by individual 

states), levied new taxes, and established a national bank. 

In the pivotal election of 1800, however, Th omas Jeff er-

son’s Republican Party triumphed and would dominate 

electoral politics for the next quarter century. Republi-

cans advocated a decentralized approach to economic 

policy, leaving most power in the hands of states and lo-

calities. Jeff erson and his adherents interpreted the Fed-

eralist program as a ploy to centralize power within the 

hands of a power-hungry cabal of would-be aristocrats. 

Republicans believed, for example, that a national bank 

would use its considerable fi nancial resources to reward 

its friends and punish its enemies, thus setting into mo-

tion a cycle of corruption that threatened the very ex-

istence of the republic. Republicans tied their support 

for expanding democracy (at least for white males) with 

their critique of Federalist economic policies: ordinary 

farmers and artisans, not elitist fi nanciers, should be the 

real drivers of economic development. Once in power, 

Jeff erson cut taxes, decreased government spending, and 

reduced the size of the government debt. President James 

Madison, a close friend of Jeff erson and a stalwart Re-

publican, allowed Hamilton’s Bank of the United States 

to expire in 1811. 

 Political Economy and the Second Party System 

 Despite the success of the Jeff ersonians in limiting the 

economic role of the federal government, confl ict with 

Great Britain (culminating in the War of 1812) led some 

Republicans to embrace elements of economic national-

ism, albeit without Hamilton’s overt elitism. Th e fusion 

of economic nationalism with Jeff ersonian democracy 

is best represented by Henry Clay’s “American System.” 

Clay argued that protecting American industry from for-

eign manufacturers would create large internal markets 

for cotton, foodstuff s, and other agricultural products. 

Clay and other advocates of the American System argued 

that high tariff s would benefi t all sectors of the economy. 

Manufacturers would fl ourish, safely protected from 

cheap foreign goods. Farmers and planters would also 

prosper as a safe, dependable home market replaced 

uncertain foreign markets as the major outlet of Ameri-

can agricultural products. Merchants who coordinated 

the exchanges between cities and the countryside would 

see their business grow as well. 

 By 1832, Clay added two other major elements to the 

American System: a government-fi nanced system of 

transportation improvements and a national bank. As 

committed nationalists, Clay and his allies—who even-

tually became known as National Republicans and then 

Whigs—believed that federal funding of roads, canals, 

and railroads would connect all American localities to 

the domestic market. Clay and his allies also vigorously 

defended the Second Bank of the United States, which 

they believed would regulate state banks, ensure a stable 

currency, and supply businesses with much-needed capi-

tal. A national system of internal improvements and a 

national bank would also strengthen commercial ties and 

provide a shared set of common economic interests that 

would transcend regional loyalties. Th e economic and 

nationalistic appeals of the American System became an 

important part of Clay’s platform during his presidential 

bids in 1824, 1832, and 1844. Th e nationalistic wing of 

the Jeff ersonian Party embraced the American System in 

the 1820s. Th e National Republicans became a core con-

stituency of the Whig Party, which formed in the early 

1830s to oppose Andrew Jackson. Infl uential editors and 

writers such as Hezekiah Niles and Henry Carey strongly 

supported the Whig agenda, which also found consider-
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able support in commercially developed areas with sub-

stantial manufacturing interests. 

 Much as Clay sought to revitalize elements of Hamil-

ton’s nationalistic program, Andrew Jackson resuscitated 

the Jeff ersonian critique of activist government. Elected 

in 1828 on a populist appeal to democracy, Jackson ag-

gressively attacked elements of Clay’s American System. 

In 1830 Jackson vetoed the Maysville Road Bill, which 

would have provided federal funding for an important 

project in Clay’s own state of Kentucky. Even more im-

portant, Jackson vetoed, in 1832, a bill to recharter the 

Second Bank of the United States. Jackson soundly de-

feated Clay in the presidential election of 1832, eff ectively 

dooming the American System. Most voters (especially 

those in the South and West) apparently shared Jackson’s 

fears that the Whig economic program, in mixing eco-

nomic power with political centralization, would invite 

political corruption. Traditional fears of political corrup-

tion refl ected concerns that state activism was a zero-sum 

game in which some interests won and other interests 

lost. Such a political environment made it especially dif-

fi cult for the federal government to fund transportation 

projects. Cities, states, and regions perceived to be on the 

short end of federal funding became a powerful voting 

bloc to oppose government investment. Federal funding 

thus proceeded on an ad hoc basis with little systematic 

planning. 

 A distinctly regional critique of activist government 

developed in the South. High tariff s were especially un-

popular there: planters opposed paying higher prices 

for manufactured goods for the benefi t of northeastern 

manufacturers. Some Southerners also feared that the 

centralization of power inherent in the American System 

presented a long-term threat to slavery. If the federal gov-

ernment had the power to protect industry, build canals, 

and regulate banking, they reasoned, then it might have 

the power to abolish slavery as well. During the winter 

of 1832–33, South Carolina took the dramatic step of nul-

lifying the Tariff  of 1828, which was known in the state 

as the “tariff  of abominations.” South Carolina eventu-

ally backed down, but the state’s response indicated that 

Southerners saw an activist national government as a 

threat to slavery. As debates over slavery became more 

intense during the 1840s and 1850s, southern opposition 

to activist policies (at least those emanating from the 

federal government) hardened, resulting in a legislative 

deadlock that eliminated any real hope of passing the 

Whig’s economic agenda. 

 Economic Development at the State Level 

 Jeff ersonians and Jacksonians, however critical of na-

tional initiatives, eagerly supported economic develop-

ment at the state and local level. Leaving most economic 

policy in the hands of state and local governments, in 

fact, helped democratize institutions such as the corpo-

ration. European nations tended to tightly restrict cor-

porate chartering, often giving established corporations 

monopoly privileges in return for sweetheart deals with 

government offi  cials. In the United States, though, in-

tense competition between states and cities worked to 

loosen corporate chartering, as legislatures sought to 

please a variety of infl uential local interests. Th e more 

decentralized and democratic political culture in the 

United States encouraged logrolling rather than legis-

lative monopoly. Banking is an excellent example. Th e 

number of state-chartered banks accelerated sharply so 

that, by 1820, the United States was well ahead of Great 

Britain and other European nations in bank capital per 

capita. Th ese state banks were hardly the exclusive do-

main of wealthy fi nanciers. Tens of thousands of ordi-

nary individuals—including a good many prosperous 

farmers and artisans—invested in state-chartered banks. 

Political institutions in the United States, in short, man-

aged to channel powerful “bottom-up” forces into eco-

nomic development. 

 Th e decentralized nature of economic policy in the 

United States sometimes led to greater government 

involvement in the economy. Transportation improve-

ments are a case in point. Fearing that private investors 

would avoid the risk associated with large-scale proj-

ects, the New York legislature authorized the construc-

tion of the Erie Canal as a state-run enterprise in 1817. 

Th e canal, built along a 363-mile route from Albany 

to Buff alo, promised an all-water route from the Great 

Lakes region to New York City. Completed in 1825, 

the Erie Canal was a stunning success. Th e bonanza of 

canal revenues allowed New York to fi nance politically 

popular branch lines. Prodded by New York’s example, 

state governments in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Vir-

ginia attempted to build their own canal systems to 

improve links with the Trans-Appalachian West. From 

1817 to 1844 Americans invested nearly $131 million to 

build 3,360 miles of canals. Most of the investment 

came from state governments eager to spur economic 

development, either directly from canal revenues or 

indirectly via property taxes on rapidly appreciating 

land. 
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 Th e failure of most canals to meet the grandiose ex-

pectations of their supporters led to fi scal retrenchment 

in many states. Part of the problem was that the Erie 

Canal proved exceptionally profi table. Most other ca-

nals, traversing more mountainous terrain or serving 

smaller populations, barely covered the cost of upkeep 

and repairs. Heavy investments in canals created large 

state debts that led to a backlash against state invest-

ment. In the 1840s and 1850s, important northern states 

such as New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio adopted 

constitutional amendments that banned government in-

vestment in private corporations. Th e backlash against 

state canal investment—combined with the continued 

develop ment of fi nancial centers such as New York 

City and Philadelphia—left most railroad construction 

in private hands. Faster and more fl exible than canals, 

railroads captured the imagination of both private capi-

talists and the general public. By 1840 Americans had 

built 2,818 miles of track; by 1860 that fi gure ballooned 

to 30,626 miles. 

 Although private capital fi nanced much of the nation’s 

railroad network, railroads were hardly examples of free 

enterprise. In the North, municipal and county gov-

ernments often purchased railroad stock to  encourage 

local companies. In the South, the region’s slave econ-

omy prevented the growth of large fi nancial centers that 

might fi nance railroad construction. State investment 

thus remained the norm. Th e public character of rail-

roads, even when they were privately fi nanced, generated 

a host of disputes that courts and local governments 

often decided. Should eminent domain compensation 

be determined by local juries (which often favored land-

owners) or special commissioners (which often favored 

companies)? Should railroads compensate farmers when 

locomotives struck livestock that were crossing tracks? 

Could cities regulate railroad operations to reduce 

noise, congestion, and pollution? Judges and legislators 

typically attempted to strike compromises that medi-

ated the government’s considerable interest in encour-

aging railroad construction with individual and public 

rights. 

 For the most part, the federal government played a 

secondary role to state and local governments in the 

pro liferation of transportation companies. National 

 policies—especially land policy—nevertheless had an 

important indirect impact. Th e federal government 

made land grants to various canals and railroads in the 

West and South. Although small compared to the invest-

ment of state governments, these land grants nevertheless 

aided individual enterprises, such as Indiana’s Wabash 

and Erie Canal. More important, federal policy regard-

ing land sales aff ected the rate of western settlement, 

thus had an important impact on internal improvements 

and the rest of the economy. Some easterners (including 

Northerners and Southerners) feared that rapid western 

expansion would undermine their own political infl u-

ence. Th ey therefore supported relatively high prices for 

the vast tracts of western land that the U.S. government 

owned. Not only did high prices slow western settle-

ment, but they also provided an important source of 

revenue for the federal government. Popular pressure 

for cheap western land, though, led to the passage of 

the Land Act of 1841, which allowed settlers the right to 

buy a 160-acre homestead for as low as $1.25 per acre. 

 In the 1850s, the emerging Republican Party embraced 

the nationalistic ideas of Hamilton and Clay. Abraham 

Lincoln and many other Republicans had long admired 

Clay and his ideas. Republicans eagerly supported gen-

erous land grants to transcontinental railroads, a highly 

protective tariff , and a new national bank. Unlike Clay, 

the Republicans made slavery an economic policy issue. 

Believing that slavery inevitably discouraged hard work 

and enterprise, Republicans blamed the institution 

for the South’s lack of development. While southern 

slaveholders often generated large profi ts from planta-

tion agriculture, the South lagged behind the North in 

urbanization, manufacturing, and other benchmarks 

of economic development. Republicans, fearing that 

slavery would poison the national economy if allowed 

to spread, thus opposed the extension of slavery into 

the West. Th ey instead supported a homestead act that 

would allow free-labor households to acquire federal 

land at little or no cost. Debates over federal land policy 

played a crucial role in the coming of the Civil War. 

See also business and politics; economy 

and politics since 1860.
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 J O H N  M A J E W S K I 

 economy and politics, 1860–1920 

 Since the founding of the republic, Americans have de-

bated about how to make the economy work for the gen-

eral welfare. Making it work, however, has always been 

a means to larger social and political ends. Growing the 

economy has never been an end in itself. 

 Liberty was, at the founding, construed as a simple 

function of property ownership: if you owned property, 

you were economically independent of others, and thus 

could be a self-mastering individual—a citizen. Ameri-

cans have since redefi ned liberty, equality, and citizen-

ship, but most still conceive of “real politics” in terms of 

their economic status. 

 Th e politics of the period from 1860 to 1920 can be 

viewed as a debate about how to reorganize or reject an 

Atlantic economy, then as a way of imagining the politi-

cal future of a more cosmopolitan, a more inclusive—

maybe even a global—economy. Th us conceived, the 

politics of the period became an argument about how, 

not whether, to include the federal government in the 

sponsorship and supervision of economic arrangements. 

 Th e nonmilitary legislation of the 1860s, for exam-

ple, which enacted the Republican platform on which 

 Abraham Lincoln ran for president, was a detailed blue-

print for industrialization on a continental scale. It could 

be implemented only because the South had removed its 

representatives from the national legislature. Th e Mor-

rill tariff  of 1861 was the fi rst step. It reversed the trend 

toward free trade, which began under President Andrew 

Jackson in 1832 and culminated under President James 

Buchanan in 1857. Th e new tariff  imposed specifi c duties 

on imports such as steel rails and thus allowed American 

manufacturers to undersell their more effi  cient British 

competitors. 

 Other steps included the Homestead Act, which 

excluded slavery from the territories by encouraging 

white settlers to head for the new frontier in the trans-

 Mississippi West; the National Banking Acts of 1863 and 

1864, which, by forbidding state and private banks to 

issue money, created a uniform national currency and a 

new stratum of bankers with vested interests in manu-

facturing and transportation; the Immigration Act of 

1864, which fl ooded the late-nineteenth-century Ameri-

can labor market with exactly the kind of ornery, adven-

turous, and ambitious individuals who might have led 

the class struggle back home; and the Aid to Railroads 

Acts of 1864–68, which subsidized the construction of 

transcontinental trunk lines, thus building the neces-

sary infrastructure of a tightly knit national market for 

both fi nished goods and investment capital. Finally, the 

three “freedom amendments” to the Constitution—the 

Th irteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments—

abolished slavery, guaranteed due process of law to all 

persons (regardless of race), and armed the freedmen 

with the vote. Together they created a unitary labor/

property system and prevented the restoration of the 

South to its prewar political preeminence. 

 Th is last step, a result of Radical Reconstruction, was 

more important than it may seem, because the repeal 

of the Republican Party’s blueprint for modern America 

was a real possibility. Indeed, it was a programmatic 

imperative of the Democratic Party in the North. Even 

moderate Republicans with constituencies in the sea-

board cities of the Northeast were anxious to restore, 

not reconstruct, the abject South, because the merchants 

and bankers who had organized and fi nanced the an-

tebellum cotton trade from their offi  ces in New York, 

Philadelphia, and Boston wanted an immediate return 

to a free-trade Atlantic economy in which the pound 

sterling and the gold standard ruled. Many thousands 

of other Northerners who had been employed in and by 

this trade wanted the same thing. 

 When a majority of these merchants and bankers 

realized that there were more lucrative outlets for their 

capital in the “great and growing West” than in the res-

toration of the South and the resurrection of the cotton 

trade, the possibility of a return to a free-trade Atlantic 

economy was dead. So, too, was the Democratic Party’s 

preference for “do-nothing government” (or “laissez-

faire”). So, fi nally, was the related notion that the fu-

ture of the American economy would be determined by 

the scale and scope of British demand for agricultural 

raw materials. In this sense, the abdication of merchant 

capital, the political power behind King Cotton’s throne, 

turned agriculture into a mere branch of industry. As 
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a result, the once regnant, even arrogant South had to 

reinvent itself as a political supplicant and a colonial ap-

pendage of the northeastern metropolis. 

 Politics in the late nineteenth century was mostly a 

matter of answering the money question, the labor ques-

tion, and the trust question, as they were then called. 

Of course, party coalitions were based as much on eth-

nic loyalties and rivalries as on class allegiances. In the 

United States, race and ethnicity are never absent, or 

even distant, from the calculations of politicians. But the 

public discourse of the period 1860–1920 was a language 

of class confl ict that kept asking not whether but how to 

use the powers of the state and federal governments to 

promote  equitable  economic development. 

 Th e political stalemate of the post–Civil War period 

had both a class component and a regional one. Th e re-

gional component was a continental version of imperial 

politics. Th e northeastern metropolis stretching from 

Boston to Chicago could not simply impose its will on 

the South or the West in the 1880s and 1890s. Too many 

states and too many people resisted the juggernaut of 

industrial capitalism, sometimes with electoral initiatives 

and sometimes with extra-electoral activity that involved 

armed struggle, as in the terrorist campaigns of white 

supremacists in the South during Reconstruction and 

after. 

 Th e class component of the “great stalemate” was more 

important, however, because it had more profound intel-

lectual as well as political eff ects. Th e short version of 

the argument is that the workers were winning the class 

struggle of the late nineteenth century, and the capitalists 

knew it. Certainly the rise of “big business” was a crucial 

phenomenon in the period, but corporations could not 

translate their obvious market power into political legiti-

macy without a struggle. When workers went on strike, 

for example, local populations usually sided with them. 

 Many observers of the economic scene proposed, there-

fore, to change things, so that labor and capital could 

share more equitably in the benefi ts of industrial accumu-

lation. From the standpoint of capital, this change would 

mean that labor relinquished its control over machine 

production and allowed for greater effi  ciency and for a 

more minute division of labor. From the standpoint of 

labor, this change would mean that capital relinquished 

or reduced its claim to a share of national income, on the 

grounds that it produced nothing—that capital merely 

deducted its income from the sum of value produced by 

others. 

 Th is was the labor question of the late nineteenth cen-

tury: how to allocate the benefi ts of economic growth 

in such a way that all social classes, all social strata—not 

just capital, not just labor—might benefi t. It shaped po-

litical discourse because the answers determined where 

the parties stood but also where other organizations and 

institutions situated themselves, including state govern-

ments and federal courts. 

 Th e subtext was a political question: Could repub-

lican government survive the eruption of class confl ict 

and the emergence of class society? Arthur T. Hadley, 

a Yale University economist who was also a member 

of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s fi nance committee, an-

swered this way: “A republican government is organized 

on the assumption that all men are free and equal. If the 

political power is equally distributed while the industrial 

power is concentrated in the hands of the few, it cre-

ates dangers of class struggles and class legislation which 

menace both our political and our industrial order.” 

 Th e pacifi cation of the epic class struggle of the late 

nineteenth century, a struggle that was more open, vio-

lent, and sustained in the United States than anywhere 

else, occurred only when the labor movement accepted 

capital as a legitimate claimant on a share of national 

income. Th is accomplishment was largely, but not only, 

the result of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), 

founded in 1886, and it was not complete until 1914, with 

the Clayton Act (which is usually interpreted as a con-

cession to labor). Even then, labor was still the junior 

partner of capital, and would remain so until 1935, when 

the Wagner Act gave the federal government the power 

to punish businesses for refusing to deal with unions. 

 Th e money question was more complicated, and reached 

more constituencies, but it addressed the same problem: 

how to equitably allocate the benefi ts of economic growth. 

Was the money supply a cause or an eff ect of economic 

growth? What did money represent, anyway? 

 From the standpoint of capital, the money supply had 

increased in the late nineteenth century because substi-

tutes for cash and coin had supplemented these meager 

(and shrinking) means of exchange—substitutes like 

checks, drafts, bills, securities, futures—all the fi nancial 

devices that people called “credit” and understood as 

the foundation of a new, corporate economy. From the 

standpoint of labor and farmer activists, the money sup-

ply had shrunk because, after 1873, silver was no longer a 

precious metal to be treated as the backing for currency 

or the stuff  of coins. Th e volume of national banknotes 
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did, in fact, decline during and after the 1880s, but the 

procapitalist position was correct—the money supply 

had increased in spite of this decline. 

 For the critics, money was merely a means of ex-

change. To increase its quantity was to increase demand 

for goods, thus employing more labor and growing the 

economy and to make sure that price defl ation didn’t 

force borrowers to pay off  their loans in money that was 

worth more than they originally took from the bank. 

From the standpoint of capital, money was multifari-

ous, mysterious—it was credit, a system unto itself. As 

Edward Bellamy explained in  Looking Backward  (1888), 

his best-selling utopian novel that created something of 

a political cult, “Money was a sign of real commodities, 

but credit was but the sign of a sign.” 

 Close regulation of the money supply and the ability 

to manage economic crises with such fi nancial devices as 

interest rates and reserve requirements were fi nally ac-

complished with the creation of the Federal Reserve Sys-

tem in 1913. Th e answer to the money question, like the 

resolution of the labor question, was an adjunct to the 

trust question, for it made the corporation the central 

problem, and promise, of the politics of the period. 

 Th e trust questions went like this: Can we regulate and 

discipline these large corporations? Are they natural mo-

nopolies or unlawful restraints of trade? (Th e common law 

made this distinction, and the political discourse of the 

time seized on it.) Do they signify industrial serfdom? Can 

we be mere employees of their huge bureaucracies and still 

be free men and women? If they are artifi cial persons, frag-

ile artifacts of the law, does that mean we are, too? 

 Th e turn of the wheel—the end of the Great Stale-

mate—came in the late 1890s, when the AFL could 

provide its new answer to the labor question and when 

Democrat-Populist William Jennings Bryan lost his bid 

for the presidency in 1896. “Free silver” became some-

thing of a joke, and the money question was resolved in 

favor of a gold standard. 

 Progressivism and Imperialism 

 After 1896, the urban industrial area of the nation was the 

primary scene of political discourse and party confl ict. Th e 

relation between the corporations and the larger society was 

the question that shaped, even dominated, the Progressive 

Era. Some historians argue that, ironically, procorporate 

ideologues, executives, intellectuals, and journalists wrote a 

lot of the legislation that regulated the new corporations—

the products of the great merger movement of 1898–1903. 

But there is no irony in the simple fact that large business 

enterprises need stability and predictability, and therefore 

want regulation of market forces. 

 Th e anarchy of the market is anathema for all par-

ticipants, in capital as well as in labor. Th e issue was not 

whether but how to regulate it, through public agencies 

such as the Federal Reserve and the Federal Trade Com-

mission (FTC) or through private organizations such as 

trade unions. 

 Th e Progressive Era was a time when the corporation 

was fi nally “domesticated,” to borrow historian Richard 

Hofstadter’s term. It was fi nally recognized as a normal 

part of economic and political life in the United States. 

By 1920 it was subject to close regulation, juridical super-

vision, and consistent public scrutiny. Woodrow Wilson 

had successfully split the diff erence between William 

Howard Taft and Th eodore Roosevelt in the 1912 cam-

paign by rejecting both Roosevelt’s program of statist 

command of the market and Taft’s program of fervent 

trust-busting in the name of renewed competition. Th e 

FTC was the emblem of his diff erent answer to the trust 

question, combining executive power, antitrust law, and 

regulatory zeal without a trace of nostalgia for the small 

business owner. 

 Th e “domestication” of the large corporation in the 

Progressive Era also changed the world. For if imperial-

ism was possible in the absence of corporate capitalism, 

the new corporate order could not survive in the absence 

of imperialism. Th e corporations were simply too effi  -

cient in reducing costs and increasing output without 

a comparable increase of labor inputs. Th eir “scientifi c” 

managers redesigned the shop fl oors to economize on 

the costs of skilled labor (the advent of electric power 

helped), and improved productivity to the point where 

the growth of the industrial working class ceased by 1905. 

What then? Where would the surplus go? 

 By the 1880s, the domestic market was saturated with 

the output of American industry. New overseas markets 

were imperative. Industry leaders and intellectuals were 

trying, by the 1890s, to think through an imperial model 

that would avoid the idiocies of European colonialism. Th e 

point was to avoid military conquest and occupation. 

 At the end of the nineteenth century, U.S. policy 

makers and a new stratum of such “public intellectu-

als” as Charles Conant, Arthur T. Hadley, and Jeremiah 

Jenks were inventing a new kind of imperialism, so new 

that it inaugurated the “American Century.” With the 

international circulation of John Hay’s  Open Door Notes  
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in 1899–1900, there was a doctrine to go with the new 

thinking. 

 Th e doctrine had six core principles. First, all people, 

all cultures, were capable of development—there were no 

racial barriers to advanced civilization. Second, in view of 

the insurrections staged in the American South and West 

in the late nineteenth century, as well as the Boxer Re-

bellion in China, economic development was the key to 

creating modern social strata where there were none. It 

was a risky strategy because rapid growth always displaces 

vested interests and creates new ones, but the alterna-

tive was recurrent insurrection on behalf of people de-

prived of the fruits of development. Th ird, development 

meant direct investment in, or transfers of technology to, 

 less-developed parts of the world. Trade was important, 

but nowhere near as important as investment. 

 Fourth, the sovereignty of every nation, including 

China, then a large but crumbling empire, was inviola-

ble. Th e American experience of the nineteenth century 

had taught U.S. policy makers like John Hay, the sec-

retary of state under Presidents William McKinley and 

Th eodore Roosevelt, that a nation could absorb enor-

mous quantities of foreign capital and still thrive as long 

as its political integrity was kept intact. Fifth, the seat of 

empire was shifting to the United States. Th e question 

was, could this shift be accomplished without war? 

 Yes, Hay and others said, and their answer was the 

sixth core principle—that of an anticolonial, open-door 

world. If economic growth was the means to pacify do-

mestic class confl ict and avoid international confl ict over 

the allocation of  shares  of world income, they claimed, 

then a world without barriers to trade and investment 

was a world of peace. If the  volume  of world income grew 

quickly enough, there would be no fi ghting about re-

spective  shares . An open-door world—without exclusive 

“spheres of infl uence,” without colonies—was then the 

way to a  postimperialist  future. 

 The Politics of  War and the Shape of the Future 

 Th is is the world for which the United States, under 

President Woodrow Wilson, went to war in 1917. It was 

not the world that resulted; the European victors were 

not about to give up their colonial possessions because 

the United States asked them to. But it is the world that 

American policy makers described as their goal until 

the end of the twentieth century, when neoconservatives 

proposed to go back to a military defi nition of power. 

 American entry into World War I was predicated on 

the politics of the new imperialism, which would have 

been almost entirely economic in nature. With U.S. 

troops in battle, the stalemate between the warring sides 

would be broken. A socialist revolution could be fore-

stalled and German victory prevented. So, too, would 

the reinstatement of European colonialism proposed by 

the Allies, for the United States would no longer be a 

neutral party and could negotiate an early version of de-

colonization through a system of mandates. 

 Th e results were as good as could be expected in the 

absence of a prolonged American military presence in 

Europe, something that was unthinkable in 1919, when 

the war ended. For that reason, the United States could 

never have joined the League of Nations: enough sena-

tors refused to deploy American military power, such as 

it was, to sustain empires already in place. 

 Still, the future was written in the second decade of 

the twentieth century. An open-door world became the 

aim of American foreign policy. Organized labor came 

of age during and after the war; it waned and it waited 

in the 1920s, to be sure, but it was ready for power when 

depression struck in the 1930s. Finally, the problem of 

structural unemployment became crucial to the thinking 

of economists and politicians alike. 

 Here, the issue of corporate effi  ciency was again the 

driving force. Th e new corporations could increase out-

put without any increase of inputs—whether of labor or 

of capital. So the pressing questions became how to em-

ploy a growing population and what would happen to 

the intellectual and political status of profi t. If employ-

ment can’t be provided to a growing population through 

private investment, what justifi cation is there for profi t? 

And, how else could people be employed? Public spend-

ing? Th ese were the questions that surfaced in the second 

decade of the twentieth century, and we are still trying 

to answer them. 

  See also  banking policy; business and politics; labor movement 

and politics; tariff s and politics. 
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 J A M E S  L I V I N G S TO N 

 economy and politics, 1920–45 

 In 1920 Republican presidential candidate Warren 

Harding announced that “America’s present need is not 

heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not 

revolution, but restoration.” Spoken after an alarming 

year of widespread labor unrest, the vicious Red Scare, 

and a bruising congressional battle over the country’s 

postwar foreign commitments, the promise of “nor-

malcy” soothed his constituents’ jangled nerves and pro-

vided them with hope for a swift end to the dislocations 

stirred up by the Great War. Yet Harding’s neologism 

signaled more than an assurance of domestic peace and a 

commitment to shut down the international adventures. 

Not only should Americans put the war and its unset-

tling aftermath behind them, his words suggested; so, too, 

should the country dispense with the previous de cade of 

dangerously socialistic economic experimentation. 

 Th e Republican Party, as most business conservatives 

saw it, had been rudely unseated from national power 

by Democrat Woodrow Wilson’s presidency from 1913 

to 1921. During that time, an unexpected alliance of 

rural representatives and urban labor interests had pro-

vided the congressional muscle for a sweeping array of 

federal regulatory legislation, transferring the Progres-

sive reform energy of the states and municipalities to 

the national level and there consolidating its reach and 

permanence. Even more jarring to the self-appointed 

protectors of property and sound money in both parties 

was the specter of a political coalition of reform-minded 

Th eodore Roosevelt Republicans joined in unholy part-

nership with agrarian infl ationists indoctrinated by 

the Democratic-populist credos of William Jennings 

Bryan. 

 But for the next ten years, party standpatters could 

put these worries to rest. A decade of unsurpassed pros-

perity muted the previous era’s concerns for economic 

justice and responsive government. Both Harding and 

his successor, Calvin Coolidge, brought to the White 

House a political philosophy oriented toward private 

accumulation and proud of governmental inaction. 

“Th e chief business of the American people is business,” 

Coolidge famously intoned, a dictum perfectly matched 

to the country’s diminished concern with corporate 

concentration. Big businesses, now depicted in splashy 

advertisements, provided valuable and essential services 

that distributed everyday comforts and conveniences, 

brought families closer together, and satisfi ed the indi-

vidual tastes of discerning consumers. 

 Indeed, after a brief recession that ended in 1921, the 

American economy certainly appeared capable of raising 

living standards quickly and dramatically, and without 

government interference. By 1930 manufacturing output 

had increased fourfold over 1900 levels. Real industrial 

wages, which rose almost 25 percent during the 1920s, 

put a portion of the accompanying productivity gains di-

rectly into the worker’s pocket. Th e technological and or-

ganizational feats of Fordist mass production turned out 

low-cost consumer durables at prices average Americans 

could aff ord. High wages and low prices most famously 

brought automobile ownership within the reach of mil-

lions; at decade’s end, one out every fi ve Americans was 

driving a car. But they were not only crowding the roads 

with their modern marvels; by 1930 almost two-thirds 

of the nation’s homes received electric service. Electri-

cal appliances—refrigerators, ovens, radios, and vacuum 

cleaners—had become regular features of domestic life. 

 Th e nation’s rapidly growing urban areas, which housed 

a majority of the population after 1920, provided the pri-

mary setting for such dizzying consumption. Th e decade’s 

very prosperity, in fact, pushed the economic questions of 

the Progressive Era to the back burner and brought to the 

political forefront a simmering cultural divide between 

small-town America and the cities with their bustling 

immigrant communities, beer-soaked politics, and in-

creasingly cosmopolitan tastes. Nothing showcased these 

geographical frictions better than the Democratic Party, 

reduced during the 1920s to infi ghting between its 

urban, working-class members and a Protestant, native-

born, and prohibitionist wing. Furthermore, the party’s 

rural faction was anchored—even dominated—by the 
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segre gationist, antiunion South, whose cotton barons 

and low-wage employers suppressed the region’s populist 

heritage, warily eyed the big-city machines, and accrued 

ever more congressional seniority. Fistfi ghts broke out on 

the 1924 Democratic Party convention fl oor over a peti-

tion to condemn the Ku Klux Klan and brought the pro-

ceedings to a days-long standstill. Irish Catholic Alfred E. 

Smith, backed by New York City’s Tammany Hall and 

an emblem of all the Klan reviled, lost that nomination, 

only to claim it four years later and to suff er a humiliat-

ing national defeat in 1928. 

 Rural Issues during the 1920s 

 Th e culture war falls short as a guiding framework for the 

political world of the 1920s, however. What separated the 

town and the country was not merely a mismatch of val-

ues and social customs but a gaping economic imbalance. 

Industrial America had not yet vanquished its agrarian 

past. Farmers still constituted nearly one-third of the na-

tion’s workforce, but earned, on average, one-fourth the 

income of industrial workers. While other Americans 

experienced rising wages and dazzling consumer choices, 

farmers received an unwelcome taste of the Great De-

pression to come. Emboldened by high prices and gov-

ernment encouragement, they had expanded production 

during World War I, often pushing into marginal lands 

where success was far from certain. Agricultural incomes 

dropped precipitously when overseas demand plum-

meted after 1920. Besieged by the postwar contraction, 

farmers found themselves caught between the low prices 

they received for farm products and the high prices they 

paid for nonfarm items; wheat and other commodity 

markets suff ered from overproduction throughout the 

decade. 

 Th is agricultural distress prompted urgent calls for 

national assistance from a new congressional bloc of 

southern Democrats and farm-state Republicans. Th eir 

discontent found concrete expression in the McNary-

Haugen Farm Bills, the focal point of farm relief legisla-

tion during the 1920s. Th e legislation proposed to raise 

domestic prices directly by selling surplus stocks abroad. 

Its proponents believed that this two-price system would 

not entail special protection for agriculture; it would 

simply extend the benefi ts of the tariff  (already en-

joyed by American manufacturers) to farmers. New Deal 

policy makers would soon criticize this export dumping 

and prescribe a purely domestic agricultural rescue pack-

age, but not before the bills faced decisive opposition 

from President Coolidge as well as Herbert Hoover, his 

Republican successor. 

 Th e political signifi cance of the agricultural depres-

sion, though, lay not in the farm bloc’s defeats during 

the 1920s but in the growing potential to resurrect an al-

liance between rural Democrats and Progressive Republi-

cans. Th e absence of farm prosperity and the search for a 

method to address the economic imbalance kept alive an 

issue tailor-made for uniting rural representatives of all 

political stripes: public power. Private utilities and elec-

tric companies had decided that most farmers simply did 

not have the income to put them in the customer class; it 

was far more profi table to serve more densely populated 

urban areas. No one represented the progressive’s pas-

sion for public power more than Nebraska Republican 

George Norris, who battled to bring the nation’s rivers 

and waterways under state-sponsored, multiple-purpose 

control. Th roughout the 1920s, Senator Norris labored 

to keep the government’s World War I–era hydroelec-

tric facility at Muscle Shoals, Alabama, in public hands 

and to use it as the starting point for a more ambitious 

scheme to develop the entire Tennessee River basin—a 

project realized eventually in the creation of the Ten-

nessee Valley Authority. However, like the proponents 

of the McNary-Haugen Bills, the proponents of public 

power also faced decisive presidential opposition before 

the New Deal. 

 Onset of the Great Depression 

 While the agricultural depression aroused Progressive-

like calls for government assistance during a decade 

whose governing ethos rejected such intervention, it also 

contributed to the Great Depression. Of the many do-

mestic causes of the Depression’s length and severity, the 

inequitable distribution of wealth ranks very high. Th e 

maladjustment was not only apparent in the disparity 

between rural and urban incomes; workers’ wages, de-

spite their increase, had failed to rise in step with indus-

trial output or with corporate profi ts, thus spreading too 

thinly the purchasing power required to run the motors 

of mass production. Th e lower 93 percent of the popula-

tion actually saw their per-capita incomes drop during 

the latter part of the 1920s. Furthermore, far too many 

excited buyers had purchased all of those consumer du-

rables on installment plans. Entire industries balanced 

precariously on a shaky foundation of consumer debt. 

 Th e automobile and construction sectors felt the 

pinch as early as 1925, and by the end of the decade, busi-
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nesses struggled with unsold inventories that had nearly 

quadrupled in value. A speculative frenzy on Wall Street 

ended with a stock market crash in the autumn of 1929. 

Less than 5 percent of the population owned securities in 

1929, but many more Americans held bank deposits, and 

lost those in the wave of bank failures that followed. Still, 

the Depression was not merely the result of income in-

equality or credit-fueled overexpansion. It also emerged 

from a complicated tangle of domestic and international 

circumstances—an undercapitalized banking system 

with too few branch operations; a Federal Reserve that 

restricted the money supply instead of easing credit; an 

unassisted Europe that defaulted on its war debts; and a 

world trading system that fell prey to fi ts of economic 

nationalism. Much of the blame, in fact, could be placed 

on the doorstep of the United States, which emerged 

from World War I as the world’s leading  creditor  nation 

but evaded the responsibilities of this leadership. In-

stead, during the 1920s, the U.S. government hindered 

the repayment of European debt and restricted the 

global movement of labor, goods, and capital by halting 

immigration and raising tariff s to astronomically high 

levels—even while aggressively promoting its own prod-

ucts overseas. Th e president to whose lot the economic 

emergency fi rst fell was Herbert Hoover, a widely re-

spected engineer who had orchestrated European food 

relief eff orts during World War I and who had served 

as secretary of commerce under Harding and Coolidge. 

Unlike his predecessors, Hoover was no orthodox disciple 

of laissez-faire. He claimed that the increasing complex-

ity of modern society required the federal government 

to gather information and suggestions for the nation’s 

improvement. He insisted, though, that these tools be 

used primarily to assist the voluntary activities of those 

people, businesses, and local governments interested in 

collective self-help. 

 By the spring of 1933, nearly 25 percent of the labor 

force was unemployed, and millions more worked only 

part-time. Construction had slowed, manufacturing had 

stalled, and new investment had virtually come to a halt. 

Traditional sources of assistance—mutual aid societies, 

municipal treasuries, even national charities—were crip-

pled by such unprecedented need. Unlike his treasury 

secretary, Andrew Mellon, whom Hoover later criticized 

as a “leave-it-alone liquidationist,” the president at fi rst 

demonstrated considerable fl exibility—he cajoled in-

dustrial leaders to resist lowering wages; requested pub-

lic works funds from the U.S. Congress; persuaded the 

Federal Reserve to ease credit (though, as events would 

prove, not by nearly enough); and set up the Reconstruc-

tion Finance Corporation to provide billions of dollars 

to banks and businesses. On a few critical issues, how-

ever, Hoover dug in his heels: he refused to sanction di-

rect federal assistance for either farmers or unemployed 

people, and he opposed any proposal that required the 

government to produce and distribute electricity with-

out the assistance of private business. 

 Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal 

 Into this political opening marched Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, the Democratic governor of New York, who 

challenged Hoover for the presidency in 1932. Roosevelt 

not only pledged relief to the urban unemployed 

but—unlike his gubernatorial predecessor Alfred E. 

Smith—also demonstrated remarkable acuity for rural 

issues. During his governorship, Roosevelt had begun a 

statewide program of soil surveys and reforestation, and 

attempted to provide rural New Yorkers with inexpensive 

electricity from government-run hydroelectric power fa-

cilities. In his lustiest presidential campaign rhetoric, he 

promised federal development of prime hydroelectric 

sites across the country. Th e federal government would 

not only build the required infrastructure but would dis-

tribute the electricity to the surrounding communities 

at the lowest possible cost. Roosevelt also committed his 

party to a program of direct farm assistance that would 

combine production control with higher prices and nat-

ural resource conservation. 

 Roosevelt put rural issues up front in his campaign 

not simply to distinguish his record from Hoover’s but 

because he and his advisors attributed the Depression to 

an absence of farm purchasing power. Low agricultur al 

incomes, they argued, kept factories idle and urban 

workers unemployed. Roosevelt had addressed the ques-

tion of the urban unemployed as governor by insti-

tuting work relief and welfare benefi ts, anticipating the 

similar programs of the New Deal as well as the federal 

government’s recognition of organized labor. Still, the 

model of the Depression that he initially adopted cast 

the farm sector as the primary problem, with the low 

purchasing power of the working class a complementary 

concern. Whatever the genuine economic causes of the 

Depression—and Roosevelt can certainly be faulted for 

embracing an exclusively domestic analysis, especially an 

agrarian fundamentalist one—the underconsumptionist 

model was political gold. Th e president intended to use 
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the nation’s economic distress to transcend the poison-

ous cultural divide between the country and the city 

and to create a more lasting reform coalition within the 

Democratic Party. 

 In the election of 1932, Roosevelt won a signifi cant plu-

rality of votes in the nation’s major cities, swept the South 

and the West, and polled his largest majorities in the farm 

regions. Congress, pressured by constituents at home to 

do something quickly, submitted to executive leadership 

and engaged in a remarkable fl urry of legislative energy. 

It fi rst passed measures repairing the country’s money 

and credit. To restore confi dence in the fi nancial system, 

Roosevelt authorized the federal government to reorga-

nize failing banks and to issue more currency. Congress 

also created the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 

(FDIC) to insure regular Americans’ savings accounts. 

Th e rural wing of the Democratic Party had historically 

agitated for infl ation so that farm prices might rise and 

debts be repaid with easier money. Roosevelt moved in 

this direction by partially severing the currency from the 

gold standard, which had provided a basis of trust for 

international fi nancial transactions but impeded domes-

tic growth. Funneling assistance to those in need was an 

equally urgent task, and the administration set up aid 

programs that distributed cash grants through state relief 

agencies, put the unemployed directly to work with gov-

ernment jobs, and employed needy Americans indirectly 

by investing in public works projects. 

 Th e primary new departure in federal policy was the 

New Deal’s attempt to raise prices and wages simultane-

ously—to get farms and businesses producing again and 

to supply consumers with the incomes to assist in that 

recovery. Th e Agricultural Adjustment Administration 

(AAA) sought to curb overproduction and raise prices 

by restricting the acreage planted in key commodities, 

providing farmers with support payments collected from 

taxes on agricultural processors. Such intervention was 

necessary, the AAA argued, to increase farm purchas-

ing power and spur national economic recovery. On the 

industrial end, the National Recovery Administration 

(NRA) sought to foster cooperation among government, 

management, labor, and consumers, empowering plan-

ning boards to issue regulatory codes governing wages, 

prices, and profi ts. Th e NRA’s enabling act, the National 

Industrial Recovery Act, also included funds for the Pub-

lic Works Administration (PWA). Th e theory was that 

public works money would operate alongside the AAA’s 

cash benefi ts to increase the total number of purchases 

nationwide, while the NRA would see to it that labor 

and capital shared the fruits of recovery. Policy makers 

initially embarked on such intricately managerial ex-

periments because they never seriously considered the 

socialist alternatives—nor, for that matter, other liberal 

options such as massive government spending or aggres-

sive taxation and redistribution. For most of the 1930s, 

balanced budgets remained the orthodoxy among New 

Dealers, including the president, and long-standing tra-

ditions of limited government and self-help continued 

to shape the beliefs of most liberals. Such ideas also con-

tinued to shape legal opinion; the Supreme Court over-

turned the NRA in 1935 and the AAA in 1936. 

 Rural issues remained central to New Deal policy. 

Congress enacted the creation of a second AAA, now 

fi nanced with revenues from the general treasury. Th e 

government purchased thousands of acres of marginal 

and tax-delinquent farmland and added it to the na-

tional preserves and forests. Farmers also received cash 

benefi ts and technical assistance to halt soil erosion—a 

cause soon rendered even more urgent after the nation 

absorbed shocking images of the Dust Bowl—and the 

government fi nanced construction of massive hydroelec-

tric dams, irrigation facilities, and power distribution 

systems. Beginning with the Tennessee Valley Author-

ity Act of 1933, every public dam-building agency (such 

as the TVA, the Bureau of Reclamation, and the Army 

Corps of Engineers) was required to produce and distrib-

ute power to serve surrounding rural areas, a task accom-

plished with the assistance of other New Deal creations 

such as the Rural Electrifi cation Administration and the 

PWA. Such generous fi nancing for rural development es-

pecially benefi ted the South and the West, the “Sunbelt” 

regions that emerged in the postwar era as economic 

counterweights to the Northeast and the Midwest. 

 While agriculture and rural resource policy remained 

central to New Deal policy, farm politics quickly gave 

way to a more urban orientation within the Democratic 

Party. Beginning with Roosevelt’s landslide reelection in 

1936, urban majorities became decisive in Democratic 

victories. Roosevelt’s urban appeal lay in the federal 

government’s work relief and welfare benefi ts, and in 

the New Deal’s recognition of formerly marginalized 

religious and cultural groups. Th ough some reformers 

denounced the Democratic Party’s ties to city machines, 

municipal offi  cials and urban constituencies often lib-

eralized the party, pushing to the forefront questions 

of workplace justice and civil rights. Nothing better 

signaled the urban liberal turn in national politics than 

the rise of the labor movement, offi  cially sanctioned in 



 economy and politics, 1920–45

 267

1935 by the National Labor Relations Act, which guar-

anteed workers’ right to organize, hold elections, and 

establish closed shops. While business leaders resisted 

labor organizing, unions won enormous victories in the 

nation’s major industrial centers. Legal recognition and 

government-mandated bargaining between labor and 

management put the nation’s industrial policy on a more 

lasting footing: the government would set labor free as 

a countervailing power to business, rather than attempt 

to dictate industrial relations or to redistribute wealth 

directly to the working class. 

 End of Reform and World War II 

 Th e New Deal’s initial political partnership between 

rural and urban America assumed that each party well 

understood its interdependence and the need to raise 

purchasing power among both farmers and workers. 

But the urban liberal tilt in national aff airs—especially 

the rapid escalation of labor strikes and challenges to 

 management—reignited long-standing divisions be-

tween countryside and city. Many southern Democrats 

and western progressives disdained what they viewed as 

the nonemergency New Deal: public housing experi-

ments, relief for the “shiftless,” unnecessary government 

projects, and programs that helped the rural poor— 

programs that only occasionally benefi ted African Amer-

icans but nonetheless convinced white Southerners that 

a direct federal assault on Jim Crow could not be far 

behind. Th e rising prices that accompanied the nation’s 

agricultural and industrial policies also irked middle-

class consumers. After Roosevelt’s ill-judged attempt in 

1937 to “pack” the Supreme Court, these tensions crys-

tallized in Congress with the formation of a conservation 

coalition composed of Republicans and anti–New Deal 

Democrats (mainly Southerners, whose seniority granted 

them a disproportionate number of committee chairs). 

An antilynching bill backed by civil rights lead ers and 

urban representatives drove a wedge further into the 

Democratic Party. Roosevelt declined to back the bill, 

citing the irate Southerners’ strategic positions in Con-

gress, and instead attempted to “purge” the conservatives 

from his party by intervening personally in the primary 

elections of 1938. Not only did this eff ort fail miserably, 

but voters all over the country also rebuked the president 

by replacing a signifi cant number of Democratic repre-

sentatives and governors with Republicans. 

 Compounding the political stalemate was an eco-

nomic downturn that began in the autumn of 1937. 

Th ough the economy had never regained pre-Depression 

levels of employment and investment, enough progress 

had been made after 1933 that the administration could 

claim some success, however uncoordinated or dictato-

rial the New Deal appeared to its critics. But the reces-

sion shook this confi dence. As in 1929, it began with 

a crash in the stock market and prompted unwelcome 

comparisons between Roosevelt’s stalled agenda and the 

political fumbles of Hoover before him. More signifi -

cant, it set off  a debate within the administration over 

the causes of the downturn and the proper methods for 

economic revival. Some liberals blamed businesses for 

failing to invest; others intended to launch new legal ac-

tions against corporate monopolies. Still others drew les-

sons from the previous year’s budget cuts, arguing that 

government spending had shored up consumer purchas-

ing power from 1933 to 1937 and that its recent reduction 

posed the problem. In a line of economic argument that 

became known as “Keynesian” after British economist 

John Maynard Keynes, these liberals put forward the 

idea that consumption, not investment, drove modern 

industrial economies, and that public spending was the 

best vehicle for stimulating demand in a downturn. Th is 

analysis probably owed more to domestic champions 

of consumer purchasing power than to Keynes himself, 

whose complicated ideas Americans embraced only grad-

ually and partially. Still, the reasoning nudged the New 

Deal in a diff erent and less reformist direction. Roosevelt 

authorized increased spending programs in 1938 and 

justifi ed these as important in their own right rather 

than as needed benefi ts for particular groups. No doubt 

Roosevelt also anticipated the political appeal of fi scal 

policy, which demanded less government intervention in 

the private decisions of fi rms, farmers, or consumers. 

 Public expenditures in 1938, only 8 percent of the 

national gross domestic product (GDP), were timid by 

later standards. Not until World War II, when federal 

spending reached 40 percent of the GDP, would public 

funds really ignite economic recovery. Between 1940 and 

1944, the United States enjoyed the greatest increase of 

industrial output in its history—almost overnight, full 

employment returned and wages rose without govern-

ment prodding. Clearly, the New Deal alone did not re-

store prosperity, nor had it substantially reduced income 

inequality. But it did remove much of the risk from mar-

ket capitalism, providing a certain measure of security 

to farmers and businesses, homeowners and fi nanciers, 

employers and employees. 

 Th is security was built along distinctly American 

lines. Th e New Deal’s signature triumph, Social  Security, 
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departed from other models of universal social insur-

ance by fi nancing its benefi ts with regressive payroll 

taxes and dividing its assistance into two tiers: the retire-

ment pensions, administered at the national level and 

pegged to national standards; and the unemployment 

and supplemental welfare programs administered by the 

individual states, which set their own eligibility require-

ments and benefi t levels. Along with union recognition, 

laws regulating hours and wages, and World War II–era 

support for home purchases and education, Social Secu-

rity provided a framework for the upward mobility of 

the postwar American middle class. But this framework 

also operated along distinctly American lines. African 

Americans were denied many of these benefi ts owing to 

the continued power of southern congressmen, who ex-

cluded from protection the occupations in which blacks 

were most represented, insisted on local administrative 

control, and prevented the passage of antidiscrimination 

provisions. 

 During the Depression, it was not uncommon for 

Americans to question the national faith in unlimited 

expansion. Some analysts had even wondered whether 

the idea of a “mature economy” might not describe the 

country’s predicament; perhaps it was time to come to 

terms with an economic system that had reached the 

limits of its capacity to grow. But the lightning-quick 

recovery generated by World War II altered this mind-

set fundamentally and permanently. Migrants streamed 

across the nation to take up work in the booming de-

fense centers in the West and Midwest, many settling in 

the new suburbs spreading outward from urban cores. 

African Americans, eager to share in the promise of eco-

nomic mobility but prevented from joining this work-

force on equal terms, threatened a march on Washington 

to protest the injustice. Emboldened by Roosevelt’s sub-

sequent executive order forbidding discrimination in 

defense industries, blacks launched a “double V” cam-

paign to fi ght for victory over enemies both at home and 

abroad. While victory on the home front would remain 

far more elusive than victory over Germany and Japan, 

the war energized a new, more assertive generation of 

civil rights activists. 

 Wartime mobilization also strengthened the conser-

vative coalition in Congress, which targeted “nonessen-

tial” spending and dismantled relief agencies such as the 

Works Progress Administration, the National Youth Ad-

ministration, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the 

Farm Security Administration. Conservatives combined 

these attacks with more pointed critiques of govern-

ment planning, drawing exaggerated parallels between 

the New Deal and the fascist regimes that had fomented 

the war. Th ey also grew bolder in challenging organized 

labor, which faced diminished public and political sup-

port owing to unauthorized wildcat strikes. Wartime 

opportunities had raised labor’s hopes for rising wages 

and perhaps even an equal share of managerial author-

ity, but pressured by government offi  cials, labor low-

ered its sights and agreed to a “no strike” pledge and 

to wage increases that rose in step with infl ation but 

not higher. Now on the defensive along with their lib-

eral allies, union leaders adapted to the anti-statism of 

the war years by more fi rmly embracing a Keynesian 

model of government intervention that steered clear of 

micromanaging private economic institutions and in-

stead used macroeconomic fi scal tools to support mass 

consumption. 

 Th e war not only swept away any lingering doubts 

about the economy’s ability to expand; it also buried the 

agrarian analysis of the Depression’s origins. Suddenly 

policy makers grappled with commodity shortages, ris-

ing prices, and a labor defi cit in the countryside—a 

sharp turnaround from earlier questions of overproduc-

tion, low prices, and a potentially permanent labor sur-

plus. Rural policy makers moved away from the idea that 

the nation’s economic health depended on stabilizing the 

existing rural population and instead defended a less re-

formist but still aggressive government role in expanding 

the country’s industrial base and increasing its aggregate 

purchasing power. Clearly the future was in the factories 

and defense plants that were running at full capacity, not 

on America’s small farms. But if the nation’s economic 

future lay in urban and suburban America, politics at 

the end of the war still refl ected long-standing divisions 

between the country and the city. Th e Democratic Party 

would emerge from the war as the majority party, but 

one nonetheless destined to rediscover its historic fault 

lines of region and race. 

  See also  banking policy; business and politics; tariff s 

and politics; taxation. 
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 economy and politics, 1945–70 

 Th e political economy of the United States during the 

fi rst three decades after World War II can best be char-

acterized as a liberal Keynesian regime. From the 1940s 

through the 1970s, the living standards of both the work-

ing class and the middle class doubled in an era that 

also experienced relatively rapid economic growth. Th is 

achievement rested on several key pillars: a legal frame-

work favoring strong trade unions, a liberal welfare state 

entailing government promotion of economic security 

and labor standards, large expenditures for both the mili-

tary and civilian infrastructure, and an interventionist 

state that regulated fi nance, investment, and trade. Th ese 

policy initiatives were largely upheld during both Dem-

ocratic and Republican administrations. As the income 

gap between the rich and poor narrowed—and social 

movements successfully extended citizenship rights to 

African Americans and other excluded groups within the 

population—the United States became a place of much 

greater social equality. 

 Th e New Deal created the terrain on which all post–

World War II political struggles took place. It put 

 security —economic security—at the center of American 

political and economic life. Th e enactment of federal 

mortgage assistance, bank deposit insurance, minimum 

wages, Social Security, and laws bolstering labor’s right 

to organize created social and economic entitlements 

that legitimized the modern state and vitalized an expan-

sive citizenship within new strata of the population. New 

Dealers identifi ed economic security as a grand national 

project, “a great cooperative enterprise” among “the citi-

zens, the economic system, and the government.” Se-

curity necessarily entailed an element of public power. 

Th ough Roosevelt-era policy makers initially excluded 

many women, Latinos, and African Americans from 

the new entitlement state, President Lyndon Johnson’s 

Great Society did much to expand the social citizen-

ship concept, even as it engendered a fi erce, debilitating 

backlash. 

 Moreover, Keynesians believed that such policies 

would generate high levels of employment by boosting 

aggregate demand in the economy. Th rough manipu-

lating government spending and the money supply, the 

federal government could stimulate the economy when 

it lagged or slow growth when infl ation threatened. 

Th e booms and busts that had been a routine feature of 

American economic life would instead be turned into 

steady growth and more widely shared benefi ts. 

 World War II mobilization policies completed social 

tasks begun in the Great Depression and set the stage for 

a postwar social Keynesianism. In exchange for labor’s 

unimpeded participation in continuous war production, 

the federal government settled labor disputes through a 

National War Labor Board and facilitated union growth 

with a “maintenance of membership” policy that re-

quired every worker in a unionized workplace to join the 

union and pay dues. With millions of workers pouring 

into industrial manufacturing, national union member-

ship soon jumped to 15 million, about 30 percent of non-

farm employment. 

 For American workers the fi ght against fascism during 

World War II had signifi cance at home as well as abroad. 

As the new union movement, the Congress of Industrial 
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Organizations (CIO), put it, their hard work and sacrifi ce 

could also be seen as a struggle to “Insure Your Future . . . 

For Peace–Jobs–Security.” Urging American workers and 

their families to “vote for Collective Bargaining and Full 

Employment, Lasting Peace and Security,” the CIO saw 

the rights of the National Labor Relations Act (NRLA), 

Social Security, and the international struggle for de-

mocracy as inseparable: “Th e broad problems of world 

security and the personal problems of individual security 

seem to merge.” President Franklin Roosevelt further le-

gitimized the idea of a right to security when, in 1944, 

he proposed a Second Bill of Rights, protecting oppor-

tunity and security in the realms of housing, education, 

recreation, medical care, food, and clothing. 

 During the war the government kept a cap on both 

wages and prices as part of its anti-infl ation strategy. 

American business fl ourished and productivity leaped 

forward, the consequence of nearly fi ve years of gov-

ernment-subsidized investment in plant, machinery, 

scientifi c research, and physical infrastructure. Not un-

expectedly, workers were ready to demand their share of 

wartime profi ts and prosperity. Th is demand took on 

particular urgency once it appeared that President Harry 

Truman planned to end government price controls, 

thereby unleashing an infl ationary pulse that threat-

ened to reduce real income for most working-class wage 

earners. 

 A huge strike wave swept through manufactur-

ing industries in 1945 and 1946. America’s workers had 

also gone on strike at the end of World War I, but at 

that time employers, relying on the armed force of the 

state, crippled the postwar union movement in steel, 

 meatpacking, and coal mining, and on the railroads. But 

after World War II, unions were far more secure, with al-

most 35 percent of nonfarm workers enrolled. Th e fron-

tier of trade unionism did not advance into agriculture, 

domestic service, the lower ranks of factory supervision, 

southern textiles, nor most white-collar occupations. 

Th roughout the manufacturing, transport, utility, and 

construction sectors, however, legally sanctioned collec-

tive bargaining became a permanent feature of the U.S. 

political economy. Along with the New Dealers now 

in seemingly permanent command of the government 

policy-making and regulatory bureaucracy, union lead-

ers contended that the key to economic growth must 

rest upon a regime of mass consumer purchasing power. 

Workers throughout the economy should be able to buy 

all the new goods the economy could produce, including 

housing, medical care, leisure, and entertainment. 

 In the late 1940s, labor and its New Deal allies saw the 

movement for greater purchasing power and security as 

a battle on two fronts: economic and political. Facing 

corporate employers, labor demanded not only higher 

wages, protections against infl ation, and job security but 

also “fringe benefi ts”: paid vacation, sick leave, health 

insurance, and pensions. Th e National Labor Relations 

Board (NLRB), created by the New Deal NLRA in 1935, 

eventually sustained by the Supreme Court, endorsed 

this bargaining strategy, thus forcing management to 

accept a widening sphere for collective bargaining. Th e 

strategy proved most successful in oligopolistic sectors 

of the economy (auto, steel, tire and rubber, airplane 

manufacturing), where the market power of the corpora-

tions and the bargaining clout of the unions made it pos-

sible to take wages out of competition. Th is generated 

“pattern bargaining”: when a leading corporation signed 

a new contract, the other top companies in the sector 

agreed to almost all of its main provisions. Moreover, 

companies that did not want to become unionized but 

sought to maintain stable workforces, such as Kodak, 

DuPont, Johnson & Johnson, and Colgate Palmolive, 

also followed the pattern established by the big unions. 

Consequently, the presence of a strong, dynamic union 

movement helped drive wages up in primary labor mar-

kets across the economy. As infl ation ebbed and women 

entered the workforce in a proportion that exceeded 

even that at the height of World War II, median family 

incomes rose in dramatic fashion, doubling in just over 

a generation. 

 Labor had a partner in the New Deal state. Th e Keynes-

ian approach to economic management was embodied 

in the 1946 Employment Act. Th e federal government 

would be responsible for promoting “maximum employ-

ment, production, and purchasing power.” Rather than 

waiting for economic crisis to provoke a government 

response, a new Council of Economic Advisors would 

have a continuing role developing macroeconomic policy 

aimed at these goals. Th e federal government also drove 

economic growth through investment in an interstate 

highway system, hospitals and medical schools, universi-

ties, and hydroelectric power. Economic modernization 

was not to be achieved at the expense of the working 

class or middle class. Building on the national welfare 

state of the New Deal, the Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944 (known more commonly as the GI Bill) of-

fered veterans government support for home mortgages, 

vocational or university education, and small business 

start-up. Th e act was administered locally, however, and 



 economy and politics, 1945–70

 271

black and female veterans were often passed over for 

these benefi ts. 

 Harry Truman had initially sought to extend the New 

Deal welfare state as soon as the war was over, pushing 

forward a comprehensive agenda that included a higher 

minimum wage, federal commitment to public housing, 

increased unemployment insurance, and national health 

insurance. Although the Democrats lost badly during 

the 1946 congressional elections, Truman and a broad-

based coalition of labor, liberals, and small farmers dem-

onstrated the majority status of the Roosevelt coalition 

during the 1948 elections. Interpreting his surprising 

reelection as a vindication of the New Deal project, Tru-

man declared early in 1949, “Every segment of our popu-

lation and every individual has a right to expect from 

our government a fair deal.” But a congressional bloc of 

Republicans and southern Democrats, known as “Dixie-

crats,” turned back many Fair Deal proposals. Dixiecrats, 

increasingly wary that Fair Deal labor policies and civil 

rights initiatives would threaten white supremacy in the 

states of the Old Confederacy, formed a generation-long 

alliance with anti–New Deal Republicans. 

 In the eyes of American business leaders, Truman’s 

endorsement of a strong alliance between labor and the 

state smacked of European-style social democracy. Th ey 

did not want to see further erosion of what they con-

sidered “managerial prerogatives,” nor a further expan-

sion of the welfare state. American employers recognized 

the social and political premium placed on security— 

economic security—as vividly as did the Democratic 

Party, the labor movement, and the proponents of na-

tional Social Security. While they were willing to accede 

to workers’ demands for security, the link between union 

power and the federal government would have to be sev-

ered. As  Business Week  warned in 1950, “management, for 

the fi rst time, is faced with a broad social demand—the 

demand for security. But if management does not use 

it wisely, the worker is likely to transfer his demands 

from the bargaining table to the ballot box.” In order to 

outfl ank the political mobilization of labor, especially in 

its demands for health insurance and greater social secu-

rity, corporate executives imitated the state: companies 

would now provide social security through private pen-

sions and insurance benefi ts. Mimicking the standards 

set by the state, American business fi rms and commercial 

insurance companies became partners in creating and 

expanding private alternatives to public social insurance 

and community-controlled social welfare institutions. 

“Th e American working man must look to manage-

ment,” Ford Motor Company vice president John Bugas 

told the American Management Association. 

 Th is viewpoint reached fruition in 1950, when Gen-

eral Motors (GM) signed an unprecedented fi ve-year 

contract with the powerful United Automobile Workers, 

an agreement that  Fortune  magazine dubbed “Th e Treaty 

of Detroit.” GM agreed to assume health insurance and 

pension obligations for its workers, blue collar and white 

collar, forging an employment template that many other 

U.S. corporations soon followed. Henceforth paid vaca-

tions, sick leave, health insurance, and pension became 

standard features of blue-collar and white-collar employ-

ment. GM president Charles Wilson claimed to have 

achieved “an American solution for the relations of labor 

and industry.” Th e government agreed. A 1956 Senate 

report labeled employee benefi ts programs “a tribute to 

the free enterprise system.” By extending such security to 

employees, America’s largest companies headed off  po-

litical alternatives, including national health insurance, 

more progressive public pensions, and even union con-

trol of fi rm-based benefi ts. 

 Th ose elements of the Fair Deal that stayed within the 

parameters of the welfare state already set—minimum 

wage, means-tested public housing for the poor, im-

provements in Social Security pensions—passed into 

law. Proposals that would expand the welfare state in 

scope and curtail emerging private markets, like health 

insurance, went down to permanent defeat. 

 Also stymied in the immediate postwar years was 

the government’s commitment to racial justice. Afri-

can Americans had begun to make economic progress 

during World War II through the CIO, a newly aggres-

sive NAACP, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s nondis-

crimination executive order for defense work, and the 

Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC). With 

the FEPC, the federal government legitimized African 

American demands for equal opportunity and fairness at 

work. Although the FEPC itself had little power, Afri-

can Americans mobilized around it and used it to pry 

open the previously insulated realms of segregated em-

ployment. After the war, CIO leaders and the NAACP 

pushed for a permanent FEPC. Some states did estab-

lish commissions on fair employment, but the Dixie-

crats made sure the U.S. Congress never did. Instead, it 

took a massive, direct-action social movement, sweeping 

through the South two decades later to force Congress 

and the president to prohibit employment discrimina-

tion, on the basis of sex as well as race, with Civil Rights 

Act of 1964. 
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 By the time Republican Dwight Eisenhower took of-

fi ce, the New Deal welfare state, labor reforms, and state 

regulatory policies were fi rmly established. Although a 

Republican with strong ties to corporate elites, Eisen-

hower shared the essential premises of liberal Keynesian-

ism and the New Deal order. He signed a raise in the 

minimum wage, oversaw new amendments to Social 

Security that added disability pensions and expanded 

old-age coverage to new groups, including agricultural 

and domestic workers, and created a new cabinet depart-

ment, Health, Education, and Welfare. 

 Eisenhower, however, viewed with skepticism the 

rapid expansion of another pillar of the Keynesian state, 

the military-industrial complex. After a brief period of 

demobilization at the end of World War II, national se-

curity aff airs became the largest, fastest growing sector 

of the American government. Truman not only turned 

the War Department into the Defense Department but 

created domestic national security agencies. As tensions 

with the Soviet Union heightened in the late 1940s, and 

the United States took on an increasingly intervention-

ist role in Western Europe, Greece, Turkey, Korea, and 

elsewhere, defense spending became a permanent, ris-

ing part of the federal budget. Th e defense budget hit 

$50 billion a year—half the total federal budget—when 

the United States went to war in Korea. For the fi rst 

time, the United States maintained permanent military 

bases in over three dozen countries. Th e militant anti-

Communist agenda abroad also translated into political 

purges of leftists at home. 

 Liberals and conservatives alike let go of their sacro-

sanct commitment to balanced budgets and instead came 

to believe that by pumping money into the economy, 

Americans could have “guns and butter too.” Defense 

spending in southern California and the Southeast—on 

military bases, weapons production, scientifi c research—

built up entire local and regional economies. Military 

spending drove suburbanization, well-paid employment, 

and mass consumption in places like Orange County, 

California, during the 1950s and 1960s. 

 Th e American South, while eagerly digesting gov-

ernment largesse for military bases, defense contracts, 

and universities, contested the liberal political econ-

omy based on rising wages and labor rights. Th rough 

the New Deal and especially the war, Southerners had 

fi nally experienced a vast improvement in their stan-

dard of living. Th e Fair Labor Standards Act (which 

established the national minimum wage and 40-hour 

workweek), rural electrifi cation, wartime spending, 

and economic modernization brought southern wages 

and consumer purchasing closer than ever to northern 

standards. Southern textiles plants continuously raised 

wages in order to stay a step ahead of the Textile Work-

ers Union of America, primarily based in the North 

but seeking to organize the South. After 1948, however, 

southern states took advantage of the Taft-Hartley Act 

to ban the union shop through so-called right-to-work 

laws, while southern employers quickly made use of 

Taft-Hartley’s grant of “free speech” for management 

during union elections. Within a few years, southern 

employers had stopped the postwar union movement 

in its tracks. By the latter half of the 1950s, it was clear 

the South would remain a lower-wage region. American 

business took the cue and began moving plants south of 

the Mason Dixon Line. Over the next decade and a half, 

leading corporations like Westinghouse, DuPont, and 

RCA and a wide range of smaller companies making 

textiles, light fi xtures, chemicals, and auto parts relo-

cated production to southern areas where states prom-

ised lax regulation, minimal taxation, low wages, and a 

union-free environment. 

 For new migrants to American cities, such as Afri-

can Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Native Americans, 

capital fl ight had frustrating and devastating eff ects. Five 

million African Americans had migrated from South to 

North, and now industrial jobs went to precisely the re-

pressive and impoverishing places they had recently fl ed. 

Companies like General Motors and Ford Motor relo-

cated plants to suburbs and small communities where 

African Americans were shut out by racial exclusion. In 

places such as Detroit, the “arsenal of democracy” that 

had drawn so many black migrants, black unemploy-

ment shot up as high as 18 percent by 1960. Federal “ter-

mination” and “relocation” programs moved Indians off  

reservations to cities like Chicago, while Chicago lost 

over 90,000 jobs. Th is new urban working class ended 

up in low-wage service sector jobs, as janitors, domestics, 

or hospital workers, or in public sector jobs, as sanitation 

workers, school custodians, and home-care aides. 

 Cresting with the civil rights movement of the 1960s, 

though, public sector workers, long-excluded from the 

NLRA, began to win union organizing rights. Two de-

cades of public investment had dramatically expanded 

the government workforce at all levels. President John-

son’s War on Poverty and Great Society created even 

more social service jobs—in health care, education, job 

training. In a wave of union militancy not seen since 

the 1930s, public sector workers struck and won unions 
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for teachers, hospital workers, police, social workers, and 

sanitation workers. Th ese new unions fought for higher 

wages, better working conditions, dignity, and respect 

for tens of thousands of female and minority workers but 

also for expanded public services and social welfare. Th is 

movement created 4 million new union members, but it 

marked the last period of sustained union growth in the 

twentieth century. 

 For two generations, the public and private welfare 

state grew in tandem. Yet critical observers, journalists, 

liberal economists like John Kenneth Galbraith, civil 

rights activists, and feminists insisted with increasing 

urgency in the early 1960s that many Americans had 

been left out of this postwar prosperity—that poverty 

persisted amid plenty. John F. Kennedy, a cold warrior, 

focused his attention on foreign policy, although he had 

begun to take programmatic steps to address unemploy-

ment through job-training programs. Lyndon Johnson, 

however, was a New Deal liberal. When he became presi-

dent after Kennedy’s death, Johnson saw an opportunity 

to complete the project of the New Deal—and this time, 

to ensure that racial justice would not be pushed to the 

sidelines. Declaring “unconditional war on poverty” in 

1964, LBJ oversaw the passage of the Economic Oppor-

tunity Act, which established Job Corps, Neighborhood 

Youth Corps, Adult Education Program, Volunteers in 

Service to America (VISTA), and Work Experience for 

those on AFDC. Believing that macroeconomic policy 

had solved the problems of economic growth, War on 

Poverty liberals more often sought to reform workers 

than to restructure the labor market. Poverty and un-

employment, they argued, could be overcome through 

expanding individual opportunity without substantial 

redistribution. More broadly, Johnson’s Great Society 

program included national health insurance for the el-

derly, Medicare, and medical assistance for the poor, 

Medicaid; public housing; Fair Housing to overcome 

decades of racial discrimination in housing markets; 

education funding and college grants and loans; and the 

elimination of national origins quotas for immigrants. 

 It also stressed a kind of participatory democracy. 

Th rough War on Poverty grants, community action 

agencies pressured city governments for better services, 

jobs, and housing. Th e Offi  ce of Economic Opportu-

nity’s Legal Services mobilized welfare rights activists 

to press for due process, supplemental grants, and basic 

citizenship rights for public assistance recipients; in Cali-

fornia, it teamed up with United Farm Workers to win 

civil rights for Mexican Americans. Women and African 

Americans acted through collective mobilization and 

unions to achieve the promises of affi  rmative action and 

Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act declaring discrimi-

nation based on “race, color, religion, sex, or national 

origin” to be an “unlawful employment practice,” and 

backed it up with new means for redress. In the follow-

ing decade, domestic workers won inclusion in the Fair 

Labor Standards Act. Women’s groups used class-action 

lawsuits to force colleges and universities to change em-

ployment and admissions policies. Th e enactment of the 

Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) brought 

the reach of the New Deal regulatory state into toxic and 

dangerous workplaces where many minorities worked. 

OSHA represented the last gasp of the New Deal. 

 Th e Keynesian New Deal order foundered in the 

1970s, as economic growth slowed signifi cantly, corpo-

rate profi tability stagnated, energy costs soared, and in-

fl ation took off  unabated. Manufacturing fi rms, which 

had already spent two decades shifting production to 

lower wage areas within the United States, sought yet 

another spatial fi x, moving production out of the coun-

try. Unemployment hit levels not seen since the De-

pression, reaching 8.5 percent in 1975. High oil prices, 

unemployment, and infl ation produced a new toxic 

brew—“stagfl ation”—and Keynesian policies of eco-

nomic stimulus did not seem to work. Th us, in part, 

the conditions that had sustained the liberal Keynesian 

order changed. 

 But there was an increasingly successful political as-

sault on it as well. A new conservative political movement 

had been taking shape and coalescing throughout the 

1960s—in corporate boardrooms, new think tanks and 

foundations, and churches; among suburban housewives 

in the Sunbelt and college students in Young Americans 

for Freedom. Conservative activists began shifting the 

Republican Party rightward with the presidential nomi-

nation of Barry Goldwater in 1964 and the election of 

Ronald Reagan as California governor in 1966. Inspired 

by Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, they set out to 

liberate the free market from the shackles of the welfare 

state, regulation, and labor unions. In the 1970s, conser-

vatives successfully chipped away at the New Deal. Em-

ployers hired anti-labor management “consulting” fi rms 

to disestablish unions. Th e U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

launched aggressive campaign fi nancing and lobbying 

operations and, along with new corporate political ac-

tion committees, stopped liberal reforms in Congress. 

President Richard Nixon attempted to check the growing 

tide of welfare state spending. At the same time, wages 
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and incomes stagnated, fueling well-orchestrated tax 

revolts. A Democratic president, Jimmy Carter, helped 

set the mold for the “Reagan revolution” of the 1980s—

initiating deregulation and workers’ concessions at the 

bargaining table, through the federal rescue plan of the 

ailing Chrysler Corporation. A path had been cleared for 

the rise of a new free-market ideology. 

  See also  business and politics; era of confrontation and decline, 

1964–80; era of consensus, 1952–64. 
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 J E N N I F E R  K L E I N 

economy and politics since 1970

 Th e political economy of the United States has been 

hugely transformed in the years since 1970. In 1970 the 

United States had a largely insular economy, with trade 

accounting for just over 10 percent of gross domestic 

product (GDP). Major sectors of the economy, such as 

banking and fi nance, transportation, communications, 

and energy, were subject to extensive regulation covering 

both prices and product off erings. Unions were a major 

force in the economy, with close to one-third of the pri-

vate sector workforce being represented by a union. 

 By 2005, trade accounted for almost 30 percent of 

GDP. Most major industries had been partially or whole 

deregulated, with corporations free to charge whatever 

prices the market would bear and enter and exit sectors 

as they pleased. In 2005, just over 7 percent of the private 

sector workforce was represented by a union, with mem-

bership still declining. Th ese changes in the economy 

were driven by deliberate policy decisions that in turn 

transformed the face of politics in the United States. 

 A number of factors came together to bring about this 

transformation. In 1970 the United States was still in the 

midst of its long post–World War II boom. Th e boom 

was characterized by rapid productivity growth, which 

was passed along in rapid wage growth. Th is led to rising 

living standards, which sustained demand growth and 

led to further gains in productivity. 

 The End of Prosperity 

 Th is virtuous circle came to end in the mid-1970s. First 

higher oil prices, due to the assertiveness of the Middle 

Eastern countries in OPEC and later a cutoff  in oil ex-

ports stemming from the Iranian revolution, ended the 

era of cheap energy. Higher food prices, resulting from 

large grain sales to the Soviet Union, also added to infl a-

tionary pressure. And most importantly, the long post-

war productivity boom came to an end. For reasons that 

are still not fully understood, the annual rate of produc-

tivity growth slowed from more than 2.5 percent to less 

than 1.5 percent. Th is contributed further to infl ation, 

since slower growth in productivity means that goods 

and services cost more to produce than if productivity 

growth was faster. 

 Th e economy suff ered its worst recession of the post-

war period in 1974–75 as the Federal Reserve Board 

raised interest rates sharply to try to contain infl ation. 

By raising interest rates, the Fed hoped to slow economic 

growth and thereby reduce the rate of job growth. Slower 

job growth translates into higher unemployment. Th e 

Fed hoped that higher unemployment would slow wage 

growth, which would in turn slow cost pressures and 

reduce the rate of price growth. Th e recession occurred 

because the Fed went too far, with the unemployment 
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rate eventually rising to 9 percent at the worst of the 

recession in 1975. 

 Even though it was painful in terms of throwing people 

out of work and reducing the rate of wage growth, the 

Fed’s policy did have the desired eff ect of slowing the rate 

of infl ation. However, this benefi t proved to be short-lived. 

In 1979 the cutoff  of oil from Iran again sent oil prices 

soaring. It also forced car owners to wait in gas lines; price 

controls often caused shortages, since gas prices could not 

just rise to their market clearing levels. Infl ation went into 

double digits for the fi rst time since the removal of price 

controls in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Th e 

Fed again slammed on the brakes, bringing on a short but 

steep recession in the spring of 1980. 

 Th is timing proved to be disastrous for the sitting 

president, Jimmy Carter, who faced reelection that fall. 

Ronald Reagan, the Republican presidential candidate, 

highlighted the country’s economic problems in making 

his pitch for the White House. He repeatedly referred to 

the “misery index,” the sum of the infl ation rate and the 

unemployment rate, which reached its highest level in 

the postwar era in 1980. 

 The Sharp Right Turn 

 Reagan promised a new economic policy that would be 

a sharp departure from the policies pursued by previ-

ous administrations of both parties. At the center of this 

new policy was a 30 percent cut in income taxes. Reagan 

argued that a tax cut of this size would produce so much 

economic growth that it would actually pay for itself. For 

this reason, Reagan claimed that he could both cut taxes 

and balance the federal budget. 

 Reagan also promised to cut what he described as 

wasteful government social programs. In his campaign 

he repeatedly presented dubious examples of people de-

frauding welfare programs. He promised to put an end 

to such “waste, fraud and abuse.” Th is promise had con-

siderable appeal, especially among conservative white 

voters who perceived the prime welfare abusers to be 

African Americans. 

 In addition, Reagan promised to curtail regulation in a 

wide variety of areas. Th is agenda included measures like 

ending price controls on oil. It also meant promoting the 

deregulation of major industries like airlines, trucking, 

and banks. Reagan also promised to rein in what he de-

scribed as abusive environmental and safety regulations. 

 Reagan’s economic agenda, coupled with the promise 

of a more muscular foreign policy, proved suffi  ciently 

popular to earn him a solid victory in the presidential 

race and to sweep the Republicans into control of the 

Senate, the fi rst time that they had controlled a house of 

Congress for almost three decades. 

 Reagan quickly sought to implement his agenda. He 

managed to push a large tax cut through Congress be-

fore the end of his fi rst year in offi  ce. He also set about 

fulfi lling other campaign promises. He cut back a wide 

range of social programs, most notably in the areas of job 

training, housing, and community development. Push-

ing his deregulatory agenda, Reagan reduced or elimi-

nated regulations in a number of industries, accelerating 

a process that had begun under Jimmy Carter. 

 Early in his administration, President Reagan picked a 

fi ght with the Professional Air Traffi  c Controllers Union 

(PATCO) that proved to have enormous signifi cance for 

the labor movement. PATCO reached a bargaining im-

passe with the Transportation Department and went out 

on strike. Reagan told the workers that if they did not 

return to work, they would be fi red and replaced by mili-

tary controllers. When the union ignored the warning, 

Reagan carried through on his threat, fi ring more than 

10,000 striking controllers. 

 While Reagan had the legal authority to fi re the 

striking controllers (strikes by federal employees are il-

legal), this marked a sharp departure from past practices. 

Employers in both the private and government sector 

almost always sought to negotiate with striking work-

ers. Even when public sector workers were engaged in 

arguably illegal strikes, a solution to the dispute would 

usually paper over any legal issues. However, following 

the PATCO fi rings, it became routine for employers to 

use the threat of replacement workers. Suddenly, going 

out on strike meant that workers risked losing their jobs. 

Th is made strikes a far less eff ective weapon. 

 Th is was not the only action by the Reagan admin-

istration that weakened unions. President Reagan ap-

pointed members to the National Labor Relations Board 

(NLRB) who were far more supportive of management 

than appointees of previous administrations. Th e NLRB 

also developed a large backlog of cases, which made it far 

less useful to workers seeking redress for illegal actions by 

employers, such as fi ring workers for organizing. 

 Reagan’s policies hit unionized workers in other ways. 

Following the election, the Federal Reserve Board again 

began to raise interest rates in an eff ort to quell infl ation. 

Th is led to an even worse recession in 1981–82, with the 

unemployment rate reaching almost 11 percent. Heavily 

unionized industries like automobiles and construction 

were especially hard hit. 
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 Th e Fed’s high interest rate policy also led to a sharp 

rise in the value of the dollar against other major curren-

cies. A higher dollar makes imported goods less expen-

sive for people in the United States, which means that 

consumers are more likely to buy imported cars, clothes, 

and other items than goods produced in the United 

States. For this reason, the high dollar of this period pro-

vided yet another source of pain for many of the same 

industries that were hard hit by the recession. 

 While most workers did not do very well in the Rea-

gan years (after adjusting for infl ation, wages for most 

workers actually fell in the 1980s), more highly educated 

workers did see reasonable wage growth. Most workers 

also benefi ted from the fall in interest rates from the high 

infl ation years at the end of the 1970s and the beginning 

of the 1980s. Lower interest rates made it much easier to 

buy a home or new car. 

 Th e big winners from the Reagan era were those who 

held considerable amounts of stock. Th e shift from wages 

to profi ts, coupled with the decline in both individual 

and corporate tax rates, sent the stock market soaring. 

Adjusted for infl ation, the stock market rose by more 

than 90 percent between 1979 and 1989. 

 Th e Reagan era also left the country with a serious 

defi cit problem. Th e size of the federal debt had been 

falling relative to the size of the economy since the end 

of World War II. Th is pattern reversed sharply as a re-

sult of President Reagan’s tax cuts and military buildup. 

(Th e tax cuts did not generate enough growth to increase 

revenue.) Defi cit reduction became a major priority for 

his immediate successors, George H. W. Bush and Bill 

Clinton. 

 The Rise of the Bubble Economy 

 Under President Bush, a modest tax increase coupled 

with spending controls helped to contain the defi cit, but 

the 1990–91 recession, coupled with a weak recovery, left 

a large defi cit in place by the time Bill Clinton entered 

the White House. During his campaign, Clinton had 

laid out an ambitious platform of public investment in 

education, job training, and infrastructure. Th is plat-

form was quickly abandoned after he took offi  ce. 

 Clinton had drawn considerable support from the 

fi nancial industry and he was determined to pursue 

policies with which that industry was comfortable, even 

if this risked alienating unions and other traditional 

Democratic constituencies. Th e priority on defi cit re-

duction was very much in keeping with this Wall Street 

focus. 

 In addition, Clinton decided to make the inclusion 

of Mexico in a North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) a top agenda item of his fi rst year in offi  ce. A 

main purpose of NAFTA was to make it as easy as pos-

sible for U.S. manufacturers to relocate their operations 

to Mexico, thereby putting U.S. manufacturing workers 

into direct competition with much lower paid workers 

in Mexico. Using the full power of the presidency, in-

cluding promises to fund pet projects (or threats to block 

such projects for NAFTA opponents), President Clin-

ton was able to narrowly secure a victory for NAFTA in 

Congress. 

 Clinton used similar arm-twisting for approval of the 

Uruguay Round of the World Trade Organization and 

later trade agreements with China and other countries. 

Th e eff ect of such deals was to place a major source of 

downward pressure on the wages of the 70 percent of the 

U.S. workforce that lacked a college degree. Th is impact 

was heightened by the extraordinary run-up in the dol-

lar that began in the mid-1990s. Th e dollar had drifted 

lower, partly as the result of conscious policy, since the 

mid-1980s. However, in the mid-1990s, under Robert 

Rubin, Clinton’s second Treasury secretary, the United 

States again pursued a “strong dollar” policy. 

 Th e immediate force driving the dollar upward was 

the stock market bubble, which drew in foreign inves-

tors at a rapid pace. While the stock market soared, 

the strong dollar made U.S. goods less competitive in 

the world economy, leading to the loss of millions of 

manufacturing jobs. As was the case in the 1980s, the 

lost manufacturing jobs were disproportionately union 

jobs in traditional industrial states like Michigan and 

Ohio. 

 By 2006, manufacturing employment accounted for 

just over 10 percent of total employment. Th is com-

pared to more than 25 percent in 1970. Just over 12 per-

cent of manufacturing workers were unionized in 2006, 

compared to almost 40 percent in 1970. Th is means 

that the once powerful sector of unionized manufac-

turing workers accounted for just over 1 percent of the 

workforce. 

 If unionized manufacturing workers were obvious 

losers over this period, the fi nancial sector was the most 

obvious winner. It expanded from just 12 percent of 

domestic corporate profi ts in 1970 to almost 30 per-

cent by 2006. Its political power refl ected this extraor-

dinary growth as the fi nancial sector could insist that 

both major parties adopt platforms that refl ected its 

interests. 
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 Th ese policies include a commitment to low infl a-

tion, even if this is at the cost of high unemployment. 

Th e fi nancial industry also vigorously pursued a policy 

of deregulation even when this led to instability and 

government bailouts. Th e collapse and bailout of the 

savings-and-loan industry in the 1980s is the most ob-

vious example of poorly planned deregulation. More 

recently, inadequate regulation allowed hundreds of bil-

lions of questionable mortgages to be issued to home-

owners who lacked the ability to repay them. Th is debt 

was then passed along in secondary markets through a 

variety of exotic fi nancial instruments. 

 Th e fi nancial industry’s political agenda also included 

a willingness to ignore the economic distortions and 

disruptions associated with fi nancial bubbles. Th e stock 

bubble and the housing bubble both led to enormous 

distortions in the economy. In the case of the stock 

bubble, tens of billions of dollars were pulled away from 

potentially productive uses and instead thrown into ill-

conceived Internet schemes. Th e housing bubble led 

to huge investments in housing that may remain un-

derutilized for many years to come. Both bubbles had 

the eff ect of distorting individuals’ saving decisions, as 

many people assumed that the bubble-infl ated prices of 

stock and housing would persist. As a result, they saved 

far too little for retirement or other needs. Many pen-

sion funds made similar mistakes. With the collapse of 

the housing bubble and the plunge in the stock market 

in 2008, tens of millions of families approaching re-

tirement had little or no wealth accumulated, and tra-

ditional defi ned benefi t pension plans faced enormous 

shortfalls. 

 Th e changes in the country’s economy and politics 

since 1970 had the eff ect of shifting wealth and power 

upward. Since World War II, unions had been by far the 

most important institution supporting the interests of 

moderate-income and middle-income families. Th e poli-

cies of this period were intended to weaken their infl u-

ence and were quite successful. Partly as a result, those 

in the middle and bottom of the income distribution 

enjoyed less economic security than they had through 

most of the post–World War II period. 

 Th e growing insecurity for those at the middle and 

the bottom coincided with an upward redistribution 

of income and wealth to those at the top. By the early 

twenty-fi rst century, the richest 1 percent of the popula-

tion owned a larger share of national wealth than at any 

time since the Great Depression. Th e sharp downturn 

brought on by these policies off ered President Barack 

Obama an enormous opportunity to place the economy 

on a fundamentally diff erent course. 

    See also business and politics; labor movement and politics.
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 D E A N  B A K E R     

 education and politics 

 Politics in its various guises has always shaped educational 

ideals, whether in Plato’s  Republic  or in recent federal ini-

tiatives such as No Child Left Behind. From the days of 

the founders to the present, Americans have generally 

agreed that “knowledge is power,” and they have invested 

considerable time, money, and emotion in educating 

the young. Since the nineteenth century, they have in-

creasingly focused those eff orts on tax-supported public 

schools, whose nature, character, and quality have long 

been the subject of political commentary and the object 

of scorn or favor by the major political parties. When 

faced with everyday, seemingly intractable problems, 

from poverty to racial segregation, from poor nutrition 

to teenage pregnancy, Americans often turn to education 

and schooling as a panacea. Educational credentials for 

most decent jobs and careers have also risen consider-

ably over the last half century. So it is not surprising that 

many governors seeking the presidency (whether Bill 

Clinton or George W. Bush) helped establish their bona 

fi des as advocates of school improvement. 

 American Revolution to the Civil War 

 Education and politics have been intertwined since the 

birth of the nation. In colonial America, families and 

churches were the primary educators, supplemented, in 
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New England, by a range of tax-assisted schools. Th e 

leaders of the Protestant Reformation and the majority 

Protestant population in British North America stressed 

the importance of literacy to enable everyone to read the 

Bible, thus liberating individuals from the church author-

ity associated with Roman Catholicism. Independence, 

however, meant that the new nation had to determine 

the relative infl uence of federal, state, and local author-

ity in most aspects of life, including education. Th orny 

questions about how to ensure good citizenship and na-

tion building loomed large in public discourse. 

 Many political leaders in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries fretted over the fragility of the re-

public; historically, most republics were small and short-

lived, and, as classical history taught, often fell prey to 

tyranny. By the early 1800s, white citizens almost en-

joyed almost universal literacy, which was applauded 

as a foundation for good citizenship. Contemporaries 

believed that literacy and properly trained minds would 

help ensure that voters would choose wisely at the polls, 

mothers would rear virtuous children, and commercial 

transactions based on uniform means of communication 

and calculation would fl ourish. But a common faith in 

education and literacy—unchallenged except with re-

gard to slaves—did not mean that Americans rushed to 

build a system of free schools for all or agreed about the 

ultimate purposes of education. 

 Th e Constitution, in fact, ignored the subject of edu-

cation. Instead, newly created states, like some colonies 

before them, encouraged the spread of knowledge and 

the establishment of schools. In the early 1800s, schools 

were a small part of most people’s experience, and the 

options for education included a hodgepodge of one-

room schools in the countryside and tuition-dependent 

schools and academies for those who could aff ord them. 

Schools gradually rose in importance in the coming de-

cades, especially in the northern states, serving both on-

going secular concerns such as training for citizenship, 

exposure to the expanding world of print, and older re-

ligious needs, including Bible reading. Th e federal gov-

ernment also encouraged literacy and learning through 

generous postal rates, thereby subsidizing the spread 

of cheap print and newspapers. But the idea that there 

should be a signifi cant federal role in education on any 

level ran into strong opposition. 

 Several Founding Fathers engaged in extended de-

bates on the place of education and schools in the na-

tional polity. Advocates of a strong federal government, 

such as George Washington, called for the establishment 

of a national university to help train future leaders, an 

idea that never gained support. In contrast, fellow Vir-

ginian and anti-Federalist Th omas Jeff erson wrote elo-

quently on behalf of state-fi nanced schools; in his plan, 

schools would help identify the best and the brightest, 

allowing some poor but bright boys to enjoy a subsidized 

education at his alma mater, William and Mary. But the 

Virginia legislature rejected his plans, believing that fam-

ilies, churches, and existing educational arrangements 

suffi  ced. While some lands were set aside for sale under 

the provisions of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 to 

encourage education, public schools by law and custom 

would long remain the province of states, whose consti-

tutions encouraged or mandated their establishment. In 

practice, these schools were largely locally controlled and 

funded through property taxes and other fees. 

 Members of the major political parties continued to 

battle over education and schooling in the antebellum 

period. Th e Whig Party, heir to the Federalist ideal of 

strong centralized authority, led most campaigns to build 

 public school systems in the 1830s and 1840s. Horace 

Mann, Henry Barnard, and most male school reformers 

were Whigs, often holding a wide range of political offi  ces. 

Support for Whigs proved strongest among native-born 

Protestants and Northerners and especially those living 

in areas undergoing commercial and industrial develop-

ment. Writing from Massachusetts, Mann affi  rmed that 

public schools trained children in proper moral values, 

good citizenship, and basic Christian virtues, all taught 

through the ubiquitous McGuff ey Readers and other 

school texts. Democrats, refl ecting the views of southern 

slaveholders, Irish immigrants, and northern Catholics, 

typically opposed strong centralized authority; South-

erners even opposed the creation of state school systems 

for all white children, and Catholics often favored state 

subsidies for their own parochial systems. Public school 

textbooks were laced with anti-Catholic sentiments. Vi-

olent riots in Philadelphia in 1844 over the use of the 

King James Bible in local schools testifi ed to the intense 

political world of which education was an integral part. 

Everywhere, local school committees, elected to offi  ce on 

political tickets, routinely used their patronage positions 

(from hiring teachers to awarding school contracts for 

supplies and construction) to enrich party members. 

 Civil War to World War II 

 During the Reconstruction period, schooling for African 

Americans became a major political issue for the Repub-

lican Party, especially its radical wing. Th e Republican 
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and unionist battle cry of free men, free labor, and free 

soil was joined with the older Whig demand for more 

free schools. Th e short-lived federal Freedmen’s Bureau 

helped protect educational initiatives sponsored by blacks 

themselves and by various northern missionary societies 

that sent teachers south to teach the freedmen. Th e very 

civil rights of black Americans thus became wedded to 

access to quality education. While federal protection 

for black civil rights declined in the 1870s, southern 

states were forced to include provisions in newly written 

constitutions to establish public schools for all races as 

a condition of readmission to the Union. Th ough ex-

slaves shared the Republican conception of knowledge 

as power, the Democratic Party revived to rule the South 

with a heavy hand, denying many blacks access to any 

schools and allowing only some to attend inferior, poorly 

funded, segregated ones. 

 While public school enrollments, especially on the 

elementary level, continued to grow in all regions after 

the Civil War, exclusionary policies toward blacks in the 

South (and often in the North) and Asian immigrants on 

the West Coast demonstrated that local politics, based on 

white supremacy, compromised the ideal of all-inclusive 

public schools. Republicans not only withdrew federal 

protection for the ex-slaves, but in the 1870s they also 

helped rewrite northern state constitutions to tighten 

restrictions on the use of public monies for parochial 

schools. Nativist  Republican politicians in Illinois and 

Wisconsin late in the century also tried to require chil-

dren in all schools to use only English as the language of 

instruction, which led Catholics and Lutherans to rally 

at the polls to beat back the draconian measure. 

 Until the post–World War II era, the Republican Party 

remained the most important organized political party 

that endorsed public education. Championing the emer-

gence of a more urban, industrial, corporate America, 

Republicans often favored political changes that proved 

infl uential and enduring. During the early decades of 

twentieth century, school boards underwent dramatic 

transformation, especially in urban areas. Urban school 

boards had traditionally been large, ward-based, and inti-

mately tied to local party politics. But Republicans espe-

cially sponsored legislation that dramatically reduced the 

size of school boards, often eliminating ward-based rep-

resentation and replacing it with at-large, “ nonpartisan” 

positions, which consolidated power in the hands of 

elites. Th is also helped professionalize schooling, since 

board members, resembling a corporate board of direc-

tors, increasingly hired superintendents and other ex-

perts to take more formal control over curricular and 

other educational programs. 

 While removing politics from schools was the osten-

sible aim of these reforms, battles over curriculum and 

the purposes of education remained contentious. In the 

early 1900s, labor unions and socialists often fought to 

elect their own representatives to school boards and lob-

bied business-dominated boards to expand social services 

such as free breakfasts and lunches for poor children, 

playgrounds, and after-school and summer programs. 

John Dewey and other left-leaning intellectuals also pro-

tested the use of intelligence tests to sort working-class 

children and the poor generally into new, nonacademic 

vocational programs. Dewey famously criticized the sing-

song teaching methods common in most schools and 

endorsed more democracy in school decision making, 

in contrast to the prevailing corporate-style models of 

administration, which emphasized effi  ciency and testing. 

As high school enrollments exploded,  debates intensifi ed 

over who should benefi t from  academic instruction and 

what should be taught (the biology curriculum became 

the subject of national attention at the Scopes trial in 

Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925). About 6 percent of all ado-

lescents entered high school in 1890, while about half 

attended in 1930. 

 Schools in the fi rst half of the twentieth century thus 

were embroiled in numerous political battles. Funda-

mentalists demanded the exclusion of Darwinian theory 

from science class, and they successfully eviscerated the 

teaching of evolution from many classrooms in the com-

ing decades, despite their presumed defeat at Dayton. 

In the 1920s, reviving an old nativist demand, patriotic 

groups and the Ku Klux Klan tried without success to 

force parochial schools to teach pupils in En glish only. 

African Americans in turn fought against incredible odds 

to increase educational opportunities for their children; 

as late as 1930, 230 counties in the former Confederate 

states lacked any public high school for blacks, and those 

who attended any schools were often enrolled in inferior 

buildings with hand-me-down textbooks. Th e National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), founded in 1909, successfully defeated Jim 

Crow in several momentous lawsuits, culminating in the 

famous  Brown v. Board of Education  case in 1954. 

 World War II to the Present 

 Th roughout the 1950s and 1960s, political confl icts over 

education and the schools resurfaced on many fronts. 

Since secondary education had become nearly universal, 
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more citizens had attended high school, and they increas-

ingly voiced opinions on the character and problems of 

the institution. Rising expectations characteristic of the 

baby boom era, when the economy grew dramatically 

and the civil rights movement blossomed, also meant 

that schools were held accountable for America’s failure to 

provide every citizen with access to the American dream 

of social mobility and justice for all. Civil rights activ-

ists faced uphill struggles against Jim Crow after  Brown , 

and President Dwight D. Eisenhower only reluctantly 

deployed federal troops to help integrate Central High 

in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957. White resistance to 

racial integration was powerful, often violent, and wide-

spread, and only about 1 percent of all southern blacks 

attended school with any whites by 1961. 

 More middle-class parents now expected their chil-

dren to attend college, and they demanded the elevation 

of high school standards—especially for their children—

an eff ort that intensifi ed after the passage of the Na-

tional Defense Education Act (NDEA) in 1958. Fol-

lowing the launching of the Soviet  Sputnik,  the NDEA 

(which  emphasized among other things improved math, 

science, and foreign language instruction) brought cold 

war concerns directly to bear upon educational policy. 

Cold warriors also accused teachers of being too soft, 

progressive, and child-centered, and many districts de-

manded that teachers toe the line when it came to loy-

alty to God and country. Duck-and-cover drills taught 

children that the world teetered on the precipice of nu-

clear annihilation. 

 Modern liberalism fl ourished in the 1960s, despite the 

existence of countercurrents of conservatism that grew 

powerful by the end of the decade. Th e Great Society of 

Lyndon B. Johnson represented the new face of the mod-

ern Democratic Party, which had coalesced during the 

New Deal. While Republicans had traditionally been the 

prime champions of public education,  Johnson and his 

allies, seizing the moment, used the federal government 

to advance reform in unprecedented ways. Legislation 

ranging from the Civil Rights Act, which empowered the 

Justice Department to sue southern districts that refused 

to desegregate; the Elementary and Secondary Educa-

tion Act (ESEA), which led to major federal funding of 

schools; the Economic Opportunity Act, which created 

Head Start; the Higher Education Act; the Bilingual-

Bicultural Act; and numerous other initiatives placed 

the Democratic Party in the vanguard of educational 

change. Because of the unpopularity of some of these 

reforms, especially in the area of civil rights, Johnson 

rightly predicted that the South would shift rightward 

toward the Republican Party. Th e liberal Warren Court, 

which ruled state-sponsored prayer and the banning of 

the teaching of evolution unconstitutional, also proved 

unpopular, fueling even more political dissent against 

public education. 

 Culture wars, an old feature of American society and 

common enough in the schools, reignited in the 1980s. 

Following the election of Ronald Reagan to the presidency 

in 1980, the failures of public education again grabbed the 

nation’s attention, and the liberalism of the 1960s was rou-

tinely held accountable for educational failures.  Reagan 

promised to restore prayer in the schools and abolish the 

new Department of Education (created during the Carter 

administration in 1979); he did neither, though he dra-

matically cut federal spending on education. Republi-

cans also weakened federal support for busing to achieve 

racial integration, adding to their popularity. Ironically, 

the Department of Education enabled  Republicans to 

regain their traditional eminence in framing  debates 

about education and the schools. Th e department spon-

sored a commission that produced the most important 

educational document of the late twentieth century,  

A Nation at Risk  (1983). Permeated with cold war rheto-

ric, the report claimed that low academic standards in 

the schools had weakened the American economy. In 

times of crisis, someone or something is usually held ac-

countable, and instead of corporate boardrooms, it was 

the schools. 

 By the 1980s, governors in many states made educa-

tional reform integral to their political campaigns. While 

only roughly 7 percent of school funding came from 

Washington, Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, 

asserted that he wanted to become the “education presi-

dent.” Working with moderate Democrats, including 

Bill Clinton, a prominent champion of school reform 

while governor of Arkansas, Bush organized a major edu-

cational conference in 1989 in Charlottesville, Virginia, 

that led to successive federal initiatives (America 2000, 

then Goals 2000) that promised to end violence in the 

schools, improve graduation rates, and raise test scores, 

especially in math and science. 

 Very few successful politicians who wore the man-

tle of school reformer since the Reagan years called 

for more racial integration or equalization of school 

funding between city and suburb, showing the clear 

connections between politics and educational policy. 

Conservative times led many Democrats to move to the 

right, downplaying concerns about equality and equity. 
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In addition, since the 1980s, Republicans in particular 

have advocated market competition, tax incentives, or 

vouchers for private schools, enabling tax dollars, in 

some cases, to fl ow to religious-based schools. Demo-

crats, with major support from teachers’ unions, have 

tended to favor choice within the public school sys-

tem, refl ected in the spread of magnet schools in the 

1970s and 1980s and in charter schools during the early 

twenty -fi rst century. 

 Raising standards is the ubiquitous goal of most poli-

ticians concerned with educational policy. Th e revision 

of ESEA, No Child Left Behind, enjoyed initial bipar-

tisan support when enacted in 2002, and it refl ected 

widespread concerns about low academic standards. 

But whether in liberal Connecticut or conservative 

Utah, states sometimes protested against federal inter-

vention, refl ecting age-old support for state and local 

control over the schools. Characteristically, each state 

set the  standard for academic norms under No Child 

Left Behind. Americans want neither a national cur-

riculum nor federal control, but they do support higher 

standards. 

 Politics and education remain inseparable. Schools 

teach values as well as subjects, and most educational is-

sues concerning race (including court-ordered busing), 

or religion (including school prayer or the teaching of 

“intelligent design”), or fi nance (including redistribu-

tion of resources to the poor) inevitably lead to politi-

cal controversy and dissent. Th ese issues embroil local 

communities far more than standardized test results. 

Com pared with most western nations, America has weak 

national authority over its schools (which are still gov-

erned by over 13,000 independent school districts), and 

education remains subjected to various federal, state, and 

local political pressures. 

 Most educational policies and practices are rooted 

in decisions about power and authority, so all educa-

tion is inherently political. Even if political parties dis-

appeared, every decision facing every teacher in every 

school would remain in the broadest sense political. 

Every debate about curriculum, pedagogy, or the values 

taught to pupils involves questions of whose ideas will 

triumph. 

 George Washington discovered how entangled educa-

tion and politics were when he endorsed the creation of 

a national university; Th omas Jeff erson realized it when 

he called for free schools for all white children in the 

slave South; and the intermingling was given broad at-

tention when John T. Scopes became a symbol of the 

right of teachers to teach evolution. While defending an 

educational ideal, these men quickly learned that, at least 

in their lifetime, what seemed desirable and defensible to 

them lacked widespread political legitimacy and public 

sanction. 
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 W I L L I A M  J .  R E E S E   

 elections and electoral eras 

 Scholars have partitioned American history into distinct 

electoral eras, each of which is marked by stability in com-

petition between political parties, the issues confronting 

the nation, and the composition of voter blocs. Th e con-

stant feature of American politics that runs through these 

historical periods is a relatively stable two-party system, 

with shifting constellations of third parties introducing 

new ideas and leaders. Although most other democratic 

societies developed multiparty systems in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, several factors account for per-

sistent two-party dominance in the United States. Most 

critically, American elections are winner take all. Th ird 

parties lack the means to win a majority of Electoral Col-

lege votes or to win the pluralities needed to secure other 

national, state, or local positions. Th ird parties also lack 

fi nancial resources, established local organizations, and 

experienced leadership. In the twentieth century, restric-

tive state laws made it diffi  cult for third parties to place 
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their candidates on the ballot, and party primaries have 

shut members of third parties out of the nominating pro-

cess in many states. 

 The First Party System: 1787–1804 

 In his farewell address of 1797, George Washington 

warned against the dangerous “spirit of Party,” which he 

said “serves always to distract the Public Councils and 

enfeeble the Public Administration. It ignites the Com-

munity with ill founded Jealousies and false alarms, 

kindles the animosity of one part against another, fo-

ments occasionally riot & insurrection.” Yet in oppos-

ing the formation of political parties, Washington was 

voicing a vain hope. During Washington’s fi rst term as 

president, his treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton, 

had already formed the Federalist Party and his secretary 

of state, Th omas Jeff erson, had founded the opposition 

Democratic-Republican Party. Hamilton intended to 

build a Federalist Party committed to strong central gov-

ernment, sustained by commercial interests. In contrast, 

Jeff erson favored limited central authority, states’ rights, 

and agrarian over commercial interests. Jeff erson also op-

posed Hamilton’s objective of building ties with England 

rather than with revolutionary France. To Jeff erson, Eng-

land was a corrupt, repressive society that still threatened 

the survival of American liberty. 

 As early as 1792, party-line voting emerged in Con-

gress, local and national partisan allegiances took shape, 

and both the ruling and opposition parties cultivated 

partisan newspapers, with no lines drawn between news 

and opinion. In 1800 the fi rst turning-point election in 

U.S. history, Federalist president John Adams—George 

Washington’s successor—lost to Jeff erson, and the 

 Democratic-Republicans gained control of Congress. 

In his later years, Jeff erson looked back on this contest 

as “the Revolution of 1800.” He said that the election 

“was a real a revolution in the principles of our govern-

ment as that of 1776 was in its form; not eff ected indeed 

by the sword, as that, but by the rational and peaceable 

instrument of reform, the suff rage of the people.” De-

spite the hyperbole, Jeff erson was essentially correct. Th e 

election of 1800 fi rmly established the two-party system 

as the norm in American politics. It set a precedent for 

the peaceful transfer of political power and changed the 

course of public policy. As president, Jeff erson promoted 

states’ rights, economy in government, a pared-down 

military establishment, lower taxes, and elimination of 

the national debt. In foreign policy he tilted more toward 

France than Britain. 

 Th e election also corrected a fl aw in the system for 

electing presidents. Under the Constitution of 1787, 

members of the Electoral College cast two votes for pres-

ident. Th e leading vote-getter, provided that he received 

a majority of the electoral vote, was elected president. 

Th e second leading vote-getter was elected vice presi-

dent. If no candidate received a majority or if two can-

didates tied, the House of Representatives would choose 

the president, with each state casting a single vote. In 

1800, Jeff erson and his putative running mate, Aaron 

Burr, each received 73 electoral votes. Th e House that 

chose the president was not the new, heavily Jeff ersonian 

House elected in 1800, but the lame-duck House that 

was closely divided between Federalists and Jeff erso-

nians. It took 36 ballots for the House fi nally to elect Jef-

ferson as president, with Burr becoming vice president. 

To avoid the problem of future tied votes, the Twelfth 

Amendment in 1804 created the modern ticket system, 

with separate balloting for president and vice president 

in the Electoral College. 

 Th e election of 1800 also set a precedent for two centu-

ries of negative campaigns. Neither Adams nor Jeff erson 

campaigned personally, in deference to George Washing-

ton’s belief that presidents should be called to service. 

Still, Adams’s Federalist backers attacked Jeff erson for his 

alleged atheism, radicalism, and lack of moral standards. 

One propagandist warned that, with Jeff erson as presi-

dent, “murder, robbery, rape, adultery, and incest will be 

openly taught and practiced, the air will be rent with the 

cries of the distressed, the soil will be soaked with blood, 

and the nation black with crimes.” Jeff erson’s backers re-

sponded with smears of their own, charging that Adams 

planned to marry one of his sons to the daughter of the 

king of England, start an American monarchy, and fi -

nally reunite America and England. 

 One-Party Dominance: 1804–24 

 Although nominal two-party competition persisted after 

Jeff erson’s victory, the Federalist Party would never again 

come close to winning the presidency or to controlling 

either house of Congress. Th e Federalists were caught up 

in the old politics of offi  ceholding as nonpartisan ser-

vice and of public deference to the nation’s supposedly 

“natural” leaders. Th ey never adjusted to the new era of 

electioneering and the mobilization of public opinion. 

To control the process of presidential succession, the 

Democratic-Republican Party relied on the congres-

sional caucus to sort out the ambitions of competing 

candidates and nominate a single chosen leader. Nomi-
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nation by “King Caucus” was tantamount to election, 

given the weakness of the Federalist opposition. Th e 

system worked well until 1824, when it broke down in-

ternally and externally. With the end of the administra-

tion of James Monroe—the last of the Revolutionary-era 

 presidents—the caucus could not control the ambitions 

of competing candidates. Moreover, elite control over 

elections was declining as states eliminated property 

qualifi cations for voting and increasingly chose electors 

by popular vote rather than the vote of state legislatures. 

 More than in any prior presidential campaign, the 

supporters of competing candidates in 1824 engaged 

in eff orts to mobilize public opinion. A weak congres-

sional caucus, attended by a minority of Democratic-

 Republican members of Congress, nominated a weak 

candidate, an ailing William Crawford, Monroe’s sec-

retary of the treasury. Th ree other candidates also con-

tended for the presidency. Th e fi rst candidate was John 

Quincy Adams, James Monroe’s eight-year secretary 

of state and the main author of the Monroe Doctrine. 

Th e second candidate was Henry Clay, the Speaker of 

the House and architect of the Missouri Compromise of 

1820, which temporarily quieted sectional confl ict over 

slavery. Th e fi nal candidate was the war hero Andrew 

Jackson, the fi rst presidential candidate from the grow-

ing West. Jackson ran as an outsider who would clean 

out the corrupt political establishment that festered in 

the capital. 

 Jackson won a plurality of the popular and electoral 

votes. But his failure to win a majority of electoral votes 

meant that the House of Representatives would choose 

the president from among the top three fi nishers—

Jackson, Adams, and Crawford. Jackson’s supporters 

argued that in deference to the mandate of the people, 

the House should choose the fi rst-place fi nisher. But the 

argument failed to convince Speaker of the House Clay, 

whose lobbying for Adams helped the secretary of state 

win election by the House. Although Jackson did not 

challenge the result, he was later outraged when Adams 

appointed Clay secretary of state, charging that “bargain 

and corruption” had combined to produce his defeat. 

 The Second Party System: 1828–56 

 In 1828, when Jackson made a second bid for the 

presidency, he began the transition to a new and more 

 balanced system of two-party competition. In another 

high-stakes election with abusive charges coming from 

both sides, Jackson easily defeated Adams in both the 

popular vote and the Electoral College. Jackson inspired 

a broad and diverse following—diehard pro-slavery and 

states’ rights advocates like John C. Calhoun of South 

Carolina, practitioners of the new patronage politics like 

Martin Van Buren of New York, Tennessee businessmen, 

western agrarians, and infl uential editors—that became 

the core of his new Democratic Party. Th e centerpiece 

of Jackson’s two terms as president was a war against the 

Bank of the United States, which he regarded as rep-

resenting the privileged interests that he had come to 

Washington to drive out of power. In his 1832 message 

vetoing legislation that would have granted the bank 

a new charter, Jackson declared that “we must stand 

against all new grants of monopolies and exclusive privi-

leges, against any prostitution of our Government to the 

advancement of the few at the expense of the many.” 

 Although Jackson easily swept to a second term in 

1832, that election marked the emergence of America’s 

fi rst signifi cant third party, the Anti-Masonic Party, ded-

icated to opposing the Masons and other secret societies 

that the party claimed imposed elite rule on the United 

States. Th e Anti-Masons gained a credible 8 percent of 

the popular vote and held the fi rst national presidential 

nominating convention. Th e Anti-Masons represented 

one of three variants of third parties that would emerge 

in the United States: the single-issue third party. Other 

 single-issue parties included the  antislavery Free Soil of 

1848 and the Prohibition Party that anti-alcohol activists 

founded in 1869. A second type of third party advanced 

a broad ideology. Examples included the People’s Party, 

which agrarian reformers founded in the late nineteenth 

century; the Socialist Party of the early twentieth cen-

tury; and the Libertarian Party of the late twentieth 

century. Finally, some third parties served primarily as 

vehicles for the presidential aspirations of particular 

candidates, such as Th eodore Roosevelt in 1912, George 

Wallace in 1968, and Ross Perot in 1992 and 1996. 

 In 1834 Jackson’s opponents coalesced into a new 

Whig Party, led by Clay and Senator Daniel Webster of 

New Hampshire. In contrast to the Democrats’ philoso-

phy of limited government and states’ rights, the Whigs 

backed federal intervention to protect domestic indus-

tries through tariff s, promote education, build the na-

tion’s infrastructure, and enforce moral standards. Th e 

Whigs also opposed the Democrats’ aggressive approach 

to the territorial expansion of the United States. Dem-

ocrats and Whigs would compete on relatively equal 

terms nationally and in nearly every state of the union. 

Unlike later party systems, partisan allegiances were not 

sharply divided along sectional lines. From 1836 to 1852, 
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 Democrats won the presidential elections of 1836, 1845, 

and 1852, whereas Whigs prevailed in 1840 and 1848. 

During these years, neither party gained a decisive ad-

vantage in Congress. Close partisan competition, a ris-

ing number of elected offi  ces, and new forms of popular 

mobilization greatly increased voter turnout in federal, 

state, and local elections. Th e election of 1840 also con-

tributed to the rise of popular politics, with the Whigs 

shrewdly, if misleadingly, marketing the wealthy planter 

and war hero William Henry Harrison as the “log cabin 

and hard cider” candidate, a man of the people from the 

rough and tumble West. Th ey organized log cabin clubs 

and distributed log cabin mugs and medallions and fl yers 

showing Harrison seated beside a log cabin and a barrel 

of cider. Th e Whigs led songfests that celebrated  Harrison 

as the hero of the common man and lampooned their 

Democratic opponent, President Martin Van Buren, as 

an eff ete eastern dandy addicted to French wine. 

 Th e presidential election of 1844 between the Demo-

crat James K. Polk and the Whig Henry Clay was pivotal 

to the Second Party System. Th is election was the last 

contest in which diff erent states held elections on dif-

ferent days. In 1845 Congress passed a law establishing 

Election Day as the fi rst Tuesday after the fi rst Monday 

in November. Members of Congress viewed Polk’s nar-

row victory over the anti-expansionist Clay as a mandate 

for the annexation of Texas, and Congress passed a joint 

resolution to accomplish that end, which outgoing Presi-

dent John Tyler signed. Polk’s election portended addi-

tional expansion that he achieved by settling a boundary 

dispute with Britain over the northwest territory that 

became Oregon and Washington and acquiring what 

became California, Utah, Nevada, and parts of other 

states through war with Mexico. Had Clay prevailed in 

1844, American history would likely have followed a pro-

foundly diff erent course. 

 At the time that Americans were proclaiming their 

Manifest Destiny to expand across the continent, the 

United States was also deeply divided by the presence 

of slavery in the newly acquired territories. Th e Second 

Party System unraveled in the 1850s under the pressure of 

sectional confl ict over the expansion of slavery. Th e Whig 

Party included moderate but generally proslavery South-

erners as well as northern Protestants in the vanguard of 

the antislavery, temperance, and anti-immigrant move-

ments. Th is amalgam did not hold. During the 1850s, 

southern Whigs deserted the party as antislavery North-

erners sought, in vain, to keep the party united in their 

region. After the Whigs decisively lost the presidential 

election of 1852, Whig representative Lewis Davis Camp-

bell of Ohio prophetically said, “We are slayed. Th e party 

is dead-dead-dead!” By the next presidential election in 

1856, the Whigs had disintegrated and two new parties 

had arisen to compete with the ruling Democrats. Th e 

American, or Know Nothing, Party was based on opposi-

tion to Catholics and immigrants. Th e Republican Party 

opposed the expansion of slavery and, like the defunct 

Whigs, backed an activist government that promoted in-

dustry, commerce, and education. Although the Repub-

lican nominee for president, the famed explorer John C. 

Frémont, lost to Democratic nominee James Buchanan 

in the presidential election of 1856, he fi nished in second 

place, well ahead of the Know Nothing nominee, for-

mer president Millard Fillmore. Th e results of the 1856 

elections for the presidency and Congress established 

the fl edgling Republican Party as the alternative to the 

Democratic Party in a new two-party system. 

 The Third Party System: 1860–96 

 Th e Th ird Party System marked the fi rst of several dis-

tinct eras of competition between Republicans and 

Democrats. Unlike the Whigs, the Democrats withstood 

sectional divisions and endured to oppose Republican 

president Abraham Lincoln’s commitment to military 

victory in the Civil War as well as Republican eff orts 

to establish political and civil rights for the freed slaves 

during the postwar Reconstruction. Partisan confl ict 

over racial issues in the 1860s would give Republicans 

a sizable advantage in northern states, create a solidly 

Democratic South after the demise of Republican-run 

Reconstruction governments, and defi ne voter loyalties 

for another 70 years. Th e Republicans were the party 

of activist government in the late nineteenth century, 

whereas Democrats continued to defend limited govern-

ment and states’ rights. 

 In the pivotal election of 1860, Abraham Lincoln 

prevailed over a fi eld of candidates that included Sena-

tor Stephen Douglas of Illinois, the regular Democratic 

nominee; Vice President John Breckinridge, the candi-

date of bolting southern Democrats; and former senator 

John Bell of Tennessee, the candidate of the compromise 

Constitutional Union Party. Although Lincoln won only 

40 percent of the popular vote, he carried every northern 

state and gained a substantial majority of Electoral Col-

lege votes. Just six years after its birth, the new Republi-

can Party had won control over the national government. 

Abraham Lincoln, elected because of the dissolution of 

the old political order, would have the cheerless task of 
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presiding over the near dissolution of the nation itself. 

Th e selection of a Republican president was unaccept-

able to many Southerners. Even before Lincoln took the 

oath of offi  ce on March 4, 1861, seven southern states 

had seceded from the Union. On April 12, 1861, the Civil 

War began with the bombardment of Fort Sumter in 

South Carolina. 

 Th e war dragged on for four long years and trans-

formed the nation. When Lincoln issued the Eman-

cipation Proclamation, which freed all slaves still held 

by the Confederacy, he committed the federal govern-

ment for the fi rst time to a decisive stand against slavery. 

Th e Lincoln administration also instituted a graduated 

income tax, established a national banking system, fa-

cilitated the settlement of western lands, and began the 

nation’s fi rst draft of soldiers. Lincoln won reelection in 

1864 and, with the South still out of the Union, his Re-

publican Party gained decisive majorities in both houses 

of Congress and passed the Th irteenth Amendment, 

which ended slavery in the United States. Th e election 

also ensured that the Republicans would dominate the 

reconstruction of the Union after the guns fell silent. 

“I earnestly believe that the consequences of this day’s 

work will be to the lasting advantage, if not the very sal-

vation, of the country,” Lincoln said. But Lincoln’s as-

sassination in April 1865 meant that he would not live to 

fulfi ll his prophecy. 

 At the time of Lincoln’s death, the big questions of 

Reconstruction were still unresolved. Under what terms 

would the South be restored to the Union? To what ex-

tent would the federal government act to provide civil 

rights, civil liberties, economic security, and political 

rights to the newly freed slaves? In the face of opposition 

from Lincoln’s successor, the former Democrat Andrew 

Johnson, Congress enacted a fairly ambitious program of 

Reconstruction. It included civil rights laws; the Four-

teenth Amendment, which guaranteed “equal protection 

under the law”; and the Fifteenth Amendment, which 

prohibited the denial of voting rights on grounds of race, 

religion, or previous servitude. Still, in the late 1860s 

and 1870s, Republicans would be unable to prevent the 

unraveling of Reconstruction and the “redemption” of 

southern states by Democratic leaders committed to 

white-only government and to the exploitation of cheap 

black labor. 

 Th e disputed presidential election of 1876 marked the 

end of Reconstruction. Although Democratic candidate 

Samuel J. Tilden, the governor of New York, won the 

popular vote against Republican governor Rutherford B. 

Hayes of Ohio, the outcome of the election turned on 

disputed Electoral College votes in Florida, South Car-

olina, and Louisiana. With the Constitution silent on 

the resolution of such disputes, Congress improvised by 

forming a special electoral commission of eight Repub-

licans and seven Democrats. Th e commission voted on 

party lines to award all disputed electoral votes to Hayes, 

which handed him the presidency. Th e years from 1876 

to 1892 were marked by a sharp regional division of po-

litical power growing out of Civil War alignments and a 

national stalemate between Republicans, who dominated 

the North, and Democrats, who controlled the South. 

White Southerners disenfranchised African Americans 

and established an all-white one-party system in most 

of their region. Th e stalled politics of America’s late  

nineteenth-century Gilded Age resulted in a seesaw series 

of close elections: with neither party able to gain a fi rm 

hold on government or the electorate, the White House 

would change hands in every contest of the era except 

1880, when Republican James A. Garfi eld won by some 

2,000 votes. During this period the diff erence between 

Democratic and Republican percentages of the national 

popular vote for president averaged only about 1 percent, 

whereas diff erences in the vote between the North and 

the South averaged about 25 percent. 

 Th is combination of major-party stasis and electoral 

uncertainty left the nation unable to cope with the deep 

depression of the mid-1890s, which shattered the second 

administration of Democratic president Grover Cleve-

land. In 1884 Cleveland became the fi rst Democrat to 

win the White House since Buchanan in 1856. Four years 

later he narrowly prevailed in the popular vote but lost 

in the Electoral College to Republican Benjamin Har-

rison. Becoming the only American president to serve 

two nonconsecutive terms, Cleveland defeated Harrison 

in 1892. With Cleveland declining to compete for a third 

term in 1896, the insurgent Democratic candidate Wil-

liam Jennings Bryan was unable to shake off  the legacy 

of Cleveland’s failures. With his candidacy endorsed by 

the People’s Party, Bryan embraced such reform propos-

als as the free coinage of silver to infl ate the currency, 

a graduated income tax, arbitration of labor disputes, 

and stricter regulation of railroads—policies that were at 

odds with his party’s traditional commitment to hands-

off  government. Despite Bryan’s defeat by Republican 

William McKinley, his nomination began to transform 

the political philosophy of the major parties. By vigor-

ously stumping the nation in 1896, Bryan also helped 

introduce the modern style of presidential campaigns. In 
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turn, the Republicans, who vastly outspent the Demo-

crats, pioneered modern fund-raising techniques. 

 The Fourth Party System: 1896–1928 

 Th e Republican Party dominated American politics 

from 1896 through 1928. Except for the two administra-

tions of Woodrow Wilson, from 1913 to 1921, the GOP 

controlled the presidency throughout this period, which 

was marked by foreign expansionism and the rise and fall 

of progressive reform. Although William Jennings Bryan 

emerged as the reformist leader of the Democratic Party, 

it took the ascendancy of Th eodore Roosevelt and a new 

generation of Republican progressives to add domestic 

reform to the expansionist policies begun by President 

McKinley during the Spanish-American War of 1898. 

Roosevelt became president through four unpredictable 

turns of fate. First, President William McKinley’s vice 

president, Garret A. Hobart, died in 1899. Second, Re-

publican boss Th omas C. Platt saw his chance to rid New 

York of its reformer governor, Th eodore Roosevelt, by 

promoting him for vice president on McKinley’s ticket 

in 1900. Th ird, McKinley defeated Bryan in a rematch 

of 1896, and fourth, Roosevelt became president six 

months into his vice presidency when McKinley died of 

a gunshot wound infl icted by anarchist Leon Czolgosz. 

During two terms in offi  ce, Roosevelt put his progressive 

stamp on the presidency. His sustained McKinley’s ex-

pansionist foreign policies and gave concrete expression 

to his idea that government should operate in the public 

interest by steering a middle course between unchecked 

corporate greed and socialistic remedies. 

 After stepping down from the presidency in 1908, 

Roosevelt was so disappointed with his hand-picked 

successor, William Howard Taft, that he sought a third 

term as president. In 1912 Roosevelt, Taft, and Sena-

tor Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin fought the fi rst 

 primary-election campaign in American history, battling 

one another in the dozen states that had recently estab-

lished party primaries. Although Roosevelt garnered 

more primary votes than Taft and La Follette combined, 

most convention delegates were selected by party bosses, 

who overwhelmingly backed Taft. Th e disgruntled 

Roosevelt launched an insurgent campaign behind the 

new Progressive Party that advocated reforms such as 

women’s suff rage, tariff  reduction, old-age pensions, 

and laws prohibiting child labor. Roosevelt siphoned off  

about half of the voters who had backed Taft in 1908. 

Democratic candidate Woodrow Wilson, the governor 

of New Jersey, held the Democrats together and won 

the election with only 42 percent of the popular vote. 

Roosevelt fi nished second in the popular vote with 

27 percent, compared to 23 percent for Taft. It was the 

largest vote ever tallied by a third-party candidate. 

 During his two terms in offi  ce, Wilson pioneered the 

modern liberal tradition within the Democratic Party. 

Under his watch, the federal government reduced tar-

iff s, adopted the Federal Reserve System, established 

the Federal Trade Commission to regulate business, and 

joined much of the Western world in guaranteeing vot-

ing rights for women. Wilson also increased America’s 

involvement abroad and led the nation victoriously 

through World War I. Wilson had a broad vision of a 

peaceful postwar world based upon America’s moral and 

material example. He became the fi rst president of any 

party to advocate a strong internationalist program that 

centered on America’s leadership in a League of Nations. 

He would not realize this vision, although it would be 

largely achieved under Franklin Roosevelt and Harry 

Truman after World War II. 

 Th e reaction that followed World War I and Wilson’s 

failed peace plans led to the election of conservative Re-

publican Warren G. Harding in 1920. Republicans won 

all three presidential elections of the 1920s by landslide 

margins and maintained control over Congress during 

the period. Republican presidents and congresses of 

the 1920s slashed taxes, deregulated industry, restricted 

immigration, enforced Prohibition, and increased pro-

tection tariff s. In 1928, when Commerce Secretary Her-

bert Hoover decisively defeated Governor Al Smith of 

New York—the fi rst Catholic presidential candidate on 

a major party ticket—GOP senator William Borah of 

Idaho said, “We have an opportunity to put the Repub-

lican Party in a position where it can remain in power 

without much trouble for the next twenty years.” But 

Democratic weakness concealed the party’s resilient 

strength. Th e Democrats’ pluralism, which melded di-

verse voters from outside America’s elite—whites in the 

South, working-class Catholics and new immigrants in 

the North, and reformers in Mountain States—helped 

the party weather adversity, evolve with changing cir-

cumstance, and survive in contests for congressional and 

state offi  ces. Th e Democrats’ 1924 presidential candidate, 

John W. Davis, said after the election: “I doubt whether 

a minority party can win as long as the country is in 

fairly prosperous condition. . . . Some day, I am sure, the 

tide will turn.” 
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 The Fifth Party System: 1932–80 

 Th e tide turned after the crash of 1929 began the na-

tion’s longest and deepest depression and led to a two-

tiered realignment of the American party system. First, 

between 1930 and 1932 the Democrats benefi ted from a 

“depression eff ect” that swelled the ranks of party voters 

throughout the United States but neither restored the 

Democrats to majority status nor reshuffl  ed voter coali-

tions. Second, after Franklin Roosevelt won the presi-

dential election of 1932, the “Roosevelt eff ect” completed 

the realignment process. FDR’s liberal New Deal reforms 

and his inspirational leadership created a positive incen-

tive for loyalty to the Democratic Party. 

 In 1936, after losing badly in four consecutive presi-

dential and midterm elections, Republicans seemed 

nearly as obsolete as the Whigs they had displaced in 

1854. Since 1928 the party had lost 178 U.S. House seats, 

40 Senate seats, and 19 governorships. Th e GOP retained 

a meager 89 House members and just 16 senators. As 

Democrats completed the realignment of party loyalties, 

they recruited new voters and converted Republicans. 

From 1928 to 1936, the GOP’s share of the two-party 

registration fell from 69 percent to 45 percent in fi ve 

northern states and from 64 to 35 percent in major cities. 

Th e durable new Democratic majority—the so-called 

Roosevelt coalition—consisted of white Protestant 

Southerners, Catholics and Jews, African Americans, 

and union members. 

 Republicans recovered suffi  ciently in the midterm 

elections of 1938 to regain a critical mass in Congress and 

to join with conservative southern Democrats to halt the 

domestic reform phase of the New Deal. However, Re-

publican hopes to regain the presidency and Congress 

in 1940 were dashed by the outbreak of war in Europe. 

A nationwide Gallup Poll found that respondents pre-

ferred Roosevelt to any challenger, although most said 

that they would have backed a Republican candidate in 

the absence of war abroad. Roosevelt won an unprece-

dented third term and led the nation into a war that 

largely ended America’s traditional isolation from foreign 

entanglements. 

 In the fi rst postwar election, held in 1946, the GOP’s 

new slogan, “Had Enough ?”  evoked scarcity, high prices, 

and labor strife under Harry Truman, who had become 

president after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. In post-

war Britain, voters defeated Winston Churchill and his 

conservative majority in Parliament. Americans, how-

ever, could not dispatch the Democrats in a single blow. 

Th e midterm elections of 1946 issued no policy mandate 

to Republicans in Congress, who had to confront a pres-

ident armed with veto power, the bully pulpit, and the 

initiative in foreign aff airs. After leading America into 

the cold war against communism, Truman unexpectedly 

won the election of 1948, and Democrats regained con-

trol of Congress. 

 Four years later, in the midst of disillusionment over 

a stalled war in Korea and Democratic corruption, the 

war hero Dwight David Eisenhower became the fi rst 

 Republican president in 20 years. But Eisenhower had 

no intention of turning back the clock to the 1920s. 

Instead, he governed as a “modern Republican” who 

steered a middle course between Democratic liberals and 

the right wing of the Republican Party. However, mod-

ern Republicanism neither stole the thunder of Demo-

crats nor attracted independents to the GOP. Although 

Eisenhower remained personally popular, Democrats 

controlled Congress during his last six years in offi  ce. 

When he stepped down in 1960—the Twenty-Second 

Amendment, ratifi ed in 1951, barred presidents from 

seeking third terms—a Democrat, John F. Kennedy, 

became America’s fi rst Catholic president by defeating 

Eisenhowers’ vice president, Richard Nixon. 

 Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon Johnson, pre-

sided over a vast expansion of the liberal state. Th ese 

Democratic presidents embedded the struggle for 

minority rights within the liberal agenda and, in an-

other departure from the New Deal, targeted needs—

housing, health care, nutrition, and education—rather 

than groups, such as the elderly or the unemployed. Its 

civil rights agenda would eventually cost the Democratic 

Party the allegiance of the South, but in the near term the 

enfranchisement of African Americans under the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 off set losses among white Southern-

ers. Still, the Johnson administration unraveled under 

pressure from a failing war in Vietnam and social unrest 

at home. In 1968 Richard Nixon became the second Re-

publican to gain the White House since 1932. Although 

Nixon talked like a conservative, he governed more lib-

erally than Eisenhower. Nixon signed pathbreaking en-

vironmental laws, backed affi  rmative action programs, 

opened relations with mainland China, and de-escalated 

the cold war. 

 Th e Watergate scandal and Nixon’s resignation in 1974 

dashed any hopes that Republicans could recapture Con-

gress or pull even with Democrats in party identifi cation. 

However, conservative Republicans began rebuilding in 
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adversity. Th ey formed the Heritage Foundation to gener-

ate ideas, the Eagle Forum to rally women, new business 

lobbies, and Christian Right groups to inspire evangeli-

cal Protestants. Although Democrat Jimmy Carter won 

the presidential election of 1976, his administration was 

unable to protect its constituents from the ravages of 

“stagfl ation”—an improbable mix of slow growth, high 

unemployment, high infl ation, and high interest rates. 

Carter also exhibited weakness in foreign aff airs by fail-

ing to gain the quick release of American hostages seized 

by militants in Iran or to halt the resurgent expansionism 

of the Soviet Union. 

 The Sixth Party System: 1980–2008 

 After defeating Carter in 1980, Republican Ronald Rea-

gan, the former actor and governor of California, became 

the fi rst conservative president since the 1920s. Th e elec-

tion of 1980 did not match the shattering realignment of 

1932. Republicans did not gain durable control of Con-

gress, long-term domination of the presidency, or an edge 

in the party identifi cation of voters. Nonetheless, the elec-

tion profoundly changed American politics. It brought 

Republicans into near parity with Democrats, enabled 

Reagan to implement his conservative ideas in domestic 

and foreign policy, and moved the national conversation 

about politics to the right. In 1980 Republicans gained 

control of the Senate and held an ideological edge in the 

House. In his fi rst year as president, Reagan cut taxes, re-

duced regulation, shifted government spending from do-

mestic programs to the military, and adopted an aggressive 

approach to fi ghting communism abroad. Although Rea-

gan won reelection after a troubled economy recovered in 

1984, the “Reagan revolution” stalled in his second term. 

Still, Reagan presided over the beginning of the end of 

the cold war, a process completed by his vice president, 

George H. W. Bush, who won the presidency in 1988. 

 Republican progress stalled when moderate Democrat 

Bill Clinton of Arkansas defeated Bush in the presiden-

tial election of 1992. However, conservatives and Re-

publicans rebounded in 1994, when the GOP regained 

control of both houses of Congress for the fi rst time 

in 40 years. Although Republicans failed to enact their 

most ambitious policy proposals or prevent Clinton’s re-

election in 1996, the congressional revolution of 1994, 

no less than the Reagan revolution of 1980, advanced 

conservative politics in the United States. Th e elections 

gave Republicans unifi ed control of Congress for most 

of the next dozen years, established Republicans as the 

dominant party in the South, polarized the parties along 

ideological lines, and forestalled new liberal initiatives by 

the Clinton administration. 

 In the disputed presidential election of 2000, Repub-

lican George W. Bush, the governor of Texas, trailed Vice 

President Al Gore in the popular vote by half a percent. 

But the Electoral College vote turned on contested votes 

in Florida. On December 12, the U.S. Supreme Court 

stopped a recount of Florida’s votes with Bush ahead by 

537 votes out of 6 million cast. Bush won a bare majority 

of 271 Electoral College votes, including all in the South 

and about one-third elsewhere. He won overwhelming 

support from white evangelical Protestants and affl  uent 

voters. 

 Bush’s conservative backers in 2000 brushed aside sug-

gestions from media commentators that the president-

elect fulfi ll his promise to be “a uniter, not a divider” 

and emulate Rutherford B. Hayes, who governed from 

the center after the disputed election of 1876. Dick 

Cheney, who was poised to become the most infl uential 

vice president in American history, added, “Th e sugges-

tion that somehow, because this was a close election, we 

should fundamentally change our beliefs I just think is 

silly.” Bush advanced the conservative agenda by steering 

major tax cuts and business subsidies through Congress, 

advancing a Christian conservative agenda through exec-

utive orders, and aggressively opposing foreign enemies 

abroad. 

 Although Bush won reelection in 2004, under his 

watch conservatism, like liberalism in the 1970s, faced 

internal contradictions. Conservatives had long op-

posed social engineering by government, but in Iraq 

and Afghanistan the Bush administration assumed two 

of the largest and most daunting social engineering 

projects in U.S. history. Conservatives have also de-

fended limited government, fi scal responsibility, states’ 

rights, and individual freedom. Yet the size and scope of 

the federal government and its authority over the states 

and individuals greatly expanded during the Bush years. 

Th ese contradictions, along with the Republicans’ loss 

of Congress in 2006 and Democrat Barack Obama’s 

victory in the 2008 presidential race, suggest that the 

conservative era that began in 1980 had come to an end.

See also Democratic Party; Republican Party. 
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  Electoral College 

 In many ways, the history of the Electoral College re-

fl ects the evolution of a persistent problem in American 

politics, one summarized in political scientist Robert 

Dahl’s succinct question “Who governs?” Th e answers 

Americans have given have changed throughout the na-

tion’s history. Th e framers of the Constitution believed 

the college would balance tensions among the various 

states and protect the authority of the executive from the 

infl uence of Congress and the population at large. More 

recently, however, debates over the college have centered 

upon whether it performs these functions too well, and, 

in so doing, hampers democratic values increasingly im-

portant to Americans. 

 Origins 

 Many of the delegates to the Constitutional Convention 

in 1787 initially were convinced that the president should 

be chosen by majority vote of Congress or the state leg-

islatures. Both these options steadily lost popularity as it 

became clear the Convention did not want to make the 

presidency beholden to the legislature or to the states. 

However, many delegates also found distasteful the most 

viable alternative—direct election by the  populace—

due to fears that the public would not be able to make 

an intelligent choice and hence would simply splinter 

among various regional favorite-son candidates. 

 On August 31, 1787, toward the end of its third month, 

the convention created the Committee on Postponed 

Matters, or the “Committee of Eleven,” to solve such 

problems. Chaired by David Brearley of New Jersey and 

including Virginia’s James Madison, within four days of 

its organization, the committee proposed that electors, 

equal in number to each state’s congressional delegation 

and selected in a manner determined by the state legisla-

tures, should choose the president. Th ese electors would 

each choose two candidates; when Congress tabulated 

the votes, the candidate with the “greatest Number of 

Votes” would become president and the runner-up vice 

president. In the case of a tie, the House of Representa-

tives would choose the president and the Senate the vice 

president. Th is plan proved acceptable to the convention 

because it was a compromise on many of the points that 

had rendered earlier proposals unworkable—it insulated 

the president from the various legislatures but preserved 

the process from undue popular infl uence. Similarly, in 

basing its numbers on the bicameral Congress, the col-

lege moderated the overwhelming infl uence of the popu-

lous states. Th ough the phrase “Electoral College” was 

not included in the Constitution, the plan was encoded 

in Article II, section I. 

 The College and the States: Solving Problems 

 Over the fi rst few presidential elections, states experi-

mented with various means of choosing their electors. In 

the fi rst presidential election, for example, 11 states par-

ticipated. Four held popular elections to select electors; 

in fi ve the legislature made the decision. Th e remaining 

two combined these methods; the legislature chose indi-

viduals from a fi eld selected by general election. 

 Despite this carefully constructed compromise, the 

practicalities of electoral politics gradually overtook 

the college’s system. Most infl uential was the surpris-

ingly quick emergence of political parties that coalesced 

around individual candidates. By 1800, the Democratic-

Republican Party and its rival Federalist Party had gained 

control of many state governments and began to ma-

nipulate local methods for selecting electors; the Feder-

alist parties of Massachusetts and New Hampshire, for 

example, were in command of those states’ legislatures 

and reserved to those organizations the right to select 

electors. In the next presidential election, the legislature, 

doubting its ability to secure the states’ electors for the 

Federalists, switched to a system in which each congres-

sional district selected one elector, only to revert back 

to legislative control in 1808. Similarly, in Virginia the 

Democratic-Republican Party shifted the authority to 

a winner-take-all general election, where favorite-son 
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 candidate Th omas Jeff erson was assured to gain a ma-

jority and sweep the state’s electoral votes. Th us, despite 

the original expectation that independent electors would 

gather and deliberate over the most qualifi ed candidate, 

they were increasingly selected to represent their parties 

and to cast their votes accordingly. 

 Th e 1800 election also revealed perhaps the greatest 

fl aw in the Electoral College as established by the Con-

stitution. Th e Democratic-Republican electors chosen in 

1800 obediently voted for their party’s choice for presi-

dent, Jeff erson, and vice president, New York’s Aaron 

Burr. However, the convention had not anticipated such 

party-line voting, and the tabulation of the electors’ 

votes revealed an inadvertent tie. In accordance with 

the Constitution, the election was thrown to the House, 

where Federalist representatives strove to deny their arch-

enemy Jeff erson the presidency. It took 36 ballots before 

the Virginian secured his election. As a result, in 1804 

the Twelfth Amendment was added to the Constitution, 

providing that electors should cast separate ballots for 

the president and vice president. Despite several recur-

rences of such crises in the system, only one other consti-

tutional reform of the college has been adopted; in 1961, 

under pressure from citizens complaining of disenfran-

chisement, the Twenty-Th ird Amendment was added to 

the Constitution; it granted the District of Columbia 

three electoral votes. 

 As the nineteenth century progressed, such manipula-

tions as occurred in Massachusetts and New Hampshire 

gradually faded in favor of assigning electors to the  winner 

of the general election. Th e combination of new styles of 

mass politics that presidential contenders like Andrew 

Jackson embodied and the allure that the  winner-take-

all system held for confi dent parties meant that by 1836 

South Carolina was the only state in the Union that 

clung to legislative choice against popular election, and 

even that state capitulated after the Civil War. Despite 

the occasional crisis in which states have resorted to leg-

islative choice—such as Massachusetts in 1848, when a 

powerful bid by the Free Soil Party meant that no party 

gained a majority of the popular vote, or Florida in 2000, 

when the legislature selected a slate of electors in case the 

heated contest over the disputed popular vote was not 

resolved—this system has remained ever since. 

 The Problem of the Popular Vote 

 Th is does not mean, however, that it has always worked 

perfectly. As concerns over regional balance and the fi t-

ness of the electorate have receded, debate has centered 

on the awkwardness of the combination of popular bal-

lots and state selection. For example, the winner-take-all 

system ensures that the minority in each state is disen-

franchised when the electors cast their votes. Indeed, 

despite the universal desire to empower the general elec-

torate, it remains quite possible for the president to be 

chosen by a minority of the popular vote. In the three-

way election of 1912, for example, Democrat Woodrow 

Wilson won more than 80 percent of the electoral vote 

despite winning only a plurality of the popular vote—

barely 41 percent. Similarly, Democrat Bill Clinton 

was elected in 1992 when his 43 percent of the popular 

vote—a plurality—translated into nearly 70 percent in 

the Electoral College. Th ough neither of these elections 

was in danger of being thrown to the House of Rep-

resentatives, a similar three-way election in 1968 raised 

such fears; indeed, the independent candidate George 

Wallace hoped to gain enough electoral votes to force 

such an event and gain concessions from either Repub-

lican Richard Nixon or Democrat Hubert Humphrey. 

Nixon, however, gained a close majority in the Electoral 

College. 

 Despite earning the appellation “minority president” 

from their weak showing in the popular election, Nixon, 

Wilson, and Clinton did at least receive pluralities. Sev-

eral other times, the uneven correlation between the 

popular vote and the Electoral College resulted in the 

loser of the former attaining the presidency. In 1888, Re-

publican Benjamin Harrison defeated the incumbent 

Democrat Grover Cleveland in the Electoral College 

despite losing the popular vote; Cleveland’s gracious-

ness, however, assured a smooth transition of power. Th e 

other such elections—1824, 1876, and 2000—were met 

with discontent and protest from the losing party. In-

deed, though correct constitutional procedure was fol-

lowed in each case, all three elections were tainted with 

accusations of corruption and manipulation, allegations 

exacerbated and legitimated by each eventual president’s 

failure to win the majority of the popular vote. 

 In 1824 the presidential election was a contest among 

several Democratic candidates, and a situation the Con-

vention had hoped to avert occurred: the nation split 

along regional lines. Andrew Jackson gained a plural-

ity of the popular and electoral vote, primarily in the 

South and middle Atlantic. Trailing in both totals was 

John Quincy Adams, whose base was in New England. 

Th e other candidates, Henry Clay and William Craw-

ford, won only three and two states, respectively (though 

both also won individual electoral votes from states that 
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divided their totals). Despite his plurality, Jackson was 

unable to gain a majority of the electoral vote, and the 

election was again, as in 1800, thrown to the House of 

Representatives. Th ere, Clay threw his support to Adams, 

who was selected. Despite the fact that correct procedure 

was followed, Jackson denounced Adams and Clay for 

thwarting the will of the people and subsequently swept 

Adams out of offi  ce in 1828. 

 In 1876 Democrat Samuel Tilden led Republican Ru-

therford B. Hayes by more than a quarter million popu-

lar votes. However, the results in four states, Oregon 

and the southern states of Florida, South Carolina, and 

Louisiana—all three of which were expected to easily go 

for Tilden—were disputed. Without the electoral votes 

of these states, Tilden found himself one vote short of 

a majority. All four states sent competing slates of elec-

tors to the session of Congress that tabulated the votes. 

In 1865 Congress had adopted the Twenty-Second Joint 

Rule, which provided that contested electoral votes 

could be approved by concurrent votes of the House 

and Senate. However, the rule lapsed in January 1876, 

leaving Congress with no means to resolve the dispute. 

In January 1877, therefore, Congress passed the Elec-

toral Commission Law, which established—for only the 

particular case of the 1876 election—a 15-member com-

mission, consisting of 5 members of the House, 5 of 

the Senate, and 5 justices of the Supreme Court, which 

would rule on the 15 disputed electoral votes. Seven 

seats were held by members of each party; the remaining 

seat was expected to go to David Davis, an independent 

justice of the Supreme Court. However, Davis left the 

commission to take a Senate seat, and his replacement 

was the Republican justice Joseph Bradley. Unsurpris-

ingly, the commission awarded each disputed vote to 

Hayes, 8 to 7. Hayes thus edged Tilden in the college, 

185 to 184. Th ough Democrats threatened to fi libuster 

the joint session of Congress called to certify the new 

electoral vote, they agreed to let the session continue 

when Hayes agreed to end Reconstruction and with-

draw federal troops from the South. Th e Hayes-Tilden 

crisis resulted in the 1887 Electoral Count Act, which 

gave each state authority to determine the legality of its 

electoral vote but also provided that a concurrent ma-

jority of both houses of Congress could reject disputed 

votes. 

 Th e act was invoked to resolve such a dispute in 1969 

and again in the fi rst two presidential elections of the 

twenty-fi rst century. Th e 2000 election mirrored the 

Hayes-Tilden crisis; as in 1876, the Democratic can-

didate, Al Gore, held a clear edge in the popular vote, 

leading Republican George W. Bush by half a million 

votes. However, the balance in the Electoral College was 

close enough that the 25 votes of Florida would decide 

the election. Initial returns in that state favored Bush by 

the slimmest of margins but recounts narrowed the gap 

to within a thousand. Finally, however, the Supreme 

Court affi  rmed Bush’s appeal to stop the recounts; the 

Republican was awarded a 537-vote victory in the state 

and consequently a majority in the Electoral College. 

Democrats in the House of Representatives attempted 

to invoke the 1887 law to disqualify Florida’s slate of elec-

tors but failed to gain the necessary support in the Sen-

ate to put the matter to a vote. Bush’s successful 2004 

reelection campaign against Democrat John Kerry also 

sparked discontent, and concerns about the balloting in 

Ohio prompted House Democrats to again invoke the 

law. Th is time, though, they were able to gain enough 

Senate support to force a concurrent vote; it affi  rmed 

Ohio’s Republican slate of electors by a large margin. 

 Th ese controversies have highlighted growing discon-

tent with the intent and function of the Electoral College, 

and the reasoning behind the Constitutional Conven-

tion’s adoption of the institution has been increasingly 

marshaled against it. While the founders hoped that 

electors would select the president based on reasoned 

discussion, 24 states now have laws to punish “faithless 

electors” who defy the results of their states’ popular elec-

tion and vote for another candidate, as has occurred eight 

times since World War II. While the founders hoped the 

Electoral College would create a presidency relatively 

independent of public opinion, it has come under fi re 

since Andrew Jackson’s time for doing exactly that. 

 Possible Solutions 

 Multiple measures have been proposed to more closely 

align the Electoral College with the popular vote. One 

of the more commonly mentioned solutions is pro-

portional representation; that is, rather than the win-

ner of the presidential election in each state taking all 

that state’s electoral votes, the state would distribute 

those votes in proportion to the election results. Such 

a reform would almost certainly enhance the chances of 

third parties to gain electoral votes. However, since the 

Constitution requires a majority of the Electoral College 

for victory, this solution would most likely throw many 

more presidential elections to the House of Represen-

tatives. For instance, under this system the elections of 

1912, 1968, and 1992 would all have been decided by the 
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House. Th us, proportional representation would undo 

two of the Framers’ wishes, tying the presidency not only 

closer to the general public but perhaps unintentionally 

to Congress as well. Th e Colorado electorate rejected a 

state constitutional amendment for proportional repre-

sentation in 2004. 

 A similar policy is often referred to as the “Maine-

Nebraska rule,” after the two states that have adopted 

it: Maine in 1972 and Nebraska in 1996. It is reminis-

cent of the district policy that states such as Virginia 

and Massachusetts implemented in the early years of the 

republic. Maine and Nebraska allot one electoral vote 

to the winner of each congressional district, and assign 

the fi nal two (corresponding to each state’s two sena-

tors) to the overall winner of the state’s popular vote. 

While this technique seems to limit the potential chaos 

of the proportional method, it does not actually solve 

the problem: if every state in the Union adopted the 

Maine-Nebraska rule, it would still be possible for a 

presidential candidate to lose the election despite win-

ning the popular vote. 

 A third state-based reform of the Electoral College sys-

tem gained signifi cant support in April 2007, when the 

Maryland legislature passed a law calling on the rest of 

the states to agree to assign their electors to whichever 

presidential candidate wins the popular vote. Th is would 

eff ectively circumvent the Electoral College, while retain-

ing the elector and Congress’s tabulation of the vote as a 

symbolic, constitutional formality. 

 Finally, many commentators have called for a consti-

tutional amendment simply eliminating the Electoral 

College entirely, arguing that, in addition to the possibil-

ity of presidential victors who have lost the popular vote, 

the electoral system artifi cially infl ates the value of votes 

in small states (due to the constitutionally mandated 

minimum of three votes to every state), discourages mi-

nority parties, and encourages candidates to ignore states 

they believe they cannot win. However, the college is not 

universally unpopular; its supporters counter that the 

system maintains political stability and forces candidates 

to expend eff ort on states with small populations that 

they might otherwise bypass. Additionally, supporters of 

the Electoral College maintain that it is an important 

connection to the federal system envisioned by the fram-

ers of the Constitution. 

 Some observers have noted that disputes over the col-

lege tend to follow fault lines already existing in Ameri-

can politics. Gore’s loss in the 2000 election inspired 

many Democrats to look at the college with a critical 

perspective; additionally, more rural states, small in 

population, that oppose losing the infl uence the Elec-

toral College gives them tend to support Republican 

candidates. Heavily urban states with more concentrated 

populations tend to vote Democratic. Th us, the regional 

diff erences the Convention hoped to moderate through 

the Electoral College have been eff ectively translated 

into partisan diff erences that the college exacerbates. 

However, the constitutional barriers to removing the col-

lege likely ensure it will remain on the American political 

landscape for the foreseeable future. 

  See also  elections and electoral eras; voting. 
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 M AT T H E W  B O W M A N 

  energy  and politics

 For most of its history, the United States has depended 

on its own abundant supply of energy resources. If there 

is a common political theme in the history of American 

energy and politics, it is the desire to maximize domestic 

production and to stabilize competition between private 

fi rms. Although these imperatives dominated the energy 

policies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, events 

in the 1970s caused a dramatic reversal of direction. Th is 

article traces the development of public policies in the 

coal and oil industries, since these commodities supplied 

the bulk of American energy throughout the nation’s 

history and were the primary target of state and federal 

policy makers. Th is necessarily excludes important de-

velopments in the political history of utilities, electri-

fi cation, and the development of nuclear power, but it 

allows for a long-range perspective on American energy 

policy. 
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 Policy Making and the Rise of Coal 

 At the time of the American Revolution, the predomi-

nant forms of energy came from human or animal power 

and fi rewood. Coal was in limited use, but American 

policy makers viewed the domestic coal trade as vital to 

the young nation’s future. To encourage the growth of 

a coal industry the federal government moved to pro-

tect American colliers from foreign competition. Th e 

original tariff  on coal imports in 1789 was 2 cents per 

bushel. It increased gradually over the years, until in 1812 

it reached 10 cents a bushel, or about 15 percent of the 

wholesale price of British coal. After the War of 1812, 

tariff  rates on coal dropped in 1816 to 5 cents a bushel, 

which ranged between 10 and 25 percent of the price of 

foreign coal in New York, and remained at about that 

range until 1842. British imports bounced back after 

1815, but they never again exceeded more than 10 percent 

of American production. Tariff  levels did not completely 

push British coal out of American markets, but they did 

severely restrict its ability to compete with the domestic 

product. By the postbellum decades, the federal govern-

ment had eliminated the tariff  on anthracite, and levels 

on bituminous coal bottomed out at 40 cents a ton in 

1895. Domestic production dominated American coal 

markets, and the United States became a net exporter of 

coal in the 1870s. 

 Under the umbrella of federal protection, state govern-

ments encouraged the rapid development of coal mining 

in the antebellum period. First, in the 183os, Pennsylva-

nia’s legislature exempted anthracite coal from taxation 

and promoted its use in the iron industry through a 

liberal corporate chartering law. As anthracite use in-

creased, Pennsylvania offi  cials refused to grant exclusive 

carrying or vending rights to any company engaged in 

transporting anthracite to urban markets. As a result, a 

diverse group of canals and railroads served Pennsylva-

nia’s relatively compact anthracite fi elds. Competition 

between the Schuylkill Navigation Company’s all-water 

route and the Lehigh Coal and Navigation Company’s 

rail and water connections to Philadelphia, for example, 

ensured that anthracite prices remained low. To expedite 

the exploitation of new coalfi elds, many states commis-

sioned geological surveys. North Carolina employed a 

state geologist to catalog the state’s mineral resources in 

1823; by 1837, 14 states had followed suit. Th e annual re-

ports and fi nal compilation of the state geological surveys 

served to underwrite the cost of fi nding viable coal seams 

and marking valuable mineral deposits for entrepreneurs. 

In some cases, such as Pennsylvania and Illinois, the state 

geologist specifi cally targeted coalfi elds as the primary 

emphasis of the survey. In others, a more general as-

sessment of mineral resources occurred. Although state 

geologists would fi nd, label, and survey the coalfi elds, it 

was up to private fi rms to mine, carry, and sell the coal 

to domestic and industrial consumers. Pennsylvania’s 

leadership in this fi eld was apparent, as that state boosted 

coal production levels to nearly 6.5 million tons, or about 

three-fourths of U.S. production, by 1850. 

 Th e period following the Civil War saw a heightened 

role for railroads in American energy policy. Railroad 

companies appealed to state legislatures for the right to 

buy or lease coal lands—a combination of mining and 

carrying privileges that many antebellum policy makers 

were unwilling to tolerate. In Pennsylvania an 1869 law 

authorized railroad and canal companies to purchase 

the stocks and bonds of mining fi rms. By the 1870s the 

Philadelphia and Reading Railroad embarked on an am-

bitious plan to purchase enough anthracite coal lands 

to set prices. Th e Philadelphia and Reading failed in its 

attempt to monopolize anthracite, but it and other re-

gional railroads became increasingly powerful in the late 

nineteenth century. Th e nation’s bituminous fi elds were 

too large for any signifi cant concentration of power, but 

in the more compact anthracite fi elds, a distinct combi-

nation of large mining and carrying companies formed 

during the 1880s to keep prices high even as they forced 

small-scale colliers to sell their coal at rock-bottom 

prices. State-level attempts to impose rates on railroads, 

as well as early attempts by federal authorities to regu-

late the coal trade under the auspices of the Interstate 

Commerce Commission (1887) or the Sherman Anti-

Trust Act (1890), fell fl at, as policy makers at both state 

and federal levels remained focused on maintaining 

high production levels, keeping prices low, and bringing 

new coalfi elds into production. For example, Congress 

created the United States Geological Survey in 1879, an 

agency charged with the topographic and geological 

mapping of the entire nation. Th is institution combined 

several surveys that had been created for military and 

scientifi c purposes in order to catalog valuable mineral 

resources of the nation just as the antebellum surveys 

did for their respective states. 

 Th e relations between labor and capital in energy 

production also became a concern for policy makers by 

the late nineteenth century. Prior to the Civil War, coal 

mining was done on a relatively small scale. Individual 
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 proprietorships could survive with a few skilled miners 

who exerted total control over the hiring of laborers, the 

construction of the shafts and tunnels, and the cutting 

and hauling of the coal from the mine. Experienced 

miners thus acted as independent contractors through-

out most of the nineteenth century. Th e corporate reor-

ganization of coalfi elds created new pressures on fi rms; 

now they needed to increase production and cut costs 

at every turn. Many mine operators sought to use the 

autonomy of miners for their own benefi t by pressing 

tonnage rates down, docking miners for sending up coal 

with too many “impurities,” and paying miners in scrip 

rather than cash. Although the transformation of work 

at the coal seam itself with the introduction of machine 

cutters would not occur until the 1890s, labor relations 

aboveground changed rapidly during and after the Civil 

War. Small-scale unions formed in individual coalfi elds 

and struck, with varying eff ectiveness, for higher wages. 

Since the largest variable cost in coal mining is in labor, 

colliers insisted on the ability to control wages and fought 

to keep unions from organizing in American coalfi elds. 

In 1890, however, a national trade union, the United 

Mine Workers of America (UMWA), formed in Colum-

bus, Ohio. For the next half century, the UMWA strug-

gled to win collective bargaining rights in the nation’s 

geographically diverse and decentralized coal trade. 

 Federal authorities were drawn into the regulation 

of the nation’s coal trade during the early twentieth 

century. In the anthracite fi elds of Pennsylvania, for 

example, labor disputes and an attempt by a handful 

of railroad operators to manipulate prices provoked 

federal action. When miners in the anthracite fi elds 

sought the aid of the UMWA to secure an eight-hour 

day, decent wages, and safe working conditions, man-

agers of coal companies responded with intimidation, 

lockouts, and violence. Th e long and crippling strike 

of 1902, which threatened energy supplies across the 

eastern seaboard by shutting down anthracite produc-

tion, drew President Th eodore Roosevelt into the fray. 

By declaring that he would negotiate a “square deal” 

between labor and management, Roosevelt set a prec-

edent for federal intervention. A square deal, however, 

did not create a federal mandate for collective bargain-

ing rights for coal miners; nevertheless, it did off er some 

modicum of governmental oversight. In 1908 the Jus-

tice Department, under the authority of the Interstate 

Commerce Commission (ICC), fi led a major lawsuit 

against anthracite railroads accused of manipulating 

prices and intimidating independent colliers. Results 

were mixed; the Supreme Court upheld the “com-

modities clause” of the ICC, which banned the direct 

ownership of coal mines by railroads, but informal re-

lationships between large coal companies and railroads 

continued to dominate the region. Finally, the U.S. Bu-

reau of Mines, created in 1910, enforced safety regula-

tions on reluctant coal operators. Mine safety remained 

a concern for the industry, but miners in this period 

did at least see a modest increase in protection from 

hazardous working conditions. In all these cases, fed-

eral intervention in the nation’s coal trade preserved the 

nineteenth-century focus on high levels of production, 

even as new legislation and policy decisions produced 

minor victories for small colliers and mine workers. 

The Rise of Federal Policy Making 

and the American Oil Industry

 Th roughout most of the nineteenth century, the U.S. 

government’s energy policy consisted of tariff  protection 

and the promotion of new coalfi elds, either actively by 

creating agencies like the U.S. Geological Survey or pas-

sively by refusing to regulate the coal trade. At the advent 

of the twentieth century, however, federal policy makers 

found themselves drawn into major confl icts over com-

petition and labor, as well as the rise of oil and natural gas 

as new sources of energy. Th e era between 1880 and 1920 

truly was the reign of “King Coal”: production soared 

from 80 million tons to 659 million tons, an increase of 

more than 800 percent, and coal accounted for 70 per-

cent of the nation’s energy consumption. Crude oil pro-

duction increased seventeenfold, from 26 million barrels 

in 1880 to 443 million in 1920; yet American refi neries 

still focused on illumination and lubrication products, 

rather than fuel, throughout the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Th e discovery of massive re-

serves in the Spindletop oil fi eld in southeastern Texas, 

the Mid-Continent Field of Kansas and Oklahoma, and 

southern California during the decade before World 

War I all pointed toward American oil’s bright future as 

a source of energy. 

 Natural gas also became a signifi cant energy source 

in the early twentieth century. Producers pumped 812 

 billion cubic feet by 1920, an increase from the 128 billion 

cubic feet they secured in 1900. As nationwide reserves 

came into production, interstate railroads and pipelines 

made state-level oversight diffi  cult, and the bulk of en-

ergy policy shifted to the federal level throughout the 

twentieth century. Th e rise of oil and gas, moreover, cre-

ated more challenges for policy makers and forced them 
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to regulate production, competition, and price setting in 

unprecedented ways. 

 Th e specifi c crises brought by World War I created a 

new kind of regulatory regime and signaled the grow-

ing importance of oil in the nation’s energy economy. In 

response to the anticipated coal shortage triggered by the 

American declaration of war in 1917, the Federal Trade 

Commission explored the possibility of federal controls 

over prices and distribution. Although initial attempts 

to coordinate the nation’s coal trade failed when the 

Council for National Defense’s Committee on Coal Pro-

duction folded in the summer of 1917, Congress granted 

President Woodrow Wilson broad authority over en-

ergy production and consumption, including the right 

to set the price of coal. Th is resulted in the creation of 

the United States Fuel Administration, a wartime agency 

designed to coordinate coal, petroleum, and railroad op-

erations in both military and civilian sectors of the econ-

omy. Its director, Harry Garfi eld, was unfamiliar with 

A well at Spindletop fi eld in Beaumont, Texas, strikes oil in 

January 1901. (Texas Energy Museum, Beaumont, Texas)

the vagaries of the well-organized anthracite and vast 

decentralized bituminous coal industries; attempts to fi x 

prices failed, and a coal shortage crippled the American 

economy in the winter of 1917–18. To boost production 

levels, the USFA encouraged the opening of new mines 

and restricted coal consumption among non-war-related 

industries and households. Wartime demand for petro-

leum boosted production but also created headaches for 

the USFA’s Oil Division. Petroleum shortages during the 

war were less debilitating, however. Th e price stability 

caused by the artifi cially high demand provoked much 

needed conservation and storage reforms among private 

petroleum producers and put new oil fi elds into produc-

tion. Some USFA offi  cials advocated a continuation of the 

command-and-control approach to energy policy after 

the war ended in November 1918. Pre-war energy mar-

kets had faced debilitating gluts and shortages, coupled 

with unstable prices. Since energy reserves in the United 

States were still abundant, they argued, public oversight 

might help stabilize both production and consumption 

of vital commodities like coal, oil, and natural gas. 

 Despite calls for a continued presence of federal au-

thority, Congress cut appropriations for the USFA at the 

war’s end. By 1919 the coal trade was experiencing seri-

ous problems. Wartime demand had boosted the num-

ber of American coal mines from 6,939 in 1917 to 8,994 

in 1919. When new orders for coal waned, mine opera-

tors reduced wages and laid off  miners at the same time 

that millions of American soldiers returned in search 

of work. A series of strikes rocked the bituminous and 

anthracite industries in the 1920s as the UMWA con-

tinued its eff orts to organize the nation’s miners, now 

615,000 strong. By 1932 the number of miners dropped 

to less than 400,000 and the American coal industry was 

in disarray. Th e creation of the National Industrial Re-

covery Act (NIRA) the following year set up price codes 

for coal and helped stanch the bleeding. Th e UMWA 

also benefi ted from Section 7(a) of the NIRA, which 

provided for collective bargaining. By 1935 federal sup-

port for unionization swelled the ranks of the UMWA to 

more than half a million. But when the Supreme Court 

declared the NIRA unconstitutional in that same year, 

the short-lived stability faded. Federal support for collec-

tive bargaining continued, but the American coal trade 

returned to its old familiar pattern of decentralized, un-

coordinated production, which kept prices relatively low 

for consumers but profi t margins razor-thin for mine 

operators. Labor relations became even more heated, as 

the UMWA, under the leadership of its forceful president 
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John L. Lewis, challenged attempts to cut wage rates at 

every turn. 

 Oil and gas producers also suff ered during the Great 

Depression, even as production levels reached all-time 

highs of nearly a billion barrels of crude petroleum in 

1935. In Texas, state regulation, under the aegis of the 

Texas Railroad Commission, helped maintain some 

price stability by limiting production. Oil producers 

also had price and production codes under the NIRA, 

but without the labor confl icts of their counterparts in 

coal, no controversy over collective bargaining hit the 

 industry. With the termination of the NIRA, no broad 

regulatory agency appeared in the petroleum industry. 

Instead, a consortium of six major oil-producing states 

formed to regulate production and stabilize the industry. 

Th e 1935 Interstate Compact to Conserve Oil and Gas 

joined Colorado, Kansas, Illinois, New Mexico, Okla-

homa, and Texas together to replicate the state-level pro-

grams of the Texas Railroad Commission in a national 

setting. Natural gas came under federal control with the 

passage of the Natural Gas Act of 1938, which regulated 

interstate trade in gas, including the nation’s growing 

network of pipelines for shipping natural gas. In oil and 

gas the control of interstate traffi  c remained an essential, 

and ultimately eff ective, way to ensure price stability 

without radically expanding government oversight. 

 By the advent of World War II, coal had declined to 

about 50 percent of the nation’s energy consumption, 

even though reserves of coal showed little sign of deple-

tion. When the UMWA’s 400,000 coal miners struck in 

1943, federal offi  cials seized some mines and reopened 

them under government control. Coal remained impor-

tant, but the increasing popularity of automobiles, oil for 

heating, and electric motors in industry made petroleum 

the dominant element of the American fuel economy. 

Th e Petroleum Administration for War, under the lead-

ership of Secretary of Interior Harold Ickes, coordinated 

the fl ow of oil for civilian and military uses. Some ration-

ing occurred to avoid costly shortages, but most signifi -

cant for long-term growth were the thousands of miles 

of new pipelines to connect the oil fi elds of the South-

west to the rest of the nation. Following the war, the 

Oil and Gas Division of the Department of the Interior 

was established to stabilize the oil industry through price 

data sharing, pipeline policies, and consulting trade or-

ganizations such as the National Petroleum Council. Th e 

World War II years also introduced nuclear power into 

the nation’s energy future, although the use of nuclear 

power was not widespread immediately after the war. 

 As the consumption of energy skyrocketed in the 

post–World War II decades, oil continued to grow in 

importance. Most signifi cant for energy policy, the 

United States became a net importer of oil in 1948. As 

the booming postwar economy grew, American pro-

ducers attempted to stem the fl ow of foreign oil by 

persuading President Dwight D. Eisenhower to set up 

mandatory oil import quotas. A year later a cartel of 

major oil-producing nations such as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 

Iran, Kuwait, and Venezuela formed the Organization 

of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). OPEC had 

little impact on American energy markets, and the ex-

tent to which the United States depended upon foreign 

oil remained untested, until the Arab-Israeli confl ict of 

1973 triggered an embargo by Arab nations on exports 

to the United States. By early 1974 the price of oil had 

nearly quadrupled, triggering the fi rst “oil shock” in the 

American economy. Th e embargo ended that same year, 

but throughout the 1970s American dependence on 

Middle Eastern oil became a political issue, coming to 

a head with the overthrow of the pro-American regime 

in Iran in 1979. From that point on, energy policies be-

came intertwined with foreign policy, particularly in the 

Middle East. 

 Th e 1970s brought a major reversal in American energy 

policy, the repercussions of which are still shaking out 

today. Nuclear power, once considered a major source 

of energy for the future, became politically toxic after 

the 1979 partial meltdown of a reactor core at the Th ree 

Mile Island facility in Pennsylvania. Th e oil shocks of 

that decade, moreover, suggested that traditional policies 

directed at maximizing domestic production of energy 

sources were no longer adequate for the United States. 

In response to this new challenge, Congress passed the 

National Energy Act in 1978, which aimed to reduce 

gasoline consumption by 10 percent, cut imports to 

make up only one-eighth of American consumption, 

and increase the use of domestic coal—about one-third 

of American energy consumption in the early 1970s—to 

take advantage of abundant reserves. President Jimmy 

Carter also created the Department of Energy (DOE) 

in 1978 and promoted the further exploration of alterna-

tive energy sources such as solar, wind, and wave power. 

Although the DOE’s emphasis on traditional versus al-

ternative energy sources seemed to wax and wane with 

changes in presidential administrations, alternatives to 

the well-established fossil fuel sources of energy have de-

manded the attention of policy makers in Washington. 

In this regard, energy policy in the twenty-fi rst century 
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will take a diff erent course from the fi rst two centuries of 

the nation’s history. 

  See also  business and politics; environmental issues 

and politics; transportation and politics. 
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 S E A N  A D A M S 

 environmental issues 
and politics 

 Today, the phrase “environmental issues and politics” 

invariably refers to debates about problems such as pol-

lution, species extinction, and global warming. But the 

United States had environmental policies long before the 

rise of the modern environmental movement. Indeed, 

the modern movement is partly a rejection of earlier 

American ideas about government and nature. 

 From the founding of the nation, government at all 

levels encouraged the development of land. To promote 

the real-estate market, New York City created a street 

grid in 1807. States built canals—“artifi cial rivers”—to 

facilitate commerce. Beginning in 1862, the federal gov-

ernment gave land to settlers willing to improve the 

landscape by establishing farms. In the 1930s, the federal 

government sought to promote economic development 

in the South and the West by constructing vast systems 

of dams. In many ways, state and federal policy has en-

couraged exploitation of natural resources, from timber 

to oil. Th e federal government also has helped individu-

als and businesses to conquer nature: federal agencies 

have predicted the weather, controlled wildfi res, pro-

tected cattle and sheep from predators, and kept fl ood-

waters at bay. 

 Th e fi rst challenges to the nation’s pro-development 

spirit came in the decades before the Civil War. A small 

group of artists and writers began to celebrate the unde-

veloped countryside as a romantic escape from civiliza-

tion and a sublime source of national pride. In some 

states, farmers began to complain about dwindling 

stocks of fi sh. Th ough a few of the fi sh defenders were 

concerned about pollution, most argued that the prin-

cipal threats to fi sheries were dams built to power mills. 

Residents of a few cities also took legal action to rid their 

neighborhoods of manufacturing smoke and stenches. 

 The Formative Period 

 Th e antebellum questioning of development was limited 

to a tiny minority. In the period from 1865 to 1915, how-

ever, many more Americans sought government action to 

address what we now call environmental problems. Th ey 

organized to stop pollution, conserve natural resources, 

and preserve wild places and wild creatures. Many urban 

Americans also sought to renew their relationship with 

nature. 

 Th e activism of those formative years was a response 

to the profound environmental changes brought by 

 unprecedented urbanization, industrialization, and im-

migration. Hundreds of towns became congested, pol-

luted industrial cities. Th e vast forests of the Great Lakes 

region were cut down. Millions of acres of grassland were 

transformed into farms and ranches. Many creatures that 

once were important parts of the landscape were driven 

to the edge of extinction or beyond. 

 To many Americans, the industrial city seemed to be a 

great experiment, a new form of civilization that prom-

ised much but that might prove unsustainable. Many 

of the doubts were environmental. Th e urban environ-

ment was far less healthy than the rural or small-town 

landscape. Would cities ever become places where births 

exceeded deaths? Many observers also feared the moral 

and social eff ects of separating so many millions from 

contact with nature. 
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 Without remedial action, the rapid transformation 

of the countryside also portended harm as well as good. 

Would the United States continue to have the resources 

necessary to grow richer and more powerful and to take 

its ordained place on the world stage? Th e symbolic 

closing of the frontier in 1890 led many Americans to 

conclude that the nation no longer could take super-

abundance for granted. 

 Municipal governments felt the greatest pressure to 

assume new responsibilities. In 1865 most cities had no 

sanitary infrastructure. Th e explosive concentration of 

people and industrial activity threatened to turn urban 

areas into environmental hellholes. Th e leaders of many 

cities responded by greatly expanding the power of mu-

nicipal government. Th ey created boards of health. Th ey 

also built sewer systems, took responsibility for col-

lecting garbage and cleaning streets, established parks, 

protected sources of drinking water, and regulated “the 

smoke nuisance.” 

 Th e urban environmental reforms of the Gilded Age 

and Progressive Era had mixed consequences. Th e new 

sanitary infrastructure greatly reduced mortality from 

epidemic diseases, especially cholera and typhoid. In 

most cities, the parks became valuable oases. But the 

antismoke regulations did little to improve air quality. 

Th ough most cities were able to improve their drinking 

water, many forms of water pollution continued un-

abated, and some grew worse: most cities dumped un-

treated sewage into nearby rivers and harbors. 

 At the federal level, the concern about the nation’s 

environmental future led to a dramatic change in land 

policy. After decades of trying to privatize the public 

domain, the government decided that millions of acres 

never would be sold or given away. Th ose lands instead 

were to be national forests, parks, and wildlife refuges. To 

manage the forest reserves, the government established 

a new kind of bureaucracy, run by scientifi cally trained 

experts. Th e parks initially were the responsibility of the 

U.S. Army, but the government established the National 

Park Service in 1916, and the agency soon became a pow-

erful promoter of outdoor recreation. 

 State governments also responded to new environ-

mental demands. Many established boards of public 

health, fi sh-and-game departments, and forest commis-

sions. At a time when the federal government had lim-

ited capacity, states also took the initiative in studying 

environmental problems. Massachusetts undertook the 

fi rst systematic surveys of river pollution in the 1870s. In 

the 1910s, Illinois pioneered the study of environmental 

hazards in the workplace, and these investigations led 

to a deeper understanding of the health eff ects of air 

pollution. 

 Many of the new laws and agencies met resistance. 

In debates about pollution, business leaders often ar-

gued that environmental degradation was the price of 

progress. Immigrants sometimes resisted sanitary and 

conservation regulations. In national parks and forests, 

offi  cials were challenged by people who no longer could 

use those areas for subsistence. 

 Th e support for environmental initiatives in the 

Gilded Age and Progressive Era came largely from the 

well-to-do. Many professional men supported con-

servation, preservation, and antipollution eff orts. To 

progressives, social and environmental reform went 

hand-in-hand. Th e reform cause always had some back-

ing from the business community. In sheer numbers, 

however, the greatest support came from middle- and 

upper-class women. Because so many environmental 

issues involved the traditionally feminine concerns of 

beauty, health, and the well-being of future generations, 

women often argued that they were especially equipped 

to address environmental problems. Th at argument be-

came a justifi cation for suff rage as well as a rationale for 

professional careers. 

 New Deal Conservation 

 Until recently, scholars paid little attention to environ-

mental issues and politics from the end of the Progressive 

Era until the fi rst stirrings of the modern environmen-

tal movement in the 1950s. But a number of new works 

make clear that the age of Franklin D. Roosevelt deserves 

more attention from environmental historians. Th ough 

grassroots activism was relatively limited, government 

and university research on environmental problems in 

the interwar period provided a foundation for future re-

form eff orts. Federal environmental policy also became 

much more ambitious in the New Deal years. 

 Among the many agencies established by New Deal-

ers, several had conservation missions, including the Soil 

Conservation Service, the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

and the Civilian Conservation Corps. Th e new agencies 

were partly a response to natural disasters. In the 1930s, 

dust storms devastated the Great Plains, while fl oods 

wreaked havoc on much of the eastern third of the con-

tinent. In addition to providing relief, the government 

undertook to prevent a recurrence of such disasters. Th at 

preventive eff ort depended on a new recognition that 

dust storms and fl oods were not entirely acts of nature: 
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in both cases, federal policy makers concluded, human 

action had turned climatic extremes into economic and 

social tragedies. 

 Th e new conservation agencies were not conceived 

together, yet all became part of the New Deal attempt 

to end the Depression. Like the conservationists of the 

Progressive Era, the New Dealers believed that conserva-

tion would ensure future prosperity. But their joining 

of environmental and economic goals was more explicit. 

Th e Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was a develop-

ment agency for the nation’s most destitute region. By 

controlling the South’s rampaging rivers, the TVA would 

stimulate industry and improve rural life. Th e Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCC) put 3 million men to work 

on conservation and economic development projects: 

Th e corps reclaimed denuded landscapes by planting 

trees, worked with farmers to protect soil from erosion, 

and built outdoor-recreation facilities, including parks, 

trails, and roads, to attract visitors. 

 In contrast to the Progressive Era, when the federal 

government sought to infl uence private decision mak-

ing by demonstrating “wise use” of resources in public 

forest reserves, many of the New Deal conservation 

initiatives sought to have a direct impact on the man-

agement of privately owned land. Th e Soil Conserva-

tion Service encouraged the formation of thousands of 

county  conservation districts and provided fi nancial and 

technical assistance to millions of farmers. For the fi rst 

time, the New Dealers sought a role for the government 

in land-use planning. Th e Taylor Grazing Act of 1934 

greatly strengthened the ability of federal offi  cials to con-

trol the way ranchers used millions of acres of the public 

domain. Th ough a New Deal eff ort to plan development 

on the Great Plains failed, the TVA had a far-reaching 

impact on the South. 

 New Dealers also spread the conservation gospel more 

than any previous adminstration. Government photo-

graphs of the dust bowl and the rural South became 

iconic images. Two government-sponsored fi lms— Th e 
Plow Th at Broke the Plains  and  Th e River —publicized 

the New Deal argument about the social causes of the 

period’s great natural disasters. Th e 3 million men who 

joined the CCC were instructed in conservation prin-

ciples. Almost all the enrollees came from cities, and the 

government hoped that CCC work would strengthen 

their bodies and persuade them that contact with na-

ture had many benefi ts. Historians now credit the CCC 

with broadening the constituency for environmental 

protection. 

 In other ways, however, New Deal policy left a mixed 

legacy. Th ough offi  cials hoped to revitalize rural America, 

many New Deal measures ultimately encouraged large 

enterprises rather than small farms. Th e soil conservation 

eff ort checked some of the worst agricultural practices, 

but few farmers truly accepted a new land ethic. In the 

decades after World War II, environmentalists often ar-

gued that New Deal conservation put economic devel-

opment ahead of ecological balance. 

 The Environmental Age 

 Th e modern environmental movement became a major 

political and social force in the 1960s. Th e great symbol 

of the movement’s emergence was the inaugural Earth 

Day in 1970, when approximately 20 million Americans 

Th e Illinois WPA Art Project created this poster to advertise 

the U.S. Civilian Conservation Corps in 1941. (Library of 

Congress)
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gathered in thousands of communities to seek action in 

addressing “the environmental crisis.” It was the biggest 

demonstration in U.S. history. 

 Th ree broad developments explain the rise of environ-

mentalism after World War II. First, the unprecedented 

affl  uence of the postwar years encouraged millions of 

Americans to reject the old argument that pollution was 

the price of economic progress. Instead, they argued 

that the citizens of a rich nation should be able to enjoy 

a healthy and beautiful environment. Second, the de-

velopment of atomic energy, the chemical revolution in 

agriculture, the proliferation of synthetic materials, and 

the increased scale of power-generation and resource-

extraction technology created new environmental haz-

ards. From atomic fallout to suburban sprawl, new 

threats provoked grassroots and expert protest. Th ird, 

the insights of ecology gave countless citizens a new 

appreciation of the risks of transforming nature. Ra-

chel Carson’s 1962 best-seller  Silent Spring —a powerful 

critique of chemical pesticides—was especially impor-

tant in popularizing ecological ideas. 

 Even before the fi rst Earth Day, government at all 

levels had begun to respond to new environmental de-

mands. In 1964, for example, the federal government 

created a system of “wilderness” areas. But the explosion 

came in the 1970s—the environmental decade. A series 

of landmark federal laws addressed such critical environ-

mental problems as air and water pollution, endangered 

species, and toxic waste. Th e federal government and 

many states established environmental-protection agen-

cies. A “quiet revolution” gave state and local offi  cials 

unprecedented power to regulate the use of privately 

owned land. In many communities, Earth Day led to the 

creation of ecology centers, some short-lived and some 

enduring. Th e early 1970s brought new national envi-

ronmental organizations with diff erent goals than the 

conservation and preservation groups established in the 

late nineteenth century. Colleges and universities estab-

lished environmental studies programs. Th e 1970s also 

saw the fi rst attempts to create environmentally friendly 

ways of organizing daily life, from recycling to eff orts to 

grow organic food. 

 Th e sources of support for the new movement were 

varied. Many Democrats concluded that a liberal agenda 

for affl  uent times needed to include environmental pro-

tection. Middle-class women often saw environmental 

problems as threats to home and family. Young critics 

of the nation’s institutions were especially important in 

the mobilization for Earth Day. To varying degrees, old 

resource-conservation and wilderness-preservation orga-

nizations took up new environmental issues in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Many scientists warned the public about the 

environmental dangers of new technologies. Th e envi-

ronmental cause also depended on the institutional sup-

port of many professional groups, from public-health 

offi  cials to landscape architects. Th ough still based 

largely among white, well-to-do residents of cities and 

suburbs, the modern movement was more demographi-

cally diverse than its predecessors. 

 Despite the popularity of the environmental cause in 

the early 1970s, the new movement had powerful op-

position. Th e coal industry organized a coalition to try 

to defeat or weaken the Clean Air Act of 1970, while 

the National Association of Homebuilders led a suc-

cessful campaign against national land-use legislation. 

Th ough a handful of unions supported antipollution 

initiatives, many labor leaders sided with management 

in opposing environmental regulation. Th e successes 

of environmentalists also provoked a backlash. In the 

so-called Sagebrush Rebellion, Western timber and 

cattle interests challenged federal management of for-

est and grazing lands. Th e revolution in state and local 

regulation of land use soon sparked a “property rights” 

movement. 

 Th e opposition grew stronger after the oil crisis of 

1973. Because the production and distribution of oil 

comes at a steep environmental cost, environmentalists 

already had begun to lobby for the development of alter-

native forms of energy, and the crisis might have made 

that case more compelling. But the sudden scarcity 

of a critical resource instead strengthened the position 

of those who saw environmentalism as a terrible drag on 

the economy. Th e oil crisis was perhaps the fi nal blow to 

the postwar boom. Both infl ation and unemployment 

worsened, and the hard times brought a revised ver-

sion of the old argument about jobs and environmental 

 protection: Th e  nation could have one or the other, but 

not both. 

 Th e backlash against environmentalism helped Ron-

ald Reagan win the presidency in 1980. Reagan prom-

ised to remove restrictions on energy development, 

eliminate thousands of environmental regulations, 

and privatize millions of acres of the public domain. 

But he was only partly successful. Th e resurgence of 

conservatism forced environmentalists to give up any 

hope of expanding the federal government’s power 

to protect the environment. Th e Reagan administra-

tion was unable, however, to undo the environmental 
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initiatives of the early 1970s. In the 1980s, the mem-

bership of environmental organizations reached new 

highs. 

 Th e rise of concern about global warming in the late 

1980s did not change the basic political dynamic. Th e 

federal government undertook few important environ-

mental initiatives in the generation after Reagan left 

offi  ce. Th ough scientists, environmentalists, and many 

others called with increasing urgency for bold action to 

limit human-induced climate change, their eff orts did 

not break the political stalemate at the federal level. But 

the environmental movement was more successful in 

other arenas. Environmental ways of thinking and acting 

are more common now in many basic American institu-

tions, from schools to corporations. 

  See also  energy and politics. 
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 A D A M  R O M E 

  era of a new republic, 1789–1827 

 In 1789 the United States was a new republic on multiple 

levels. Th e new nation represented the fi rst attempt at 

a continent-sized republic in the history of the world. 

Regarding organized competition for national power as 

both immoral and likely to bring on civil war or foreign 

intervention, the founders designed the constitutional 

system to prevent the development of political parties, 

then lined up unanimously behind the country’s most 

revered public fi gure, General George Washington, as 

the fi rst occupant of the powerful new presidency. 

 On a more substantive level, the question of what 

kind of nation the United States would become was 

completely open. Despite their commitment to unity, 

American political leaders turned out to have very dif-

ferent ideas about the future direction of the country. 

To northeastern nationalists like Alexander Hamilton, 

America was “Hercules in his cradle,” the raw materi-

als out of which they hoped to rapidly build an urban, 

oceangoing commercial and military empire like Great 

Britain. Upper South liberals like Th omas Jeff erson 

hoped for a reformed version of their expansive pasto-

ral society, gradually purged of slavery and gross social 

inequality, and sought to stave off  traditional imperial 

development. Less enlightened planter-politicians in the 

more economically robust lower South looked forward 

to building new plantation districts on rich lands just 

becoming available and to acquiring the slave popula-

tion they expected to build and work them. Still other 

Americans who were relatively new to politics—artisans, 

immigrants, and town dwellers of the middle and lower 

ranks—held to the radicalism of 1776 and saw America as 

the seedbed in which the most democratic and egalitar-

ian political visions of the Enlightenment would fl ower. 

 “Monarchical Prettinesses” 

 All these potential futures were predicated on a distinc-

tive role for the American state and diff erent policies. 

With Alexander Hamilton ensconced as Washington’s 

treasury secretary and de facto prime minister, his op-

tion got the fi rst trial. Proceeding on the assumption 

that ample revenues and stable credit were the “sinews of 

power,” Hamilton set up a British-style system of public 

fi nance, with a privately owned national bank and an 

 interest-bearing national debt. Secretary of State Jeff erson 

and  Hamilton’s old ally Representative James  Madison 
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protested the resulting windfall profi ts for northern fi -

nancial interests and bristled at the freedom from con-

stitutional restraint with which Hamilton acted—there 

was no constitutional provision for a national bank or 

even for creating corporations. Hamilton’s reading of the 

Constitution’s “necessary and proper” clause as allowing 

any government action that was convenient or conducive 

to its general purposes horrifi ed Jeff erson and Madison 

as tantamount to no constitutional limitations at all. 

 Despite his own rapid social climb, Hamilton’s expan-

sive approach to government power went along with a 

dismissive attitude toward popular aspirations for po-

litical democracy and social equality. Th is attitude was 

quite congenial to the wealthiest men in every region, 

merchants and planters alike, and these elites formed the 

backbone of what became the Federalist party. As long as 

they held power, the Federalists did not consider them-

selves a party at all, but instead the nation’s rightful rul-

ing elite. While admitting that republican government 

was rooted in popular consent, they favored strict limits 

on where and when consent was exercised. Political con-

tention “out of doors” (outside the halls of government) 

should stop once the elections did. 

 Slaveholding democrats such as Jeff erson and Madi-

son stood in a more ambiguous relation to popular dem-

ocratic aspirations than their northern followers realized, 

but they shared in the distaste aired in the press for the 

“monarchical prettinesses” built up around President 

Washington to strengthen respect for the new govern-

ment. Th ese included offi  cial birthday tributes, a mag-

nifi cent coach and mansion, and the restriction of access 

to the presidential person to offi  cial “levees” at which 

guests were forbidden the democratic gesture of shaking 

the president’s hand. Th is monarchical culture sparked 

the fi rst stirrings of party organization, when Jeff erson 

and Madison recruited poet Philip Freneau to edit the 

 National Gazette , a newspaper that fi rst named and 

defi ned the Republican (better known as Democratic-

Republican) opposition and became the model for the 

hundreds of partisan newspapers that were the lifeblood 

of the early party system. 

 A Postcolonial Politics 

 From the inward-looking modern American perspective, 

it may be surprising that the catalyst for full-scale party 

confl ict actually came from outside the republic’s bor-

ders. Yet the early United States was also a new nation in 

the global order of its time. Th e great political upheavals 

of Europe during the 1790s elicited tremendous passions 

in America and reached out inexorably to infl uence the 

nation’s politics, often through the direct manipulations 

of the great powers. 

 As was the case in other former colonies, U.S. poli-

tics inevitably revolved partly around debates over the 

nation’s relationship with the mother country. Respect-

ing Great Britain’s wealth and power, Hamilton and the 

Federalists generally favored reestablishing a relatively 

close economic and political relationship with the Brit-

ish; Democratic- Republicans were less quick to forget 

their revolutionary views and sought to forge some com-

pletely independent status based on universal republi-

canism and free trade. 

 Th en there was the question of the old alliance with 

France. Initially, the French Revolution was uncontro-

versial in the United States, but as the French situation 

became more radical and bloody it divided the rest of 

the Atlantic World. Just as Washington began his second 

term, France was declared a republic, King Louis XVI 

was executed, and Great Britain joined Austria and Prus-

sia’s war against France, setting up a confl ict that would 

involve the young United States repeatedly over the next 

20 years. Both sides periodically retaliated against neu-

tral American shipping and sought to push American 

policy in the desired direction. 

 Hamilton and the Federalists recoiled from the new 

French republic. Yet, despite its violence and cultural 

overreach (rewriting the calendar, closing the churches, 

etc.), the radicalized French Revolution was wildly pop-

ular in many American quarters, especially with younger 

men and women who had been raised on the French 

alliance and the rhetoric of the American Revolution. 

When Edmond Genet, the fi rst diplomatic envoy from 

the French republic, arrived in America in April 1793, he 

found enthusiastic crowds and willing recruits for vari-

ous projects to aid the French war eff ort, including the 

commissioning of privateers and the planned “libera-

tion” of Louisiana from Spain. 

 Th e political response to Genet was even more im-

pressive. A network of radical debating societies sprang 

up, headed by the Philadelphia-based Democratic So-

ciety of Pennsylvania. Th e societies were modeled on 

the French Jacobin clubs and opened political par-

ticipation to artisans and recent immigrants. While 

not founded as party organizations, they provided a 

critical base for opposition politics in Philadelphia and 

other cities. Genet’s antics fl amed out quickly, but it 

was the Democratic-Republican Societies that struck 

fear into the hearts of the constituted authorities. 
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President Washington denounced the clubs as “self-

created”—extra-constitutional and illegitimate—and 

blamed them for the western troubles known as the 

Whiskey Rebellion. 

 Th e Democratic-Republican Societies as such withered 

under Washington’s frowns, but the opposition grew even 

stronger when Chief Justice John Jay brought back a sub-

missive new treaty with Great Britain at a time when the 

British navy was seizing neutral American ships and im-

pressing American sailors by the score. French minister 

Pierre Adet bought a copy of the secret document from a 

senator and saw that it fell into the hands of printer and 

Democratic Society leader Benjamin  Franklin Bache. 

Bache disseminated it widely, helping to evoke the big-

gest demonstrations America had seen since the Stamp 

Act crisis. Once Washington reluctantly signed the treaty, 

the opposition forces shifted their focus to the House of 

Representatives, where they tried to deny the  appropriation 

of funds needed to implement certain provisions of the 

treaty. Th is eff ort asserted a right of popular majorities 

to infl uence foreign policy that the Framers had tried to 

block by vesting the “advise and consent” power in the 

Senate only. Th is tactic narrowly faltered in the face of 

a wave of pro-treaty petitions and town meetings skill-

fully orchestrated and funded by the heavily Federalist 

merchant community—an early example of successful 

public lobbying by business interest groups. 

 By the middle of 1796, the only constitutional alter-

native the opposition seemed to have left was electing 

a new president. Washington desperately wanted to re-

tire, but with only the unpopular Vice President John 

Adams available as a plausible replacement, Hamilton 

convinced Washington to delay his farewell until a 

month before the 1796 presidential voting was sched-

uled to take place. Th ough hampered by a fragmented 

electoral system in which only a few states actually al-

lowed popular voting for president, the Republicans 

mounted a furious campaign that framed the election 

as a choice between British-style monarchy or American 

republicanism. Th ese eff orts propelled Th omas Jeff erson 

to a  second-place  fi nish that, under the party-unfriendly 

rules of the Electoral College, made him Adams’s vice 

president. Unfortunately, Jeff erson’s victory in the swing 

state of Pennsylvania was clouded by published French 

threats of war if Adams was elected. 

 The Federalist “Reign of Terror” 

 Federalists were in a vengeful mood and unexpectedly 

dominant when the next Congress convened. French 

diplomatic insults and prospective French attacks on 

American shipping stoked a desire to deal harshly with 

the new nation’s enemies, within and without. Amid the 

“black cockade fever” for war against France, the Fed-

eralists embarked on a sweeping security program that 

included what would have been a huge expansion of the 

armed forces. Th e enemies within were a wave of radical 

immigrants, especially journalists, who had been driven 

from Great Britain as the popular constitutional reform 

movement there, another side eff ect of the French Revo-

lution, was ruthlessly suppressed. 

 Th e Federalists’ means of dealing with the new arrivals 

and the problem of political opposition more generally 

were the Alien and Sedition Acts. Th e Alien Acts made it 

easier for the president to deport noncitizens he deemed 

threats, such as the aforementioned refugee radicals, and 

lengthened the delay for immigrants seeking citizenship. 

Th e Sedition Act made criticism of the government a 

criminal off ense, imposing penalties of up to $2,000 and 

two years in prison on anyone who tried to bring the 

government or its offi  cers “into contempt or disrepute; 

or to excite against them the hatred of the good people of 

the United States.” Of course, it was almost impossible 

to engage in the normal activities of a democratic oppo-

sition without trying to bring those in power into some 

degree of public “contempt or disrepute.” 

 Th e power grab backfi red badly. Ignored by his own 

cabinet, Adams belatedly decided to make peace with 

France. Despite prosecuting all the major opposition 

editors, jailing a critical congressman, and backing legal 

persecution with occasional violence and substantial 

economic pressure, the Federalists found themselves 

dealing with more opposition newspapers after the Se-

dition Act than before, and a clearly faltering electoral 

position. Leaning heavily on a politicized clergy, Feder-

alists defended their New England stronghold with the 

fi rst “culture war” in American political history, painting 

Jeff erson as an eff ete philosopher, coward, and atheist 

who might be part of the international Illuminati con-

spiracy to infi ltrate and destroy the world’s religions and 

governments. Voters were invited to choose “ God—

and a Religious President ; Or impiously declare for 

 Jefferson—and No God !!” 

 By the end of 1800, all that was left was scheming to 

avoid the inevitable: Pennsylvania Federalists used the 

state senate to block any presidential voting in that ban-

ner Republican state, while Alexander Hamilton tried to 

torpedo Adams with a South Carolina stalking horse for 

the second election in a row. When strenuous partisan 
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campaigning produced exactly equal electoral vote to-

tals for Jeff erson and his unoffi  cial running mate, Aaron 

Burr, congressional Federalists toyed with installing the 

more pliable Burr as president. As angry Democratic-

 Republicans prepared for civil war, the Federalists 

backed down and accepted Jeff erson’s election after 

35 ballots were cast. 

 After the Revolution of 1800 

 Th e 1800 election permanently resolved the question 

of whether popular democratic politics “out of doors” 

would be permitted, but Jeff erson and his successors 

did not regard the party confl ict itself as permanent or 

desirable. Jeff erson’s goal was not so much total unity 

as a one-party state in which the more moderate Feder-

alists would join the Democratic-Republicans (as John 

Adams’s son soon did) and leave the rest as an irrelevant 

splinter group. Th ough Jeff erson believed the defeat of 

the Federalists represented a second American revolu-

tion, his policies represented only modest changes. Few 

of the working-class radicals who campaigned for Jef-

ferson found their way into offi  ce. Hamilton’s fi nancial 

system was not abolished but only partially phased out, 

with the national debt slowly repaid and the national 

bank preserved until its charter expired. 

 In contrast, Jeff erson’s victory had a profound impact 

on the democratization of American political culture. 

Th ough the electoral system had been fragmented and 

oligarchic in 1800, it became much less so once “the 

People’s Friend” was in power. Jeff erson self-consciously 

dispensed with “monarchical prettinesses” in conducting 

his presidency, receiving state visitors in casual clothing, 

inviting congressmen in for “pell-mell” dinner parties, 

and personally accepting homely tributes from ordi-

nary Americans such as the Mammoth Cheese from the 

Baptist dairy farmers of Cheshire, Massachusetts. Put-

ting the French machinations of 1796 behind them, the 

Democratic-Republicans had successfully taken up the 

mantle of patriotic national leadership, and one of their 

most successful tactics was promoting the Jeff erson- and 

democracy-oriented Fourth of July as the prime day of 

national celebration, over competitors that commemo-

rated Washington’s birthday or major military victo-

ries. Rooted in celebrations and mass meetings knitted 

together by a network of newspapers, the Jeff ersonian 

politics of patriotic celebration proved a powerful form 

of democratic campaigning. Using these methods, vi-

brant though fractious Democratic-Republican parties 

took control in most of the states, moving to win areas 

(such as New England, New Jersey, and Delaware) that 

Jeff erson had not carried in 1800 and posting some of the 

highest voter turnouts ever recorded. 

 In response, the Federalists began behaving more like 

a political party, dropping self-conscious elitism, inten-

sifying their culture war, and putting more money and 

eff ort into political organization as they fought to hold 

on. Hamilton suggested organizing Christian constitu-

tional societies to better promote the idea of a Federalist 

monopoly on religion. New England Federalists ampli-

fi ed their claims to include the suggestion that Jeff erson 

and his followers were libertines who wanted to destroy 

the family. From 1802 on, Federalists also began to bring 

up slavery periodically, not to propose abolishing the in-

stitution, but instead to use it as a wedge issue to keep 

northern voters away from Virginia presidential candi-

dates. Th e revelations about Jeff erson’s relationship with 

his slave Sally Hemings were used as another example of 

his libertinism and disrespect for social order, while the 

three-fi fths clause of the Constitution was decried as evi-

dence that Southerners wanted to treat northern voters 

just like their slaves. 

 While there was no direct foreign interference after 

1800, postcoloniality remained the dominant fact of 

American political life through the end of the War of 

1812. Th ough wildly popular and serving Jeff erson’s larger 

agenda of agricultural expansion without heavy taxation 

or a large military, the Louisiana Purchase owed much to 

Napoleon’s desire to destabilize the United States and set 

it against Spain and Britain, and he achieved that goal. 

Jeff erson and his two successors lived in fear of territorial 

dismemberment at the hands of European powers allied 

with Indians, slaves, and disloyal American politicians, 

among them Jeff erson’s fi rst vice president, Aaron Burr, 

who was courted as a possible leader by both western and 

eastern disunionists. 

 Beginning late in Jeff erson’s second term, the Napo-

leonic Wars subjected the country to renewed pressures, 

as both the British and French took countervailing 

measures against American shipping. It was now the 

Republicans’ turn to clamor for war, this time against 

Great Britain. Having largely dismantled the Federalist 

military buildup and loath to violate his small military/

low taxation principles, in 1807 Jeff erson unleashed 

a total embargo on all foreign trade. In so doing, he 

hoped to impel the belligerent powers to treat American 

ships more fairly by denying them needed raw mate-

rials, especially food, and markets for their manufac-

tured goods. Th e embargo policy failed miserably and 
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brought disproportionate economic suff ering to com-

mercial New England, but it proved a godsend for the 

Federalists. 

 Beginning in 1808, the Federalist party stormed back 

to competitiveness in much of the North and stabilized 

itself as a viable opposition party, despite never manag-

ing to fi eld a national candidate who could seriously 

challenge Madison or Monroe. New York’s De Witt 

Clinton came the closest, but rather than a Federalist he 

was an independent Democratic-Republican sometimes 

willing to cooperate with them. State and local Federal-

ists did better once Madison and Congress fi nally broke 

down and declared war in 1812. Th e hapless nature of the 

American war eff ort soon lured the Federalists to their 

death as a national party, or at least the sickness unto 

death. In 1814 the once-again fi rmly Federalist New Eng-

land states called a special convention at Hartford that 

was widely perceived as disunionist. 

 Andrew Jackson’s shocking, lopsided victory at New 

Orleans in January 1815 revolutionized the war’s public 

image. Th e Battle of New Orleans placed the Federalists 

in a dangerously ignominious light. It also made many 

of the existing postcolonial issues irrelevant, with Jackson 

having shown the great European powers that further in-

tervention on the North American mainland would be 

costly and fruitless. “Hartford Convention Federalist” be-

came a watchword for pusillanimity and treason. Federal-

ist political support retreated to its strongest redoubts and 

declined even there. In 1818 even Connecticut, a “Land 

of Steady Habits” that neither Jeff erson nor Madison had 

ever carried, fell to the Democratic-Republicans. 

 The Era of Mixed Feelings 

 Th e Federalists’ decline went along with a collapse of the 

key distinctions of the old party confl ict. Most Republi-

can offi  ceholders were gentlemen attorneys and planters 

who had long since broken with the old Jacobin radi-

cals and joined the ruling elite themselves. At the same 

time, the war had convinced many younger Republican 

leaders that a more powerful and prestigious federal 

 government was necessary to keep the country safe and 

united. During Madison’s second term, a second Bank of 

the United States was created, and ambitious plans were 

made for federally funded improvements in the nation’s 

transportation facilities and military capabilities. Before 

leaving offi  ce, Madison—citing constitutional qualms—

vetoed a Bonus Bill that would have spent some of the 

money earned from the new bank on the planned inter-

nal improvements. 

 Th ough once the fi ercest of partisans, James Monroe 

faced only token regional opposition in the 1816 elec-

tion and arrived in the presidency ready to offi  cially call 

a halt to party politics. He toured New England, and 

many former enemies embraced him, but what a Feder-

alist newspaper declared an “Era of Good Feeling” was 

rather deceptive. While Democratic-Republican offi  cials 

in Washington accepted a neo-Hamiltonian vision of 

governing, and squabbled over who would succeed to 

the presidency, powerful and contrary democratic cur-

rents fl owed beneath the surface. Popular voting was 

increasingly the norm for selecting presidential elec-

tors and ever more state and local offi  ces, and property 

qualifi cations for voting were rapidly disappearing. Th is 

change had the side eff ect of disfranchising a small num-

ber of women and African Americans who had hitherto 

been allowed to vote in some states on the basis of own-

ing property. 

 Republican radicals in many states, often calling 

themselves just Democrats or operating under some 

local label, refused to accept the partisan cease-fi re and 

battled over economic development, religion, the courts, 

and other issues. Pennsylvania Democrats split into New 

School and Old School factions, with the former con-

trolling most of the offi  ces but the latter maintaining 

the Jeff ersonian egalitarianism and suspicion of north-

ern capitalism. Divisions over debtor relief following the 

Panic of 1819 left Kentucky with two competing supreme 

courts, and civil war a distinct possibility. When Con-

gress tried to upgrade member living standards in 1816 

by converting their $6 per diem allowance to a $1,500 

yearly salary, backlash among voters and the press forced 

80 percent of the  members who voted for the pay raise 

out of offi  ce. 

 Th e collapse of national party lines also permitted a 

number of other threatening developments as politicians 

operated without the need or means to build a national 

majority. For example, General Andrew Jackson was 

allowed to seize Spanish territory in Florida to aid the 

expansion of the southern cotton belt. Jackson’s actions 

were then repudiated by the Monroe administration and 

pilloried by House Speaker and presidential candidate 

Henry Clay, only to be vindicated in the end by another 

contender, Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, and 

his Transcontinental Treaty with Spain. 

 Slavery also emerged as a major national issue when 

the northern majority House of Representatives voted 

to block Missouri’s entry into the union as a slave state. 

Th ough slavery had existed in every state at the time of 
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the Revolution, the North had largely, though gradu-

ally, abolished it by the 1820s. Coming seemingly out of 

nowhere, the proposal of New York congressman James 

Tallmadge (a Clintonian Democrat) sparked one of the 

fullest and most honest debates on slavery that Congress 

would ever see, with various members adopting the 

sectional positions that would eventually bring on the 

Civil War. Nationalists led by Henry Clay and President 

Monroe worked out a compromise to the Missouri Cri-

sis, but a group of Democratic leaders centered around 

New York’s Martin Van Buren, already disturbed by the 

rampant crossing of party lines, concluded that the old 

Jeff ersonian coalition of northern workers and farmers 

with southern planters would have to be resurrected if 

the union was to survive. Unfortunately, that meant 

limiting further congressional discussions of slavery, 

along with additional national development programs 

that might break down the constitutional barriers pro-

tecting slavery and southern interests. 

 Van Buren’s fi rst try at executing his plan was doomed 

by the lack of party institutions possessing any sem-

blance of democratic authenticity. Th ough for many 

years the congressional caucus system of nominations 

had been under attack from radical democrats, in 1824, 

Van Buren and his allies still used it to nominate their fa-

vorite, Treasury Secretary William Crawford, despite the 

fact that Crawford was gravely ill and most members of 

Congress refused to attend the caucus. In the presiden-

tial election, with no clear party distinctions operating, 

Crawford and fellow southern contender Henry Clay 

were beaten by surprise candidate Andrew Jackson and 

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams. Jackson’s sudden 

political rise, launched by cynical western Clayites but 

then supported by “Old School” Democrats back east, 

had already swamped the candidacy of John C. Calhoun, 

who stepped into the vice presidency. Jackson appeared 

to have attracted the most popular votes, in a light turn-

out. But with no Electoral College majority, Congress 

elected the younger Adams in a “corrupt bargain” with 

Clay that was permissible within the existing constitu-

tional rules but fl ew in the face of an increasingly demo-

cratic political culture. 

 The “Lurid Administration” and the Origins 

of the Second Party System 

 Th e deal that made Adams president also played into the 

hands of those looking to resuscitate the old  Jeff ersonian 

coalition at his expense. Van Buren and his allies some-

what grudgingly decided that the popular but excitable 

General Jackson could supply the electoral vitality they 

needed. Denied the presidency, Jackson vowed revenge 

on Clay and Adams, and his supporters in Congress set 

out to turn the Adams administration into a lurid carica-

ture that would ensure Jackson’s election in 1828. 

 Th ough among the most far-sighted and conscientious 

of men, John Quincy Adams was a failure as a presi dent. 

A useful ally of Jackson and the South before 1824, he 

assumed that his good intentions toward all sides were 

understood. So he forged ahead with a continuation and 

expansion of the  Monroe administration’s nonpartisan 

approach and nationalist policies. In his fi rst presiden-

tial speeches, Adams urged Congress to literally reach 

for the skies, proposing not only an integrated system of 

roads and canals but also federal funding for a national 

university, a naval academy, and for scientifi c explora-

tion and research, including geographic expeditions and 

astronomical observatories—“those light-houses of the 

skies,” as Adams called them in a much-lampooned turn 

of phrase. Knowing that such an ambitious expansion 

of government would meet public resistance in a still 

largely rural nation, Adams made one of the more tone-

deaf comments in the history of presidential speechmak-

ing, urging Congress not to be “palsied by the will of our 

constituents” in pursuing his agenda. Th is remark, and 

the imperious attitude behind it, was a gift for enemies 

who were already bent on depicting Adams’s election as 

a crime against democracy. 

After that  the Jacksonian onslaught never ceased and 

Adams’s every action was ginned into a scandal by a hos-

tile Congress and a burgeoning Jacksonian press. Ad-

ams’s decision to send a U.S. delegation to Panama for a 

meeting of independent American states sparked a con-

gressional fracas that lasted so long the meeting was over 

before the Americans could arrive. Th is labored outrage 

over the Panama Congress was partly racial in nature be-

cause diplomats from Haiti would be present. Th ough 

Adams undoubtedly ran one of the cleanest, least parti-

san administrations, refusing to fi re even open enemies 

such as Postmaster General John McLean, Jacksonians 

also mounted cacophonous investigations of malfea-

sance and politicization in the president’s expenditures 

and appointments. 

 Like the election of 1800, the 1828 election was both 

a democratic upheaval and a nasty culture war. Th is 

time the anti-intellectual shoe was on the other foot, as 

relatively unlettered new voters were urged to identify 

with Old Hickory’s military prowess over Adams’s many 

accomplishments. Th e slogan was “John Quincy Adams 
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who can write/and Andrew Jackson who can fi ght.” At 

the same time, Adams drew support from the forces as-

sociated with the emerging “benevolent empire” of evan-

gelical Christianity. With an eye on evangelical voters, 

Adams partisans muckraked Jackson’s life relentlessly 

for moral scandal. Th e general probably deserved the 

“coffi  n handbills” calling him a murderer for his duel-

ing and several incidents of his military career, but the 

detailed eviscerations of his staid, respectable marriage, 

in which Jackson was accused of seduction and his dying 

wife Rachel of wantonness and bigamy, have few equals 

in the annals of American political campaigning. Such 

aggressive moralizing failed to save Adams’s presidency, 

but it did help defi ne one of the enduring boundaries of 

the Second Party System, pitting middle-class evangeli-

cals against more secular-minded democrats, immigrant 

workers, and slaveholders. 

  See also  anti-Federalists; Democratic Party, 1800–28; 

federalism; Federalist Party; slavery; War of 1812. 
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 era of confrontation and 
decline, 1964–80 

 Addressing a grieving nation on November 27, 1963, fi ve 

days after the assassination of President John F. Ken-

nedy, Lyndon B. Johnson off ered a simple message of 

reassurance. In his inaugural address in January 1961, 

Kennedy had declared, “Let us begin.” President John-

son amended that injunction to “Let us continue.” But 

if there was one quality that characterized neither his 

presidency nor those that followed over the next decade 

and a half, it was continuity. Th e years between 1964 and 

1980 brought wrenching political, social, economic, and 

cultural changes to the United States. 

 Johnson had sound political reasons to position him-

self as caretaker of Kennedy’s legacy. He feared being seen 

as an interloper, an illegitimate successor to a martyred 

hero. Accordingly, he presented his legislative agenda 

for 1964 as the fulfi llment of his predecessor’s work. He 

actually hoped to go far beyond Kennedy’s domestic re-

cord: “To tell the truth,” Johnson confi ded to a promi-

nent Kennedy associate in early 1964, “John F. Kennedy 

was a little too conservative to suit my taste.” 

 Liberalism at High Tide 

 Nineteen sixty-four turned into a year of triumph for 

Johnson and for a resurgent American liberalism. In his 

January State of the Union address, the president an-

nounced plans for an “unconditional war on poverty.” In 

May, in a speech to students at the University of Michi-

gan, he off ered an even more ambitious agenda of re-

forms, under the slogan “the Great Society,” promising “an 

end to poverty and racial injustice,” as well as programs 
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to improve education, protect the environment, and fos-

ter the arts. Two days before the Independence Day holi-

day in July, he signed into law the Civil Rights Act, the 

most signifi cant federal legislation advancing the rights 

of black citizens since the Reconstruction era, with pro-

visions outlawing segregation in public facilities and dis-

crimination in employment and education. In August he 

signed the Economic Opportunity Act, the centerpiece 

of his war on poverty, funding local antipoverty “com-

munity action agencies,” and programs like the Job Corps 

(providing vocational training to unemployed teenagers) 

and VISTA (a domestic version of the Peace Corps). 

 Rounding out his triumphant year in November, 

Johnson soundly defeated conservative challenger Barry 

Goldwater. Strengthened Democratic majorities in the 

eighty-ninth Congress gave the president a comfortable 

margin of support for his reform agenda. Johnson went 

on to send 87 bills to Congress in 1965, including such 

landmark measures as Medicare and Medicaid, the Vot-

ing Rights Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Immigra-

tion Reform Act. 

 Dark Shadows in Vietnam 

 But other events in 1964–65 had troubling implica-

tions for the future of American liberalism. Th e war in 

South Vietnam was another Kennedy legacy that John-

son inherited, and it was not going well. Communists 

were making military gains in the countryside, and in 

Saigon one unpopular regime followed another in a 

series of military coups. On November 22, 1963, just 

under 17,000 U.S. servicemen were stationed in South 

Vietnam; a year later, under Johnson, the number had 

grown to 23,000. During the election campaign, John-

son sought to downplay the war, promising not to send 

“American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from 

home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for them-

selves.” But there was an ominous sign of a widening war 

in August, when North Vietnamese PT boats allegedly 

attacked American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin, and 

Johnson authorized a retaliatory air strike against North 

Vietnamese naval bases. He also secured passage of the 

Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, a joint congressional resolu-

tion providing him open-ended authorization for the use 

of U.S. military force in Southeast Asia. 

 Vietnam turned into a major war six months later, in 

February 1965, when Johnson ordered the start of a mas-

sive and continuous bombing campaign against North 

Vietnam. A month later he began sending ground com-

bat forces to South Vietnam. By the end of 1965, there 

were close to 185,000 U.S. troops in South Vietnam, and 

more than 2,000 Americans had died in the war. 

 Racial Justice and Racial War 

 At home in 1965, the civil rights movement led by 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. reached its high point in 

the spring with a campaign for voting rights in Selma, 

Alabama. Johnson had not originally intended to bring a 

voting rights bill before Congress in 1965, but public out-

rage at bloody attacks by Alabama authorities on King’s 

nonviolent followers changed his mind. On  August 6, 

1965, the President signed the Voting Rights Act, fulfi ll-

ing the long-deferred promise of democracy for African 

American citizens in the South, perhaps the greatest 

achievement of the Johnson administration. 

 But just fi ve days later, the poverty-stricken black 

neighborhood of Watts in Los Angeles exploded in riot-

ing. Before police and National Guardsmen were able to 

suppress the outbreak 34 people were killed and more 

than 250 buildings burned down. Nineteen sixty-fi ve 

proved the fi rst of a series of “long hot summers” of simi-

lar ghetto confl agrations. America’s racial problems were 

now a national crisis, not simply a southern issue. Th e 

political consequences were dramatic. White Southern-

ers were already switching their allegiance to the formerly 

unthinkable alternative of the Republican Party, in reac-

tion to Democrats’ support for civil rights. Now white 

working-class voters in northern cities were departing 

the Democratic Party as well, to support candidates who 

promised to make the restoration of “law and order” their 

highest priority. Th e New Deal coalition of the Solid 

South, the industrial North, and liberal intellectuals that 

had made the Democratic Party the normal majority 

party since the 1930s was unraveling. 

 Thunder on the Left 

 Liberalism was coming under attack from another and 

unexpected quarter, the nation’s campuses. Inspired by 

the civil rights movement, a new generation of radical 

student activists, the New Left, had been growing in 

 infl uence since the early 1960s. In the Kennedy years 

New Leftists had regarded liberals as potential allies in 

tackling issues like racism and poverty. Johnson’s escala-

tion of the war in Vietnam now led New Leftists, cen-

tered in the rapidly growing Students for a Democratic 

Society (SDS), to view liberals as part of the problem 

instead of part of the solution. Within a few years the 

New Left embraced a politics of militant confrontation 

that had little in common with traditional liberalism. 
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Young black activists in groups like the Student Non-

Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) abandoned 

both nonviolence as a philosophy and integration as a 

goal, as they raised the slogan “Black Power.” 

 Meanwhile, the war in Vietnam escalated. By the end 

of 1967, there were almost a half million U.S. troops 

fi ghting in South Vietnam and nearly 20,000 Americans 

killed in action. Th e U.S. military commander in Viet-

nam, General William Westmoreland, sought to shore 

up shaky public support for the war by proclaiming in 

November 1967 that “the light at the end of the tunnel” 

was in sight. 

 Things Fall Apart 

 Nineteen sixty-eight was the year that many things fell 

apart, not least the American public’s belief that victory 

was at hand in Vietnam. Th e Communists’ Tet Off en-

sive, launched at the end of January, proved a great psy-

chological victory. At the end of March, following a near 

defeat at the hands of antiwar challenger Eugene Mc-

Carthy in the New Hampshire primary, President John-

son announced a partial halt in the bombing campaign 

against North Vietnam and coupled that with a decla-

ration that he would not run for reelection in the fall. 

Five days later, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated 

in Memphis, Tennessee, sparking riots in a hundred cit-

ies. In June, after winning the California Democratic 

primary, Robert Kennedy was assassinated in Los An-

geles. Eugene McCarthy continued a dispirited race for 

his party’s presidential nomination, but Vice President 

Hubert Humphrey, who did not compete in a single 

primary, arrived in Chicago at the Democratic National 

Convention in August with enough delegates to guar-

antee his nomination. Th e convention would be re-

membered chiefl y for the rioting that took place outside 

the hall as antiwar protesters and police clashed in the 

streets. 

 In the presidential campaign in the fall, Humphrey 

was crippled by his inability to distance himself from 

Johnson’s Vietnam policies. Many liberal voters chose to 

sit out the election or cast their votes for fringe candi-

dates. Former Alabama governor and arch-segregationist 

George Wallace, running as a third-party candidate, also 

drained conservative Democratic votes from Humphrey. 

In the three-way race, Republican candidate Richard 

Nixon won the White House with a plurality of popular 

votes. 

 Thunder on the Right 

 Following his election Nixon promised Americans that 

his administration would “bring us together,” but that 

was neither his natural instinct as a politician nor his 

strategy for building what one adviser called an “emerging 

Republican majority.” George Wallace’s strong showing 

Buildings burn during the 

Watts riot in Los Angeles, 

August 1965. (Library of 

Congress)
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in the election suggested the advantages of pursuing a 

“southern strategy,” raising divisive issues of race and 

culture to peel off  traditional Democratic voters in the 

South and Southwest and in working-class neighbor-

hoods in the North. 

 During the 1968 campaign, Nixon had spoken of a 

“secret plan” to end the war in Vietnam. In private con-

versations with his closest adviser, Henry Kissinger (na-

tional security adviser 1969–72 and thereafter secretary 

of state), Nixon would speak of the war as a lost cause. 

But his policies suggested that he hoped against reason 

that some kind of victory could still be achieved, and 

he would not become “the fi rst American president to 

lose a war.” His problem was to fi nd a way to prosecute 

the war while giving the American public the reassurance 

it sought that the war was in fact winding down. His 

solution was to begin a gradual withdrawal of Ameri-

can ground combat forces from South Vietnam in 1969, 

while stepping up the air war, including launching a se-

cret bombing campaign against Cambodia. 

 Meanwhile, American soldiers continued to die (a 

total of 22,000 during Nixon’s presidency). Th e antiwar 

movement grew in size and breadth; in November 1969 

half a million Americans marched in Washington, D.C., 

to protest the war. In May 1970, when Nixon broad-

ened the role of U.S. ground forces, sending them into 

Cambodia in what he called an “incursion,” nationwide 

protests on and off  college campuses forced him to back 

down, although he argued that a “silent majority” sup-

ported his policies. 

 Nixon Self-Destructs 

 In the end, Nixon’s combative style of governing and 

his penchant for secrecy proved fatal to his presidency 

and historical reputation. In the fi rst months after tak-

ing offi  ce, he ordered the illegal wiretapping of some 

of Kissinger’s aides to fi nd out who had leaked news 

of the secret bombing of Cambodia to the press. Later 

he would authorize the creation of an in-house security 

operation, known as the “Plumbers,” to stage break-ins 

against and play dirty tricks on political opponents. 

Some of the Plumbers were arrested in a bungled 

break-in at the Democratic National Committee head-

quarters in the Watergate complex in June 1972. Th e 

subsequent Water gate scandal attracted little attention 

during the campaign, and Nixon coasted to easy reelec-

tion over his Democratic opponent, George McGovern. 

And in January 1973, with the signing of the Paris Peace 

Accords, the war in Vietnam was formally ended. 

 But in the months that followed, as the Watergate bur-

glars were brought to trial, the cover-up initiated by the 

White House unraveled. Th e Senate launched a formal 

investigation of Nixon’s campaign abuses. Indictments 

were handed down against top Nixon aides and associates, 

including former attorney general John Mitchell. Vice 

President Spiro Agnew resigned after pleading no con-

test on unrelated corruption charges and was succeeded 

in offi  ce by House minority leader Gerald Ford. Finally, 

in August 1974, facing impeachment, Nixon resigned. 

 Nightmare Ended? 

 On taking offi  ce, President Ford attempted to reas-

sure the nation that “our long national nightmare” 

had ended, but soon after he saw his own popularity 

plummet when he off ered a blanket pardon to President 

Nixon for any crimes committed while in the White 

House. Th e Democrats did very well in the fall 1974 

midterm elections, and liberals hoped that the whole 

Nixon era would prove an aberration rather than a 

foretaste of an era of conservative dominance. But the 

overall mood of the country in the mid-1970s was one 

President Richard M. Nixon hangs tangled in a spider’s web. 

Recording tapes dangle above him. Th is drawing by Robert 

Pryor, refers to Nixon’s refusal to turn over White House tapes 

to the House Judiciary Committee, which was investigating 

the Watergate cover-up. (Library of Congress)
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of gloom, rather than renewed political enthusiasm, ei-

ther liberal or conservative. Th e most striking feature 

of the 1974 elections had been the marked downturn 

in voter turnout. Th e country’s mood worsened the 

following spring, when the Communists in Vietnam 

launched a fi nal off ensive leading to the fall of the U.S.-

backed regime in Saigon. It was now apparent to many 

that 58,000 American lives had been wasted. Some 

Americans feared that a resurgent Soviet Union had the 

United States on the run throughout the world, not just 

in Southeast Asia. 

 And there now seemed to be new foreign opponents 

to contend with, among them the Arab oil-producing 

nations that launched a devastating oil embargo in the 

aftermath of the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. Th e subsequent 

leap in energy prices was but part of the economic woes 

of the late 1970s, including the loss of manufactur-

ing jobs overseas, rising unemployment, declining real 

wages, soaring infl ation, and a mounting trade defi cit. 

Americans had come to take for granted the long period 

of prosperity that followed World War II, and now it was 

clearly coming to an end. 

 One Last Chance for Democrats 

 Th e immediate political benefi ciary of this doom and 

gloom was a self-defi ned political outsider, Jimmy Carter, 

a one-term former governor of Georgia, who promised 

voters in 1976 a “government as good as its people,” and 

beat out a fi eld of better-known rivals for the Demo-

cratic presidential nomination. As a Southerner and a 

born-again Christian, Carter hoped to embody a return 

to a simpler and more virtuous era; he was deliberately 

vague in campaign speeches as to his preference in politi-

cal philosophy and policies. With the economy in tatters 

and the memory of Watergate still strong, it was a good 

year to run against an incumbent Republican president, 

but Carter barely squeaked out a victory in Novem-

ber over Gerald Ford, in an election in which just over 

50 percent of eligible voters turned out to vote, the low-

est level in nearly 30 years. 

 Carter’s outsider status did not help him govern ef-

fectively once in offi  ce. He disappointed traditional 

Democratic interest groups by showing little interest in 

social welfare issues. And Republicans attacked him for 

what they regarded as his moralistic and wishy-washy 

foreign policy. Th e economic news only worsened in 

the later 1970s, with increased unemployment and in-

fl ation. And in 1979, when Islamic militants seized the 

American embassy in Teheran and took several dozen 

embassy staff  members as hostages, Carter’s political fate 

was sealed. Th e hostage taking provided the perfect issue 

for the Republican presidential nominee in 1980, former 

movie star and California governor Ronald Reagan, who 

vowed that in a Reagan administration America would 

“stand tall” again. In a three-way race that included in-

dependent Republican John Anderson, Reagan handily 

defeated Carter, and the Republicans regained control 

of the Senate for the fi rst time since 1952. Th is political 

landslide was the beginning of a new era known as the 

“Reagan revolution.” 

  See also  civil rights; liberalism; New Left; Vietnam and Indo-

china wars; voting. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Dallek, Robert.  Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 

1961–1973 . New York: Oxford University Press, 1999. 

 Herring, George C.  America’s Longest War: Th e United States 

and Vietnam, 1950–1975 . 4th ed. New York: McGraw-Hill, 

2001. 

 Isserman, Maurice, and Michael Kazin.  America Divided: Th e 

Civil War of the 1960s.  3rd ed. New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2008. 

 Patterson, James T.  Grand Expectations: Th e United States, 1945–

1974 . New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

 Perlstein, Rick.  Nixonland: America’s Second Civil War and 

the Divisive Legacy of Richard Nixon, 1965–1972 . New York: 

Scribner, 2008. 

 Schulman, Bruce.  Th e Seventies: Th e Great Shift in American 

Culture, Society, and Politics . New York: Free Press, 2001. 

 M AU R I C E  I S S E R M A N 

 era of consensus, 1952–64 

 Th e years between 1952 and 1964 have long been viewed 

as an era of consensus. During this period, the fi erce 

struggles over political economy that had dominated the 

country during the 1930s and 1940s receded, as the Re-

publican Party under the leadership of President Dwight 

D. Eisenhower accepted the reforms of the New Deal 

and Fair Deal years. Both political parties agreed about 

the positive role that government could play in ensuring 

economic growth and security. Labor unions abandoned 

radical politics, while most critics of capitalism had been 

silenced by the anticommunism of the McCarthy years. 
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And many leading political and intellectual fi gures cel-

ebrated the country’s ability to transcend destructive 

confl icts of ideology or politics. 

 Yet when we look at the period more closely, it is clear 

that in many ways the consensus was far from complete. 

Under the surface, many business leaders and conserva-

tive activists already dissented from the New Deal order. 

Leading industrial companies had begun their migration 

from northern and midwestern cities to the southern 

United States. A signifi cant conservative political sub-

culture that organized around a reaction against the New 

Deal order began to emerge. Long before the turn to-

ward black power, the civil rights movement was already 

meeting with great hostility, even in the North. Today, 

many historians see the period as one of continued, if at 

times submerged, political and economic confl ict more 

than genuine consensus. 

 Dwight D. Eisenhower, elected in 1952, presided over 

many of the consensus years. Eisenhower was a genial 

and popular World War II military leader, and his vic-

tory in the Republican primary over Senator Robert 

Taft of Ohio, who had been a stalwart opponent of the 

New Deal since the 1930s, seemed to mark a dramatic 

shift on the part of the Republican Party. Eisenhower 

viewed fi ghting the changes of the New Deal as a po-

litical dead end; as he wrote to his more conservative 

brother, “Should any political party attempt to abolish 

social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate 

labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of 

that party again in our history.” He advocated “modern 

Republicanism,” a new fi scal conservatism that nonethe-

less accepted the transformations of the 1930s and 1940s. 

Eisenhower was not a liberal. He generally refused fur-

ther expansion of the welfare state; he reduced the federal 

budget, gave oil-rich lands to private companies for de-

velopment, and opposed national health insurance. But 

he also maintained and expanded Social Security, raised 

the minimum wage, and distanced himself from the 

anti-Communist paranoia of Senator Joseph McCarthy 

of Wisconsin (although he was reluctant to challenge 

Mc Carthy openly). Business and labor, he believed, 

needed to come together in a common program, united 

in opposition to communism and confi dence in the abil-

ity of the state to bring about consensus in areas that, 

left to the private economy alone, would be fraught with 

confl ict. 

 Th e declining opposition of the Republican Party lead-

ership to the New Deal program helped bring the two 

political parties together. And, more than anything else, 

what they came to agree about was economic growth. 

Th e age of consensus was defi ned by its leaders’ abid-

ing confi dence in the idea that the government could 

and should intervene in the economy in certain circum-

scribed ways in order to ensure the continued expansion 

of national wealth. Th e resulting material abundance, 

they believed, would permit the resolution of virtually 

all social problems. Many diff erent thinkers from across 

the political spectrum argued that economic growth and 

the constant expansion of material wealth made class 

confl ict obsolete, and that the mass-consumption econ-

omy emerging in the decade was fundamentally diff er-

ent from the old, exploitative capitalism of the pre–New 

Deal years. Government intervention in the economy 

through fi scal and monetary policies—as suggested by 

British economist John Maynard Keynes—could tame 

the frenetic cycle of recession and expansion, ensuring a 

smooth and steady economic course. Such involvement 

by the state in economic life did not need to challenge 

private property or capitalism; on the contrary, by reduc-

ing poverty, it would lessen social unrest. 

 Indeed, the high proportion of the workforce repre-

sented by labor unions—over one-third, a high point for 

the century—caused many commentators to argue that 

the working class itself no longer existed, having been 

replaced by a broad middle class. Suburban homeowner-

ship, made possible by new federally subsidized loans for 

veterans and the construction of highways, extended to 

working-class Americans the possibility of participation 

in what historian Lizabeth Cohen has called a “consum-

ers’ republic.” Televisions and movies and the rise of a na-

tional mass culture—especially a youth culture—helped 

create the image of a single, unifi ed middle class. Th e 

class divisions of the early years of the century had been 

transcended by a broad consensus organized around 

continued material expansion and mass consumption; 

the old era of economic confl ict was over. 

 If there seemed to be a new consensus around the basic 

virtue of a capitalism regulated and managed by strategic 

government intervention, the two political parties and 

most leading intellectual and economic fi gures shared an 

equally powerful hostility to communism and the Soviet 

Union. Senator McCarthy’s mudslinging career came to 

a close in 1954, when he accused the U.S. Army of har-

boring spies in a set of televised hearings that made clear 

to the country that the senator from Wisconsin had lost 

whatever support he had once had in Washington. But 
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the Red Scare that had dominated American politics in 

the late 1940s and early 1950s—peaking with the electro-

cution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg in 1953 for giving 

the Soviets atomic secrets in the 1940s—had already re-

shaped the country’s political culture. 

In this context, the number of people willing to pub-

licly affi  liate themselves with the radical left dwindled 

greatly. Membership in the Communist Party (never 

very high to begin with) collapsed, and the radical po-

litical scene that had fl ourished in the party’s orbit dried 

up. Th e liberal establishment, no less than conservatives, 

joined in making anticommunism central to national 

politics. In the late 1940s, liberal historian Arthur Schle-

singer Jr. identifi ed the struggle against communism as 

the preeminent issue defi ning liberalism in the postwar 

period. Labor unions sought to expel Communists from 

their ranks. Virtually no one was openly critical of the 

underlying assumptions of the anti-Communist world-

view in the 1950s. 

 Th e cold war and fear of nuclear holocaust helped ce-

ment the anti-Communist consensus in foreign policy. 

Th e threat of a third world war in which nuclear weap-

ons might annihilate all of humanity deepened the broad 

agreement about the necessity of fi ghting communism. 

Even after the Korean War ended in 1953, the United 

States remained an active supporter of anti-Communist 

governments throughout the decade. Th e CIA helped 

engineer coups against leftist leaders in Guatemala and 

Iran; the American government supported Ngo Dinh 

Diem’s anti-Communist regime in Vietnam and then 

later acquiesced in his overthrow. In the atmosphere of 

broad agreement about the necessity of containing com-

munism, few objected to such actions. 

 Although many of them viewed the consensus warily, 

intellectuals during the 1950s did much to create the 

idea that fundamental political confl icts were a relic of 

the past in the modern United States. Th ey gave various 

diagnoses for what they saw as a new quiescence. Some 

thinkers, like sociologist Daniel Bell and theologian 

Rein hold Niebuhr, believed that Nazism, Stalinism, and 

the end of science in the atomic age had all helped to cre-

ate a sense of the limits of ideas and of reason in guiding 

human aff airs. As Bell put it in his 1960  book Th e End 
of Ideology , the sharply confrontational political ideas of 

the 1930s and 1940s—socialism, communism, fascism, 

traditional conservatism—had been “exhausted” in the 

America of the 1950s: “In the West, among the intellectu-

als, the old passions are spent.” American historians such 

as Richard Hofstadter and political scientists like Louis 

Hartz argued that a basic agreement about the principles 

of laissez-faire capitalism had endured throughout the 

nation’s past. Others, like sociologist David Riesman, 

suggested that the rise of a consumer society sustained 

personality types that sought assimilation to the norm 

rather than individuality, terrifi ed to stand out and con-

stantly seeking to fi t in. And C. Wright Mills wrote that 

Soviet foreign deputy  minister 

Valerian A. Zorin, Cuba’s 

Permanent Representative to 

the United Nations Mario 

Garcia-Inchaustegui, and U.S. 

Ambassador Adlai Stevenson 

attend a United Nations 

Security Council meeting 

on the Cuban Missile Crisis, 

October 23, 1962. (Library of 

Congress)
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the rise of a “power elite” limited the range of collective 

action available to the rest of the nation, leading to a 

stunned apathy in political life. 

Th e election of John F. Kennedy in 1960 over Richard 

Nixon (Eisenhower’s vice president) seemed to mark a 

new political direction, as his calls to public service 

contrasted with the private, consumer-oriented society 

of the 1950s. But in other ways Kennedy’s administra-

tion did not diverge signifi cantly from the politics of 

the earlier decade. He delivered the fi rst major tax cuts 

of the postwar period, and while he justifi ed them by 

talking about the incentives that they would off er to 

investment, the cuts were crafted along Keynesian lines 

in order to stimulate the economy. He continued to ad-

vocate a fi erce anticommunism, speaking of a struggle 

between “two confl icting ideologies: freedom under 

God versus ruthless, godless tyranny.” Th e ill-fated 

Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961 (followed by the 

showdown with the Soviet Union over the stationing of 

nuclear weapons on Cuba the next year) showed that 

he was more than willing to translate such rhetoric into 

military action. 

In all these ways, Kennedy’s administration—which 

was cut short by his assassination in November 1963—

was well within the governing framework of the era of 

consensus.

 Yet by the early 1960s, the limits of the consensus were 

also becoming clear. Th e most important challenge to 

consensus politics was the civil rights movement, which 

called into question the legitimacy of the image of the 

United States as a land of freedom opposed to totali-

tarianism and Fascism. Th e legal victory of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 

 Brown v. Board of Education , the 1954 Supreme Court 

decision that ruled segregation of public schools uncon-

stitutional, helped to expose the harsh inequalities that 

African Americans faced throughout the country. Start-

ing with the boycott of segregated public buses in Mont-

gomery, Alabama, the following year, African Americans 

began to engage in new political strategies, most im-

portantly that of nonviolent civil disobedience, which 

embodied a politics of moral witness and protest that 

was deeply at odds with the political style of consensus. 

Martin Luther King Jr. emerged as a national leader out 

of the bus boycott, and his Southern Christian Leader-

ship Council was the largest organization coordinating 

the movement’s strategy. In the early 1960s, civil rights 

activists engaged in sit-ins at department store counters 

that refused to serve black people, registered black voters 

in the South, and resisted the system of Jim Crow legisla-

tion in countless other ways. 

 Although the roots of the civil rights movement were 

in the South, the image of ordinary people taking charge 

of their lives through direct action also inspired white 

students and others in the North. In 1962 a small group 

of students gathered in Port Huron, Michigan, to write 

the Port Huron Statement, which would become the 

founding manifesto of Students for a Democratic Soci-

ety, the largest organization on the New Left. In the same 

year, Michael Harrington published  Th e Other America , 

a book that called attention to the persistence, despite 

two decades of economic growth, of deep poverty within 

the United States—in the inner cities, in Appalachia, 

and among the elderly. 

 As the consensus began to fray from the left, it also 

came under increased criticism from the right. In the 

business world, many corporate leaders continued to 

resent the new power of labor unions and the federal 

government. While the unions and the idea of the legiti-

macy of the state were too powerful to challenge openly, 

some corporations did donate money to think tanks and 

intellectual organizations (such as the American Enter-

prise Association, later the American Enterprise Insti-

tute) that criticized Keynesian liberalism. Others, like 

General Electric, adopted hard-line bargaining strate-

gies in attempts to resist their labor unions, a tactic that 

caught on with companies such as U.S. Steel at the end 

of the 1950s, when a brief recession made labor costs 

more onerous. And some corporations, including RCA 

and General Motors as well as countless textile shops, 

sought to fl ee the regions where labor unions had made 

the most dramatic gains in the 1930s and 1940s, leaving 

the North and Midwest for the southern and southwest-

ern parts of the country, where labor was much weaker. 

 In the late 1950s, organizations like the John Birch 

Society and Fred Schwarz’s Christian Anti-Communism 

Schools fl ourished, especially in regions such as southern 

California’s Orange County, where affl  uent suburban-

ites became increasingly critical of liberalism. Th e civil 

rights movement met with massive resistance from white 

Southerners, who removed their children from public 

schools to start separate all-white private academies, in-

sisted that segregation would endure forever, and turned 

to violence through the Ku Klux Klan in an attempt to 

suppress the movement. In the North, too, white people 

in cities like Chicago and Detroit continued to fi ght the 

racial integration of their neighborhoods, revealing the 

limits of the New Deal electoral coalition. 
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 Th ese varied forms of conservative rebellion came 

together in the 1964 presidential campaign of Arizona 

Senator Barry Goldwater. Goldwater, a Phoenix busi-

nessman and department store owner, was a leading 

critic of what he called the “dime store New Deal” of 

Eisenhower’s modern Republicanism. His open attacks 

on labor unions, especially the United Auto Workers, 

won him the respect of anti-union businessmen. He had 

supported a right-to-work statute in Arizona that helped 

the state attract companies relocating from the North. 

And his opposition to the Supreme Court decision in 

 Brown v. Board of Education , as well as his vote against 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964, won him the allegiance of 

whites in the North and South alike who were afraid 

of the successes of the civil rights movement. Lyndon 

B. Johnson defeated Goldwater soundly in the 1964 

 election, which at the time was seen as the last gasp of 

the old right. In later years, it would become clear that 

it was in fact the fi rst campaign of a new conservatism, 

which would be able to take advantage of the crisis that 

liberalism fell into later in the 1960s and in the 1970s. 

 Th e reality of the “era of consensus” was sustained 

struggle over the terms of the liberal order. But despite 

such continued confl icts, the two major political parties, 

along with many intellectual fi gures, continued to extol 

the ideal of consensus in ways that would become im-

possible only a few years later. 

  See also  anticommunism; civil rights; communism; 

 conservatism; foreign policy and domestic politics since 

1933; Korean War and cold war; labor movement and 

politics;  liberalism. 
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 K I M  P H I L L I P S  F E I N 

 European immigrants and politics 

 Th e 13 colonies that became the United States, although 

dominated by British arrivals and their descendants, 

were, by the 1770s, ethnic clusters that included Dutch, 

Swedish, French, Catholics, Protestants, and Sephardic 

Jews forged into a nation by the Revolutionary War and 

sustained by a common belief in democratic government 

and their increasing economic interdependence. After 

the Revolution, national unity was preserved at least in 

part by the suspicious eye cast at new immigrants ar-

riving in large numbers from the largely nondemocratic 

societies of Europe. 

 Although the African slave trade brought tens of 

thousands of forced migrants to North American shores, 

the young country was spared mass immigration from 

Europe until the third decade of the nineteenth century. 

Th en, the large numbers of newcomers became a peren-

nial and critical element in the evolution of the Ameri-
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can political system. As millions of new arrivals poured 

into American ports and across the nation’s borders be-

ginning in the decades prior to the Civil War, politicians 

calculated the electoral opportunities and obstacles posed 

by the new arrivals. While some new Americans, such as 

Mexicans, were engulfed by the United States through 

the process of conquest and annexation following the 

Mexican War in 1848, the Atlantic seaports were crowded 

with European immigrants, mostly from northern and 

western Europe. In the period between 1840 and 1860, 

4.5 million newcomers arrived, mostly from Ireland, the 

German states, and the Scandinavian countries. By the 

end of the nineteenth century, the main origin of Euro-

pean migration to the United States shifted from west-

ern Europe to eastern and southern Europe. By the end 

of the twentieth century, European immigration was 

dwarfed by the fl ow arriving from Asia, Africa, Latin 

America, and the Middle East. 

 Migration and the Shaping of U.S. 

Political Institutions 

 European immigration never existed in a vacuum; the 

nation was created by arrivals from all over the world. 

Some settled in the eastern and southern states, some 

pushed on to the Midwest and far West. American 

politicians vacillated between courting these arrivals or 

denouncing their presence and playing on the fears of 

immigration’s opponents. Likewise, the reaction of im-

migrants to American politics has varied greatly over 

the past two centuries. Th e nation’s founders crafted the 

Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of 

1788 in a manner refl ecting their English heritage and 

the experience of rebelling against king and Parliament. 

However, their embrace of freedom was not egalitarian; 

it did not include slaves or women. 

 In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

some immigrants arriving from Germany, France, En-

gland, and Ireland brought with them the authoritar-

ian tradition of monarchy. Even those who yearned for 

democracy were at times inexperienced in its practice. 

Others, such as some antebellum German arrivals and 

some eastern European Jews who came in the early twen-

tieth century, arrived imbued with radical ideologies, in-

cluding anarchism, socialism, and communism. Most of 

these immigrants gradually abandoned dreams of revo-

lution and accepted the pursuit of social justice at the 

ballot box rather than in the streets. In the twenty-fi rst 

century, ethnic voting blocs remain part of the American 

political landscape, with highly paid political consultants 

angling for the loyalty of descendants of immigrants who 

still vote their pasts on Election Day. 

 Immigrants and American Political Party Formation 

 Mass immigration nurtured political party development 

in the antebellum era of the nineteenth century. By the 

1840s, there was, for the fi rst time, a competitive two-

party system in every state of the nation. State and local 

party leaders often sought to speed the process of immi-

grant naturalization, especially around election time, to 

create a valuable reservoir of new voters who they could 

actively court. Partisanship was based on fundamentally 

diff erent sets of attitudes, values, and beliefs. Th e Demo-

cratic Party, which traced its origins to Th omas Jeff erson, 

depicted itself as the “party of personal liberty,” denounc-

ing Whigs as the “party of paternalism.” Democrats 

sought to position themselves as opposing state interfer-

ence in the private lives of citizens, such as sumptuary 

legislation, and were unwilling to support laws meddling 

in the daily aff airs of people, for example, temperance 

and Sunday closing laws. Whigs, on the other hand, por-

trayed themselves as the “Christian Party” and appealed 

to those groups that supported government regulation 

designed to fashion a moral society. Whigs favored tem-

perance legislation and laws maintaining a Puritan Sab-

bath. Politicians competed for power in support of one 

or the other of these belief systems. 

 Who voted? In the fi rst third of the nineteenth century, 

property qualifi cations for voting were removed state by 

state, dramatically expanding the size of the electorate. 

Democratic and Whig politicians began to aggressively 

court those newly eligible to vote. Political participation 

exercised an unparalleled power and infl uence over the 

imaginations of citizens. Between 1840 and 1860, voter 

turnout for all elections in the North was 71.3 percent. 

Turnout for presidential elections averaged 81.1 percent, 

with a slightly lower but still impressive nonpresidential 

election average of 69.9 percent. 

 European immigration helped expand the electorate. 

Th e Irish were especially attractive to politicians. One 

and three-quarter million Irishmen arrived in the United 

States between 1840 and 1860, almost 40 percent of the 

total immigration during that time. Most were Roman 

Catholics from the southern counties, fl eeing the potato 

famine and the oppressiveness of English rule. Th e Irish 

tended to vote Democratic because the party advocated 

a strict separation of church and state. Fearing oppres-

sion by a Protestant majority, Irish Catholics hoped to 

avoid temperance and sabbatarian legislation designed to 
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regulate their personal behavior. Th ey saw the Whigs and 

third-party abolitionists as Protestant fanatics. German 

immigrants tended to divide by religion, with German 

Catholics voting Democratic and German Lutherans 

supporting Whigs. 

 Th e urban political machine was born in antebellum 

America. Founded in the 1780s, the Tammany Society, 

or Columbian Order of New York City, became a domi-

nant force for reform in New York and its followers con-

trolled the Democratic Party. To retain power, Tammany 

politicians turned to the newly arrived immigrants, es-

pe cially the Irish. In return for food and clothing in 

times of emergency, patronage jobs, and assistance to 

those arrested, immigrants overlooked dishonest elec-

tion practices and voted for Tammany candidates. Th eir 

profi ciency in English allowed them rapid entry into 

mainstream politics, and the urban Irish quickly came to 

dominate the Democratic Party. Th e pattern was similar 

in other cities, with bosses such as James McManus in 

Philadelphia and Christopher Magee and William Finn 

in Pittsburgh. 

 By the mid-1850s, the Whig Party was fragmenting. 

Prior to the rise of the new Republican Party, some vot-

ers were attracted to the American, or Know-Nothing, 

Party. Th e party’s anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant political 

agenda appealed to those who feared that the foreign-

born would take their jobs or change the cultural iden-

tity of the country. Many opposed alien ownership of 

land in the West. In the 1850s, nativist voters turned to 

the new Republican Party. 

 Th e Civil War intensifi ed divisions among ethnic 

groups. Historians long thought that Abraham Lincoln’s 

victory in the election of 1860 was in part the result of 

strong German support, especially in the immigrant en-

claves of the Midwest. More recent voting analysis has 

revealed that Germans joined Irish immigrants in the 

ranks of the Democratic Party; temperance and Sabba-

tarian legislation aff ected their lifestyles and values far 

more than slavery. Alienated by the anti-immigrant in-

clinations of many Republicans, they voted for Stephen 

Douglas in 1860. 

 Immigration and Late Nineteenth-Century 

American Politics 

 Immigration from northern and western Europe contin-

ued through the 1880s, but between 1880 and the 1920s, 

23.5 million newcomers arrived in the United States, 

largely from the countries of southern and eastern Eu-

rope as well as China, Japan, Canada, and Mexico. Th e 

debate over integrating these new foreign-born and their 

children into American society and culture was often 

at the base of partisan political battles at the state and 

local levels. Just as African Americans were kept from 

the polls by walls of discrimination, many immigrants 

also found the path to full political participation nar-

row. Most Asians were denied access to citizenship, and 

many European immigrants could not pass the required 

examination. 

 By 1896 the major parties were deciding what role 

newcomers might play in their coalitions at the national 

level. Th at year, Democrats from the Midwest, including 

many anti-urban Populists, joined southern Democrats 

to give the nomination to William Jennings Bryan, who 

lost to Republican William McKinley. After Bryan’s de-

feat, Democrats turned to European immigrant voters, 

especially the urban Catholic wing of the party, to resus-

citate their prospects. However, immigrant party pref-

erences diff ered in diff erent parts of the nation. While 

German Lutherans in the Midwest continued to vote 

Republican, Russian Jews in the East voted either Dem-

ocratic or Socialist. 

 Immigration’s Role in Early Twentieth-Century 

American Politics 

 Woodrow Wilson’s election in 1912 placed in the White 

House a Progressive reformer who also had won the con-

fi dence of many European immigrant voters. In 1915 and 

1916, he vetoed bills calling for tests that would deny il-

literates admission to the United States. In 1917, Con-

gress passed such a bill and overrode Wilson’s veto. As 

always, events in Europe shaped political behavior in the 

United States. As war loomed, Irish immigrants support-

ing Ireland’s desire for independence became alienated 

by Wilson’s increasing Anglophilia. Harkening to older 

loyalties, European immigrants were divided in their 

support of World War I. 

 World War I generated an anti-alien emotionalism 

that would be a catalyst for postwar immigration restric-

tions. German Americans, especially, were the target of 

“100 percent Americanism” propaganda. In the spirit of 

the moment, sauerkraut was renamed “liberty cabbage,” 

the German language was removed from high school 

and college curricula, and Woodrow Wilson’s Commit-

tee on Public Information under George Creel recruited 

75,000 “Four Minutemen” who could briefl y describe 

German atrocities to community and church groups. 

German ethnicity and German culture never recovered 

their prewar prestige in the United States. 
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 Th e 1917 Russian Revolution and the Red Scare of 

1919 resulted in a hysteria that victimized many Euro-

pean immigrants. What historian John Higham called 

“anti-radical nativism” and the ability of American in-

dustry to thrive with the immigrant labor already in 

the country led to highly restrictive immigration poli-

cies. Th e 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act created 

the national origins quota system. Each nation received 

a quota equal to 2 percent of the 1890 population of 

aliens of that nationality already in the United States. 

Th e system was designed to put southern and eastern 

Europeans at a disadvantage, and it worked. Immigra-

tion legislation, however, did not reassure Americans 

consumed by fears of foreign-born radicals. Th e Sacco-

Vanzetti case ended in the 1927 electrocution of two 

Italian immigrant anarchists who were convicted of the 

robbery and murder of a shoe company paymaster in 

South Braintree, Massachusetts. Despite insuffi  cient ev-

idence, the testimony, charged with nativism, resulted 

in a guilty verdict. 

 Non-Protestant immigrants and their children also 

remained objects of suspicion. Democrat Al Smith had 

been governor of New York, but his Catholicism and 

Irish American urban fl avor undermined his presidential 

hopes; in 1928 he lost to Herbert Hoover. However, after 

the stock market crash of 1929, rural white Protestant 

Southerners of European heritage joined with urban Irish 

Catholics and eastern European Jews and an increasing 

number of African Americans to form the coalition that 

supported Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 and paved the 

way for the New Deal. 

 Immigrant Voters, Refugees, and Roosevelt 

 Fascism in Italy and Germany had political reverbera-

tions in the United States. Th e German American Bund 

encouraged recent immigrants and those of German 

heritage to support Adolph Hitler and the German fa-

therland. Bund members denounced FDR and other Eu-

ropean immigrant groups in the United States, especially 

Jewish newcomers. When war came, most Americans of 

German heritage remained loyal to the United States, 

but fears of wartime subversion led federal authorities to 

intern some German Americans and Italian Americans 

during the war, although the number was far smaller 

than the 110,000 West Coast Japanese interned for the 

war’s duration. 

 Beginning in the early 1930s, Presidents Hoover and 

Roosevelt, respectively, urged the State Department to 

rigorously enforce U.S. immigration restrictions by en-

couraging American consular offi  cials abroad to issue 

fewer visas than were allocated to the country in which 

they served. No exceptions were made for Jewish refugees 

in fl ight from Nazi persecution. Th us, between 1933 and 

1945 only a quarter of a million Jews in fl ight from Nazism 

made it to the United States. Th e majority of Jews living 

in the United States in this period had been in the coun-

try fewer than 25 years. Neither the pleas of prominent 

Jews, such as Louis Brandeis and Felix Frankfurter, nor 

the protests of those who fi lled Madison Square Garden 

for a pro-refugee rally in 1933 could alter FDR’s refusal 

to change American policy. Nor were postwar policies 

toward displaced persons much more generous. Th e era 

of mass European immigration to the United States was 

defi nitely over. Cold war hostilities drove down the 

number of European immigrants seeking admission to 

the United States, and with the McCarran-Walter Act of 

1952, Congress eff ectively excluded dissident voices from 

Communist-controlled countries. 

 An Irish Catholic President and Immigration 

Reform in the 1960s 

 In 1960 John F. Kennedy became the fi rst Roman Catho-

lic elected president of the United States. Th e grandchild 

of Irish immigrants, Kennedy’s election marked a sea 

change in European immigrant infl uence in American 

politics. If an Irish Catholic could be president, then 

others of diff erent groups could follow. Kennedy drew 

his strength from the same coalition that had supported 

Democrats since 1932. He hoped to reform American 

immigration law and, after his assassination, the more 

generous 1965 Immigration Act abandoned the national 

origins quota system for hemispheric quotas. 

 Th e half century following Kennedy’s election has 

seen a shift in the role of European immigrants in poli-

tics. High rates of ethnic intermarriage, especially among 

Catholic immigrants from various European countries 

and their American-born children, weakened ethnic 

voting bloc discipline. Ethnic-bloc voting is still occa-

sionally in evidence but less frequently than in earlier 

eras. At times, particular issues, such as relations between 

Ireland and Great Britain, rally Irish American voters. 

A politician’s Middle Eastern policies can attract or repel 

the support of Jewish voters whose parents or grandpar-

ents came to the United States from Europe in fl ight 

from persecution. However, increasingly the children 

and grandchildren of European immigrants vote with 

others of their socioeconomic class. And as sociologist 

Mary Waters has observed, the children of marriages be-
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tween parents of diff erent backgrounds may choose their 

identity and their political loyalties. 

 New Arrivals and New Political Patterns 

 In the 1990s, the end of the cold war brought millions 

of eastern European immigrants to the United States, es-

pecially from Russia and former Soviet-dominated lands 

such as Ukraine. Muslims in fl ight from the murderous 

“ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia and refugees from the fi ght-

ing in Kosovo and other zones of ethnic warfare in Europe 

also sought refuge in the West. Similar to groups from 

other parts of the world, European immigrants sometimes 

arrive legally but overstay their visas, or clandestinely 

enter the United States as unauthorized newcomers. 

 By the twenty-fi rst century, Americans anxious to pre-

serve their jobs and cultural hegemony had shifted their 

fears to Latino and Asian immigrants. While the political 

system remains a product of its European founders, the 

push and pull between native and newcomer will con-

tinue. Predicted to become an ethnic minority by the 

middle to late twenty-fi rst century, those of European de-

scent will fi nd themselves on an altered political stage but 

with a democratic form of government that has evolved 

to accommodate just such demographic change. 

  See also  Americanism; Catholics and politics; immigration 

policy; Jews and politics; nativism; Protestants and politics. 
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F
 federalism 

 Th e foundations of federalism were laid in the colonial 

period, when power was shared between governments in 

the American provinces and the British metropolis. Th e 

sources and limits of political authority in the empire 

were increasingly controversial in the years leading up to 

independence, and the failure to resolve these constitu-

tional issues led to the revolutionary-era outburst of state 

constitution writing. Abjuring their allegiance to King 

George III, revolutionary constitutionalists invoked the 

“sovereignty” of the people. But relocating legitimate 

authority did not clarify the distribution of authority 

in an extended republican polity. Pressed by the exigen-

cies of war making on a continental scale, revolutionar-

ies sought to cement the alliance of the states under the 

Articles of Confederation (drafted by Congress in 1777 

and fi nally ratifi ed when Maryland acceded in 1781) and 

the Constitution (drafted in 1787 and ratifi ed by 11 states 

in 1787–88). 

 In theory, the sovereign people, acting through their 

state republics, delegated strictly defi ned powers to a 

central government exercising sovereign powers in the 

international system. In practice, however, the loca-

tion of sovereignty remained controversial. Th e pro cess 

of constitution writing taught Americans that the ac-

tual distribution of power was subject to their political 

will. Th e bitterly contested constitutional politics of the 

Revolutionary years culminated in the debate over the 

Constitution between Federalist proponents and anti-

Federalist opponents, thus preparing the way for the 

vicious party battles of the 1790s and subsequent strug-

gles over the character of the federal union. Th e consti-

tutional ambiguity was never fully resolved before the 

victory of Union forces in the Civil War and the impo-

sition of a new federal regime through Constitutional 

amendments and the Reconstruction of the seceding 

southern states. 

 Th e crisis that destroyed the British Empire in North 

America resulted from a constitutional defi cit—from the 

failure of the British government to negotiate terms of 

union that would have secured provincial autonomy and 

guaranteed colonists the rights of Englishmen. Antebel-

lum Americans suff ered no such defi cit. Quite the con-

trary, the destruction of their federal union was the result 

of a contentious, highly polarized political culture—a 

surfeit of constitutionalism—that inspired politicians 

and theorists to raise fundamental questions about the 

sources of legitimate authority and its proper distri-

bution. From crisis to crisis, the union survived only 

through a series of increasingly tenuous compromises: in 

1820–21, over admitting Missouri; in 1832–33, over South 

Carolina’s nullifi cation of the tariff ; and in 1850, over the 

future of the West, the rendition of fugitive slaves, and 

other related issues. Every compromise left a legacy of 

bitterness for principled constitutionalists. 

 Forging the Federal Union 

 Security issues had prompted the colonists to consider 

forming intercolonial alliances before the Revolution, 

most notably in the abortive Albany Plan of Union in 

1754, drafted by Benjamin Franklin. His plan to manage 

Indian relations under the aegis of an American grand 

council and a crown-appointed governor general was re-

jected both by provincial governments, wary of curbs on 

their autonomy, and by imperial authorities. In the sub-

sequent war with France and its Indian allies (1757–63), 

the British ministry made no further eff ort to tamper 

with colonial constitutions, instead promoting colonial 

cooperation though large-scale spending and generous 

fi nancial guarantees. Led by provincial assemblies de-

termined to defend traditional privileges and liberties, 

patriotic Americans thus linked loyalty to king and em-

pire with expansive conceptions of colonial autonomy; 
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primed to resist postwar reforms that jeopardized the 

constitutional status quo, defenders of British American 

rights looked to their king, George III, to protect them 

against encroachments by the British Parliament. 

 Before the empire’s fi nal rupture, the idea that the 

American colonies were distinct dominions, or “king-

doms,” was embraced by John Adams, Th omas Jeff er-

son, James Wilson, and other forward-looking patriots. 

Th rough their allegiance to a common sovereign, the 

American provinces constituted a federal union. When 

George III defi nitively rejected this extraordinary con-

ception of his authority and unleashed massive force 

against his recalcitrant American subjects, reluctantly in-

dependent Americans had to forge bonds of union on an 

entirely new basis. Although they had improvised ad hoc 

extraconstitutional structures, from local committees 

through the Continental Congress and the Continen-

tal Army, the protracted mobilization against impe-

rial authority systematically undercut the legitimacy of 

imperial—or continental—governance. Th e great chal-

lenge for American constitutionalists was to reverse these 

centrifugal tendencies and fi nd a way to superimpose a 

strong executive power capable of making war and of 

securing peace, over a loose federation of independent 

republics. Th e fi rst step was for delegates from the re-

spective states to symbolically kill the king and to assert 

their own authority—or, rather, the authority of the sov-

ereign peoples they represented. 

 Americans did not resist British imperial authority 

with the intention of creating unconnected, indepen-

dent state republics that would exercise full sovereign 

powers. Th e Declaration of Independence, Jeff erson 

later recalled, was “the fundamental act of union of these 

States.” But the war eff ort itself led many Americans 

to fear they might be creating a monster in their own 

midst. Th e drafting and ratifi cation of the Articles of 

Confederation  followed  the wartime exercise of unprec-

edented governmental power over the lives of ordinary 

Americans, imposing strict limits on a central govern-

ment and securing the residual “sovereignty” of member 

states. Defenders of the subsequent Constitution at-

tempted to resolve this conceptual incoherence; sover-

eignty, they claimed, remained in the people—whoever 

(and wherever) they were. But clever rhetoric could not 

make the problem go away. Conditioned by the imperial 

crisis to see a fundamental tension between provincial 

liberties and imperial authority, Americans struggled 

to create and preserve a tenuous federal balance among 

legitimate—that is, sovereign—authorities. 

 Federal union was supposed to secure the protection 

that the American colonies had formerly enjoyed under 

the empire. But Americans feared that an energetic cen-

tral government would jeopardize their liberties; they 

also feared that some states would gain the advantage 

over others, reducing them to subject provinces. State 

equality was therefore the fundamental premise of 

the confederation, an alliance that would protect the 

states from each other as well as from external threats. 

Th ough the Constitution introduced the principle of 

proportional representation in the lower house, the 

state equality principle survived in the senate as well 

as in Article IV, Section 3, providing for the equality 

of new states. Expansion would also stabilize the union 

by mitigating power imbalances among the original 

states. 

 Because the invention of American federalism re-

fl ected various—sometimes confl icting—imperatives, 

the Constitution has been subject to an extraordinary 

range of interpretations. On one hand, American con-

stitutionalists sought to construct a regime that would 

secure a place for the United States as an independent 

nation in the system of Atlantic States. Th is “national-

ist” impulse emphasized energetic administration and 

state building on the federal level, drawing inspiration 

from Britain’s powerful fi scal-military state. In response, 

advocates of states’ rights harked back to the defense 

of provincial liberties against imperial reform eff orts in 

the run-up to the American Revolution: the Articles of 

Confederation struck the original federal balance and 

remained the benchmark for strict constructionists even 

after the Constitution’s ratifi cation. 

 Concerns about the new nation’s faltering position in 

the postwar period—the Confederation’s inability to raise 

revenue, service its debts, or negotiate eff ectively with 

other powers—led to a new push for energetic govern-

ment, but reformers had to accommodate widely shared 

concerns about the dangers of centralized, “consolidated” 

authority. Federalists thus presented the Constitution as 

a “peace plan” that would guarantee collective security 

and protect the states from one another, thus enabling 

them to enjoy the full benefi ts of their republican govern-

ments. Federalist assurances that the new regime would 

secure, not destroy, the states constituted the fi rst great 

exercise in constitutional interpretation (however disin-

genuous), buttressed by the subsequent implementation 

of campaign promises to adopt amendments that would 

protect states and citizens from federal overreach. James 

Madison pushed ten amendments (collectively known 
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as the Bill of Rights) through the fi rst federal Congress, 

demonstrating the reformers’ good faith and providing 

skeptical oppositionists with potentially useful lines of 

defense. 

 Far from clarifying the character of the new federal 

regime, the proliferating commentaries on the Con-

stitution initiated by the ratifi cation debate generated 

massive interpretive confusion. To some extent, contro-

versy over the limits of federal authority had a stabilizing 

eff ect, channeling political confl icts into the courts and 

promoting the formation of broad political party coali-

tions. But, in the 1790s, clashing views on the constitu-

tionality of the fi rst Bank of the United States and other 

key planks of Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton’s 

ambitious state-building program also gave new life to 

fundamental questions about the distribution of author-

ity that had destroyed the British Empire and chronically 

jeopardized the American union. Hamiltonian “loose 

constructionists” betrayed impatience with—if not con-

tempt for—the Constitution as a mere text, seemingly 

confi rming anti-Federalist skepticism about the Federal-

ists’ good faith. For their part, Jeff ersonian “strict con-

structionists” convinced themselves that the whole point 

of the Constitution was to limit federal authority and 

secure states’ rights, thus turning the original reform im-

pulse on its head. 

 Th e party battles of the 1790s thus perpetuated the 

constitutional politics of the ratifi cation debate, with 

controversy centering on how to interpret the Consti-

tution and party mobilization focused on maintaining 

or gaining control of the federal government. Jeff erso-

nian Republicans promoted state sovereignty claims, 

intimating during the darkest hours of High Federalist 

oppression during the undeclared war with France of 

1798–1800 that liberty-loving states might have to ex-

ercise their primal exit rights and leave the union. But 

their goal was to redeem the union from hypercentraliza-

tion and reinforce the consensual bonds that, Jeff er-

son later asserted, made the government of the union 

“the strongest on earth.” Meanwhile, High Federalists 

invoked patriotic sentiments to build a powerful war-

mak ing federal state, implementing direct taxation, curb-

ing seditious speech, and taking controversial steps to 

contain the alien menace (all in 1798): at best, the states 

would have only a subordinate, administrative role 

under the new dispensation. Th e Republican response, 

articulated in Jeff erson’s Kentucky Resolutions (1798), 

Madison’s Virginia Resolutions (1798), and Madison’s 

report to the Virginia legislature (1800), became the new 

orthodoxy—“the principles of 1798”—in the wake of Jef-

ferson’s “Revolution of 1800.” Recognition of the states’ 

foundational role, their original sovereignty and continu-

ing autonomy, was the hallmark of the new orthodoxy. 

Yet the character of American federalism would remain 

incoherent and controversial in subsequent decades—

until the union fi nally collapsed in 1861. 

 Political Economy 

 Beginning in 1801, Republicans controlled Congress 

and the presidency but not the federal court system. 

Th e Jeff ersonians’ subsequent campaign to purge the 

Federalist- dominated judiciary was foiled, as Federal-

ist Chief Justice John Marshall beat a prudent retreat. 

Mar shall went on to establish the Supreme Court’s 

role as the ultimate arbiter of constitutionality under 

the new regime in  McCulloch v. Maryland  (1819) and 

other land mark federalism cases. Yet notwithstanding 

the charges of orthodox Jeff ersonians, Marshall was no 

High Federalist intent on dismantling the states. To the 

contrary, the thrust of Marshall’s jurisprudence, and 

particularly of his expansive readings of the Commerce 

Clause (in Article I, Section VIII), was to promote 

mobility and market exchange in a continentwide free 

trade zone and so foster the interdependent interests 

that Republicans agreed were the most durable bonds 

of union. 

 Marshall’s long tenure as chief justice (1801–35) coin-

cided with a period of extraordinary economic growth 

in which  state  governments played the most crucial role. 

Freed from the crippling tax burdens of the confed-

eration years by the new federal government’s assump-

tion of Revolutionary War debts, the states responded 

to popular pressure for internal improvements, banks, 

and state-sanctioned business enterprises. Th e “com-

monwealth” period of mixed enterprise and aggressive 

state promotion of market development was the heyday 

of early American federalism, with governments at all 

levels demonstrating increased capacity in an expanding 

economy. Th e federal government guaranteed free trade 

at home, regulated overseas commerce, acquired new 

territory, and secured the states against foreign threats; 

it also subsidized the circulation of news and fi nancial 

information through the postal service; sponsored a 

wide range of improvements, from lighthouses to post 

roads, that were related (sometimes only very loosely) 

to its primary security functions; removed Indians from 

their homelands; privatized public lands; and pro-

moted political and economic development in western  
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territories (most importantly by opening the Southwest 

to slavery). 

 Th e federal balance was not well defi ned in the ante-

bellum decades, though periodic crises would revive old 

arguments about the source and location of legitimate 

authority. What is most remarkable about the period is 

the generally high level of tolerance for theoretical ambi-

guity and the ability of politicians to foster good work-

ing relations between state and federal governments. 

Intergovernmental cooperation was helped by the circu-

lation of party elites from the local to the national level, 

from the more or less distant periphery to the center of 

action in Washington, D.C., the republican metropo-

lis. Th e overlap and interpenetration of governments 

through the “corruption” of party politics—loaves and 

fi shes to the politicians, and pork to their constituents—

made federalism work, substituting a virtuous circle of 

expanding benefi ts for the vicious cycle of escalating 

threats that periodically threatened the union. Th eoriz-

ing about federalism, whether in the British Empire or in 

the antebellum United States, tended to culminate in ir-

reconcilable sovereignty claims. 

 State Rights and Sectional Nationalisms 

 Th e Constitution created a “more perfect union” that pe-

riodically threatened to fall apart. Major economic inter-

ests vying for advantage were concentrated in particular 

sections: for example, southern cotton producers sought 

free trade with foreign trading partners while northern 

manufacturers pressed for a protected home market. 

Struggles over national commercial policy led in turn to 

new controversies over constitutional interpretation. Op-

ponents of protection argued for a narrow construction 

of the Commerce Clause, insisting high tariff s distrib-

uted benefi ts unequally and thus threatened to subvert 

the union; protectionists responded that collective secu-

rity depended on achieving economic independence and 

balanced development in an expansive home market. 

Diff ering assessments of risk and opportunity in a world 

trading system that had been chronically wracked by war 

pitted economic “nationalists” who preached prepared-

ness against cosmopolitan free traders who began to 

question the value of the union. Discounting the threat 

of foreign war, strict constructionists instead emphasized 

the danger of concentrated power  within  the union: 

their Constitution, seen as a more perfect version of the 

Articles of Confederation, was supposed to guarantee 

the rights of states against the “foreign” power of a cor-

rupt and despotic central government. 

 In the federal arena, policy disputes tended to rise (or 

descend) to fundamental questions about the character 

of the union. Depending on changing calculations of 

costs and benefi ts, combatants shifted grounds, some-

times embracing federal authority, sometimes resisting 

its supposed encroachments. Th e “slave power” was no-

toriously changeable, fi rst using the federal government 

to guarantee slave property, secure foreign markets, and 

remove Indians from productive western lands. Th en, 

debates over the tariff  transformed John C. Calhoun and 

other southern “nationalists” into defenders of states’ 

rights who feared that  any  exercise of federal authority 

jeopardized their peculiar institution. Yet even as they 

threatened to bolt the union, Southerners pressed for 

constitutional protections of slavery throughout the 

union—and a new federal regime strong enough to en-

force them. 

 Radical Southerners, determined to perpetuate the in-

stitution of slavery talked about strict construction and 

state sovereignty in order to justify secession, but they en-

visioned the creation of a powerful new slaveholding na-

tion that would assume a prominent place in the world. 

For northern nationalists, America’s future greatness de-

pended on preserving and strengthening the union, with 

or without slavery. Northerners mobilized to block slav-

ery’s expansion only when the Republicans emerged as a 

strictly sectional party, but even then few challenged the 

institution where it already existed.

Yet, despite the limited appeal of antislavery, slavery 

proved to be the polarizing, nonnegotiable issue that 

destroyed American federalism. As Southerners and 

Northerners embraced incompatible conceptions of 

American (or southern) nationhood, the founders’ pro-

visions for union and collective security seemed less and 

less compelling. Th e threat of sectional domination—

whether by the slave power or by a prospective antislav-

ery majority— came from within, not from abroad. For 

growing numbers of alienated or principled Americans, 

North and South, the intersectional party coalitions that 

made federal policy making possible increasingly reeked 

of corruption: majority rule threatened minority rights. 

Th e virtuous circle of federal politics, fueled by the grow-

ing capacity of governments at all levels to deliver bene-

fi ts, now lurched into reverse. Eff orts to mend the system 

accelerated its collapse. As the sectional crisis deepened, 

increasingly desperate unionists proposed to amend or 

rewrite the Constitution, thus depriving the union of its 

last shred of legitimacy and preparing the way for dis-

union and war. 
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 Americans talked themselves into Civil War. Alien-

ated by the tariff  and fearful of moves against slavery by 

Constitutional majorities, Southerners moved from strict 

construction to fi rst principles, bringing the sovereignty 

question back to the fore: if sovereign states had made 

the union, they could also unmake it. In response, North-

erners embraced an increasingly robust concep tion of 

union as nation, but also moved away from the original 

understanding of “the union as it was.” Th e destiny of 

the United States was to be a great nation, humankind’s 

best hope. Pledging to uphold “our national Constitu-

tion,” Abraham Lincoln thus promised his fellow Ameri-

cans in his fi rst inaugural address that “the Union will 

endure forever.” Of course, it only endured because the 

rump Union was fi nally able to impose its will on the 

Confederacy. 

 Before the Civil War, Joseph Story and other national-

ists had countered the orthodox Republican claim that 

the states had exercised their original, sovereign powers 

in creating the union, insisting instead that the “nation” 

had come fi rst. Th e war resolved any lingering ambiguity 

on the question of origins, confi rming a new orthodoxy: 

the nation had created—and continued to sustain—the 

union. Th e Civil War Amendments (1865–70) constitu-

tionalized U.S. rule over the defeated Confederacy. Th ey 

outlawed slavery, defi ned national citizenship, and 

promised to uphold freedmen’s voting rights, thus over-

turning slave state constitutions and transforming the 

character of the old federal union. In the Supreme Court 

case  Texas v. White  (1869), Chief Justice Salmon Chase 

echoed Lincoln in concluding that the Constitution had 

created “an indestructible Union, composed of inde-

structible states.” Th e national polity would thus preserve 

constitutionally subordinate jurisdictions: if the precise 

distribution of authority sometimes generated contro-

versy, the practical business of federalism now focused on 

politics, administration, and intergovernmental relations. 

Th e sovereignty issue had been defi nitively resolved. 

 Yet if the Civil War seemed to resolve the fundamen-

tal theoretical questions that had fi nally destroyed the 

antebellum Union, the perpetuation of multiple juris-

dictions off ered subsequent generations of American 

politicians and lawyers continuing opportunities to 

promote and protect particular interests, sometimes in 

apparent defi ance of the national will—as in the case 

of segregated “Jim Crow” regimes in the South. During 

the early twentieth century, progressive reformers would 

also seek to recalibrate the federal balance in favor of the 

states, celebrating them as “laboratories of democracy.” 

And, during the fi rst year of the Obama administra-

tion, some conservative Republicans asserted a right to 

“state sovereignty,” based on their reading of the Tenth 

Amendment. Th e legacy of antebellum confl icts over 

the nature of the Union thus persists in both opportu-

nistic and principled eff orts to renew or redefi ne Ameri-

can federalism. 

  See also  anti-Federalists; Civil War; Constitution, federal; era of 

new republic, 1789–1827; state constitutions. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Edling, Max M.  A Revolution in Favor of Government: Origins 

of the U.S. Constitution and the Making of the American State.  

New York: Oxford University Press, 2003. 

 Greene, Jack P.  Peripheries and Center: Constitutional Devel-

opment in the Extended Polities of the British Empire and 

the United States, 1607–1788.  Athens: University of Georgia 

Press, 1986. 

 Handlin, Oscar.  Commonwealth: A Study of the Role of Gov-

ernment in the American Economy: Massachusetts, 1774–1861.  

Revised ed. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1969. 

 Hendrickson, David.  Peace Pact: Th e Lost World of the American 

Founding.  Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2003. 

 Holt, Michael F.  Th e Political Crisis of the 1850s . New York: 

Wiley, 1978. 

 Hyman, Harold M.  A More Perfect Union: Th e Impact of the 

Civil War and Reconstruction on the Constitution.  New York: 

Knopf, 1973. 

 Knupfer, Peter.  Th e Union As It Is: Constitutional Unionism and 

Sectional Compromise, 1787–1861.  Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1991. 

 McDonald, Forrest.  States’ Rights and Union: Imperium in 

Imperio, 1776–1876.  Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 

2000. 

 Morgan, Edmund S.  Inventing the People: Th e Rise of Popular 

Sovereignty in England and America.  New York: Norton, 

1988. 

 Onuf, Nicholas, and Peter Onuf.  Nations, Markets, and War: 

Modern History and the American Civil War . Charlottesville: 

University of Virginia Press, 2006. 

 Onuf, Peter S. “Federalism, Republicanism, and the Origins 

of American Sectionalism.” In  All Over the Map: Rethinking 

Region and Nation in the United States , edited by Edward L. 

Ayers, Patricia Nelson Limerick, and Stephen Nissenbaum, 

11–37. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1996. 

 ———.  Jeff erson’s Empire: Th e Language of American Nationhood.  

Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000. 



Federalist Party

326

 White, Edward G.  Th e Marshall Court and Cultural Change, 

1815–1835.  New York: Oxford University Press, 1991. 

 P E T E R  S .  O N U F 

  Federalist Party 

 Disagreements over domestic and foreign policy within 

George Washington’s cabinet, then within Congress, 

brought on the emergence of the fi rst two political par-

ties in the world with recognizably modern attributes. 

One of those parties was the Federalist Party. 

 Th e party was not a product of earlier divisions over 

ratifi cation of the Constitution. Nor were its adherents, 

who always championed a vigorous national govern-

ment, the direct descendants of those, also called “feder-

alists,” who had championed the writing and ratifi cation 

of the new Constitution in 1787 and 1788. To be sure, 

the party’s leaders had led that movement to replace the 

Articles of Confederation. Yet, so had many others, like 

James Madison, who, after joining the new government, 

soon formed the core of the Federalists’ opposition, the 

Democratic-Republican Party. Both original parties thus 

came into being because of new circumstances of gov-

ernment and new policy issues after 1789. 

 The Federalist Party as Political Party 

 What justifi es calling the Federalist Party a “party” in 

the fi rst place, when, considered as a political party, it 

was a pale image of what have since become continuing, 

clearly defi ned popular organizations with large staff s, 

impressive fund-raising capacities, and offi  ce seekers 

and offi  ceholders at all levels of government? Th e jus-

tifi cation is that the Federalist Party had many of the 

characteristics possessed by modern parties in nation-

states with open societies governed under popular con-

stitutions by freely elected representative assemblies and 

executive offi  cers. Th e party put up candidates who en-

gaged in competition for public offi  ce. It built the capac-

ity to defi ne public issues, educate the public about its 

policies, and mobilize people to vote by holding election 

rallies. By printing political handbills, pamphlets, and 

sermons; founding newspapers; and raising funds, the 

party created what we know of as political campaigns. 

It worked to get out the vote from qualifi ed male voters, 

and even from women in those few places where, for 

a time, women could vote. It developed a rudimentary 

kind of organization—with a rough leadership hierar-

chy from congressional and legislative caucuses to state, 

town, and ward committees and with responsibilities 

distributed among adherents. It took over existing non-

partisan institutions, like volunteer militia companies, to 

make them accessories of the party. “Membership” was 

open to anyone who wished to support the party. In that 

respect, it was a voluntary association, not an emanation 

of the national state, and it operated under the rule of 

public law. It also developed a clearly defi ned political 

ideology, many of whose elements, like the champion-

ship of strong federal intervention in the economy and 

opposition to the spread of slavery, had enduring conse-

quences in American history. 

 Th e Federalist Party was a party in a modern sense. It 

was not, for instance, a “faction” or “interest,” a group 

of like-minded men—long characteristic of British gov-

ernment, the Continental states, and the colonies—who 

protected each other’s interests and sought preferment on 

personal, regional, or class grounds rather than for policy 

ends. Nor was it a closed association—one that required 

its members to pass a kind of test for entry. No coercion 

or state sponsorship (like that exhibited in totalitarian, 

Communist, and some post-Communist nations like 

Russia) were involved in its creation or development. It 

was not the expression of a tribal identity or clan affi  li-

ation, as in many parts of the Middle East and Africa. 

Nor was it a kind of family possession, as was the case 

with some parties in, for example, Pakistan. Instead, the 

Federalist Party was an institution, recognized as such, 

with whom anyone could freely associate as compatriots 

whose principal aim was to put up candidates to contest 

and win elective offi  ces and thus gain the power to enact 

legislation and steer bureaucratic policies in particular 

directions. 

 But why did the United States and not another na-

tion give birth to modern parties? Th e Constitution 

created a national arena in which each contest for the 

presidency, the principal elective national offi  ce, had to 

be organized and waged. Unlike parliamentary systems, 

in which the largest party or a coalition of smaller parties 

elect a prime minister, under the Constitution, a ma-

jority of electoral votes cast in all the states was made 

to decide the presidential contest, and so the electoral 

outcome in no state could be left to chance. Control of 

Congress also depended on fi elding candidates of like 

political mind in every state. Under electoral methods 

prevailing in the nation’s early years, state governments 
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usually elected each state’s senators, and thus control of 

the state legislatures themselves was imperative if a party 

was to gain control of Congress. Finally, since American 

elections were—as they are today—single winner-take-

all contests in which a plurality of votes, not a major-

ity, was necessary for election (with no second-chance, 

runoff  elections as in, for example, France), each contest 

was a deciding struggle between candidates. It did not, 

therefore, take long for the generation of the framers and 

those who staff ed the early administrations and served 

in the early congresses to realize that, despite their dis-

like of parties, partisanship, and political discord, the 

realities of the constitutional government they had cre-

ated and of the world into which they had launched the 

new constitutional system called for national political 

organization. 

 The Federalist Party Emerges 

 Signs of partisan division appeared soon after the new 

government came into being in 1789. Washington him-

self, while disdaining parties and disclaiming party affi  li-

ation, was, by political view and personal inclination, a 

Federalist and the party’s great fi gurehead, and he drew 

to himself other leading fi gures—John Adams, Alexan-

der Hamilton, John Jay, and John Marshall—who were 

of like mind. Policy diff erences within Washington’s 

cabinet originated after Hamilton, the fi rst secretary of 

the treasury, in 1790 proposed a set of bold, strategic, 

precedent-setting steps to stabilize the nation’s fi nances. 

Hamilton urged the federal government to assume the 

states’ Revolutionary War debts, pay those debts at their 

par value rather than at their depressed market value, 

and charter a national bank. Because, if enacted, these 

proposals would reward speculators in federal and state 

debt instruments and signifi cantly boost the power of the 

national government over the nation’s fi nancial system, 

Secretary of State Th omas Jeff erson argued vigorously 

within the cabinet against the initiatives, and Virginia 

congressman James Madison led opposition to Ham-

ilton’s plan in the House of Representatives, where he 

was then serving. Th is opposition was confi ned more or 

less to circles in the capital (then New York, soon, until 

1800, Philadelphia) and did not spread much beyond. 

Moreover, the opposition failed, and Hamilton’s propos-

als were enacted into law in 1791. 

 Th e Federalist Party began to take more organized 

shape and gain a larger set of adherents within the 

general public. In 1794 the administration called up 

troops to quell the “Whiskey Rebellion” in western 

 Pennsylvania, and in 1795 and 1796 Congress debated 

the ratifi cation and implementation of a new treaty with 

Great Britain (known as Jay’s Treaty, after Chief Justice 

John Jay, its American negotiator). Under Hamilton’s 

leadership, the party began to gain its historic identity 

as a champion of strong national government; decisive 

executive leadership; domestic order, maintained if nec-

essary by military force; wide-ranging judicial oversight 

of legislation; a preference for commercial links with 

Britain; and a deep suspicion of French policies (espe-

cially after the commencement of the French Revolu-

tion in 1789). Th e classic statement of the party’s views, 

prepared with Hamilton’s help, was Washington’s cele-

brated Farewell Address of 1796. Th e president’s valedic-

tory deplored partisan division and urged the avoidance 

of all permanent alliances with foreign powers (a veiled 

attack on the 1778 wartime alliance, still in force, with 

France). 

 While Washington had avoided openly identifying 

himself with the Federalist Party, Vice President John 

Adams, who succeeded Washington in 1797, was the 

fi rst president to be an avowed partisan. Adams initially 

maintained Washington’s cabinet members and policies, 

and his administration engaged in a popular undeclared 

naval war with France, the so-called Quasi War. Adams 

also supported and implemented the Alien and Sedition 

Acts after congressional Federalists, having gained con-

trol of both the House and Senate in the 1798 elections, 

enacted them. Th eir passage marked the Federalists’ po-

litical high watermark. 

 Soon the party came under withering attack for im-

plementing these laws, which limited free speech and 

put immigrants under suspicion of disloyalty. As a result 

of a popular backlash, never again would the Federalists 

control both the presidency and Congress. In fact, the 

party began to splinter in 1799 as Hamilton’s wing of 

the party attacked Adams for opening negotiations with 

France to end the Quasi War. Th e Hamiltonians fi nally 

broke with Adams when he reorganized the cabinet with 

men loyal to himself and not to Hamilton. Th ese ac-

tions, taken in part to strengthen Adams’s own political 

position, proved insuffi  cient to gain him reelection. Nev-

ertheless, before handing over the presidency to Th omas 

Jeff erson, Adams concluded peace with France and saw 

his nominee, John Marshall, confi rmed as chief justice of 

the Supreme Court. Th rough Marshall’s court, Federalist 

principles became the foundation of American constitu-

tional law and extended the party’s infl uence and prin-

ciples well into the future. 
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 The Federalists in Opposition 

 In the minority after 1801, Federalists had to accept the 

need to create a system of state party organizations and 

adopt more democratic electoral practices to parallel and 

compete with those of their Democratic-Republican 

rivals. Even with such a system in place, Federalists re-

mained a minority party whose following was found 

principally in the commercial Northeast, especially in 

Massachusetts and Connecticut, and in Delaware and 

sections of Virginia, North Carolina, and South Caro-

lina among the commercial elite. Th e party also attracted 

workingmen attached to commercial interests and ad-

herents of established religious bodies, like Congrega-

tionalists and Episcopalians. But it lacked appeal among 

the nation’s largest bloc of voters, small farmers in the 

South and West, as well as among religious dissenters 

(like Baptists) and slaveholding plantation owners in the 

South, especially once the party began to attack the over-

representation of slave states in Congress and the Elec-

toral College because of the Constitution’s three-fi fths 

clause.

Federalist policies appealed principally to those who 

supported a strong national government to counterbal-

ance state governments, an economic system controlled 

by a national bank, tariff s to protect American com-

merce, and a military force capable of protecting the 

nation and, if necessary, putting down domestic disor-

ders. And, although they were forced by circumstances 

to adopt popular methods of campaigning and to en-

courage the gradual broadening of the electorate, the 

party’s leaders, whose style was generally elitist, opposed 

as long as possible the general spread of political and so-

cial democracy. Not surprisingly, Federalist ideology and 

policies, plus the resulting geographic limitations on the 

party’s support, led to its repeated defeats (save in a few 

states), its inability to mount successful national candi-

dacies, and its eventual demise. 

 Jeff erson’s election in 1800 and the popularity of his 

administration made the Federalists’ chances of regain-

ing the presidency with Charles Cotesworth Pinckney 

in 1804 diffi  cult at best. But their opposition in 1803 

to the popular Louisiana Purchase, because it threat-

ened the infl uence of northeastern states and was too 

costly, resulted in Federalists’ resounding defeat in that 

election. Hamilton’s death in a duel with Vice President 

Aaron Burr the same year cost the party its most en-

ergetic, if divisive, leader. Th ose setbacks might have 

been enough to destroy the party, but the Jeff ferson ad-

ministration’s 1807 embargo on all foreign trade, which 

seriously injured the economy, gave Federalists a new 

lease on political life. Yet they failed once again to win 

the presidency when Secretary of State James Madison 

defeated the Federalist candidate, again Charles Cotes-

worth Pinckney, in the 1808 presidential election. Even 

after Madison’s administration declared war against 

Great Britain in 1812, the Federalists could not mount 

an eff ective challenge to his reelection that year, when 

the party carried only New York, New Jersey, and some 

of Maryland, in addition to New England. Th e party’s 

days seemed numbered. 

 With another approach, Federalist leaders might have 

built upon their renewed popularity after the embargo 

of 1807 and given the party a fi ghting chance at a new 

majority. Instead, by choosing to oppose the War of 1812 

and then to obstruct it—the kind of strategy always 

tempting but usually dangerous for opposition parties in 

time of war—the Federalists sealed their political doom. 

Convening in Hartford in 1814 to discuss how to aff ect 

the course of the war by legal means, Federalists instead 

faced charges, however unjust and inaccurate, that they 

had secessionist and treasonous aims. It did not help 

that the report of the Hartford Convention appeared 

just as news of the war-ending Treaty of Ghent arrived 

in the United States in early 1815. Facing ridicule, the 

party never recovered. In the 1816 presidential election, 

Secretary of State James Monroe swamped Federalist 

candidate Rufus King, who carried only Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, and Delaware. Th is was the last time the 

party would contest a presidential election. 

 Following that defeat the party could only hold on for 

a while in Congress and in some states and cities. With 

Monroe’s administration and Congress enacting many 

measures (such as chartering a second national bank) 

urged earlier by the Federalists, and with the emergence 

of new issues in the 1820s that brought about a general 

reorganization of American politics, the Federalist Party 

was no more. Finding a home in both the Democratic 

Party and the Whig Party, Federalists thereafter trans-

ferred their energies into civic, charitable, professional, 

historical, and cultural organizations and into corpora-

tions and banks, where in many places, especially in cit-

ies, they had lasting infl uence. 

 The Federalist Party Assessed 

 How are we to assess the history of the fi rst American 

political party to die? Its death surely was due in large 

part to its inability, despite its adoption of many popu-

lar political and electoral methods, to adjust its views, 
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strategies, words, and tone to the nation’s increasingly 

democratic culture. Federalist resistance to democracy, 

while gaining some support among workingmen in the 

nation’s commercial towns and cities, could not appeal 

to the majority of Americans who, as farmers, were sus-

picious of the government and its infl uence over the 

economy and were increasingly less inclined to accept 

the political dominance of members of the wealthy elite. 

Federalist attacks on slave representation made the party 

in eff ect a regional party of the Northeast. In addition, 

the party’s close association with British interests, both 

commercial and strategic, gradually eroded its popular-

ity. When it then opposed war with Britain, it seemed to 

be nothing more than an opposition party—one with-

out commitment to the national interest. Not for the last 

time did a party opposing a popular war cast its future 

into doubt. 

 Nevertheless, the Federalist Party left an endur-

ing legacy to the nation. Its principles—an energetic 

executive, a vigorous federal government, a national 

economy comparatively free of internal restraint, and a 

judiciary capable of interpreting law and Constitution 

—eventually became bedrocks of American govern-

ment and politics. A reluctance to get involved in 

troubles overseas, especially in Europe, classically ex-

pressed in Washington’s Farewell Address, became the 

fundamental, if not always honored, theme of Ameri-

can foreign policy. By even briefl y, if not with full com-

mitment, seeking and accepting the votes of women, 

the party recognized (more so than the Democratic-

Republicans) the political agency of that part of the 

population that would not be fully enfranchised until 

the twentieth century. And by introducing into partisan 

politics many issues about slavery—its immorality, the 

excess political strength it gave the South, and its further 

spread westward, issues subsequently taken up by the 

Whig, and then Republican, parties—the Federalists laid 

the groundwork for defi ning northern politics as distinct 

from those of the South and for the political abolition-

ism that would ineluctably lead to the Civil War. 

  See also  anti-Federalists; federalism. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Banner, James M., Jr.  To the Hartford Convention: Th e Federalists 

and the Origins of Party Politics in Massachusetts, 1789–1815.  

New York: Knopf, 1970. 

 Ben-Atar, Doron, and Barbara B. Oberg, eds.  Federalists 

Reconsidered.  Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 

1998. 

 Elkins, Stanley, and Eric McKitrick.  Th e Age of Federalism: 

Th e Early American Republic, 1788–1800 . New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1993. 

 Koschnik, Albrecht.  “Let a Common Interest Bind Us Together”: 

Associations, Partisanship, and Culture in Philadelphia, 1775–

1840 . Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007. 

 Livermore, Shaw, Jr.  Th e Twilight of Federalism: Th e Dis-

integration of the Federalist Party, 1815–1830 . Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1962. 

 Mason, Matthew.  Slavery and Politics in the Early American 

Republic.  Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

2006. 

 Sharp, James Roger.  American Politics in the Early Republic: 

Th e New Nation in Crisis . New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1993. 

 Zagarri, Rosemarie.  Revolutionary Backlash: Women and Politics 

in the Early American Republic . Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2007. 

 J A M E S  M .  B A N N E R  J R . 

  feminism 

 Th e word  feminism  comes from the French word  femi-
nisme , which was coined in the nineteenth century by 

followers of communitarian socialist Charles Fourier to 

denote their women’s rights stance. By the end of that 

century, feminism in Europe became associated with an 

emphasis on enlightened motherhood as a key to social 

reform and on establishing national welfare programs to 

provide fi nancial support to unmarried mothers so that 

they could stay home to raise their children. Th e word 

feminism and the ideas associated with it fi rst appeared 

in the United States in 1910. Th ey especially appealed to 

younger women who wanted both careers and families 

and who were critical of older women’s rights leaders for 

not marrying, being antimale, and focusing on political 

and legal issues above maternal and psychological ones. 

Until 1910 the terms  woman’s rights  and  women’s rights  
denoted the drive for equality for women in the United 

States. From this perspective, the use of the word femi-

nism to apply to earlier women’s rights endeavors in the 

United States is technically inaccurate, although the usage 

has become standard among historians. By the 1960s, 

feminism was adopted as an umbrella term for a variety 

of intellectual positions that called for gender equality. 
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 The Wave Metaphor: A Framework 

 Historians often use the metaphor of a wave to catego-

rize three major periods of feminist advocacy in the his-

tory of the United States. Many women in the 1960s and 

1970s described their conversion to feminism in terms 

of an ocean “wave” crashing over and carrying them 

along in its wake. In the historical framework based on 

this metaphor, the fi rst wave occurred between 1848 and 

1920; the second in the 1960s and 1970s; and the third in 

the 1970s and 1980s. In 1848 a convention held in Sen-

eca Falls, New York, launched the women’s rights move-

ment, and in 1920 the Nineteenth Amendment, giving 

the vote to women, became law. In the 1960s, groups 

of women discovered that discriminatory laws and prac-

tices against women existed on the local, state, and na-

tional levels. Th ey worked to eliminate them, inspired 

by the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s 

and the student movement of the 1960s. Th e term  third 
wave  is sometimes applied to the “post-feminists” of the 

1970s and 1980s who, paralleling their predecessors in 

the 1910s, launched an attack on the previous generation 

of feminists as antifamily, antimale, and, in this instance, 

puritanical about sex. 

 Within the wave framework, the period from 1920 to 

1960 is usually viewed as an interlude between fi rst wave 

and second wave feminism. According to this interpre-

tation, once the suff rage amendment became law, the 

energy of the women’s movement dissipated and it fac-

tionalized into diff erent groups, while the political and 

social conservatism of the 1920s and the national focus 

on the sexual revolution of the decade hampered its 

progress. A revisionist interpretation by younger histori-

ans, however, stresses greater continuity between histori-

cal periods and questions the use of the wave metaphor. 

 From the Seneca Falls Convention to the Woman 

Suff rage Amendment 

 Even before the Seneca Falls Convention marked the 

formal beginning of the equal rights movement, indi-

vidual women—like communitarian socialist reformer 

Frances Wright—had called for legal and social rights 

for women equal to those of men. In addition, women 

had been leaders in antebellum reform groups, such as 

ones organized to eliminate prostitution and alcoholism, 

both seen as male vices. Some historians use the term 

 social feminism  to denote women’s participation in gen-

eral reform movements that advanced women’s position. 

Th e Seneca Falls Convention, however, focused on gain-

ing legal, political, and social rights for women at a time 

when married women were defi ned as legal appendages 

of their husbands—with no right to their property, their 

earnings, their children, and even their bodies—and 

when most colleges and professions were closed to them. 

Th ey did not have voting rights. Th e famed Seneca Falls 

Declaration of Sentiments detailed such wrongs visited 

on women and called for their elimination. 

 During the 1850s and 1860s, the women’s rights move-

ment took a backseat to the militant antislavery move-

ment and to issues raised by the Civil War. After the war, 

and especially after antislavery leaders refused to include 

women under the terms of the Fifteenth Amendment, 

which enfranchised black men, the women’s movement 

focused on attaining woman suff rage. In 1868 a woman 

suff rage amendment was introduced into Congress. At 

the same time, groups of feminist women (and men) in 

municipalities and states throughout the nation secured 

women’s entry into higher education and into the profes-

sions, while signifi cant advances were made in overturn-

ing legal codes that discriminated against women. By 

the end of the nineteenth century, in most states women 

had rights to their property and earnings, and in cases of 

divorce, mothers usually were awarded custody of their 

children. 

 Women’s involvement in social feminism soared in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as women 

helped initiate and lead the Progressive reform move-

ment of that era. Women—both black and white—

participated in community and state eff orts throughout 

the nation to provide public services like paved roads, 

sewage systems, playgrounds, and parks. Th ey joined 

organizations like the many settlement houses located 

in urban ghettos that were designed to help the impov-

erished improve the conditions of their lives, and they 

established local and national organizations like the 

General Federation of Women’s Clubs and the National 

Association of Black Women. Th ey lobbied for pure food 

and drug acts, subsidized housing for the poor, and leg-

islation to provide payments to unmarried women with 

children. To justify these reform endeavors, women used 

the Victorian argument that they were “morally superior” 

to men combined with the new “feminist” emphasis on 

the moral superiority of motherhood and Jane Addams’s 

proposal that women’s experiences as domestic managers 

of homes could translate into an ability to become eff ec-

tive “municipal housekeepers.” 

 Women’s reform eff orts supported the growing cam-

paign for a woman suff rage amendment to the consti-

tution. Th at campaign dated from the Reconstruction 
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Era, when women were excluded from the Fourteenth 

and Fifteenth Amendments. For more than 40 years, na-

tional woman suff rage organizations lobbied legislatures 

and organized electoral campaigns to achieve women’s 

right to vote. Th ey fi nally secured that right in 1920 with 

ratifi cation of the Nineteenth Amendment. 

 From 1920 through the 1950s 

 Some historians of women argue that the period between 

1920 and 1960 was not static with regard to women’s ad-

vance. Indeed, organizations like the women’s clubs, the 

National Parent-Teachers Association, and the League of 

Women Voters had sizable memberships, while all worked 

to a greater or lesser degree to further a woman’s rights 

agenda. In the face of a strong conservative backlash, 

however, women’s organizations expended considerable 

energy maintaining the advances that had been won, giv-

ing the incorrect impression that they were ineff ectual. 

Both conservatives and the media caricatured feminism 

as out of date and unnecessary, while the term itself was 

less and less used. An equal rights amendment guaran-

teeing women’s equality was introduced into Congress 

in 1923, but it failed to pass either house in the interwar 

period. Th e sexual revolution of the 1920s and its fl a-

grant consumerism also gave the false impression that 

women had achieved all the rights they desired. In the 

1930s, the economic depression occupied the attention 

of the nation, and strong leftist organizations like the 

Communist Party focused on issues concerning labor 

and class, and overlooked gender. Yet some historians 

contend that feminism remained suffi  ciently strong in 

the interwar years that the wave metaphor as the para-

digm for the history of women in the United States 

should be abandoned altogether. 

 During World War II, men joined the armed services 

and journeyed overseas, while women entered the work-

force in large numbers. Yet this participation did not 

spark a new feminist movement. Once the war ended, 

many women returned to the home, and the domestic 

ideal of the 1950s, which drew strong distinctions be-

tween masculinity and femininity and viewed women’s 

proper place as in the home, undermined any desire on 

the part of women to agitate for rights that were still 

denied them. On the other hand, some historians argue 

that the women’s organizations in existence pursued a 

proto-feminist agenda, while the very domesticity of 

many 1950s women may have inspired their daugh-

ters in the 1960s to demand equal rights and social 

participation. 

   The 1960s 

 Once the civil rights movement emerged in the 1950s 

and the student movement followed in the early 1960s, it 

was probably inevitable that women would follow suit, 

especially since numerous women involved in the civil 

rights and student movements found that their male col-

leagues treated them as second-class citizens. Such treat-

ment led them to identify with the disadvantaged groups 

whose goals they were furthering and to realize that they 

also were oppressed. At the same time, a number of 

women in the leadership ranks of labor unions and in 

government service grouped around Eleanor Roosevelt 

to persuade John F. Kennedy to call a presidential com-

mission on the status of women soon after he was elected 

president. Th at commission, which identifi ed existing 

discriminations against women, implicitly publicized the 

goals of feminists. 

 Second-wave feminists, doing their own research in 

books and magazines, studies and reports, found wide-

spread evidence of discrimination against women. Pro-

fessional schools enforced quotas on the number of 

women they admitted, as they did on blacks, Hispan-

ics, and Jews. Women in business were relegated to the 

clerical pool or low-level management, while the entire 

workforce was segregated by gender into women’s and 

men’s occupations, with women’s occupations, like air-

line stewardess, paying less than similar jobs for men. 

Under the law, women could not serve on juries; they 

did not have access to credit in their own names; they 

could not join the regular military forces; and men had 

control over the family in the case of divorce. Antiabor-

tion laws were strictly enforced, and in the case of rape, 

women were usually considered the instigators. Men 

dominated municipal governments, state legislatures, 

and the federal government. 

 Feminist Perspective: 1960s and 1970s 

 In response to discrimination, women formed national 

and state organizations—like the National Organization 

for Women, founded in 1966—to right these wrongs. 

Laws were passed extending government protections to 

women—like Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

which extended to women the concept of affi  rmative ac-

tion, under which sex discrimination in hiring became 

illegal. In 1972, under pressure from women marching 

in the streets and organized in the National Abortion 

Rights Action League ( NARAL), the Supreme Court 

in  Roe v. Wade  made abortion legal throughout the 

nation. 
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 With many adherents on college campuses and in 

radical study groups, the feminist movement of the 

1960s and 1970s generated a number of theoretical per-

spectives. Many of them were grounded in the major 

male intellectual paradigms of the previous century. 

Eight dominant strains of feminism emerged: liberal, 

Marxist, radical, spiritual, psychoanalytic, eco-feminist, 

women of color feminism, and post-feminism. Liberal 

feminists, grounded in the equal rights traditions of the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment and of John Stuart 

Mill in the mid-nineteenth century, focused on changing 

laws, equalizing education, and opening the professions 

and politics as equally to women as to men. Marx-

ist feminists, whose theories were based on the ideas of 

Karl Marx, grounded the oppression of women in their 

economic exploitation, while they related women’s op-

pression to the oppression of social class. Psychoanalytic 

feminists revised Sigmund Freud’s doctrine that women 

suff ered from “penis envy” to argue that men, in fact, 

had a more diffi  cult time developing an adult identity 

than did women. 

 Radical feminists located the oppression of women 

in the objectifi cation of their bodies under the domina-

tion of a male “gaze,” while they contended that a male 

patriarchy controlled both women and the social order. 

Spiritual feminists who belonged to Christian, Buddhist, 

Jewish, and Islamic religions worked for the ordina-

tion of women as ministers and rabbis and produced 

feminist versions of traditional liturgies. Other spiritual 

feminists eschewed traditional religion and developed 

woman-centered religions like Wicca (witchcraft) and 

goddess worship. Eco-feminists interpreted both the op-

pression of women and the oppression of nature as part 

of the general system of patriarchal oppression. Women 

of color often sided with black men over white women 

as their natural allies, attacked the entire feminist en-

terprise as disregarding their concerns, and accused it 

of treating women of all races, ethnicities, and sexual 

orientations as the same, ignoring major diff erences that 

existed among them. 

 Th e post-feminists of the 1970s and 1980s, infl uenced 

by the theoretical perspectives of post-modernism and 

deconstruction, seconded the critique advanced by 

women of color, by accusing mainstream feminists of 

“essentialism”—or of positing the existence of univer-

salizing constructs like patriarchy, which, they argued, 

varied widely over time and by geographic location. Yet 

some of them, infl uenced by the theories of Antonin 

Gramsci and Michel Foucault, contended that women 

internalized their oppression and enforced it on their 

own bodies. At the same time, responding to the fall of 

communism, the end of the cold war, and the seeming 

triumph of capitalism, some post-feminists proposed 

advancing the cause of women by the subversion of cul-

tural styles through dress, music, and behavior, and they 

argued that women’s true freedom lay in reinvigorating 

femininity by sexualizing their bodies and behaviors in 

order to attain power through manipulating men. 

 Confl ict Between Generations 

 Th roughout U.S. history, the defi nition of feminism—

whether as a concept or just a word—has changed, as in 

1910, when a new generation of women adopted the 

word to challenge the ideology of the previous gen-

eration of women’s rights reformers, as did the post-

feminists in the 1970s and 1980s. Indeed, changes in 

the meaning of feminism often have been motivated 

by confl ict between generations. Th is recurring confl ict 

may provide the grounding for a cyclical interpreta-

tion of the history of feminism that might replace the 

wave concept. Historians have stretched the defi nition 

of feminism to cover a variety of historical phenom-

ena. Th us, some historians have identifi ed a “domestic” 

feminism that grew out of women’s attempts to exert 

themselves through their experiences in the home, as 

in the dramatically lessened birth rates over the course 

of the nineteenth century, which may have indicated a 

drive on the part of women to take control over their 

lives. Th en there is social feminism, which refers to 

women’s involvement in general reform movements. 

Finally, some historians have coined the term maternal 
feminism to apply to the movement for fi nancial aid to 

unmarried women with children, which culminated in 

the Aid to Dependent Children provision of the Social 

Security Act of 1936. 

 Backlash 

 Since the 1980s, the successes of second-wave feminism 

have occasioned a backlash. Especially troubled by the 

legalization of abortion, the religious right waged a cam-

paign to overturn  Roe. v. Wade  and to impose constraints 

on women’s bodies. Political conservatives focused on 

ending affi  rmative action, and an increasingly conserva-

tive Supreme Court decreased its eff ectiveness. Th e equal 

rights amendment fi nally passed both houses of Congress 

in 1973, but it subsequently failed to achieve the votes 

of two-thirds of the state legislatures that were neces-

sary for its passage. Identifying second-wave feminists as 
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 “man-haters” and “lesbians,” many in the media success-

fully convinced younger generations of women that the 

feminists of the 1960s and 1970s were unthinking dis-

senters whose actions were irrelevant to the opportuni-

ties they possessed. Even within the feminist movement, 

alternatives to the word feminism were proposed, such as 

“womanist,” which many African American activists pre-

fer, or “humanist,” which, some individuals argue, might 

more explicitly include men within any movement for 

gender equality. Once before in the history of the United 

States, a major movement for women’s rights took a new 

direction with the aging and then the death of its origi-

nal members, as fi rst-wave feminists aged and then died. 

As second-wave feminists undergo the same life cycle 

realities, feminism itself may once again disappear—or 

take on new forms. 

  See also  civil rights; woman suff rage; women and politics. 
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 LO I S  B A N N E R 

 foreign observers of U.S. politics 

 Foreign observers of the United States were preceded by 

those who developed an idea of America during the Age 

of Discovery. Indeed, long before the idea of America 

broke upon the general consciousness of the world, orig-

inally as a place to immigrate and eventually as a power 

whose military, movies, music, and money spanned the 

globe, European elites were aware of what they called 

the New World.  Mundis novis  and  de orbe novo  were the 

terms the educated literate classes in Western Europe 

used to describe the Americas after Christopher Colum-

bus’s voyages of discovery. Th e idea of America gripped 

the imaginations of both rulers and thinkers. Rulers en-

visioned it as a place rich in resources and territory that 

could add strength and grandeur to their empires; think-

ers viewed it as a dramatic challenge to established ways 

of knowing about the human condition. As J. Martin 

Evans argues in  America: Th e View from Europe,  the dis-

covery of the Americas challenged the notion of limita-

tion, which was simply assumed to be a characteristic of 

the human condition. 

 Th e discovery of America not only required that maps 

of the world be redrawn, but also that ideas about hu-

mankind be rethought and recentered. Th e leading intel-

lectuals of Europe quickly invested the New World with 

idealistic meaning. It was paradise, a tabula rasa, a place 

of innocence, regeneration, and new beginnings. After 

Columbus, it was no longer possible to contemplate the 

human condition and its possibilities without taking 

America into account. Before America became a place 

to be fought over and plundered by the Old World and 

a destination for its emigrants, it was already an idea. 

Th e mythic signifi cance of America to the elite classes 

preceded its practical signifi cance on the world stage. 

 For the masses in Europe, however, America repre-

sented something diff erent. Emigration on a signifi cant 

scale did not begin before the early 1600s, and even 

then it was small compared to the huge migrations of 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For these mil-

lions, the attraction of America had little to do with a 

philosophical idea of the place and more to do with a 

dream of opportunity, an exile from misfortune, or fl ight 

from religious persecution. It is doubtful that many of 

the millions who emigrated did so because they had 

read accounts like St. Jean de Crèvecoeur’s “What is an 

American?” (published in England in 1782 in  Letters from 
an American Farmer , and a year later in France). Crève-

coeur extolled the freedom, egalitarian spirit, and op-

portunities for material betterment and personal dignity 

that America off ered the European masses. Hundreds of 

European observers visited the United States during the 

period from the War of Independence to the early twen-

tieth century, a period during which roughly 30 million 
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immigrants arrived. Some, such as Alexis de Tocqueville 

and James Bryce, published famous accounts of their 

visits. 

 Among the hundreds of accounts written by foreign 

visitors to America during the early decades of the repub-

lic, many dealt with the subject of the Indian population. 

One of the best known and most infl uential of such ac-

counts was François René de Chateaubriand’s  Travels in 
America  (1827). Chateaubriand did not subscribe to the 

uninformed romanticism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for 

whom the Indians were “noble savages.” Instead, he ar-

gued that “Th e Indian was not savage; the European civi-

lization did not act on the pure state of nature; it acted 

on the rising American civilization . . . it found manners 

and destroyed them because it was stronger and did not 

consider it should mix with those manners.” Th e fate of 

the Indian population in the face of America’s expand-

ing western frontier was, Chateaubriand believed, tragic 

and inevitable. Th is judgment was shared by his more 

famous compatriot, Alexis de Tocqueville. In Book I of 

 Democracy in America  (1835) he observed, “Before the ar-

rival of white men in the New World, the inhabitants 

of North America lived quietly in their woods, enduring 

the vicissitudes and practicing the virtues and vices com-

mon to savage nations. Th e Europeans having dispersed 

the Indian tribes and driven them into the deserts, con-

demned them to a wandering life, full of inexpressible 

suff erings.” Th e Scottish writer Robert Louis Steven-

son included the Indians with the Chinese as what he 

called the “despised races” in America. In  Across the Plains  
(1892), an account of his journey from New York to San 

Francisco, Stevenson wrote, “If oppression drives a wise 

man mad, what should be raging in the hearts of these 

poor tribes, who have been driven back and back, step 

after step, their promised reservations torn from them 

one after another as the States extended westward, until 

at length they are shut up into these hideous mountain 

deserts of the centre—and even there fi nd themselves in-

vaded, insulted, and hunted out . . .” 

 Th e Civil War that threatened to bring the American 

union to an end was also a subject of considerable in-

terest for many of Europe’s most prominent intellectu-

als. In a letter written in 1864 to President Lincoln, Karl 

Marx made clear that he believed the defeat of the Con-

federacy would be a victory for the working class: “Th e 

working men of Europe feel sure that, as the American 

War of Independence initiated a new era of ascendancy 

for the middle class, so the American Anti-Slavery War 

will do for the working classes.” Most of the British press 

 commenting on the Civil War saw in it nothing more 

than an economic struggle between a protectionist in-

dustrializing North and a pro–free trade, agricultural 

South. Slavery, most British observers argued, had little 

or nothing to do with the confl ict. Charles Dickens, who 

returned to visit the United States shortly after the war, 

agreed with this assessment. And, like many of his British 

contemporaries, he characterized Lincoln as a brutal ty-

rant. Although British opinion leaders were, in the main, 

supportive of the South, they opposed the institution of 

slavery. Harriet Martineau, one of the most prominent 

British feminists and social reformers of the nineteenth 

century and a longtime abolitionist, was among the few 

prominent defenders of Lincoln and the North. 

 Mass and Elite Perceptions of America 

 “[W]ithout an image of America,” Hannah Arendt ob-

served in 1954, “no European colonist would ever have 

crossed the ocean.” Th at image, she argued, was never 

homogeneous across class and ideological lines. Among 

the lower classes, America represented the dream of 

opportunity and material betterment. Among liberal 

and democratic thinkers, it represented the promise of 

greater freedom and equality. Yet for the traditional Eu-

ropean bourgeoisie, the aristocracy, and what might be 

described as anti-modern intellectuals, America repre-

sented a sort of nightmare, the “evening land” of human 

civilization, as D. H. Lawrence put it in 1923. 

 Outside of Europe, foreign elites have not always 

given a great deal of thought to America. Th e Muslim 

world paid little attention to the United States before 

the middle of the twentieth century, and in such parts of 

the world as China, India, Japan, and Africa, little was 

written about America before the United States emerged 

as a world military power at the end of the nineteenth 

century. 

 Many Latin American intellectuals, however, at fi rst 

viewed the independence of the United States with opti-

mism. Th ey saw the Americas, including the United States, 

as what Greg Grandin calls a “renovating world force dis-

tinct from archaic Europe.” But by the mid-nineteenth 

century, a particular form of anti-Americanism arose in 

reaction to the Mexican-American War, the invasion of 

Nicaragua, and the growing economic infl uence of Ameri-

can business in Latin America. It was characterized by mis-

trust of American motives, disappointment over what was 

seen as U.S. abandonment of the democratic ideals it had 

represented only a generation or two earlier, and resent-

ment toward what was perceived as the tendency of the 
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new nation to impose its values, institutions, and prefer-

ences on other peoples. 

 By the middle of the twentieth century, the criticisms 

Latin American intellectuals had long expressed toward 

the United States were largely replaced by a more wide-

spread anti-Americanism based on the perception of the 

nation as an imperialist power. As in other regions of the 

world, some of this anti-Americanism was the product 

of what Alan McPherson calls “elite opportunism.” But 

the record of American involvement in Latin American 

countries, particularly during the cold war era, made it 

both easy and often plausible to portray the United States 

as the cause of every problem from political instability 

to poverty and weak economies. Th e slogan “Yankee go 

home!” resonated throughout the region, from Mexico 

to Argentina, although it did not entirely submerge ad-

miration for some perceived attributes of Americans and 

American society. 

 In Europe, the idea of America has long been an ob-

session among many national elites, for reasons that early 

on had nothing to do with the military or eco nomic 

power of the United States. Among French elites, the idea 

of America has shaped the way they under stand their own 

society, the human condition, and world history since 

the time of Alexis de Tocqueville, but particularly and 

less sympathetically since Georges Duhamel’s extremely 

negative portrait of American civilization in  America: the 
Menace  (1930). Simone de Beauvoir, Jean Baudrillard, 

Jean-François Revel, Régis Debray, and Bernard-Henri 

Lévy were among the prominent French thinkers who, 

since Duhamel, attempted to understand the meaning of 

America in world history. 

 Th ere is some disagreement over whether the pre-

ponderance of European elite observation and inter pre-

tation of America has been, historically, mainly favor able 

or antipathetic. In a collection of foreign writings on the 

subject , America in Perspective  (1947), Henry Steele Com-

mager notes that the European view of America was 

mainly fl attering. But Andrei Markovits argues that Eu-

ropean elites have long held a mainly negative image 

of America. He uses the term  réssentiment —the French 

word for resentment, but with connotations of a deeper, 

more passionate emotion—to characterize the hostility 

that Western European elites have long expressed toward 

the United States. Markovits places emphasis on the 

holders of hostile sentiments rather than their object, ar-

guing that anti-Americanism has long operated as a sort 

of prejudice in that its holders prejudge the object of 

their hostility based on what they believe America signi-

fi es, rather than on the actual characteristics and actions 

of the United States and its citizens. 

 Chinese perceptions of the United States appear to 

have moved through a number of phases since the mid-

nineteenth century, when Chinese visitors fi rst arrived in 

America and recorded their impressions. Th ese phases, as 

described by R. David Arkush and Leo Lee, begin with 

a period of exotic wonder, lasting until roughly 1900, 

followed by a half century during which admiration of 

an idealized America was mixed with criticism of what 

were seen as serious fl aws in its culture and social institu-

tions. A long period of state-orchestrated, anti-American 

propaganda followed (though not in Taiwan, where the 

United States was viewed as a friend and protector). 

Since the 1980s and the liberalization of the Chinese 

economy, both offi  cial and popular attitudes toward the 

United States and American society have lost the viru-

lent and paranoid qualities that continue to characterize 

North Korean propaganda. Nevertheless, the continued 

high degree of state censorship and control over the 

media ensure that Chinese public opinion is strongly 

infl uenced by whatever image of the United States the 

political authorities wish to project. 

 Th ere is, of course, no single or simple image of 

America held by opinion leaders from Paris to Beijing. 

Th e image of America held by the members of a national 

population is often quite complex and segmented. In 

some countries, including Canada and the United King-

dom, the idea- and information-generating class has long 

been divided in how it portrays and assesses the United 

States. In a country like South Korea, there is a consider-

able divide between generations when it comes to public 

opinion toward America. And in virtually all countries it 

is important to recognize confl icting ideas, beliefs, and 

sentiments toward diff erent aspects of America. Admi-

ration for what are thought to be particular American 

traits, values, historical fi gures and events, or accom-

plishments can coexist with a lively dislike or even ha-

tred of other traits or motives ascribed to America or its 

government, particular policies or actions, and specifi c 

infl uences believed to be exerted by American govern-

ments, businesses, culture, or other institutions. 

 Th e systematic comparative study of mass percep-

tions of America may date from William Buchanan 

and Hadley Cantril’s 1953 publication,  How Nations 
See Each Other , which drew upon survey data carried 

out for UNESCO in 1948–49. Th e images of America 

that emerged were overwhelmingly positive and were 

also, in most cases, quite diff erent from the way these 
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 populations were inclined to see themselves or other na-

tions.  Progressive ,  practical ,  hardworking , and  generous  
were among the words most often selected by foreigners 

as describing Americans. 

 As is also true of national elites, the perceptions of 

mass publics include a mixture of positive and negative 

beliefs and images. Th e negative elements have gained 

infl uence during certain periods, particularly when 

American foreign policies were seen as harmful for world 

peace or inconsistent with the values that its citizens 

claimed to represent and that other nations expected of 

American behavior. During the Vietnam War, and again 

in the 1980s when the Reagan administration accelerated 

spending on missile defense, mass publics throughout 

the world followed the lead of their elites in becoming 

less positive toward the United States. Most commenta-

tors suggest that these occasional downdrafts in Ameri-

ca’s image abroad involve foreign perceptions of the U.S. 

government or of corporate interests. 

 Ambivalence and Anti-Americanism 

 A sharp international decline in popular sympathy for 

and admiration of the United States occurred in 2002, 

leading up to and continuing after the invasion of Iraq. 

But even as the image of the United States was taking 

a drubbing, a 2003 survey of 11 countries revealed that 

national populations continued to admire such aspects 

of America as its scientifi c and technological innovation, 

economic opportunities, and, to a lesser degree, its re-

spect for freedom of expression and its democratic insti-

tutions. Th is corroborated the fi ndings of a 43-country 

survey conducted in 2002 by the Pew Center’s Global 

Attitudes Project, which in addition to reporting wide-

spread admiration for what were seen as America’s tech-

nological and scientifi c accomplishments also found that 

American popular culture and American ideas about de-

mocracy were widely admired.  

 In an empirical analysis of ambivalence in foreign 

perceptions of America, Giacomo Chiozza observes that 

“contradictory perceptions coexist in people’s minds be-

cause America is an inherently multidimensional ‘object’ 

to which individuals relate in diff erent manners.”  Muslim 

foreign observers of America are often thought to be the 

least sympathetically disposed toward American values 

and actions, but, even in this case, Chiozza maintains 

that a love-hate relationship more accurately describes 

the Muslim world’s perception of America. “Muslim re-

spondents are not systematically opposed to all aspects 

of America,” he asserts. “Th e appreciation of American 

political and societal ideals coexists in the minds of the 

highly informed with the rejection of America’s foreign 

policy choices in the Middle Eastern political arena.”

In Western European populations, Chiozza found 

that widespread dislike of President George W. Bush and 

his administration’s foreign policies did not produce a 

corresponding decline in the generally warm sentiments 

toward American political values and America as a posi-

tive symbol. It appeared that in many countries through-

out the world, national populations were quite able to 

separate their perceptions of the American government 

from those of the American people and society. 

 Recent attempts to understand what foreigners be-

lieve about America have focused on anti-Americanism. 

Th is, according to Josef Joff e, is the inevitable result of 

the United States occupying the role of “Mr. Big” on the 

world stage and thus being the focus for the resentments, 

grievances, and criticisms of opinion leaders and popula-

tions in societies as diverse as Russia, Iran, and France. 

Joff e argues that what America actually  does  is less impor-

tant than what America  is  or is seen to be. 

 Casting the United States as “the Great Satan” has 

proved an infl uential tool for mobilizing public opinion 

and maintaining popular legitimacy in parts of the Mus-

lim world since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Bernard 

Lewis argues that the rise of militant and fundamentalist 

Islam in the last half century is largely due to resentment 

over the undeniable decline of Islam’s stature in the con-

temporary world and the eff ort to locate the source of 

this deterioration in the actions and values of the West. 

As the obvious embodiment of what the West is under-

stood to represent, the United States has been the chief 

target of this anger and resentment. 

 Anti-Americanism has performed a rather diff erent 

ideological function in Western Europe, argues Marko-

vits. He contends that the construction of a European 

identity centered on the institutions of the European 

Union, a project embraced by most Western European 

elites, requires a measure of hostility toward America and 

is built on a foundation of anti-Americanism. “History 

teaches us,” he notes, “that  any  entity—certainly in its 

developing stages—only attains consciousness and self-

awareness by defi ning itself in opposition to another 

entity.” Anti-Americanism has become a necessary part 

of the construction of a European identity and the idea 

of America serves as a measure against which those en-

gaged in this enterprise of identity construction defi ne 

what they maintain is a more human, civilized, and just 

alternative. 
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 The View from Abroad 

 Foreign observers of the United States continue to be 

gripped by ideas of America, as was the learned elite of 

Western Europe fi ve centuries ago. Some of the mean-

ings attributed to America during this earlier time—as 

a place of new beginnings, opportunity, regeneration, 

and freedom from limits—remain important in foreign 

perceptions of the United States. But the view from 

abroad has become much more complex and ambiva-

lent as the characteristics of American society, and the 

role of America in the world, have changed enormously 

through history. 

See also transnational infl uences on American politics.
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 S T E P H E N  B R O O K S   

 foreign policy and domestic 
politics to 1865 

 During the fi rst century of its existence, the United 

States pursued a foreign policy that had three main goals. 

During the Revolutionary War and its aftermath, it en-

gaged with foreign powers to confi rm its existence as an 

independent nation-state and to preserve this freedom 

during international crises caused by the French revolu-

tionary wars and the Napoleonic Wars. With indepen-

dence secure, the United States then pursued two further 

goals: to ensure prosperity for American elites and the 

bulk of the enfranchised American public by diplomati-

cally opening foreign markets to American producers 

and consumers on favorable terms, and to expand the 

territorial size of the United States on the North Ameri-

can continent through both diplomacy and the use of 

military force. Th e desire for expansion culminated in a 

war with Mexico in the mid-1840s and the acquisition of 

new territory that vastly increased the size of the United 

States. Th is territorial expansion fueled internal debates 

about the expansion of the institution of slavery, which 

culminated in the Civil War, during which the United 

States of America and the Confederate States of America 

pursued diametrically opposite foreign policies, with 

the Confederacy seeking international recognition of its 

independence and the Union doing all it could to pre-

vent such recognition. Keeping foreign powers out the 

Civil War facilitated the defeat of the Confederacy and 
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allowed the federal government to retain control over the 

entire nation. 

 The American Revolution: 1775–83 

 Th e primary goals of American foreign policy during 

the Revolutionary War were straightforward: the United 

States wanted foreign powers to recognize its indepen-

dence and to assist materially, fi nancially, and militarily 

in its war against Great Britain. Th e Continental Con-

gress began to look for foreign assistance in its resistance 

to British policy months before the formal Declaration 

of Independence. On November 29, 1775, the Congress 

created the Committee of Secret Correspondence, with 

the stated mission of communicating with the “friends” 

of the American cause in Britain, Ireland, and “other 

parts of the world.” Th e committee initially made dis-

creet inquiries to known friends of the American cause in 

Europe and also made contact with one the few colonial 

agents (the colonies’ lobbyists to Parliament) in Britain 

who still supported the congressional cause, Virginian 

Arthur Lee. In December 1775, the committee received 

a clandestine agent of the French government, Julien-

Alexandre Archard de Bonvouloir, dispatched from his 

offi  cial post in the Caribbean by the French foreign min-

ister, Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes. Bonvouloir 

made it clear to the Continental Congress that France 

was prepared to support the American eff ort against 

Britain, at least with some material and fi nancial assis-

tance. In early March 1776, the Continental Congress 

dispatched Connecticut merchant Silas Deane to Paris 

to work with Arthur Lee and began to make more formal 

inquiries for French assistance. Although Vergennes was 

eager to support the American cause in order to weaken 

Britain, until the American colonies formally declared 

independence French assistance had to be secret and, of 

necessity, small in scope. 

 With the Declaration of Independence of July 1776, 

the United States formally sought recognition of its sov-

ereignty from other powers as well as foreign assistance. 

Although Vergennes was predisposed to direct King 

Louis XVI to recognize and support the United States, 

he knew that such recognition meant open war with 

Great Britain, and he thus wished to wait until an ongo-

ing French military and naval buildup was close to com-

plete. In the interim, Vergennes employed writer Pierre 

Augustin, Caron de Beaumarchais, to head a dummy cor-

poration, known as Roderigue Hortalez and Company, 

to funnel arms and other war materiel to the Americans. 

Th e arrival in early 1777 of a third American minister 

to France, Benjamin Franklin, assisted the American 

cause in giving the United States a famous public face 

in that country, and helped sway French public opinion 

toward favoring the Americans. By the autumn of 1777, 

the French government was disposed toward formal rec-

ognition of the United States. When word of American 

General Horatio Gates’s victory over Britain’s General 

John Burgoyne at Saratoga reached Europe, the nego-

tiations between Vergennes and the American ministers 

moved into high gear, and two treaties—the Treaty of 

Alliance and the Treaty of Amity and Commerce—were 

concluded between the United States and France on 

February 6, 1778. 

 Th e need for a formal alliance with France was dis-

turbing to some of the political leadership in America. 

Shortly after the Declaration of Independence, the 

Continental Congress had approved a blueprint for 

American diplomacy with the European powers, known 

formally as the Plan of Treaties but sometimes called the 

Model Treaty. Drafted largely by John Adams, the Plan 

of Treaties called for the United States to seek out com-

mercial connections with all of the European states but 

to avoid political connections. America would replicate 

its colonial economic relationship with Britain with the 

rest of Europe. Th e United States would send agricul-

tural produce and other raw materials to Europe and to 

colonies in the Caribbean in exchange for European 

manufactured goods. U.S. diplomats were thus called on 

to negotiate commercial treaties that would open foreign 

markets but not political alliances that would draw the 

United States into the European balance of power. Th e 

French Alliance—rooted in both a political and a com-

mercial treaty—thus went against this cardinal principle. 

Diplomatic historians point to the unwillingness of the 

French to agree to the terms of the Plan of Treaties as a 

refl ection of the foreign policy idealism that informed 

it. Despite this, American policy makers continued to 

hope for commercial treaties and relationships with the 

European powers without committing to formal politi-

cal alliances. 

 Th e French Alliance proved crucial in securing Ameri-

can victory in the Revolutionary War. Many French 

offi  cers volunteered for service in America even before 

the alliance had been concluded. In May 1780, the Expe-

ditionary Force under General Jean-Baptise de Vimeur, 

Comte de Rochambeau departed France and arrived in 

Newport late the next month. By 1781 Rochambeau and 

Washington were conducting joint operations around 

New York City, and in late summer, the forces of both 
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men hurried to Virginia to trap British General Charles 

Cornwallis at Yorktown, following victory over the Brit-

ish fl eet of French Admiral François-Joseph-Paul, Comte 

de Grasse-Rouville. Th e Comte de Grasse’s victory and 

the subsequent successful capture of Cornwallis were 

both products of the French-American alliance and of 

the larger coalition that Vergennes had built. 

 After the Treaty of Alliance between France and the 

United States was concluded, the Comte de Vergennes 

began to negotiate a treaty of alliance between the king-

doms of Spain and France. Although the Spanish king-

dom of Carlos III did not recognize the independence 

of the United States, Spain joined France in the fi ght 

against Britain. A formal alliance was concluded with the 

Treaty of Aranjuez in April 1779. When Great Britain 

declared war on the Netherlands in December 1780, it 

too joined Vergennes’s coalition against Great Britain. 

It would not be until April 1782 that the Dutch would 

formally recognize American independence, when they 

received John Adams as minister. Adams was able to ne-

gotiate a Treaty of Amity and Commerce between the 

United States and the Netherlands, which was concluded 

in October 1782. As diplomatic historian Jonathan Dull 

has argued, this alliance of France, Spain, and the Neth-

erlands put to sea a combined navy far larger than that of 

Great Britain. Forced to defend itself against three major 

European powers, Britain’s resources available for return-

ing the former American colonies to its empire were se-

verely diminished. Th e alliance thus paved the way for 

the Comte de Grasse’s victory, as well as the inability of 

the British government to send another army to America 

after Cornwallis’s was captured. 

 Th e United States commissioned ministers Benjamin 

Franklin, John Adams, John Jay, and Henry Laurens to 

negotiate a peace treaty with the British government. 

After the collapse of Frederick North, Lord North’s 

ministry, and the death of his successor the Marquis 

of Rockingham, the prime ministership fell to William 

Petty-Fitzmaurice, Earl of Shelburne, who favored a 

quick and generous peace treaty with the Americans. 

Shelburne appointed a Scots merchant, Richard Oswald, 

to lead the negotiations in Paris with the Americans; 

they concluded a preliminary peace treaty on Novem-

ber 30, 1782. Th e Preliminary Peace, as it was known, 

was generous to the Americans: the United States was 

given title to North American territory that included not 

only the fi rst 13 states but land bounded to the west by 

the Mississippi River, to the north by the Great Lakes, 

and to the south by the Floridas. Americans were also 

granted rights to fi sh the Grand Banks of the Atlantic 

Ocean. Controversially, the American commissioners 

agreed to language in the treaty that the Continental 

Congress would “recommend” to the individual states 

that they restore the property of loyalists that had been 

seized. Similarly, the British committed to restoration of 

property (including slaves) that was taken from Ameri-

can citizens. Neither of these promises were honored in 

full. An additional controversial element about the treaty 

between the United States and Great Britain was that it 

was done without consulting the French government, a 

violation of the Treaty of Alliance. Vergennes, however, 

did not publicly voice displeasure with the Americans; 

France and Spain concluded an armistice with Great 

Britain on January 30, 1783. Th e fi nal peace treaties were 

signed between Britain and the United States on Sep-

tember 3, 1783, in Paris, with Spain and France signing 

their treaty with Britain the same day at Versailles. Th e 

fi rst objective of American foreign policy during the 

Revolution—recognition of American independence—

had been achieved. Th e second foreign policy goal of 

the United States—the opening of foreign markets to 

American commerce—would prove to be much more 

elusive. 

 The Confederation Period and the Constitution: 1783–89 

 Th e primary goal of American foreign policy during the 

years under the Articles of Confederation was to negoti-

ate commercial treaties that would open European and 

colonial markets to American agricultural produce and 

other raw materials, and in turn secure favorable terms 

for importing foreign manufactures and other goods. 

American diplomats had only limited success in achiev-

ing these goals, as the United States was seen as having 

a weak government that could not enforce the treaty pro-

visions it signed. Few European powers were willing to 

sign commercial agreements with the United States. Th e 

weakness of the confederation government in conduct-

ing foreign policy was a major impetus behind the moves 

to reform the Articles of Confederation, a measure that 

culminated in the Philadelphia Convention of 1787, and 

the new Constitution. 

 In the years following the Revolutionary War, securing 

favorable treaties with foreign powers proved a diffi  cult 

task for the men charged with managing U.S. diplomacy. 

Upon his return from negotiating the Treaty of Paris, 

John Jay was appointed the Continental Congress’s sec-

retary for foreign aff airs in December 1784. When the 

Spanish government closed the mouth of the Mississippi 
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River to American shipping in 1784, Jay opened nego-

tiations with the Spanish minister to the United States, 

Don Diego de Gardoqui. Conducted during 1785, the 

Jay-Gardoqui negotiations put forward a controversial 

compromise: Spain proposed to allow American mer-

chants and shippers open access to commerce with Spain 

and the Canary Islands (but not Spanish America) in ex-

change for granting Spain the exclusive right to navigate 

the Mississippi River for 25 years. Although Jay moved 

forward with negotiations, delegates to the Continental 

Congress from the states with western interests (espe-

cially in the South) were horrifi ed by the proposal, which 

promised to retard the growth of western settlements 

and only benefi t northern shipping interests. Congress 

ordered Jay to suspend negotiations, but word of the 

proposed treaty infl amed nascent sectional tensions. 

 Th e U.S. ministers to Great Britain and France after 

1784, John Adams and Th omas Jeff erson, respectively, 

found diplomacy with the European powers equally 

diffi  cult. After his formal reception as the U.S. minis-

ter to the Court of St. James on June 1, 1785, Adams 

was unsuccessful in negotiating a new commercial treaty 

with the British government. From the conclusion of 

the Preliminary Peace Treaty, British policy toward the 

United States was informed by a set of principles known 

as neomercantilism. Th e British government encour-

aged essentially free trade within the British Empire, but 

off ered most-favored-nation status to only a few other 

foreign nations. Neomercantilist commentators—most 

notably, John Holroyd, Lord Sheffi  eld—had posited that 

the newly independent United States would continue to 

engage in the majority of its commercial activity with 

Britain and the British Empire. Th e British government 

could therefore withhold most-favored-nation status and 

still capture the bulk of American commerce. Th is as-

sessment proved accurate. Th ere was little Adams could 

do to change British policy. 

At the same time, Jeff erson faced a diffi  cult situation 

in France. French commerce was theoretically open to 

Americans under the terms of the 1778 Treaty of Amity 

and Commerce, but the realities of the legal regime and 

economic order of France made trade problematic. Th e 

French government’s practice of tax farming (delegating 

the collection of all taxes) resulted in the body with the 

privilege of collecting most taxes—the farmers-general—

having enormous power to decide which goods could enter 

and leave France and who could engage in this trade. 

Jeff erson’s lobbying to change this system met with 

little success. Although he won an opening in the French 

market for American whale oil, he was only able to open 

the tobacco market for a minority of American plant-

ers. Jeff erson’s greatest success came in late 1788, when he 

completed negotiations on a new consular convention 

between France and the United States. Notably, this new 

convention made consuls subject to the laws of the land 

in which they operated, not where they were appointed. 

All told, in dealing with the most powerful nations in 

Europe in the 1780s—Great Britain and France—U.S. 

diplomats found themselves with very little power and 

legitimacy, and their ability to aff ect positive changes in 

the position of the United States vis-à-vis these European 

states was quite limited. 

 Th e weakness of the United States in the realm of di-

plomacy was a primary motive among those who wished 

to reform and strengthen the Articles of Confederation. 

Under the articles—although Congress had the power to 

appoint diplomats and conclude treaties—commercial 

regulations were left to the individual states. Several states 

sent delegations to the 1786 Annapolis Convention to 

discuss new commercial regulations for all of the United 

States, and the delegates quickly concluded that a full re-

vision of all of the Articles of Confederation would be 

necessary. Th is became the Philadelphia Convention of 

May–September 1787. Of all of the issues that animated 

debate during the ratifi cation process of the Constitution, 

among the least controversial was that of foreign policy. 

Th e Constitution put all the powers involved in mak-

ing foreign policy in the hands of the central, or federal, 

government. Within the federal government, the bulk of 

foreign policy powers was given to the executive branch. 

Th e president had the power to appoint a secretary of 

state, subordinate diplomats, and to negotiate treaties. 

Treaties required a two-thirds vote of the Senate in order 

to be ratifi ed, and the Senate also had to approve presi-

dential diplomatic appointments. Th e extent to which 

the Senate’s power to provide “advice and consent” to the 

president allowed it, and Congress as a whole, to partici-

pate in the treaty-making process would be a subject of 

heated debate during the early years of the federal govern-

ment and beyond. 

 The Federalist Era: 1789–1801 

 Th e Electoral College overwhelmingly chose George 

Washington as the fi rst president of the United States. 

After taking the oath of offi  ce on April 30, 1789, Wash-

ington and his administration were almost immediately 

confronted with a series of foreign policy crises. With 

the rechristening of the French Estates General as the 



 foreign policy and domestic politics to 1865 

 341

French National Assembly in June 1789, the French 

Revolution began. Th e majority of Americans sup-

ported the French Revolution during its early years, as 

the creation of a constitutional monarchy, the abolition 

of feudalism, and the promulgation of a Declaration of 

the Rights of Man were all seen as developments either 

related to, or an extension of, the American Revolution. 

In September 1792, the government of the National 

Assembly was replaced by the more radical National 

Convention. Th is new government proceeded to abol-

ish the monarchy, and then tried and executed King 

Louis XVI in January 1793. Already at war with Prussia 

and Austria, France declared war against Great Britain, 

the Netherlands, and Spain. Th e American reaction to 

the execution of Louis was divided. Also unclear was the 

question of whether the 1778 Treaty of Alliance bound 

the United States to assist France in its war against 

the rest of the European powers. Washington’s cabinet 

was divided on both counts. Representing the emerg-

ing pro-administration party known as the Federalists, 

Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton did not 

approve of the radical turn of the French Revolution 

and believed that the execution of Louis XVI rendered 

the Treaty of Alliance null and void, since the treaty 

had been between the United States and him. Speak-

ing for the emerging opposition known as the Repub-

licans, Secretary of State Th omas Jeff erson lamented 

the bloodshed in France but continued to approve of 

the larger revolution. He believed that treaties existed 

between nations, and therefore the alliance was still in 

eff ect. Washington split the diff erence between the two 

viewpoints. He chose to formally receive the new French 

government’s minister, Edmond Genêt, but issued the 

Proclamation of Neutrality on April 22, 1793, declar-

ing that the United States would remain neutral in the 

confl ict between France and its enemies. Th e Proclama-

tion of Neutrality was an important milestone—it con-

fi rmed the ability of the president to interpret treaties, 

and the controversy helped coalesce the Federalist and 

Republican movements into something resembling po-

litical “parties”—although historians debate to extent to 

which this fi rst “party system” resembled that of later, 

more modern political parties. 

 Th e ongoing wars of the French Revolution contin-

ued to aff ect the United States during the remainder of 

the 1790s. Although the United States maintained its 

neutrality, Great Britain began seizing American mer-

chant ships bound for the European continent, claim-

ing a broad defi nition of contraband goods that justifi ed 

the seizures. Washington dispatched John Jay to Britain 

to negotiate a compromise, and the resulting Treaty of 

Amity and Commerce became known as the Jay Treaty. 

Under the terms of the treaty, commerce between the 

United States and Great Britain would now exist on a 

most-favored-nation basis, and Britain would evacu-

ate posts in the American West it continued to occupy. 

But commerce between the United States and the Brit-

ish islands in the West Indies would be restricted—

Americans could only employ vessels of under 70 tons, 

and the export of several staple crops to the Indies was 

forbidden. Th ese restrictions promised to aff ect the 

planters and farmers of the South and West greatly, and 

to secure a pro-ratifi cation vote, the Senate struck out the 

West Indies article. Th e treaty still barely passed. Before 

Washington could sign it, public opposition—led by 

Jeff erson and James Madison’s Republican Party—grew. 

Washington ultimately signed the treaty after the Brit-

ish government leaked intercepted French documents 

that implicated Jeff erson’s successor as secretary of state, 

Edmund Randolph, as secretly favoring France over 

Britain. Although there was nothing substantial to the 

accusations, the controversy gave Washington political 

cover to sign the Jay Treaty, which he did on August 18, 

1795. 

 Not all of Washington’s diplomatic eff orts were con-

troversial. A treaty with Spain negotiated by Th omas 

Pinckney and ratifi ed in early 1796 clarifi ed the southern 

boundary of the United States with Spanish Florida, and 

also gave Americans the right to navigate the Mississippi 

River and transship their goods onto oceangoing vessels 

at the Port of New Orleans; this was known as  the right 
of deposit . As Washington prepared to leave offi  ce at the 

close of his second term as president, he issued his now-

famous Farewell Address, which restated the principle 

of the Plan of Treaties—that the United States should 

seek out commercial connections with foreign powers 

while avoiding political connections. 

 Avoiding foreign entanglements proved diffi  cult for 

Washington’s successor, John Adams. In the wake of the 

Jay Treaty’s ratifi cation, France (now being governed by 

an executive council called the Directory) interpreted 

the new treaty as an American alliance with Britain, 

and began interdicting American shipping. Adams sent 

a team of three ministers—John Marshall, Elbridge 

Gerry, and Charles C. Pinckney—to negotiate with 

the Directory’s foreign minister, Charles Maurice de 

Talleyrand-Périgord. Before formal negotiations began, 

agents of Talleyrand solicited bribes from the American 
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ministers and asked them to arrange an American loan 

for the French government. Th e commissioners balked 

at this off er, and when word of the proposed bribes 

reached the United States and was published (Talley-

rand’s agents were code-named X, Y, and Z in the 

public dispatches), a clamor for war with France swept 

through much of American public opinion. Following 

the lead of Congress, Adams signed authorization for 

an expansion of the U.S. Army, the creation of a navy, 

and the controversial Alien and Sedition Acts. An un-

declared naval war—the Quasi-War—between France 

and the United States ensued. Rather than ask Con-

gress for a formal declaration of war, however, Adams 

pursued further negotiations that culminated in the 

September 1800 Convention of Mortefontaine. Word 

of the peace treaty reached the United States after the 

presidential election, which Adams lost to Th omas 

Jeff erson. 

 The Jeff ersonian Era and the War of 1812: 1801–15 

 During his two terms as president, Jeff erson sought to 

keep the United States out of the European wars between 

Napoleonic France and the various coalitions against 

it led by Great Britain. During Jeff erson’s fi rst term, 

American neutrality, combined with a brief peace be-

tween France and Britain, allowed American commerce 

to fl ourish. Th e only exception was American commerce 

in the Mediterranean, which was subject to seizure by 

pirates sponsored by the state of Tripoli (one of the “Bar-

bary States” of North Africa). Although he campaigned 

on drydocking the blue-water force of frigates of the U.S. 

Navy in favor of relying on smaller, short-range gunboats 

for coastal defense, Jeff erson put aside those plans and 

dispatched the Navy against the Tripolitan forces. Dur-

ing operations in 1803, a frigate, the USS  Philadelphia , 

ran aground in Tripoli harbor and surrendered; its crew 

was taken hostage. A subsequent operation bombarded 

Tripoli, and a small force of U.S. Marines captured the 

smaller Tripolitan port of Derna, forcing the pasha of 

Tripoli to sign a treaty with the United States and return 

the prisoners. 

Jeff erson’s pragmatic abandonment of his campaign 

promises was also evident in his acceptance of Napoleon 

Bonaparte’s 1803 off er to sell the United States the French 

territory of Louisiane (Louisiana). Th e off er to purchase 

Louisiana came after the Spanish intendant of New Or-

leans suspended the American right of deposit in late 

1802. Hearing of the eminent transfer of New Orleans 

and Louisiana from Spain to France, Jeff erson dispatched 

James Monroe to assist Robert R. Livingston in negotiat-

ing with Napoleon’s government and gave both diplo-

mats explicit instructions to off er to buy New Orleans 

and the Floridas from France. Having lost an army in a 

futile attempt to reconquer the former French colony of 

Haiti and build an empire in the Americas, Napoleon 

responded with an off er of Louisiana (Spain had retained 

the Floridas), which Monroe and Livingston accepted. 

Although the diplomats had technically violated their 

instructions, and Jeff erson was uncertain whether the 

Constitution allowed the annexation of new territories, 

he sent the treaty to the Senate anyway, where its ratifi ca-

tion was approved and the sale confi rmed by the end of 

1803. Although Haitian military success paved the way 

for the sale of Louisiana, Jeff erson refused to recognize 

Haiti when it formally declared its independence on New 

Year’s Day, 1804. Not wanting to support an independent 

nation born of a successful slave rebellion, American ad-

ministrations would refuse to recognize Haiti until 1862. 

 Th e Louisiana Purchase was the fi nal time the events 

of the Napoleonic Wars would redound to the advantage 

of the United States. At the end of 1803, war between 

France and the British-led coalition resumed. Between 

1805 and 1807, Napoleon defeated Austria, Prussia, and 

Russia, leaving Britain and France the only belligerents 

locked in what both saw as a war for survival. Both 

countries imposed blockades on the other’s trade, and 

the French and British navies were soon seizing Ameri-

can merchants who attempted to trade with the oppo-

site power. At the same time, the British government 

extended the use of the policy of impressment, under 

which the Royal Navy searched American ships looking 

for deserted British seamen and other British subjects, 

who when found would be forced into the British ser-

vice. In addition to the humiliation this practice caused 

to American honor, many American citizens were inad-

vertently caught up in this gauntlet and the British gov-

ernment was slow to respond to their complaints, if it 

did at all. Th e height of humiliation came in 1807, when 

the HMS  Leopard , looking for British deserters, fi red on 

the USS  Chesapeake  within sight of the American shore. 

Public opinion called for war, but Jeff erson demurred, 

preferring to suspend American commerce altogether in 

an attempt to force Britain and France to comply with 

American understandings of neutral rights. Th e embargo 

lasted for the fi nal two years of Jeff erson’s presidency and 

did little to change the policies of France or Britain. 

When James Madison succeeded Jeff erson as presi-

dent in 1809, he convinced the Congress to abandon the 
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embargo and adopt a policy of nonimportation of Brit-

ish and French goods, with the promise that the United 

States would open its ports to the fi rst power to rescind 

its restrictions on American commerce. When in late 

1810, a back-channel communication from a French dip-

lomat indicated that Napoleon was considering repealing 

his restrictions (the Berlin and Milan Decrees), Madison 

removed restraints on American commerce with France, 

and only nonintercourse with Britain remained. Impress-

ments and interdictions by the British navy continued 

through 1811. Th e British were also blamed as tensions 

rose in the trans-Appalachian West, with the emergence 

of a large American Indian resistance movement against 

American expansion, led by the Shawnee war chief Te-

cumseh. Madison asked Congress for a declaration of 

war against Great Britain on June 1, 1812, and both the 

House and Senate voted to declare war, although the 

votes were very close, with all the Federalists and several 

Republicans voting against war. 

 Th e War of 1812 formally lasted from June 1812 until 

the Treaty of Ghent of December 24, 1814. Th e slow speed 

of communication, however, meant that the war con-

tinued into the early months of 1815. Th e United States 

attempted multiple invasions of British Canada—the in-

tention being to seize as much of British North America as 

possible to force concessions in maritime and commercial 

policy at the bargaining table. Th e American invasions of 

1812 were thwarted by British forces. Th e American cam-

paigns of 1813 were a little more successful—the United 

States established naval superiority on the Great Lakes by 

the end of the year, and Tecumseh was killed at the Battle 

of the Th ames in October 1813. By the summer of 1814, 

Napoleon had been defeated, and Britain brought its 

naval superiority to bear on the American coast, captur-

ing and burning Washington in August 1814 and briefl y 

shelling Baltimore’s outer fortifi cations weeks later. By the 

end of the year, the British Navy was engaged in a similar 

campaign of harassment on the Gulf of Mexico coast. 

Th e relative stalemate between British and American 

forces, and a desire on the part of both parties to end 

the war brought diplomats from both countries together 

in Ghent, Belgium, in August. Th e Ghent negotiations 

came after an 1813 off er by the Russian government to 

mediate the confl ict, which the British government 

turned down, and an off er in early 1814 by British for-

eign minister Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, to 

engage in direct talks with the Americans. Madison had 

commissioned John Quincy Adams, Albert Gallatin, 

Henry Clay, James Bayard, and Jonathan Russell to ne-

gotiate for the United States; Britain sent three relatively 

minor offi  cials: Dr. William Adams, an admiralty lawyer; 

Lord Gambier, a naval offi  cer; and Henry Goulburn, an 

undersecretary in the Colonial Offi  ce. Goulburn took 

charge of the British delegation, while Adams, Clay, and 

Gallatin were the dominant voices for the Americans. 

Th e negotiations dragged on for months; although both 

sides dropped discussion of the issue of impressments, 

the British negotiators presented a series of demands that 

infuriated most of the American delegation, including a 

proposal to create an American Indian buff er state in the 

Great Lakes region, and a proposed reworking of Ameri-

can rights to the Canadian fi sheries. 

However, as the talks at the more important Congress 

of Vienna dragged on, the British government instructed 

its diplomats to agree to a treaty that simply restored the 

prewar status quo. Th e Americans jumped at this open-

ing. British plans for an American Indian buff er state 

were dropped, and American Indian nations within U.S. 

borders lost their last major remaining European dip-

lomatic partner, clearing a path for American westward 

expansion. Other outstanding issues, such as the bound-

ary between the United States and Canada, would be 

settled by subsequent commissions. Th e Treaty of Ghent 

allowed Britain to focus on European diplomacy and 

the Americans to claim a peace with honor. News of the 

treaty reached the United States at the same time that 

word was spreading of Andrew Jackson’s victory at New 

Orleans—allowing the War of 1812 to be remembered as 

an American victory even though its result was as equiv-

ocal as any war in U.S. history. 

 Antebellum Foreign Policy: 

The Monroe Doctrine, the Quest for Markets, 

and Manifest Destiny: 1815–45 

 Following the War of 1812, American foreign policy was 

directed toward opening foreign markets to American 

commerce, keeping European political interference in the 

Americas to a minimum, and increasing the territorial size 

of the United States. Th e war transformed the domestic 

political scene. First, it spelled the end of the Federalists 

as a national political force. Between December 1814 and 

January 1815, New England Federalists had convened a spe-

cial Congress called the Hartford Convention to discuss 

diffi  culties caused by the war. Although the convention 

ultimately called for some policy changes by the Madison 

administration and Congress in the conduct of the war, 

and proposed seven amendments to the Constitution, the 

body’s secret meetings allowed Republican opponents to 
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smear its activities as treasonous. Outside New England, 

Federalism had acquired the taint of disloyalty. 

Second, the setbacks the United States had faced dur-

ing the war in terms of mobilization, materiel, transpor-

tation, and, most of all, funding prompted a split within 

the Republican Party. Many, including Henry Clay and 

John C. Calhoun became known as National Republi-

cans, who advocated federal government funding of a 

system of internal improvements, coastal fortifi cations, a 

standing army, and a national bank. Th ese were measures 

that the so-called Old Republicans like James Madison 

and James Monroe balked at, as they had a whiff  of the 

old Hamiltonian program about them. Th ese basic di-

vides would inform the ultimate split of the Republi-

cans into Andrew Jackson’s Democrats and Henry Clay’s 

Whigs in the 1830s. 

 Th ese diff erent visions extended to approaches to for-

eign policy. Although the embargo and the War of 1812 

and the resulting disruptions in trade helped facilitate 

the growth of an American manufacturing sector (a 

process that had begun in the 1790s), the United States 

remained an overwhelmingly agricultural nation in the 

late 1810s and 1820s. Planters and farmers desired to ship 

their foodstuff s and staples to Europe and the European 

colonies in the Americas and wanted diplomacy devoted 

to ensuring the continued fl ow of transatlantic com-

merce. Th is became the policy position of the Old Re-

publicans and the Jacksonian Democrats. Th e National 

Republicans, and then the Whigs, had a diff erent vision: 

they hoped the federal government could spur the expan-

sion of the American industrial and fi nancial sectors and 

wanted to develop internal transportation and markets. 

Under Henry Clay’s leadership in Congress, this became 

known as the “American System.” Its most controversial 

aspect was high protective tariff s, which passed Congress 

in 1828 during John Quincy Adams’s presidency. In 1832 

the so-called Tariff  of Abominations almost split the 

Union, as South Carolina threatened nullifi cation of the 

law. A compromise was reached, but the crisis showed 

how central commercial and foreign policy was to the 

domestic political scene. 

 No matter what the tariff  rates, the United States still 

actively sought to expand its access to world markets 

during this period. Under the initiative of merchant 

John Jacob Astor and others, Americans expanded the 

scope of the fur trade in the American West and Pacifi c 

Northwest, and regular shipping to the Pacifi c Coast 

soon extended to Hawai‘i and across the Pacifi c to East 

Asia. American trade with China, begun in the 1790s, 

increased in scope in the fi rst half of the nineteenth cen-

tury, and the U.S. Navy was operating across the Pacifi c 

by the late 1840s; under the expedition of Commodore 

Matthew Perry, the United States forced open trade 

with Japan with the 1854 Treaty of Kanagawa. American 

merchants and fi nanciers also seized the opportunities 

provided by the collapse of the Spanish Empire, and 

American trade with the newly independent republics 

of the Americas increased during the 1820s and 1830s as 

well. 

 Responding to the end of the Spanish Empire and 

the various Latin American independence movements 

provided the United States with its fi rst great diplomatic 

challenge of the post–War of 1812 world. Th e bulk of 

the Spanish colonies had experienced a de facto inde-

pendence of sorts during Napoleon’s occupation of 

Spain. Although the particulars varied from country to 

country, Latin American settler elites generally resisted 

the attempts of the Spanish government to reimpose 

direct imperial rule after Napoleon’s fall.

While many Americans were sympathetic to the vari-

ous Latin American revolutionaries (especially South 

America’s Simón  Bolívar), the Monroe administration 

held off  recognizing Latin American independence while 

Spain still wielded a modicum of power. Th is allowed 

Monroe’s secretary of state, John Quincy Adams, to con-

clude the 1819 Transcontinental Treaty with Spain, which 

established a fi rm western border between the United 

States and New Spain (Mexico), and also to broker the 

purchase of the Floridas from Spain at the same time. 

Th e acquisition of the Gulf Coast was a boon to the 

states to the Deep South, as it guaranteed their access to 

Atlantic markets and abetted the ongoing expansion of 

the Cotton Belt. In 1822, following military successes on 

the part of Bolívar’s forces in South America and a suc-

cessful revolution in Mexico, the Monroe administra-

tion fi nally recognized the independence of four Latin 

American republics—Mexico, Peru, Colombia, and Rio 

de la Plata (Argentina).

When it appeared that Spain’s European allies would 

support an attempt to send another expedition to recon-

quer the republics, Secretary of State Adams and Presi-

dent Monroe drafted a proclamation declaring that the 

United States was opposed to any attempts by the Eu-

ropean powers to recolonize the Americas, and would 

resist attempts to draw the Americas into the European 

balance of power. Th is statement, issued on December 2, 

1823, became known as the Monroe Doctrine, and 

would be used to justify American diplomacy and mili-
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tary  activity in the Western Hemisphere for the rest of 

the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. 

Th e Monroe Doctrine was also signifi cant in that 

Monroe and Adams rejected an opportunity to issue 

a joint declaration on Latin American aff airs with the 

British government, despite the fact that both govern-

ments shared the same policy. British-American relations 

evolved in a generally amicable direction during the 1820s 

and 1830s, as trade between the two countries remained 

vital to the economies of both. However, tensions over 

the U.S.-Canadian border fl ared in the late 1830s, and 

the Americans had tended to be recalcitrant in providing 

naval vessels to assist with British eff orts to interdict the 

African slave trade (which Britain had abolished in 1807, 

with the United States following in 1808). Both issues were 

resolved by a treaty negotiated by Secretary of State Dan-

iel Webster and British Minister Alexander Baring, Baron 

Ashburton, in August 1842. Th e Webster-Ashburton 

Treaty formalized the contested boundary between 

Maine, New Brunswick, and Quebec (the Revolution-

ary Era maps the boundary had been drawn on in 1783 

proved highly inaccurate) and committed the United 

States to a more robust presence in assisting the British 

West Africa Squadron in slave trade interdiction. 

 With the expansion of American access to overseas 

markets came a desire to increase the amount of Ameri-

can territory under settlement and cultivation and to 

increase the size of the United States in total. Th is de-

sire for expansion was felt by most white Americans, but 

under the term  Manifest Destiny  (coined by a Democratic 

newspaper editor named John L. O’Sullivan) it became a 

hallmark of the Democratic Party’s platform. Th e notion 

that it was the Manifest Destiny of the United States 

to extend from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c (and even be-

yond) informed the presidential election of 1844. Run-

ning against Whig Henry Clay, Democrat James K. Polk 

wanted to follow up the successful Webster-Ashburton 

Treaty of 1842 with negotiations (or belligerence) that 

would compel Britain to cede the United States all of 

the so-called Oregon Country (modern-day Oregon, 

Washington, and British Columbia). More important, 

Polk called for the immediate annexation of the Repub-

lic of Texas, a breakaway province of Mexico that had 

declared and won its independence in 1836. Mexico, 

however, refused to recognize Texas’s independence. Th e 

issue proved immensely popular in the South and the 

West, and spurred Polk to victory in 1844. His belliger-

ence, however, put Mexico and the United States on a 

collision course for war. 

 The Mexican-American War: 1845–48 

 Polk’s predecessor, John Tyler, had begun to pursue the 

annexation of Texas as early as 1843, and negotiated an an-

nexation treaty that fi nally passed in Congress days before 

Polk took offi  ce. Almost immediately after Polk’s inaugu-

ration, Mexico suspended diplomatic relations with the 

United States. Polk sent a special envoy with extensive 

knowledge of Mexico, John Slidell, as a fully accredited 

minister to negotiate with the Mexican government. 

Controversy ensued over Slidell’s credentials as a normal 

minister plenipotentiary, which caused Mexican offi  cials 

to believe that if they received Slidell it would indicate 

their acquiescence in the Texas annexation. Also factoring 

into Mexico’s response was an ongoing internal political 

debate between conservative centralizers and liberal feder-

alists that made compromise on Texas very diffi  cult.

As Slidell’s mission was failing, Polk dispatched the 

bulk of the U.S. Army under General Zachary Taylor 

to the disputed borderland between the Nueces River 

and the Rio Grande. A violent confrontation ensued be-

tween U.S. and Mexican forces, and war formally began 

in May 1846. 

Th e war dragged on longer than expected. For all his 

success as a polemicist, Polk proved to be a poor war 

president. He withheld support for Taylor during the 

latter part of his successful campaign in northern Mex-

ico, fearing his Whig-leaning general was becoming too 

popular. Polk then allowed Mexico’s exiled president and 

military leader Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna to return 

to Mexico; rather than negotiate an end to the confl ict, 

Santa Anna took charge of the Mexican war eff ort. It fell 

to General Winfi eld Scott to defeat Santa Anna, which 

he did, landing at Veracruz in March 1847 and capturing 

Mexico City in September of that same year. During the 

winter of 1847–48, Nicholas Trist, a State Department 

clerk who had accompanied Scott, negotiated with del-

egates from the Mexican Congress (now in charge after 

Santa Anna’s resignation). 

Although Polk hoped for the acquisition of most, if 

not all, of Mexico, Trist was less ambitious. Th e Treaty 

of Guadalupe Hidalgo confi rmed American control of 

Texas, a boundary at the Rio Grande, and granted the 

United States the territories of Upper California and New 

Mexico in exchange for a $15 million payment and the as-

sumption by the United States of the claims of all Ameri-

can citizens against the Mexican government. Polk was 

unhappy with the treaty but did not want to prolong the 

war and feared that he could not negotiate a better treaty. 

Th e Senate voted to ratify the treaty on March 10, 1848. 
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 The Sectional Crisis and the Civil War: 1848–65 

 Th e acquisition of the Mexican Cession moved the ques-

tion of the extension of the institution of slavery into 

western territories to the forefront of American politi-

cal debate. Th e number of states that would be carved 

from the new territory and the question of whether they 

would be slave states or free states vexed American poli-

tics until the Compromise of 1850; the desire on the part 

of Southerners to add territory that could be open to 

slavery did not abate, however. 

Th e southern cause was pursued by a small number of 

private adventurers known as fi libusters—men who gath-

ered small forces of mercenaries and attempted to conquer 

several Latin American states and eventually incorporate 

them into the United States. A Venezualan-born Cuban 

exile named Narisco López sought American support for 

his plans to capture Cuba from Spain and annex it to the 

United States; he led three unsuccessful invasions of Cuba 

between 1849 and 1851. Another notable fi libuster was a 

Tennessee doctor named William Walker who launched a 

private invasion of Mexico in 1853 and actually succeeded 

in controlling Nicaragua during a fi libuster between 1855 

and 1857. Driven out by the local population, Walker 

made three more expeditions to Central America before 

being captured and executed in Honduras in 1860. 

More legitimate were attempts by the U.S. govern-

ment to acquire Cuba, where Spain had remained in 

charge and where slavery remained legal. President 

Frank lin Pierce made several attempts to purchase Cuba 

from Spain to placate southern Democrats. Meeting se-

cretly at Ostend, Belgium, the U.S. ministers to Britain, 

France, and Spain vowed to work together to acquire 

Cuba by purchase or force. When word of this secret 

plan (known as the “Ostend Manifesto”) leaked, con-

troversy ensued, and Pierce was forced to recall the most 

controversial of the diplomats, Louisiana’s Pierre Soulé. 

 Attempts to increase American territory did not placate 

the South and only served to exacerbate sectional ten-

sions. With the formation of the new Republican Party 

in 1856 (a party committed to halting the extension of 

slavery and the protection of free labor) and the election 

of its presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln in 1860, 

the process of secession began and the United States was 

at war with itself by April 1861. Th e Confederate States of 

America sought foreign recognition of its independence 

and foreign assistance for its war against the federal gov-

ernment. Th e United States sought to prevent European 

powers from recognizing and assisting the Confederacy. 

Th e U.S. Navy blockaded the ports of the South. Most 

controversially, in November 1861, the commander of 

the USS  San Jacinto  boarded the British mail ship HMS 

 Trent  and captured two Confederate diplomats bound 

for Britain. Th e seizure provoked a minor diplomatic in-

cident, but the U.S. minister to Great Britain, Charles 

Francis Adams, succeeded in keeping Britain from recog-

nizing the Confederate government and thus out of the 

war. Starved for materiel and unable to sell its cotton crop 

abroad, the Confederacy capitulated in April 1865. 

  See also  Articles of Confederation; Civil War 

and Reconstruction; Constitution, federal; federalism; 

Mexican-American War; War of 1812; war for independence. 
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 foreign policy and domestic 
politics, 1865–1933 

 In foreign policy as in domestic politics, if the period 

before the Civil War concerned itself with  whether  the 

United States would remain a nation, then 1865–1933 

helped determine  what kind  of nation it would be. Th e 

themes of this contest for national self-defi nition in-

cluded the limits to continental and extracontinental 

expansion; the role of industry in expansion and vice 

versa; the power of the executive; the debate over “im-

perialism”; the sharpening markers of race, religion, and 

gender; and the defi nition of citizenship. 

 As presidents, secretaries of state, members of con-

gress, business lobbyists, missionaries, journalists, and 

other opinion makers wrestled with these themes, pat-

terns emerged. On one hand, a powerful majority of 

Americans supported expansion beyond the continen-

tal limits of the nation as an outlet for commercial and 

moral energies. On the other, a smaller but not negligible 

group called for restraint in the exercise of global power. 

Interestingly, both the dominant expansionists and the 

so-called isolationists articulated arguments based on 

similar domestic pressures and ideologies. 

 Manifest Destiny and Continental Expansion: 1865–90 

 In the area of westward expansion, there was relatively 

strong consensus. Th e ideals of Manifest Destiny gained 

ever-greater currency after the Civil War. Both polit-

ical parties sided with President Andrew Johnson’s desire 

to speed up the readmission of the former Confederate 

states into the Union so as to move on to what they con-

sidered the more pressing matter of developing the West. 

Th e end of the war also worsened the odds for tribes 

beyond the Mississippi, because in 1871 the Supreme 

Court ruled that Congress could override the traditional 

treaty system and consider tribes “local dependent com-

munities” to be controlled, rather than independent 

nations. Th is led to a cycle of violence ending in the 

confi nement of most Native Americans on reservations 

by the 1890s. 

 Th e “winning of the west,” as Th eodore Roosevelt 

called it, shaped future U.S. conquests of nonwhites. 

Starting with the War of 1898, U.S. troops overseas 

referred to the enemy as “Indians” and called hostile 

territory “Indian country.” Eighty-seven percent of 

American generals who fought against Filipinos after 

1898 were seasoned “Indian chasers.” Native American 

wars also produced land laws that would be redrafted 

for overseas possessions, drew a blueprint for the 

“Americanization” of foreign cultures, prepared U.S. 

military tacticians for guerrilla tactics, and inoculated 

enlisted men against the brutality of race war. In 1902 

Elihu Root, corporate lawyer and soon-to-be secretary 

of state, justifi ed taking the Philippines thusly: “With-

out the consent of hundreds of thousands of Indians 

whom our fathers found in possession of this land,” he 

said, “we have assumed and exercised sovereignty over 

them.” He prescribed the same for “the ignorant and 

credulous Filipinos.” 

 Early Overseas Acquisitions and Failures: 1865–97 

 Policy makers after the Civil War were much less united 

in their desire for overseas possessions. Among the ex-

pansionists, Secretary of State William Henry Seward 

(1861–69) was a visionary. He understood that “political 

supremacy follows commercial ascendancy,” and argued 

against European-style colonization. His plan, rather, 

was to secure naval bases in the Pacifi c and a canal in 

the Caribbean to create a “highway” for U.S. commerce 

with Asia. Against those who derided Alaska as “Seward’s 

Icebox,” the secretary purchased the barren land from 

the Russians for $7.2 million in 1867. Th e same year he 

annexed the Midway Islands for a possible way station 

and cable point in the Asian trade. 

 Th ose who pressed to end the post–Civil War feud 

with London shared Seward’s imperial optimism. Many 

Americans remained outraged that British ships used 

by the Confederacy had destroyed or disabled about 

250 Union ships, and they asked for millions in what 

were called the  Alabama  claims. Anti-British senti-

ments even ensured a GOP victory in 1872. Against this 

crowd, expansionists felt that settling these claims would 

strengthen the bonds of “Anglo-Saxonism.” Equally im-

portant, it would keep England and America out of each 

other’s empire. Eventually, deals struck in 1872 and 1893 

resolved the claims peacefully. “I feel very strongly that 

the English-speaking peoples are now closer together 

than for a century and a quarter,” wrote a relieved Th eo-

dore Roosevelt to a friend. 

 Other expansionists issued calls for strengthening 

U.S. military power. After the Civil War, the Union army 

and navy demobilized and, by the 1880s, they respectively 

ranked a lowly thirteenth and twelfth in the world. Th e 

army was so depleted that even the Pinkerton Detec-

tive Agency was larger. In 1890, Captain Alfred Th ayer 
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Mahan published  Th e Infl uence of Sea Power upon His-
tory, 1660–1783 , which convinced many that the path to 

global power lay with the military. In response, the navy, 

described by its secretary, John D. Long, in 1885 as “an 

alphabet of fl oating wash-tubs,” won appropriation after 

appropriation from the Congress until, by the end of 

the century, the United States ranked sixth in the world 

in battleships commissioned or under construction. All 

the while, offi  cer colleges sprang up and the diplomatic 

corps grew more professional, ridding itself of its most 

embarrassing political appointees and fi nally using the 

rank of ambassador, as of 1893. 

 A countervailing force of antiexpansionists was more 

powerful in the Gilded Age than at any time since. Few of 

them, however, cited moral qualms against expansion. In-

stead, domestic politics motivated many objections. Th e 

House, for instance, refused to pass the Alaska appropria-

tions in 1867 until it moved to impeach Johnson. Others 

thought overseas expansion too expensive. Th e  New York 
Evening Post  cited the “unprofi tableness” of empire, and, 

in 1867, the Senate thought $7.5 million to be too steep 

a price for the Virgin Islands. When Seward moved on 

Hawai‘i, the Senate defeated his treaty on the basis that 

it would hurt the tariff . Still others used racist arguments 

 against  empire. In 1869, when President Ulysses S. Grant 

negotiated the annexation of the Dominican Repub-

lic, opponents in the Senate countered that the United 

States could not absorb such a mixed-race people, and 

ratifi cation fell short of the two-thirds needed. 

 Economic Growth and Party Politics 

 Th e extraordinary industrial boom of the late nineteenth 

century fueled an expansionist surge. U.S. share of world 

trade climbed from 6 percent in 1868 to 16 percent in 

1929, producing a century-long trade surplus starting in 

1874. Transnational corporations such as Singer Sewing 

Machines and Eastman Kodak appeared in the 1880s, 

and industrialists such as John D. Rockefeller, Cyrus 

McCormick, and J. P. Morgan became shapers of for-

eign policy. By 1929, with only 6 percent of the world’s 

population, the United States accounted for about half 

of its industrial goods and gold reserves. Th e railroad, 

steamship, telephone, and transatlantic cable eroded 

the cherished insularity of Americans. In 1901 President 

William McKinley marveled at “how near one to the 

other is every part of the world. Modern inventions have 

brought into close relations widely separated peoples. . . . 

Th e world’s products are being exchanged as never before 

. . . isolation is no longer possible or desirable.” 

 Despite booms and busts aff ecting all regions—at 

century’s end, 70 to 80 percent of the South’s cotton 

was exported—until 1913 Republicans tended to favor 

Republican foreign policies and Democrats, Democratic 

ones. Diplomatic posts were largely political footballs. 

For instance, Republicans defeated an important Ca-

nadian fi sheries agreement in 1888 because it had been 

reached by Democrats, and when Grover Cleveland 

gained the presidency—the only Democrat to do so dur-

ing the Gilded Age—he rolled back Republican actions 

on a Nicaraguan canal (1885) and on the Congo (1885), 

Hawai‘i (1893), and Samoa (1894). Regional interests also 

mattered, as when Republicans from the interior voted 

against a bigger navy while seacoast Democrats voted in 

favor. 

 Th e tariff  was the most divisive partisan issue. High 

tariff s, erected during the Civil War to raise revenue, re-

mained high afterward for protectionist reasons. Groups 

interested in the tariff  were many and complex, but the 

general fault lines had the Republicans mostly in favor 

because they protected infant industries and held work-

ers’ wages high, and the Democrats less in favor because 

high tariff s elicited countertariff s against crops such as 

cotton. Allegiances ebbed and fl owed: industrialist An-

drew Carnegie once said he got into the business of steel 

because its tariff  was high, but by 1885 he argued for low-

ering tariff s to enable the purchase of cheap raw materi-

als. Th e McKinley Tariff  of 1890 and the Dingley Tariff  

of 1897 lowered rates somewhat, but U.S. rates remained 

far higher than those in Europe. Th e power of the tariff  

was a testament to the hold on foreign policy enjoyed by 

Congress in the nineteenth century. 

 Farmers also had their own foreign policies. To be 

sure, farmers shared in the export boom. But agrarian 

reformers organized as the Populist Party to protest farm-

ers’ shrinking piece of the export pie and the downward 

pressure on prices exerted by agricultural powerhouses 

Russia, Canada, Argentina, and India. Populist sympa-

thizers such as Democrat William Jennings Bryan wished 

to disengage from the world and merely stand as an ex-

ample of “the glory that can be achieved by a republic,” 

and Populist leader Tom Watson railed that the War of 

1898 benefi ted only the “privileged classes.” In the end, 

Populists faded partly because their signature foreign 

policy issue—the free coinage of silver—went down in 

fl ames with the defeat of Bryan as a presidential candi-

date in 1896 and the passage of the Gold Standard Act in 

1900, which declared the gold dollar the only currency 

standard. 
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 Crises in the 1890s 

 Th e year 1893 witnessed the most serious recession in 

U.S. history to that point, sparking crises whose solu-

tion would be perceived to be more, not less, expansion. 

Some industrialists reasoned that domestic consumers 

were too few to buy the nation’s output. As a result, 

many organized in 1895 into the National Association 

of Manufacturers (NAM) to promote exports. “We have 

the Anglo-Saxon thirst for wide markets growing upon 

us,” said NAM president Joseph C. Hendrix in 1898. 

Hendrix, like others, saw mounting threats: the workers 

might revolt; immigrants multiplied; Europeans raised 

tariff s; and a new power in the Far East, Japan, defeated 

China in 1895 and now threatened the greatest potential 

U.S. market. Fear of a “glut” in exports was exaggerated, 

but plenty of farmers and factory owners shared it. 

 Many also believed that land had run out. Although 

there remained millions of unclaimed acres on the main-

land, historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 essay “Th e 

Signifi cance of the Frontier in American History” fueled 

the crisis atmosphere by arguing that the disappearance 

of the frontier out West threatened the yeoman democ-

racy and rugged individualism that graced American 

character. Th e solution, he said in 1896, was “a vigorous 

foreign policy . . . [and] the extension of American infl u-

ence to outlying islands and adjoining countries.” 

 Several groups heeded his words, starting with Protes-

tant missionaries. In 1869 there had been only 16 Ameri-

can missionary societies. By 1900 there were 90, and by 

1910, Americans outpaced even the British in fi nancing 

missionaries. With the rise of Darwinian science, Protes-

tant churches feared losing social status and compensated 

by sending thousands of missionaries abroad, the large 

majority to China. Th eir chief propagandist was Josiah 

Strong, a Congregationalist minister whose 1885 best-

seller,  Our Country,  argued that the spread of American 

religion would advance the cause of American foreign 

policy. Protestants abroad exposed locals to U.S. goods 

and preached a morality that helped sell those goods, 

for instance, covering naked bodies with New England’s 

textiles. Hoping to produce what the Student Volunteers 

for Foreign Missions called “the Evangelization of the 

World in Th is Generation,” millions joined missionary 

societies in the United States. In 1890 women made up 

60 percent of the movement. One woman explained that 

missionary work “should appeal to every broad-minded 

Christian woman who is interested in education, civics, 

sanitation, social settlements, hospitals, good literature, 

and the emancipation of children, the right of women 

to health, home and protection; and the coming of the 

Kingdom of our Lord.” 

 Just as missionary work fi lled a void in the 1890s, so 

did a renewed sense of racial superiority that arose from 

domestic developments. Social Darwinism had already 

raised the profi le of racism in the United States, southern 

supremacists had encoded racial segregation for African 

Americans into law, and xenophobes warned of the “yel-

low peril” in the West. Americans now integrated visions 

of domestic and foreign race relations in the dozen or so 

international expositions of the Gilded Age. Th e World’s 

Colombian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, for instance, 

displayed all the supposed races of the world on its main 

strip, from least to most civilized, starting with Africans 

and moving on to Indonesians, Pacifi c Islanders, other 

Asians, on up the ladder to Anglo-Saxons. As the cen-

tury turned, race justifi ed expansion. “We are a conquer-

ing race,” argued Senator Albert Beveridge, Republican 

of Indiana. “We must obey our blood and occupy new 

markets, and, if necessary, new lands.” 

 But racism was not simply for conquering. Th e 

“White Man’s Burden,” as British poet Rudyard Kipling 

called it in 1899, posited a moral, paternalistic obliga-

tion to uplift inferior races. Th eodore Roosevelt shared 

it fully, explaining “it is our duty toward the people liv-

ing in barbarism to see that they are freed from their 

chains.” Race and racism, moreover, could be themselves 

changed by the experience of empire. Americans occu-

pied the Philippines in 1898 with a racial ideology that 

held that Filipino “niggers” were unredeemable savages 

but then came out years later with a more subdued view 

that Filipinos had a “capacity” for self-government if 

properly directed. 

 Less obvious was the domestic crisis of gender. Late-

century American men felt emasculated by urbaniza-

tion and modern life. Roosevelt argued that adventures 

abroad could help men relive “the strenuous life.” “Over-

sentimentality, oversoftness . . . , and mushiness are the 

great danger of this age and this people,” he complained. 

He wanted to revive “barbarian virtues” and yearned for 

a war that would do so. “You and your generation have 

had your chance from 1861 to 1865,” he told Civil War 

veteran and anti-imperialist Carl Schurz. “Now let us of 

this generation have ours!” 

 The War of 1898 and Its Consequences 

 As if responding on cue to the domestic martial spirit, 

the United States fought Spain in 1898 and joined the 

club of great powers. “From a nation of shopkeepers we 
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became a nation of warriors” is how Democratic Party 

boss Henry Watterson described the transition. How-

ever, while between 1870 and 1900 Great Britain added 

4.7 million square miles to its empire and France added 

3.5 million to its own, the United States annexed only 

125,000. Th is was not because Americans were “reluc-

tant” imperialists but because they preferred informal 

control of foreign lands rather than formal colonization. 

 Th e struggle over Cuba helped defi ne the U.S. pref-

erence for informal empire. Th e explosion of the USS 

 Maine  and the death of 266 American sailors in February 

1898 punctuated an already tense situation in which U.S. 

observers sympathized with Cubans rebelling against 

corrupt Spanish rule. Even after this tragedy, however, 

U.S. opinion was by no means united behind war. Th e 

“yellow press” and religious publications wanted war 

on nationalistic and humanitarian grounds, but others 

warned against the cost of fi ghting even a weak empire 

like Spain. U.S. planters in Cuba and trade journals 

back home were hawkish, but the American Federation 

of Labor (AFL) feared the island’s cheap labor. President 

McKinley moved for war in April only after the Con-

gress insisted on a promise of nonannexation though the 

Teller Amendment, named for Senator Henry Teller of 

Colorado, who acted to protect his state’s beet sugar from 

Cuba’s cane sugar. In the end, McKinley asked for war 

not to pander to a jingoistic public but to stop a Cuban 

revolution that could threaten U.S. property and to stem 

charges of cowardice from Democrats. Th e “splendid lit-

tle war,” as Rough Rider Th eodore Roosevelt called it, 

ended quickly, prompting the  New York Sun  to declare, 

“We are all jingoes now,” and giving Washington control 

over Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam. Th e 

Platt Amendment, strong-armed into the Cuban Con-

stitution of 1901, gave oversight of the island’s foreign 

policy to the United States and confi rmed the apparent 

wisdom of informal empire. 

 Th e war in the Philippines—the other major former 

Spanish colony—garnered far less consensus. Easily 

defeating Spain, the United States then entered into a 

years-long brutally racist guerrilla war with Filipino reb-

els, led by Emilio Aguinaldo. “Civilize ’em with a Krag,” 

went a popular army song, as Americans administered 

the “water cure” and other tortures to captured Filipinos. 

“I want no prisoners,” General Jacob Smith instructed 

his troops. “I wish you to kill and burn, the more you 

kill and burn the better you will please me.” Th e war 

took 4,165 American lives and more than 200,000 Fili-

pino lives. McKinley justifi ed the carnage with a classic 

 euphemism: “benevolent assimilation” meant the desire 

to uplift Filipinos through Americanization, a program 

that began in earnest after the war. 

 But while it lasted, the carnage stirred the period’s 

greatest domestic debate about foreign policy. Anti-

imperialism made for strange bedfellows: writers and 

editors such as Mark Twain, E. L. Godkin, and William 

Dean Howells joined industrialists like Carnegie, social 

reformers like Jane Addams, the AFL’s Samuel Gompers, 

and politicians of both parties. Opponents formed the 

Anti-Imperialist League in Boston in June 1898, and its 

arguments largely refl ected domestic politics. Civil rights 

leader Moorfi eld Storey, for instance, saw parallels be-

tween the treatment of Filipinos and African Americans; 

and women identifi ed with Aguinaldo’s fury at being gov-

erned without his consent. Others feared “the incorpora-

tion of a mongrel and semibarbarous population into our 

body politic,” as a South Carolina senator expressed it. 

As one observer noted, all the posturing, abroad like at 

home, achieved little: “Democrats howling about Re-

publicans shooting negroes in the Philippines and the 

Republicans objecting to Democrats shooting negroes in 

the South. Th is may be good politics, but it is rough on 

the negroes.” 

 Besides the takeover of Cuba and the Philippines, the 

War of 1898 had other important consequences. One was 

the annexation of Hawai‘i. By the 1890s, planters, mis-

sionaries, navy planners, whalers, and traders on their 

way to China had long advocated U.S. control of the is-

lands. A treaty from the mid-1870s boosting sugar made 

Hawaiians “practically members of an American Zoll-

verein in an outlying district of the state of California,” 

said Secretary of State James G. Blaine. A believer in 

economic imperialism, Blaine championed annexation 

as “a purely American form of colonization.” By 1893 

Americans made up only 5 percent of Hawai‘i’s popula-

tion but owned 65 percent of its land. Th at year, they led 

a coup against a strong-willed Queen Liliuokalani that 

paved the way for full annexation in the heat of the war 

with Spain, on August 12, 1898. 

 Hawai‘i foreshadowed another consequence of 1898: 

the rising power of the executive. When McKinley could 

not carry two-thirds of the Senate for a Hawaiian treaty, 

he achieved it through a joint resolution, which required 

only simple majorities. McKinley and his successor, 

Th eodore Roosevelt, especially overpowered Congress 

in foreign policy. McKinley was the fi rst chief executive 

with cabinet offi  cers who had few political bases of their 

own and so were more loyal to him. He was also fi rst to 
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appoint a “secretary to the president,” who assumed the 

duties of today’s press secretary: holding daily meetings 

with reporters, issuing press releases, and putting to-

gether press scrapbooks. During the war, the president 

imposed harsh rules on war reporting and had three tele-

graph wires and 25 telephone lines running into the White 

House. With such expanded powers, McKinley took un-

precedented license. He responded to China’s Boxer Re-

bellion of 1900, for instance, by sending troops without 

congressional permission. Meanwhile, Roosevelt penned 

several “executive agreements” that could supplant trea-

ties and circumvent Congress. It was not clear, however, 

if a stronger White House meant an expanded voice for 

the people in foreign policy. Th e Oval Offi  ce often defi ed 

popular sympathies, for instance, when it sided with the 

British in South Africa’s Boer War. And besides, McKin-

ley and Roosevelt believed the president’s role was not 

to follow but to “educate,” in the style of the Progressive 

movement. To Roosevelt, public opinion was “the voice 

of the devil, or what is still worse, the voice of a fool.” 

 World War I: Wilsonianism Abroad and at Home 

 Th e Great War of 1914–18, more commonly known as 

World War I, sparked yet another debate, this one over 

U.S. involvement in Europe. Americans greeted the 

news of war with a refl exive reluctance, and as late as 

August 1917, one journalist assessed that two-thirds of the 

nation was still against the war. Antiwar groups included 

Irish Americans who hated the British Empire and Ger-

man Americans who disapproved of fi ghting their  Hei-
mat  (homeland). Th e Socialist Party made gains with its 

rhetoric of peace, and the Selective Service Act, or draft, 

passed the House by a slim margin of 199 to 178, with 

52 abstentions. President Woodrow Wilson won reelec-

tion in 1916 with the motto “He Kept Us Out of War.” 

In fact, neutrality paid off : before they joined the war, 

Americans sold some $2.2 billion in arms to the British 

and their Allies. 

 Yet the moralistic internationalism advocated by Wil-

son and fellow progressives led logically to war. Herbert 

Croly, in his 1909 book  Th e Promise of American Life , had 

linked progressivism to foreign relations by calling for a 

centralized Hamiltonian state, a stronger military, and 

lower tariff s that would promote democracy and capital-

ism abroad. When Wilson called for war in the spring of 

1917, he articulated aims in the “fourteen points” speech 

of January 8, 1918. Its major principles included self-

 determination for small nations, freedom of the seas, re-

duction of armaments, adjustment of colonial claims, open 

treaties, and a vaguely defi ned League of Nations. “Th ere 

are American principles, American policies,” explained 

the president. Wilson presented a democratic alternative 

to the specter of communism engulfi ng Russia as of 1917. 

“Th e spirit of the Bolsheviki is everywhere,” he warned. 

 Wilson’s democratic spirit was a hit with European 

audiences. Parisians lined their streets under banners 

that read “ Vive Wilson ” and Italians welcomed him as 

the  Redentore dell’Humanità  (Redeemer of Humanity). 

But negotiations over the Treaty of Versailles and the 

League of Nations faced opposition from European vic-

tors and crippling criticism at home. Republicans who 

now controlled the Senate organized as the “reservation-

ists” and “irreconcilables.” Th e latter wanted nothing 

to do with the treaty or the league, while the former, 

headed by Henry Cabot Lodge, the chairman of the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, were wary of sur-

rendering U.S. sovereignty. “Are you willing to put your 

soldiers and your sailors at the disposition of other na-

tions?” Lodge asked rhetorically. Wilson refused to give 

Congress oversight over such matters and embarked on 

an 8,000-mile, 22-day, cross-country speaking tour that 

worked him into a paralyzing stroke. Th e tour was in 

vain. Congress kept the United States out of the treaty 

and the league. 

 War also aff ected domestic groups. African Americans 

“over here,” as the popular song called the homeland, 

still lived overwhelmingly in a South that lynched 382 of 

their own from 1914 to 1920, and met with hostility that 

often boiled over into race riots when they migrated to 

the North. Four hundred thousand joined the military 

but were assigned to camps often segregated with “whites 

only” signs. Leaders such as W.E.B. Du Bois took a re-

spite from encouraging “black nationality” among those 

of African descent and argued for standing “shoulder 

to shoulder” with whites in a common struggle for de-

mocracy. Du Bois organized a Pan-African Congress in 

conjunction with the Versailles conference, but his ad-

vocacy fell on deaf ears with the Great Powers. Women, 

too, mobilized for food campaigns, child welfare work, 

and Liberty bond and loyalty drives. “Th e Girl Behind 

the Man Behind the Gun” is how one poster described 

their infl uence. For women, patriotism brought concrete 

political gain: the Nineteenth Amendment securing the 

vote was ratifi ed in 1920. 

 For those not deemed patriotic enough, repression 

came swiftly. Respectively passed in 1917 and 1918, the 

Espionage Act and the Sedition Act interpreted any 

criticism of the war as subversive, and as a result some 
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German-born residents of the United States fell victim to 

vigilante mobs. In 1919 war’s end brought not only racial 

but labor strife. When terrorists exploded a bomb outside 

the home of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, the 

state rounded up thousands of pacifi sts and labor leaders, 

leading to the deportation of more than 500 aliens. Even 

Eugene Debs, the Socialist Party’s standard-bearer, was 

imprisoned under Wilson, against whom he had run for 

the presidency in 1912. 

 Empire in the Caribbean and Central America 

 Despite the rejection of European postwar settlements, 

the United States did not turn inward. Quite the con-

trary, it expanded its presence around the world, especially 

when unopposed by other Great Powers. Cultural and 

economic radiance were especially intertwined. Marketers 

spread the “American Dream” of material wealth, and 

exporters satisfi ed those urges with the automobile, mo-

tion pictures, and the radio. “Foreign lands are feeling the 

benefi t of American progress, our American right think-

ing,” automaker Henry Ford believed. “Both Russia’s and 

China’s problems are fundamentally industrial and will be 

solved by the application of the right methods of think-

ing, practically applied.” Americans also sent themselves 

abroad; passport holders multiplied almost tenfold in 

the 1910s and 1920s. Finally, Americans increasingly im-

ported the world’s goods. French salons, English libraries, 

Japanese designs, and folk objects from American Indians 

or Latin America became  de rigueur  in chic homes. 

 In the Caribbean area, however, imposing “right think-

ing” did not go smoothly. Especially after 1898, president 

after president sent U.S. troops to occupy Latin Amer-

ican ports, negotiate loans in exchange for fi nancial 

supervision—an arrangement called “dollar diplomacy”—

and remake what they perceived to be unstable political 

cultures into havens for U.S. security, foreign investment, 

and moral reform. In 1903, when Th eodore Roosevelt 

encouraged the separation of Panama from Colombia 

through French and U.S. private promoters, it showed 

the convergence of the U.S. Navy’s need for a canal with 

American merchants’ desire for increased trade. Th e re-

sult was the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914, built 

by a multinational workforce and managed by thousands 

of U.S. citizens living in a ten-mile-wide colony bisecting 

the Central American Isthmus. 

 Th e canal engendered another need: securing Carib-

bean routes leading to it. In 1904, when he signed an 

agreement with Dominicans to take over their customs 

houses, Roosevelt declared the need for the United States 

to exercise “international police power” in its “back-

yard.” Racist paternalism again mixed with security and 

business interests to send U.S. troops to invade Carib-

bean countries at least 34 times in the 30 years after 1903. 

Wilson’s interventions in the Mexican Revolution were 

especially contradictory, since he rejected conquest yet 

sent soldiers so that the Mexican government could “be 

founded on a moral basis.” A desire to minimize criticism 

of these adventures, especially by the “peace progressives” 

in Congress, led Presidents Herbert Hoover and Frank-

lin D. Roosevelt in the late 1920s and early 1930s to call 

for the end of military interventions, what FDR coined 

the Good Neighbor Policy. 

 Puerto Rico fi t oddly into this pattern. U.S. troops 

took it over in 1898 but met no armed resistance. In 1900 

the Foraker Act made the island an “unincorporated ter-

ritory” led by a U.S.-appointed governor and subject 

to congressional laws, thus taking away Puerto Ricans’ 

independence but not granting them rights as U.S. citi-

zens. In decisions from 1901 to 1910 known as the Insu-

lar Cases, the Supreme Court ratifi ed this state of legal 

limbo. In 1917 the Jones Act gave Puerto Ricans U.S. 

citizenship—just in time to draft them into the war—but 

awarded the island neither statehood nor independence. 

 Citizenship and Immigration 

 Immigration and foreign policy were closely related in 

1865–1933 because defi ning citizenship was key to U.S. 

relationships with the world. So while the era was a 

high point for immigrants from Europe, it was not so 

for Asians. In 1882 Congress passed the Chinese Exclu-

sion Act, banning practically all Chinese from entering 

the United States and marking the fi rst such restriction 

based on race or nationality. In 1907 Roosevelt signed 

a “Gentlemen’s Agreement” with Tokyo, sharply cutting 

back Japanese immigration in return for putting pressure 

on the California legislature not to segregate Japanese 

students. Such xenophobic actions went hand-in-hand 

with Jim Crow laws in that they relegated nonwhites to a 

separate, second-class citizenry. Meanwhile, “American-

ization” movements aimed to assimilate Europeans into 

a “melting pot” that allowed them to minimize diff er-

ences and emphasize their common whiteness. 

 Th e Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924 solidifi ed 

this narrowing of citizenship. It established the fi rst nu-

merical limits for immigrants of every nation, nonwhites 

such as those from China and India being limited to 

100 per year. Supreme Court decisions in the 1920s went 

further, barring Japanese and Asian Indians from claim-
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ing whiteness and therefore citizenship. Hardened racial 

lines created the “alien citizen,” or U.S. citizen now seen 

as alien by most Americans. 

 For Mexican Americans—the large majority of Latin 

American immigrants before the 1960s—the process was 

diff erent but equally revealing of domestic politics. From 

1900 to 1930, more than 1 million Mexicans came into the 

United States, nearly all to work in the fi elds of the South-

west. Th e 1924 law did not apply to Mexicans because 

farmers needed cheap labor, but by the late 1920s, calls 

for restriction grew more strident. Mexicans did com-

pete for some jobs and housing with U.S. citizens, and 

were often called ignorant, dirty, lazy, and criminal. Om-

inously, the 1930 U.S. Census for the fi rst time defi ned 

Mexicans as a separate race. When the Great Depression 

hit, the U.S. government forced half a million Mexicans 

in America, nearly one in fi ve, back to their homeland. 

 Defi ning America 

 Th e Depression caused a sharp downturn in U.S. en-

gagement with the world. Exports declined 60 percent, 

and Americans virtually stopped investing overseas. In 

1930 the protectionist wall, eroded slightly since Wilson, 

went back up with the Smoot-Hawley Tariff . Two years 

later, some 25 nations had retaliated. It would take an-

other war in Europe to reinvigorate U.S. leadership in 

world aff airs. 

 From the Civil War to the Great Depression, propo-

nents and opponents of expansion tied themselves to the 

word  Americanism , suggesting that they were express-

ing the best of the country’s values through its behavior 

abroad. Th at debate, perhaps more than anything, marked 

the era. Now that issues such as trade openness, military 

expansion, and immigration are again debated, the im-

portance of defi ning America through its foreign relations 

speaks to the seminal nature of the 1865–1933 period. 

  See also  Alaska and Hawai‘i; Americanism; business and 

politics; Caribbean, Central America, and Mexico, interventions 

in, 1903–34; immigration policy; Latinos and politics; Native 

Americans and politics; race and politics; tariff s and politics. 
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 A L A N  M C P H E R S O N 

 foreign policy and domestic 
politics since 1933 

 Bookended by moments of far-reaching global and 

national crisis, the period from 1933 through the early 

twenty-fi rst century opened with the United States in 

economic depression and enforced retreat from the bold 

internationalism espoused by President Woodrow Wil-

son. Th e long-standing isolationism that dashed Wilson’s 

global aspirations ended abruptly when the United States 

entered World War II, and when the country emerged 

from the war as the ascendant global power, with Eu-

ropean colonialism collapsing in the wake of wartime 

challenges. After the Allied Forces’ victory over global 

fascism, the United States competed for the next 40 

years with the Soviet Union for the hearts, minds, and 

resources of the more than 40 new nations then emerg-

ing from decades of European colonial rule. Th at his-

tory of confl ict—of the aspirations of formerly colonized 

peoples seeking national independence, control of their 

resources, and an independent course for their economic 

development pitted against cold war policies—remains 

resonant. By the end of the U.S.-Soviet confl ict, both 

sides had poured millions of dollars and tons of weapons 

into Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East, 

setting the stage for contemporary ethnic confl icts and 

the rise of al-Qaeda and global terrorist groups. More-

over, by the early twenty-fi rst century, the United States 

would be engaged in costly protracted wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan while facing the greatest national and global 

crisis since the Great Depression. 

 Consuming the World 

 Th e United States emerged from World War II as the 

dominant military and economic power amid proclama-

tions of the “American Century.” Several decades later, 

the demise of the Detroit automotive industry that had 

served as the nation’s arsenal during wartime would 

 symbolize the end of American supremacy in manufac-

turing. Once the world’s wealthiest creditor, the United 

States became a debtor nation (with, in mid-2008, a na-

tional debt of $9.5 trillion and a federal budget defi cit 

of $410 billion). Th e export of manufacturing jobs, the 

decline of the dollar in relation to foreign currencies, 

the nation’s dependency on foreign-produced oil, and 

the nation’s borrowing from China to fi nance its defi cit 

spending have made connections between U.S. foreign 

policy and the nation’s domestic life and politics visible 

to many Americans. Many undoubtedly recall with nos-

talgia how the U.S. entry into World War II pulled the 

country out of a prolonged economic crisis. But other 

aspects of the relationship between foreign policy and 

the way Americans live have remained mysterious to 

many Americans. How many know, for example, that 

the unprecedented expansion of wealth in the 1950s and 

the benefi ts of a consumer society depended on U.S. 

domination of strategic and manufacturing resources? 

 Conceptualizations of connections between domestic 

politics and U.S. foreign relations—military, economic, 

and diplomatic—have changed dramatically over time. 

At moments defi ned by national crisis, such as restric-

tions on civil liberties during the cold war, or more re-

cently, during the “war on terror” after the 9/11 attacks, 

the connection between domestic and foreign aff airs 

seems abundantly clear. Less well known are the more 

routine socioeconomic ties that have historically bound 

the United States to foreign peoples and their societies. 

Th e material abundance of a domestic U.S. consumer 

society founded on cheap energy, industry’s access to raw 

materials, and foreign sweatshop labor has fostered in 

many Americans an innocence about the relationship 

between infl ated military spending and a neglected na-

tional infrastructure and public sphere. Similarly, this 

innocence of past ties between foreign relations and 

domestic politics emerges in the unwillingness of anti-

immigration forces to consider the impact of past U.S. 

foreign wars and economic policies as a catalyst for im-

migration. Yet it is impossible to consider U.S. politics 

and culture outside of the history of the United States on 

the world stage. 

 Th e relationship between U.S. foreign and domestic 

policy tends to enter the American political arena and 

public consciousness primarily in times of war or crisis, 

while signifi cant realms and operations of U.S. power 

remain on the periphery of public discourse and aware-

ness. One reason is that some momentous foreign policy 

actions were carried out covertly, such as the 1953 CIA 
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overthrow of the Iranian elected government of Muham-

mad Musaddiq and the installation of Shah Reza Pahle-

vi’s U.S.-friendly dictatorship. Beyond this, the actions of 

powerful nonstate actors who are nonetheless sanctioned 

or promoted by the government—from the Hollywood 

fi lm industry in the twentieth century, which accepted 

State Department guidelines for cinematic content in 

exchange for the global distribution of fi lms, to corpora-

tions contracted to secure the occupation and rebuilding 

of Iraq—remain hidden to most Americans, and beyond 

the reach of U.S. legal and regulatory authority. 

 Although contemporary historians of the United 

States have vigorously challenged earlier tendencies 

to separate the foreign and domestic spheres and have 

raised awareness of America’s intricate global connec-

tions, the story of the post–World War II economic 

boom, demographic and social shifts such as the growth 

of the suburbs, the population shift to the Sun Belt, 

and the unprecedented material affl  uence experienced 

by that generation of Americans is often told without 

considering how profoundly these shifts depended on 

U.S. policies that aggressively promoted a globally in-

tegrated, U.S.-led capitalist economy. Americans sim-

ply would not have had the automobiles, refrigerators, 

and air conditioning that enabled these massive demo-

graphic shifts without ready Western access to resources 

in southern Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America. 

Th e growth of commercial air travel would not have 

developed without cobalt, an essential material for jet 

engines. Like uranium, diamonds (without which com-

puters could not operate), and countless other metals, 

the vast majority of cobalt reserves were in southern Af-

rica. Th en, as now, the classic American freedom of the 

open road depended on Middle Eastern oil production. 

Th e 1970s energy crisis exposed U.S. oil dependence, a 

dependency again well in evidence as the world market 

price of oil and unprecedented gas prices reached new 

highs in the aftermath of the U.S. invasion and occupa-

tion of Iraq. 

 Global dependencies structured daily consumption as 

well as fundamental economic and social shifts. In the 

1950s and 1960s, Americans consumed millions of frozen 

TV dinners, no doubt for the most part unaware of the 

origins of the aluminum tins in Jamaican bauxite mines, 

acquired during World War II by the U.S.-based Reyn-

olds Metals corporation; the fried chicken processed 

under the dismal working and living conditions of the 

undocumented immigrants in southern poultry farms; 

and the fruit dessert harvested by migrant farm workers 

in the West. Today, the U.S. presence within a web of 

global labor relations, including past and present wars 

and global entanglements, is refl ected in myriad seem-

ingly mundane consumer decisions such as whether to 

order Vietnamese or Cambodian food for takeout. Many 

American cultural and culinary tastes are shaped by the 

history of the nation’s expansive global involvement, 

as well as its high consumption of energy and natural 

resources. 

 Wilsonian Internationalism and 

the American Century 

 In 1933 the global economic depression temporarily stalled 

America’s earlier imperial expansions and disrupted the 

Wilsonian project of making the world safe for Ameri-

can democracy and institutions. During World War I, 

Wilson had waged explicit and fi erce economic com-

petition with America’s military allies, and changed the 

United States from a debtor nation to a creditor nation 

with legislation that freed U.S. banks and corporations 

from Progressive Era restrictions. Th e establishment of 

the Federal Reserve and its central banking system pro-

vided U.S. industries with a competitive global advan-

tage. Wilson’s missionary zeal for reshaping the world 

in America’s image was further refl ected in his response 

to the 1917 Russian revolution and Vladimir Lenin’s call 

for a worldwide revolution against imperial powers. In 

response to Lenin, Wilson’s “Fourteen Points” speech 

off ered an anticolonial politics that challenged Europe’s 

privileged access to markets and investment. 

 Compelled to focus on the domestic crisis of the 

Great Depression, Franklin D. Roosevelt also looked 

outward as the fi rst president to recognize the Soviet 

Union, and through his attempts in the face of isola-

tionist opposition to build new alliances in aiding oppo-

nents of Japanese and German aggression. World War II 

sparked social confl ict within the United States, notably 

in the forced internment of Japanese American citizens 

and in the widespread white resistance to the movement 

of African Americans into cities and the West with the 

opening of factories and jobs. At the same time, the war-

time alliance with the Soviet Union enabled a second 

fl owering of the popular front culture of the 1930s, as 

leftist-inspired labor and social movements vigorously 

debated the appropriate character of U.S. international-

ism. Th e period of World War II through the early cold 

war marked the ascendance of the United States as a 

global superpower at precisely the moment that European 

colonialism collapsed, and in the midst of a related cold 
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war with the Soviet Union. Both superpowers struggled 

to win the allegiance and resources of formerly colonized 

peoples. Many Americans, including such black radicals 

as Paul Robeson and W.E.B. DuBois, and Roosevelt’s 

fi rst vice president, Henry Wallace (the Progressive Party 

candidate in the 1948 election), envisioned a worldwide 

New Deal in which future peace and prosperity hinged 

on ending colonialism and raising the standard of living 

of colonized peoples as well as continued cooperation 

between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

 Others revived the ambitious Wilsonian interna-

tionalism of World War I to argue that the priority in 

a new American-led internationalism was the safety of 

American investments and America’s access to resources 

needed for economic growth. For Time-Life publisher 

Henry Luce and his allies, the “American Century” 

would usher in a world where American values, cul-

ture, and consumer products peacefully conquered the 

world. Th is vision profoundly infl uenced U.S. wartime 

and postwar objectives, as U.S. policy makers envisioned 

an American-led, globally integrated capitalist economy. 

Committed to ensuring the West’s privileged access to 

the world’s markets, industrial infrastructure, and raw 

materials, this group embraced President Harry Tru-

man’s ambitious declaration that the United States had 

the right and responsibility to intervene in external and 

internal threats everywhere across the globe. 

 The Cold War and U.S. Global Ambitions 

 Scholars generally agree that despite Joseph Stalin’s no-

torious brutality toward the Soviet people, the Soviet 

Union was not expansionist in the early years of the cold 

war, forced instead to rebuild internally after the enor-

mous casualties and destruction of infrastructure during 

World War II. (Th is would change dramatically in the 

1960s under Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, who de-

clared support for national liberation movements world-

wide.) Yet at the end of World War II, with conservatives 

throughout Europe tarnished by collaborations with the 

Nazis, and Communists and Socialists hailed as the core 

of resistance to fascism, the European left emerged from 

the war greatly strengthened, and anticapitalist ideolo-

gies had enormous appeal for anticolonial movements. 

In the eyes of many U.S. policy makers, this represented 

a serious threat to American economic and political 

objectives. 

 Th e Truman Doctrine, announced before Congress 

on March 12, 1947, specifi cally funded beleaguered 

anti-Communist governments in Greece and Turkey 

but more broadly asked Americans to accept the “great 

responsibilities” entailed in a global struggle against 

communism. Th e Attorney General’s List of Subver-

sive Organizations and the Loyalty Oath declared the 

criticism of American foreign policy beyond the pale 

of acceptable discourse. Th e cold war repression of po-

litical dissent intensifi ed during the early 1950s, under 

the leadership of Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy, 

who used the spotlight of nationally televised hearings 

to promote the idea of a conspiracy of Communists who 

had infi ltrated the nation’s foreign policy establishment. 

McCarthy’s witch hunts had a far-reaching, intimidat-

ing infl uence on critical institutions such as the press 

and education from the elementary to university level, 

and in setting up a bipartisan cold war foreign policy 

consensus. 

 After decades of careful documentation of cold war 

repression within the United States, some scholars have 

more recently contended that the cold war’s impact on 

the narrowing of political and cultural expression has 

been overemphasized. Certainly, some social processes 

and intellectual and political traditions transcended cold 

war divides. But a fundamental issue remains: despite 

sometimes heated debates over strategy, such as Eisen-

hower’s critique of Truman’s execution of the Korean war, 

the United States consolidated its position as the world’s 

dominant power largely without scrutiny of means or 

ends. For 20 years following the announcement of the 

Truman Doctrine in 1947, the ruling assumptions and 

objectives of American foreign policy to contain com-

munism went unopposed in Congress or within any sig-

nifi cant sector of the American people. Th e substantially 

narrowed anti-Communist political discourse during the 

1950s helped account for the episodic nature of Ameri-

can citizens’ engagement with foreign aff airs, as well as 

the explosive social confl ict that occurred in the 1960s. 

Most important, the institutional patterns of secrecy and 

lack of democratic accountability established in the early 

cold war years posed profound challenges to not only 

the broader vibrancy of a democratic culture where citi-

zens feel engaged and empowered in matters that aff ect 

their lives, but the most basic tenets of liberal procedural 

democracy. 

 Anticolonialism, Civil Rights, and the Cold War 

 Th e leading international alternative to the cold war’s bi-

polar vision of global politics, the nonaligned movement 

of newly independent Afro-Asian nations, had little trac-

tion within U.S. politics. Th e most far-reaching demands 
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for political and economic equality of the World War II 

era, including the linking of civil rights to anticolonial 

struggles abroad, were abruptly altered and in many 

cases thoroughly repressed in the early cold war. While 

such radical advocates of anticolonialism as Robeson and 

DuBois were prosecuted and had their passports seized, 

others, such as the NAACP’s Walter White, became ar-

chitects of a new anti-Communist liberalism, promoting 

an anticolonialism that was justifi ed by anticommunism, 

arguing that the abuses of colonialism opened the doors 

to Communists and that Asia and Africa must remain in 

the Western orbit. 

 Despite strong rhetoric denouncing the abuses of 

domestic racism, such as Secretary of State Dean G. 

Acheson’s warning that the United States could not ne-

glect the “international implications of civil rights viola-

tions,” advocates for civil rights and desegregation found 

the range of debate sharply constrained, despite the Tru-

man administration’s unprecedented endorsement of a 

civil rights agenda. Truman’s embrace of civil rights ac-

knowledged Acheson’s understanding of civil rights as 

a national security issue. But in focusing more on the 

cold war than on civil rights, Truman presided over the 

contraction of public debate and the collapse of the left 

during the early cold war years. As early as 1946, with 

the formation of Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights, 

White and others began to craft the dominant argument 

of the anti-Communist civil rights liberals. Th e new ar-

gument seized on international criticism, in the world 

press, of American racism to argue that antidiscrimina-

tion measures were vital for the United States in its strug-

gle against communism. Th e dominant liberal argument 

against racial segregation, using anticommunism to jus-

tify the fi ght against racism and for civil rights, conceded 

the high ground to anticommunism. 

 Scholars have traced a powerful remobilization of 

business between 1946 and 1948, which aff orded anti-

Communist labor leaders power within the circles of 

the corporate elite and blocked the radical social agenda 

of labor and civil rights evident during World War II. 

Th e growing conservatism of the labor movement and 

the narrowing of labor’s agenda had a critical impact on 

global politics. As Communists and progressives were 

expelled from unions in America, American labor sup-

ported anti-Communist unions abroad even when that 

meant collaborating with former Nazis and other fascists. 

In 1949 CIO unions left the World Federation of Trade 

Unions (WFTU), and both the AFL and CIO took the 

lead in setting up the new anti-Communist Interna-

tional Confederation of Free Trade Unions. CIO sup-

port for African labor during World War II had been an 

important feature of the globally infl ected civil rights ac-

tivism that had also supported anticolonial movements. 

But after the CIO’s departure from the WFTU, the role 

of U.S. labor in Africa, as well as in the well-documented 

European cases, would be fi ltered through a close collab-

oration between the AFL-CIO (under director George 

Meany) and the State Department—with covert support 

from the CIA. 

 The Hot Battle for Hearts and Mines 

 Th e debate over the signifi cance of the cold war in shap-

ing American politics rests in part on the very defi nition 

of the term  cold war . To grasp the implications of U.S. 

cold war policies it is necessary to look beyond the bipo-

lar U.S.-Soviet confl ict. From the U.S. entry into World 

War II through the early cold war, the United States as-

cended as the hegemonic power while competing with 

the Soviet Union for the allegiance and resources of for-

merly colonized peoples. In theory, colonialism had no 

place in the vision of American democratic capitalism. 

U.S. policy makers not only objected to the resources 

and markets that colonialism aff orded the European 

powers but also came to see American race relations as 

the Achilles’ heel in the cold war battle for hearts and 

minds overseas, and sought to distinguish themselves 

from European colonizers. 

 Th us, for the most part, U.S. policy makers did not 

seek to take over European models of colonialism as they 

withered in the face of anticolonial challenges and the 

straitened conditions of wartime. Asserting instead the 

right of the United States to lead the “free world,” they 

pursued global economic integration through modern-

ization and development. American policy makers com-

mitted themselves to making sure that the West had 

privileged access to the world’s markets, industrial in-

frastructure, and raw materials. And like the Wilsonian 

promotion of self-determination that had no trouble rec-

onciling the invasions of Haiti and Mexico when U.S. 

interests and investments were at stake, policy makers 

in the post-1945 period interpreted democracy to mean 

capitalism fi rst and foremost, and consistently supported 

dictatorships friendly to capitalism over democratically 

elected nationalist governments in Asia, Africa, and the 

Middle East or U.S. economic imperialism in Latin 

America. 

 In the face of persistent attempts by formerly colo-

nized peoples to regain control of their resources, U.S. 
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policy makers made repeated use of (often covert) mili-

tary force; the “cold” war was in fact a bloody and pro-

tracted confl ict for the peoples of Asia, Africa, Latin 

America, and the Middle East, where democratic chal-

lenges often met with violent suppression by either U.S. 

proxies, covert operatives, or both. By the mid-1950s, the 

CIA had already carried out covert actions to oust elected 

leaders in Iran and Guatemala, and by the mid-1960s, 

had waged counterinsurgencies in Indonesia, Syria, the 

Congo, Cuba, Guyana, and Vietnam. Certainly many 

policy makers viewed these actions as a necessary evil. 

Th e “common sense” of covert action depended on a 

worldview of the Soviet Union as a dangerous enemy 

that fundamentally threatened “the American way of 

life.” But in confronting a seemingly ubiquitous Soviet 

threat, American policy makers repeatedly confl ated 

nationalism and communism. Moreover, U.S. opposi-

tion to leaders throughout the Middle East, Africa, Asia, 

and Latin America often refl ected ethnocentric and pa-

ternalistic assessments of non-Western leaders that pro-

hibited American policy makers from viewing them as 

independent political agents. From the CIA overthrow 

of Muhammad Musaddiq in Iran to the ouster and assas-

sination of Patrice Lumumba in the Congo in 1961, U.S. 

offi  cials tended to see leaders in these regions as pawns or 

potential pawns of the Soviets. Despite the complexity of 

America’s global relationships, when control over crucial 

strategic resources such as oil and uranium were at stake 

American offi  cials brooked no ambiguity in assessing the 

allegiances of national leaders. 

 Th e enormous reach of U.S. foreign policy entailed 

highly porous boundaries between the government 

and purportedly private corporations and cultural in-

dustries. As the Soviet Union sent classical orchestras 

and ballet companies around the world and the United 

States responded with jazz, dance, and other cultural 

forms, the circulation of culture became part of the 

cold war battle for hearts and minds. Th e United States 

Information Agency produced and distributed fi lms, 

radio programs, and vast numbers of pamphlets and 

news releases aimed at showing the world the superior-

ity of the American way of life and American democ-

racy. By 1955 the Voice of America brought American 

music and culture to an estimated 30 million people 

in more than 80 countries. In the next decade, that 

number would triple. Th e State Department sponsored 

cultural presentations involving a multitude of artists, 

from jazz musicians Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, 

and Dizzy Gillespie to dancers and choreographers 

Martha Graham, Alvin Ailey, and Paul Taylor to the 

Cleveland Orchestra, high school marching bands, and 

rhythm and blues and soul groups. While such tours 

were highly publicized, the CIA clandestinely funded 

cultural institutions from the Museum of Modern Art 

in New York City to radio, newspapers, and the motion 

picture industry. Touring jazz ensembles closely fol-

lowed an itinerary tracking the cold war commodities 

of oil and uranium; some appearances occurred practi-

cally simultaneously with U.S. backed coups and inter-

ventions. As the U.S. government courted neocolonial 

elites, musicians traveled with remarkable frequency to 

places where the CIA operated, from Iran and Iraq to 

the Republic of the Congo to other areas of America’s 

northern perimeter defense zone across Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Turkey. 

 As the U.S. government secured access to oil for 

American companies by means from coups to con-

certs, precursors of Texaco, Chevron, Exxon, and Mobil 

exported U.S. segregationist race relations in their 

worker-management relations throughout the Western 

hemisphere. In the segregated workforces the oil compa-

nies assembled in Mexico and Venezuela, workers were 

paid diff erently according to race. Th ese same companies 

owned the conglomerate Arabian American Oil Com-

pany, which styled itself as a private enterprise version of 

the Marshall Plan as it extended such arrangements into 

former parts of the British and French empires, trans-

planting segregationist labor and housing laws to the oil 

fi elds and refi neries of Saudi Arabia, where Arab workers 

labored under Jim Crow–style discrimination. 

 As these private enterprises thrived throughout Cen-

tral America and the Middle East, in the many areas 

where the accelerated anticolonial activity of World 

War II carried into armed confl ict between indepen-

dence movements and colonial powers, ultimately the 

United States nearly always backed up its colonial al-

lies when they faced challenges to their rule. Only in 

rare cases—such as Indonesia, where the United States 

judged the Dutch to be so intransigent as to be driving 

the Indonesians into the hands of the Communists, and 

the 1956 Suez Canal crisis, in which the United States 

defi ed Britain and France and eventually forced them to 

withdraw troops they had amassed to challenge Gamel 

Abdel Nasser after he nationalized the canal—did the 

United States directly challenge its European allies in 

matters of colonial control. 
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 Vietnam and Deepening Militarism 

 Th e case of America’s longest war, in Vietnam, starkly il-

lustrates the tendency of the United States to ultimately 

back up its colonial allies. Historians have struggled to 

explain America’s participation in the Vietnam War, a 

war that would shape the character of American politics 

and society for decades to come. Scholars have analyzed 

the war as an inevitable by-product of cold war assump-

tions and even as an example of the sheer excess of liberal 

cold war ideology. While both of these views are impor-

tant, historians have less often considered the war as an 

ill-advised by-product of the U.S. commitment to colo-

nial France. With the United States initially sympathetic 

to Ho Chi Minh’s revolutionary nationalism, when the 

French government of General Charles de Gaulle found 

itself both embattled by the Communist left and inca-

pable of defending its colonial empire, the United States 

reversed its position and came to its aid, propping up 

successive South Vietnamese governments tottering pre-

cariously atop an inherited colonial state structure. 

 In his Farewell Address, President Dwight Eisenhower 

expressed concern that what he labeled “the military in-

dustrial complex” might imperil American democratic 

institutions. Over time, antiwar critics would extend this 

observation to charge that America had overinvested in 

military sectors at the expense of basic industry, manu-

facturing, and infrastructure. Th e most radical critics of 

U.S. participation in the Vietnam War linked the war to 

U.S. imperialism throughout the globe. 

 Protest and National Nervous Breakdown 

 Scholars have discussed the irony of a government de-

fending democracy from communism by creating a se-

cret government accountable to no one. Certainly, the 

fact that so much U.S. foreign policy remained under 

the radar in the early cold war—such as the order by 

John F. Kennedy to depose President Ngo Dinh Diem 

of South Vietnam in 1961, and the 1964 Tonkin Gulf in-

cident that led President Lyndon Johnson to ratchet up 

U.S. intervention in the war—contributed enormously 

to the outrage of the 1960s antiwar movement, as many 

Americans who had generally trusted their government 

and shared in the hopeful optimism projected by Ken-

nedy began to discover that they did not have the whole 

story, and indeed, had been lied to. In 1965 high school 

students in Des Moines, Iowa, braved suspension and 

even death threats by wearing black armbands in an anti-

war demonstration. Four years later the Supreme Court 

upheld the First Amendment Rights of students (and 

teachers) at school. Americans inundated by humanitar-

ian appeals to sponsor impoverished children because 

poverty would lead them to communism now saw those 

children slaughtered by American troops. In 1967, the 

year of the My Lai Massacre in Vietnam, Americans also 

learned that the CIA had illegally funded such American 

organizations as the National Students Association and 

the American Society of African Culture, in addition to 

a multitude of foreign cultural organizations. 

 By 1968 the violence—whether covert or military—

that had become integral to the pursuit of U.S. objec-

tives abroad seemed endemic in U.S. society as well. In 

February of that year, police fi red on African American 

students protesting segregation in Orangeburg, South 

Carolina. Domestic and international opposition to 

U.S. participation in the Vietnam War became a polar-

izing force, further undermining the liberal consensus 

for civil rights reform, fracturing the Democratic Party 

and sowing the seeds for the demise of the New Deal 

Coalition and the rise of the New Right. Martin Luther 

King Jr.’s antiwar speech on April 4, 1967, and his oppo-

sition to racism, poverty, and militarism divided the civil 

rights movement. In 1968 the unpopular war had forced 

President Johnson to withdraw his campaign for reelec-

tion. Th e assassination of King, and shortly afterward of 

Robert Kennedy, the leading antiwar contender for the 

Democratic nomination for president, hurled the nation 

into chaos. 

 President Richard M. Nixon, who parlayed the na-

tion’s racial and antiwar confl icts to gaining the presi-

dency in 1968, ordered the expansion of the confl ict to 

Laos and the secret bombing of Cambodia. Th e term 

 imperial presidency  usually refers to Nixon’s use of un-

checked executive power in his conduct of American 

involvement in the war, and his disregard for legislative 

oversight. Th e Watergate scandal, caused by the admin-

istration’s cover-up of the burglary of Democratic Na-

tional Committee offi  ces before the 1972 presidential 

campaign, proved to be Nixon’s undoing. He resigned 

when his claims of executive privilege on the withhold-

ing of evidence related to Watergate were rejected by the 

Supreme Court. And by fi ring Archibald Cox, the spe-

cial prosecutor appointed by Congress, who investigated 

the scandal, Nixon had outraged critics by causing a con-

stitutional crisis. To be sure, Nixon was a complex fi gure, 

a paranoid and mean-spirited politician eager to destroy 

his critics on the eve of his 1972 reelection campaign, but 
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also an astute statesman whose policy of détente opened 

up relations with the China and the Soviet Union. But 

the view of Nixon and his National Security Advisor 

Henry Kissinger that managing superpower relations 

was the key to resolving all global confl icts extended the 

cold war confl ation of nationalism and communism and 

failed its greatest test in Vietnam. Th e Nixon-Kissinger 

foreign policy favored aggressive protection of U.S. access 

to key strategic and economic resources at the expense of 

democratic governments and movements. Th e adminis-

tration supported military dictatorship in Pakistan in its 

war with India and its genocide in Bangladesh. Nixon 

supported the right wing dictatorship of Portugal in its 

colonial war in Angola, and backed white supremacist 

governments of southern Africa. Nixon and Kissinger 

also directed CIA support for the bloody 1973 military 

coup that overthrew Salvador Allende, the democrati-

cally elected Socialist president of Chile. Th e coup, led 

by General Augusto Pinochet, killed more than 3,000, 

including Allende himself. Pinochet’s military dictator-

ship, marked by detention, torture, and murder, lasted 

until 1990. 

 Debating U.S. Power 

 Nixon’s use of executive power led to demands for trans-

parency and congressional oversight. Th e War Powers 

Act (1973), passed over Nixon’s veto, called for congres-

sional authorization of the president’s deployment of 

the armed forces. After a series of revelations, including 

the U.S. Army surveillance of civilians and covert CIA 

activities reported by Seymour Hersh in 1975, a Senate 

Select Committee on Intelligence Activities chaired by 

Senator Frank Church (D-Idaho) unearthed extensive 

information on covert intelligence and counterinsur-

gency programs, including FBI domestic surveillance 

and CIA operations, plots to assassinate foreign leaders 

ordered by presidents, and a shared CIA-FBI program 

involving the surveillance of the mail of American citi-

zens. Th e Church Committee inspired regulatory re-

straints, including an executive ban on U.S.-sanctioned 

assassinations of foreign leaders. In addition, the Federal 

Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) established court 

procedures and oversight for surveillance of foreign in-

telligence agents. Th e Church Committee’s eff orts to 

impose limits on the CIA and executive authority were 

strongly resisted by President Gerald Ford’s advisors, in-

cluding Kissinger and Donald Rumsfeld. 

 Th e fact that Congress never debated, voted on, or 

declared an offi  cial U.S. war in Vietnam meant that its 

fi nancing was concealed from public oversight. Th e high 

cost of the war led to the “stagfl ation” and economic 

crisis of the 1970s, unveiling longer patterns of global 

interdependence. Th e 1973 oil embargo led by the Orga-

nization of Petroleum Exporting Countries, the cartel of 

oil-producing nations, unmasked America’s dependence 

on foreign oil. Th e triple shocks of the Vietnam War, 

Watergate, and the oil crisis revealed the Western Ford-

ist industrial economy to be in precipitous decline, with 

shrinking social welfare benefi ts for workers in Western 

industrial societies and the rise of new transnational 

corporations and fi nancial institutions with rapidly di-

minishing accountability to states and nations. Th e long-

term U.S. economic dependence on the extraction of 

raw materials in dangerous and exploitative conditions 

may not have been apparent to most Americans, but the 

loss of 500,000 auto jobs between 1978 and 1982, leading 

to widespread hardship, was highly visible. 

 Popular discontent at the failure in Vietnam, eco-

nomic troubles, and the exposure of government impro-

prieties led to the election of Georgia Democrat Jimmy 

Carter to the presidency in 1978. Carter advocated U.S. 

foreign policy guided by concern for human rights and 

urged Americans to accept limits to the easy access to 

resources that many had taken for granted. Leading 

by example, Carter promoted energy conservation as a 

means of reducing America’s dependence on foreign oil. 

Carter’s challenges to the American public provoked a 

backlash. And to many, Carter appeared generally inept 

at foreign policy, powerless to stop the erosion of the 

gains of détente and the escalation of the cold war as 

the Soviets invaded Afghanistan and stepped up support 

for leftist governments and opposition groups. In 1979 

the Iranian Revolution sent the U.S.-backed shah into 

exile, creating a vacuum fi lled by the Islamic cleric Aya-

tollah Ruholla Khomeini. When young Iranian mili-

tants seized 52 U.S. diplomats as hostages, Carter staged 

a military rescue mission that failed. While Carter bro-

kered the hostages’ release before the end of his term, 

the 444-day national ordeal had doomed his reelection 

campaign. 

 A Supernova Burning Brightest at the Moment 

of Its Demise: The Last Years of the Cold War 

 Republican Ronald Reagan ran on two simple premises: 

getting the “monkey of government” off  people’s back 

and restoring U.S. might and right. Although Reagan 

ran against big government, his administration increased 

military spending while scaling back the welfare state. 
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 During the 1980s, with the nation deeply divided 

over U.S. foreign policy, the Reagan administration ac-

celerated the cold war, particularly through support of 

anti-Communist counterinsurgencies in Latin America. 

Th rough the continuing and new proxy wars of the 

1980s, the Reagan administration supported right-wing 

insurgencies in El Salvador and Nicaragua. When the 

Boland Amendment blocked Reagan’s support of the 

contras in Nicaragua, the White House, led by National 

Security Council staff  member Lieutenant Oliver L. 

North, secretly funneled support to the contras as they 

sought to overthrow the democratically elected Sandini-

stas. Th e disclosure of North’s “shadow government” led 

to the Iran-Contra Aff air, in which North diverted to the 

contras the proceeds of arms sales to moderates in Iran 

in exchange for the release of Americans held hostage 

there. 

 Ironically, as a president who presided over a dramatic 

escalation of the cold war, Reagan ended his second term 

benefi ting from Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s 

campaign of Glasnost and Perestroika—political open-

ness and economic reform—and the formal dissolution 

of the Soviet Union in 1991. Th e collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the fall of Communist governments in the 

Eastern Bloc states led to profound changes in global 

politics. While activists demanded a “peace dividend” 

of investment in domestic social programs, in 1989 one 

commentator, Francis Fukuyama, proclaimed “the end 

of history” marked by the universal triumph of Western 

liberal democracy and the demise of all ideological al-

ternatives. Many U.S. policy makers shared Fukuyama’s 

thesis and believed that the fall of Communist states 

vindicated the values of free-market capitalism. But this 

triumphalist view of the cold war mitigated against an 

examination of failed policies on all sides of the confl ict. 

Many have tended to view present dangers with nostal-

gia for the supposed stability of the cold war era. But 

one cannot neatly classify the wars and challenges of the 

twenty-fi rst century as those of a distinct post–cold war 

moment with entirely new dynamics. State and nonstate 

wars, the U.S. occupation of Iraq, political violence in 

Africa, and the “war on terror” all suggest the limitations 

of Fukuyama’s bipolar cold war perspective. 

 Th e Reagan administration opposed the Soviet occu-

pation of Afghanistan by supporting the anti-Soviet Mu-

jahadeen fi ghters in that country (including Osama bin 

Laden). Reagan also enlisted Iraq and its dictator Saddam 

Hussein as an ally against Iran after the overthrow of the 

shah of Iran. Th e arming of Africa and the Middle East 

by the United States and Soviet Union, and the dubi-

ous alliances between western powers and third world 

“strongmen,” contributed to continued instability in Af-

rica and later electoral victories of leftist governments in 

Latin America, including those of Brazil, Venezuela, and 

Bolivia. Th e alliance with Pakistan in the “war on terror” 

was part of a longer history of U.S. military support for 

Pakistan that reaches back to partition and U.S hostility 

toward India and its nonaligned foreign policy. 

 Cold War Continuities and the War on Terror 

 Th e George W. Bush administration’s responses to the 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the U.S. in-

vasion and occupation of Iraq not only marked a return 

to the government secrecy of the cold war but also de-

ployed U.S. armed forces in the region where the United 

States fi rst engaged in cold war–era covert operations. 

Some of the ardent cold warriors of the Reagan era, 

including Elliot Abrams, Donald Rumsfeld, and Dick 

Cheney, resurfaced in the administration of George W. 

Bush, implementing their “ends justify the means” vision 

of unchecked executive power in the pursuit of war and 

intelligence gathering. Th e publication of photographs 

taken by U.S. troops engaging in the torture of detainees 

in the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq sparked public out-

rage and congressional scrutiny. Further investigations 

revealed that despite widespread opposition within the 

administration itself; from members of Congress in both 

parties; and from people within the Justice Department, 

the State Department, and the CIA, a small but power-

ful group led by Vice President Dick Cheney extended 

a network of secret prisons and secret torture unprec-

edented in U.S. history in its scope and disregard for 

both the U.S. Constitution and international law. 

 In a sense, every presidential election since the end of 

U.S. participation in the Vietnam War has served as a 

referendum on American foreign policy and America’s 

place in the world. Th e crises of the early twenty-fi rst 

century suggest that the country has yet to overcome the 

institutionalized patterns of secrecy and lack of demo-

cratic accountability established in the early cold war 

years. Many have argued that such patterns have pro-

foundly damaged democratic institutions within the 

United States. For many citizens and elected offi  cials, 

the use of torture, the erosion of civil liberties, and 

widespread electoral fraud of the 2000 and 2004 elec-

tions called into question the legitimacy of the electoral 

system, the basic functioning of procedural democracy, 

and the survival of the Constitution. Some hoped that 
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the severity of the crisis would present a historic oppor-

tunity to restore transparency and democratic account-

ability, and to rethink U.S. foreign policy, the country’s 

dependence on global resources, and the future of the 

United States in a multilateral world. 

  See also  anticommunism; globalization; immigration policy; 

war and politics. 
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 Free Soil Party 

 Th e Free Soil Party was an organization founded in 1848 

to oppose the spread of slavery into the territories the 

United States had acquired in the recently concluded 

war against Mexico. Believing that, constitutionally, it 

could not challenge slavery in the existing slave states, 

the party supported the Wilmot Proviso, then under 

debate in Congress, to contain slavery within its exist-

ing boundaries. As a third party, it attempted to force 

Democrats and Whigs to stop catering to the interests of 

what it called the “Slave Power,” which demanded that 

slavery be legal in all territories. 

 Th e treaty ending the Mexican-American War, ratifi ed 

by the Senate in February 1848, resulted in the acquisi-

tion of vast new southwestern territories that included 

California and expanded American boundaries westward 

from Texas and the Louisiana Purchase to the Pacifi c. 

During the war, Representative David Wilmot, a Demo-

crat from Pennsylvania, had proposed prohibiting slav-

ery in any territory acquired from Mexico. Although 

approved by the northern-dominated House, the proviso 

stalled in the Senate and debate raged as the presiden-

tial campaign began. When the conventions of both the 

Democratic and Whig parties refused to include Wilmot 

Proviso planks in their platforms, factions of both orga-

nizations seceded and joined with the small abolitionist 

Liberty Party to form the Free Soil Party at a mass con-

vention in Buff alo attended by close to 20,000 people. 

 Th e Liberty Party, which had formed in 1840, joined 

the Free Soilers somewhat reluctantly, since its members 

stood for total abolition and considered joining those 

who sought only to contain slavery to be a sacrifi ce of 

principle. Th ey were especially concerned that the new 

party was led by a former proslavery Democrat, Mar-

tin Van Buren. Yet most in the Liberty Party accepted 

the decision of their party leaders, knowing that a larger 

political organization would bring greater infl uence. 

Led by Salmon P. Chase and Gamaliel Bailey of Ohio, 

and joined by Massachusetts and New York Liberty 

men, the party attracted a more idealistic element and 

added the support of such leaders as poet John Greenleaf 

Whittier, Joshua Leavitt, and John P. Hale. Many Lib-

erty women, including editor Jane Grey Swisshelm of 

Pittsburgh, added their support, even though they were 

denied the ballot. All worked strenuously and enthusias-

tically during the campaign. Th e party received its most 

enthusiastic support in New York, Massachusetts, and 

northeastern Ohio. 

 Under the leadership of Chase, the delegates adopted 

a platform calling for a host of reforms but stressing the 

Wilmot Proviso. Th ey also called for a homestead bill, 

protective tariff s, and federal aid for internal improve-

ments, and concluded with the slogan “ FREE SOIL, 

FREE SPEECH, FREE LABOR , and  FREE MEN .” 

Th e delegates chose a ticket of former president Van 

Buren and Charles Francis Adams, son of the recently 

deceased John Quincy Adams, a longtime opponent of 

the war. Th e platform was silent on the issue of racial 

equality because many party members opposed extend-

ing civil rights to African Americans; yet many free 

blacks still endorsed it, including Frederick  Douglass. 
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For them, the Free Soil Party was the only viable alterna-

tive to proslavery candidates Zachary Taylor and Lewis 

Cass and a continuation of Slave Power infl uence. De-

spite Liberty reluctance over Van Buren as the candidate, 

Leavitt concluded, “Th e Liberty party is not dead, but 

translated.” Many antislavery Democrats and Whigs 

resisted joining, however, fearing the loss of political 

infl uence in a party unlikely to be competitive. Th is 

group included Abraham Lincoln, William H. Seward, 

Hannibal Hamlin, Th addeus Stevens, and Benjamin 

Wade. 

 Late in organizing and low in campaign funds and 

editorial support, the third party was unable to resist the 

strength of Democratic and Whig organizations. It faced 

the inevitable charge that a vote for a third party was not 

only a wasted vote but in fact aided one of the two major 

parties by drawing support away from the other. Th e Free 

Soil Party gained only 10 percent of the vote in an elec-

tion that placed Mexican-American War hero General 

Zachary Taylor in the White House. Although it won 

a dozen seats in the House and soon placed Chase and 

Charles Sumner in the Senate, the party proved unable 

to withstand the lure of political power and the trend to-

ward North-South compromise in 1849 and 1850. Many 

members returned to their original parties. Especially 

damaging was the defection of the Van Burenites, who 

surrendered their antislavery principles and rejoined the 

New York Democratic Party. 

 Th e Free Soilers struggled in 1852 in reduced form 

with a presidential ticket of John P. Hale of New Hamp-

shire and George W. Julian of Indiana, winning only 

half of their 1848 total. Without most of its Democratic 

component, the party was a more principled organiza-

tion but proved incapable of countering the Democratic 

and Whig argument that the Compromise of 1850 had 

settled the important sectional issues. 

 A lull in sectional agitation, interrupted by fugitive 

slave rescues and the publication of Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s  Uncle Tom’s Cabin,  was shattered in 1854, when 

Senator Stephen A. Douglas, Democrat of Illinois, pro-

posed his Kansas-Nebraska bill repealing the Missouri 

Compromise ban on territorial slavery above 36° 30

north latitude. With their key leaders, Daniel Webster 

and Henry Clay, dead, the Whigs off ered only ineff ec-

tive opposition to the Douglas bill, and their decline 

accelerated. Northerners, seeking a new, more eff ec-

tive antislavery party, responded with the Republican 

Party, with Free Soilers Chase, Sumner, and Joshua 

Giddings of Ohio in the lead. Th e new party fought off  

a challenge from the anti-immigrant American Party 

(the Know-Nothing Party), and, by 1855, emerged as a 

member of the two-party system. In its fi rst presiden-

tial campaign in 1856, the party platform stressed the 

Wilmot Proviso concept and succeeded in winning the 

support of many antislavery politicians who had earlier 

rejected the Free Soil Party, including Lincoln, Seward, 

Hamlin, Stevens, and Wade. When the party won its 

fi rst presidential election four years later, with a ticket 

headed by Lincoln and Hamlin, it did so with a con-

tainment of slavery platform closely resembling that of 

the Free Soilers in 1848. Th us, as the country teetered 

on the brink of civil war, the founders of the party 

could claim with justifi cation that Northerners had fi -

nally realized the need to challenge the Slave Power’s 

control over the federal government and prevent the 

spread of slavery. 

  See also  American (Know-Nothing) Party; Whig Party. 
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G
 gender and sexuality 

 Debates over gender and sexuality have been central to 

American politics since the days of the Founding Fa-

thers. At stake have been confl icting defi nitions of men’s 

and women’s proper roles, both in the family and in rela-

tion to state and nation. Th ese disputes are signifi cant, 

in part, for their enduring rhetorical appeal: few politi-

cians have sought to depict themselves as “antifamily,” 

while many have criticized their male opponents as weak 

and eff eminate or, conversely, violent and piratical. In a 

deeper sense, recurring confl icts over public policy—over 

the outcome of politics—have also had crucial gender 

dimensions. Over two centuries, the accepted model of 

American family life moved from a patriarchal model to 

one centered on domesticity and women’s indirect moral 

infl uence, then gradually, in the twentieth century, to-

ward an egalitarian ideal. Political parties and move-

ments not only responded to these long-term shifts, they 

helped articulate and advance them. 

 Th e centrality of aggressive masculinity in U.S. empire 

building has had a critical impact on the nation’s politics 

at many junctures, from at least the 1840s through the 

cold war. Masculine “toughness” has served as a potent 

rallying cry for military mobilization and, at moments 

of crisis, has proven diffi  cult for both male and female 

peace advocates to counter. Consistently, calls for manli-

ness have been racially charged, a phenomenon that has 

had clear domestic racial parallels in, for example, the 

era of “Redemption,” when Southern white supremacists 

called upon white men to overthrow Reconstruction by 

armed force, in the name of protecting white woman-

hood. Women, meanwhile, have steadily gained a place 

within party organizations and electoral campaigns 

beginning as early as the antebellum era. But women 

remain a minority among convention delegates, candi-

dates, and decision makers. Exclusion from power has 

prompted politically active women to develop a rich array 

of extrapartisan strategies and organizations. Both inside 

and outside the parties, women have often cultivated a 

politics of moral zeal that has drawn upon domestic ide-

ology, perceptions of female purity and selfl essness, and 

women’s very real status as political outsiders. 

 The Revolution and Its Aftermath 

 Th e American Revolution, grounded in an Enlighten-

ment vision of human equality, opened new possibilities 

for both men and women in politics. Th e victory of the 

new United States established the world’s fi rst modern 

republic, with political power vested in the individual 

citizen. Americans viewed voters’ “civic virtue” as cru-

cial for the nation’s survival. Th ough the vast majority 

of Americans considered citizenship a male preroga-

tive, prominent thinkers like Judith Sargent Murray ar-

gued that American women had a special role to play 

in promoting civic virtue. As “republican mothers,” they 

should educate themselves and take an interest in politi-

cal aff airs, in order to raise their sons to be virtuous citi-

zens and their daughters to become republican mothers 

in the next generation. 

 With suff rage confi ned at fi rst to property-holding 

white men (except for a brief extension of the franchise 

to propertied women in New Jersey), the very core of 

American politics lay in a gentlemen’s code of honor. 

Within that code, hierarchies of wealth, family connec-

tions, and reputation pitted men against one another. 

Early American politics relied on personal networks 

of friendship, obligation, and gossip. When a man’s 

honor was attacked, political duels were not uncom-

mon. While a few women became partisan writers and 

editors, most who exercised political infl uence did so in-

formally, through social networks. As parties developed, 

the more elite-based Federalists proved particularly wel-

coming to female participation in campaign work. While 
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Democratic- Republicans achieved a more radical vision 

in class terms, granting full citizenship rights to nonprop-

ertied men by the 1820s, they were hostile to women’s 

participation. Th e fading of Revolutionary radicalism 

and the Federalist Party’s demise caused women’s place in 

politics to decline by the 1810s. 

 Militant Manhood in the Antebellum Era 

 Th e election of Andrew Jackson in 1828 ushered in a vi-

brant era of mass-based party politics. Drawing fi rst on 

Jackson’s public persona as a military hero and aggressive 

Indian fi ghter, Democrats celebrated a “white man’s de-

mocracy” with overt gender dimensions as well as racial 

ones: they defended the authority of white men over all 

dependents in their households, including wives, chil-

dren, bound laborers, and slaves. Patriarchal manhood 

helped unite Democrats across class and regional lines 

and informed the party’s small-government stance. Con-

sistently, Democrats attacked “paternalistic” government 

policies as intrusions on the rights of white male citizens. 

During the Jacksonian era, when most states extended 

suff rage to all white men, politicians gradually began to 

cultivate a folksy style and depict themselves as “men of 

the people.” Slaveholding complicated this pattern in the 

South, where political power continued to be equated 

with mastery, and thus to some extent with wealth. In 

a region that disciplined labor through direct, brutal 

violence rather than through the exigencies of survival 

through wage work, duels and physical violence per-

sisted longer than in the North. 

 In the meantime, a powerful domestic ideology began 

to emerge in the growing northern cities and factory 

towns. Increasingly, prosperous urban men worked out-

side the home, while wives and mothers, responsible for 

a domestic space that had allegedly been stripped of its 

productive role, came to be seen as conservators of mo-

rality and noncommercial values. For men, domesticity 

prescribed temperance, self-control, and deference to 

womanly moral infl uence. Political confl icts over such 

issues emerged as early as 1828, when Jackson’s oppo-

nents caricatured him as a violent man, prey to the vices 

of lust and liquor, and alleged that he had seduced his 

wife Rachel into bigamy. After Rachel’s death, Jackson’s 

opponents lamented that she could no longer “control 

the violence of his temper” or serve as a “restraining and 

benign infl uence” over the new president. Domesticity 

quickly spread beyond the northern urban middle classes 

to many other sectors of American society. It fi ltered into 

politics, predominantly through the vehicles of the Whig 

and Republican parties, and it is hard to overemphasize 

its signifi cance in American politics thereafter. Seeking to 

build a “benevolent empire” for reform, Whigs embraced 

an ideal of manly restraint and a cautious acceptance of 

indirect female infl uence in the public sphere. Domes-

ticity had overt class dimensions: Whigs criticized undis-

ciplined, poor men who allegedly drank, brawled, and 

failed to support their families. By the late 1840s, such 

critiques included a strong streak of anti-Irish prejudice. 

Th e Democrats, meanwhile, championed working-class 

manhood and largely opposed and ridiculed female po-

litical participation. 

 By the 1840s and 1850s, race and gender became in-

tertwined in an array of political issues, as Americans 

debated Manifest Destiny and the seizure of lands from 

native peoples. Democrats, in particular, justifi ed mili-

tary aggression through appeals to manhood, urging 

“Anglo-Saxon” men to seek their destinies on the fron-

tier and in Latin America. Such arguments had special 

appeal for Southerners, who sought to expand the em-

pire of slavery, and for white working-class men, many 

of whom were losing ground in the new commercial 

economy. On the other hand, proponents of masculine 

restraint and self-control, who tended to be Whigs, de-

plored violent conquest and criticized expansionists as 

bullies and pirates. 

 Gendered confl icts between an aggressive, racial-

ized manhood on the Democratic side and restrained 

manhood and domesticity among their opponents also 

played a central role in debates over slavery. Radical abo-

litionists, strongly committed to domesticity, empha-

sized slavery’s perversion of both white and black family 

life. Th e Liberty Party and Free Soil Party carried these 

ideas into the electoral arena, with female editors playing 

a major role in shaping arguments against slavery. While 

Free Soil men depicted themselves as moderate compro-

misers who merely sought to prevent the extension of 

slavery into federal territories, Free Soil women took the 

role of moral crusaders: outsiders demanding immediate, 

unconditional abolition. At the same time, the most rad-

ical abolitionists began to call for equal rights for women. 

Th ese women’s rights abolitionists began to move be-

yond domesticity, critiquing its glorifi cation of “women’s 

sphere” and arguing that female citizens had not only a 

right but a duty to act as public speakers, writers, and 

voters. 

 In gender terms, meanwhile, the new Republican 

Party of the 1850s inherited and expanded the Whigs’ 

passion for domesticity. Republican leaders drew on the 
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gendered rhetoric of Free Soil men, for example, to op-

pose extension of slavery into the territories. In some 

areas, Republicans also attacked immigrant men for their 

supposed violence and intemperance, arguments that 

were also made in the 1850s by the short-lived American 

(or Know-Nothing) Party. Across the North, Midwest, 

and West, Republicans vigorously attacked the Mormon 

practice of plural marriage. Th e party’s fi rst presidential 

candidate, John Frémont, was hailed as “Jessie’s choice” 

because his young and attractive wife, Jessie Benton 

Frémont, was rumored to have antislavery sympathies. 

Republicans simultaneously denounced Frémont’s op-

ponent, James Buchanan, as an aging bachelor and pos-

sibly a homosexual. 

 From Domesticity to Imperialism 

 During and after the Civil War, the rise to power of the 

Republican Party brought a revolution in many aspects 

of national politics, including gendered political values. 

As part of their commitment to expanded government 

power, Republicans vested manhood in the state rather 

than in the authority of autonomous, patriarchal heads 

of household, as Democrats had done. Party leaders and 

rank-and-fi le members celebrated both Union victory 

and emancipation as defeats for a violent, tyrannical ar-

istocracy of slaveholders. Th ough few yet conceived of a 

modern welfare state, they did lay the foundations for 

that development in a modest “breadwinner” state. For 

example, Republicans provided generous Union pen-

sions to widows and disabled Union veterans, and after 

1890 to all Union veterans, in legislation that modestly 

prefi gured Social Security. Republicans also defended 

their economic policies—especially high protective 

tariff s—on the grounds that they extended domesticity 

to millions of Americans, helping working-class bread-

winners earn a family wage to support their wives and 

children. 

 Republicans sought to extend or enforce domesticity 

among African Americans and native peoples, viewing 

male breadwinning and female domesticity as the keys 

to “race uplift” and civilization. Many freedmen and 

freedwomen in fact embraced domesticity, and Afri-

can American editors and political leaders preached the 

gospel of homemaking for women and temperance and 

self-discipline for men. Th e late nineteenth century thus 

represented a kind of apex of political domesticity, exem-

plifi ed by such models of hearthside happiness as First 

Lady Lucy Webb Hayes, a temperance advocate who was 

widely viewed as the force behind her husband’s ban on 

liquor at the White House. Th e term  fi rst lady  itself, as 

a semioffi  cial title for the president’s wife, came into use 

near the end of the Civil War, a sign of the increasing 

symbolic importance of presidents’ wives and families. 

 But the patriarchal manhood of the antebellum era 

did not remain defeated after the Civil War, and by 1900 

Republicans also proved susceptible to its appeal. It re-

emerged most obviously in the South, as ex- Confederates 

and their allies engineered the violent overthrow of 

Reconstruction. In so doing, they appealed directly to 

white men in gendered terms, claiming falsely that en-

franchised black men were responsible for an epidemic 

of rape against white women. Th e extension of voting 

rights to African American men was frequently cited as 

the alleged cause of interracial rape, suggesting the con-

tinued political and psychological link that many men 

drew between voting, sexuality, and men’s control over 

their female dependents. (Several historians have ob-

served that the struggle over “long ballots” versus “short 

ballots” in this era had phallic overtones; party loyalists 

who organized campaign pole raisings celebrated the ra-

pidity with which they raised their poles, and they often 

accused opponents of not being able to raise their poles 

or failing to keep them “in an upright position.”) 

 “Martial manhood” also reemerged in the Spanish-

American War, especially in the fi gure of Th eodore 

Roosevelt. Yet, departing from the antebellum model of 

martial manhood, turn-of-the-century imperialists also 

gave prominent attention to the role of white women 

as civilizers. Th ey argued that inferior races needed to 

see the example set by white Christian wives and moth-

ers, in order to adopt domesticity and uplift themselves. 

Such arguments were advanced not only by government 

agents in the U.S.-occupied Philippines but on Indian 

reservations, where missionaries and agents tried to force 

Native Americans to conform to the model of male 

breadwinning and female domesticity. 

 Progressive Politics 

 Th e era of Republican dominance paved the way for 

many other uses of domesticity in politics. Th e mantle 

of moral and economic reform passed fi rst to the Pro-

hibition and Populist parties, both of which called for 

women’s political rights while appealing for Americans 

to “protect the home” by increasing government inter-

vention in the economy. Proposals to protect, support, 

or supplement family incomes abounded between the 

Civil War and the New Deal, especially during the Pro-

gressive Era. Th ese were often championed by coalitions 
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of politically active women who appealed to their mater-

nal roles as justifi cation to engage in “municipal house-

keeping.” After the Civil War, these powerful grassroots 

women’s movements became fi xtures in national politics. 

Th e most popular, the Woman’s Christian Temperance 

Union (WCTU), counted over a million members at 

its peak and advanced an explicitly nativist, Christian 

agenda with its appeal for women to work for “God and 

Home and Native Land.” Despite its initial focus on li-

quor, the WCTU undertook an array of reform activi-

ties, from soup kitchens to the creation of kindergartens; 

its charismatic leader, Frances Willard, became a strong 

ally of labor and advocate for the eight-hour workday. 

 Between 1865 and 1920, women’s clubs and mission-

ary societies joined the chorus of female-led groups active 

in politics. Such groups succeeded, for example, in get-

ting legislators to raise the age of sexual consent in many 

states, which had been as low as 10 years of age in 14 states 

and 7 in Delaware. Th ey also helped pass laws to restrict 

women’s working hours and grant mothers’ pensions for 

“deserving” women who found themselves bereft of a 

breadwinner. Reformers succeeded in adding a Women’s 

Bureau and Children’s Bureau to the national Depart-

ment of Labor. Th e broad scope of these agencies’ work 

is suggested by the mandate Congress gave the Children’s 

Bureau upon its creation in 1912. Th e bureau was in-

structed to investigate child labor and working conditions 

and to make recommendations on “infant mortality, the 

birth-rate, orphanages, juvenile courts, desertion, danger-

ous occupations, and accidents and diseases of children.” 

Th e woman suff rage movement, still small at the end of 

the Civil War, fl ourished in the Gilded Age and Progres-

sive Era. Women began voting in some western states and 

territories as early as 1869, and by the early 1910s, most 

women in states west of the Mississippi had achieved full 

suff rage. By that same decade, suff rage had become a main-

stream cause with widespread support across class and 

regional lines. Th e exception, unsurprisingly, was in the 

South, where suff ragists made little headway even when 

they argued that white women’s votes would help sustain 

white supremacy. When the federal woman’s suff rage 

amendment achieved ratifi cation in 1921, it did so with 

the support of only one legislature in an ex-Confederate 

state—that of  Tennessee.

 Th e Progressive Era thus off ered new opportunities for 

women in the public sphere, including full voting rights, 

but it also vividly demonstrated the limits of women’s 

power, especially on subjects such as foreign policy, where 

calls to martial manhood still had a powerful appeal. 

When the United States entered World War I, propo-

nents of war mobilization fi ercely attacked women who 

worked for disarmament and arbitration through groups 

like the Woman’s Peace Party. (Th eodore Roosevelt, still 

on the national scene, declared that the place for such 

women was “in China—or by preference in a harem—

and not in the United States.”) At the same time, reform-

ers who appealed for government action on the basis of 

motherhood and domesticity reinscribed the very out-

sider status that made it hard for women to implement 

laws in the fi rst place. 

 Breadwinners and Consumers 

 With the passage of national woman suff rage after World 

War I, candidates at all levels faced new pressures to tai-

lor their appeals to both women and men. Anxious party 

leaders began including women more fully in their orga-

nizations and worked for passage of national Prohibition. 

In cities like Chicago, African American women who had 

worked for racial justice used their new clout as voters to 

bring pressure for change. Many candidates appealed to 

women as housekeepers and shoppers. Herbert Hoover, 

who had coordinated domestic conservation and food 

aid during and after World War I appealed directly to fe-

male voters. In the 1928 campaign, Republicans recruited 

“Hoover Hostesses” who invited friends into their homes 

to hear Hoover’s radio campaign speeches. 

 But equality in voting and representation proved elu-

sive despite the achievement of suff rage. Th ough women 

accounted for over half the U.S. population, their vot-

ing turnout was low and did not exceed 50 percent until 

1980. Th ose women who did vote were, despite suff rag-

ists’ hopes, divided along geographic, economic, racial, 

and religious lines. Advancement of women’s rights suf-

fered a serious blow in the 1920s in struggles over the 

fi rst proposed equal rights amendment (ERA). Progres-

sive reformers who had achieved gender-based protec-

tive labor legislation limiting women’s working hours, 

helped defeat the ERA, fearing it would undermine such 

laws. Meanwhile, despite suff rage, many states refused to 

permit women to serve on juries, and an array of other 

discriminatory practices remained legal. 

 Th e onset of the Great Depression intensifi ed con-

fl icts between the old ideal of domesticity and the re-

alities of an increasingly urban and industrial society. 

It became obvious in the 1930s that, through no fault 

of their own, millions of men could not support their 

families. Th e election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 

fi rmly established Democrats as the party of government 
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activism, and reformers who sought to protect workers 

and families gained tremendous clout. Th e substantial 

welfare initiatives of the New Deal followed earlier gen-

dered patterns. Programs that aided breadwinners, such 

as Social Security, provided direct entitlements, while 

mothers who sought government support had to prove 

their “moral fi tness” to receive aid. Gender and racial 

exclusion moved, again, in tandem: at the insistence of 

southern Democrats in Congress, the Social Security Act 

excluded agricultural and domestic workers, who in the 

South were overwhelmingly black. African American 

women thus suff ered a double exclusion, both from wel-

fare programs that denied coverage to most black work-

ers and from a “breadwinner model” of government aid 

that refused to recognize women as wage earners with 

equal status to men. 

 Despite Americans’ continued faith in the domes-

tic ideal and their widespread blindness or indiff erence 

to the needs of wage-earning women, industrialization 

and urbanization kept issues of sexuality and gender in 

the political arena. Th e percentage of married women 

working outside the home rose to 30 percent by 1960, as 

women entered the paid workforce in enormous num-

bers. Urban neighborhoods witnessed a day-care crisis. 

Unequal pay, gender-segregated job markets, glass ceil-

ings, and sexual harassment gained increasing recogni-

tion among working women but negligible attention 

from political leaders. Instead, Americans publicly cel-

ebrated women’s “return to domesticity” during the baby 

boom era. But the number of women working outside 

the home, including married women with children, con-

tinued to climb, and grassroots women’s organizations, 

along with their allies in government agencies like the 

Women’s Bureau, kept alive issues of women’s rights. 

 Th ese eff orts culminated in President John F. Ken-

nedy’s appointment of a Presidential Commission on the 

Status of Women (PCSW), which played a high-profi le 

role in calling attention to women’s issues between 1961 

and 1963. Th e commission, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, 

considered numerous legislative measures to enhance 

women’s rights. Members of the PCSW, galvanized by 

their experiences on the commission, played a central 

role in the creation of the National Organization of 

Women (NOW) in 1966. In the meantime, when Con-

gress debated the 1964 Civil Rights Act, a conservative 

southern representative tried to derail the bill by add-

ing language that prohibited discrimination on the basis 

of sex; the law passed with this language included, pro-

viding a basis for federal prosecution of both race- and 

gender-based discrimination. By the time NOW came 

into existence, most states had created their own com-

missions to investigate such issues as domestic violence, 

unequal pay, female poverty, and sexual harassment in 

the workplace. 

 The Cold War, Civil Rights, and Feminism 

 Urgent domestic needs had been long neglected, in part, 

because the United States had remained on a war footing 

after the defeat of Germany and Japan. Fear of Soviet 

power abroad and communism at home had a chilling ef-

fect on both political dissent and domestic reform. Cold 

war politicians, like their predecessors who advocated ag-

gressive exploits on the frontier or overseas, perceived a 

need for “toughness” in both their public stances and in-

ternal decision making. Belligerent anticommunism ran 

as a connecting thread through a long line of otherwise 

diverse administrations during the cold war, from that of 

Harry Truman through those of Richard Nixon and Ron-

ald Reagan. Like the Woman’s Peace Party of the 1910s, 

antinuclear and peace advocates regularly faced charges 

that they were eff eminate or “soft.” Th e civil rights move-

ment off ered a strikingly diff erent model of manhood, 

centered on courageous nonviolence. Th e movement 

achieved early successes in the 1960s through appeals to 

Christian theology and principled civil disobedience. By 

late in that decade, however, poverty and growing anger 

among younger, poor urban African Americans, as well 

as growing unrest over American militarism abroad, led 

to the rise of a militant Black Power stance. Black Power 

advocates critiqued America’s involvement in Vietnam, 

identifi ed with postcolonial black nationalists in Africa, 

and urged black men to engage in aggressive self-defense. 

Like earlier African American men, civil rights leaders 

struggled between seeking access to the masculine pre-

rogatives of American politics and critiquing the highly 

racialized prerogatives and distinctive models of political 

manhood. 

 By the 1970s, national grassroots coalitions were pres-

suring politicians to address the long-deferred issues of 

day care and workplace equity as well as sex education, 

contraception, and abortion rights. Despite the politi-

cal uses of domesticity, a majority of American fami-

lies had never achieved the “domestic ideal” of a male 

breadwinner whose earnings enabled his wife to refrain 

from productive labor. Feminists proposed sweeping 

measures to address poverty and the needs of families 

with children, as well as a vigorous campaign to end 

discrimination against women. Feminism faced its most 
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crucial public test over the second equal rights amend-

ment, which failed to win ratifi cation by a margin of only 

one state. Opponents of the ERA rallied on the basis of 

domesticity, arguing that the ERA would weaken fami-

lies, undermine women’s central identities as wives and 

mothers, usher in a military draft for women, and lead to 

such unacceptable innovations as unisex toilets. 

 In the decades that followed, preservation of tradi-

tional gender roles remained a central concern of many 

conservatives who feared a breakdown of older social 

mores, especially domesticity. Th ese arguments played a 

critical role in the rise of the New Right, but the women 

who joined this movement were hardly united. One 

group, libertarian women, emphasized the protection of 

individual rights; like patriarchal Democrats of the ante-

bellum years, they mistrusted government intrusion, but 

they applied that argument to themselves as women, 

rather than to men’s prerogatives as household heads. Th e 

second group, evangelical or social conservatives, focused 

on enforcing traditional marriage laws, ending abortion, 

and opposing homosexuality. In some ways these two 

groups recapitulated gendered political divisions that had 

emerged in the 1920s, over whether government should 

protect women or leave them alone, and whether “free 

markets” or antidiscrimination laws would best ensure 

women a level playing fi eld. 

 Probably due to the impact of feminism by the 1980s, 

social scientists began to identify for the fi rst time dif-

ferences in the voting patterns of women and men. Th e 

so-called gender gap actually appeared less often on obvi-

ously gender-based issues such as abortion and marriage 

law and more often on issues of social welfare and national 

security. From the Reagan era onward, more women than 

men favored antipoverty initiatives, opposed the death 

penalty, and sought reductions in military spending. An-

other long-term change was the growing success of the 

gay rights movement. Men and women who identifi ed 

themselves as gay or lesbian not only gained increasing 

public acceptance, but they began to run as political 

candidates and win. While the prospect of gay marriage 

provoked many of the same anxieties and debates that 

domesticity did in an earlier era, the emergence of gays 

and lesbians into public life was one of the clear triumphs 

of the movement for equal gender rights. 

 Certain themes have emerged repeatedly in the his-

tory of gender and sexuality in American politics. On the 

domestic front, the parties that have sought more robust 

government intervention in the economy (Federalists, 

Whigs, and Republicans), and in the twentieth century 

enhanced social welfare programs (most often Demo-

crats), have tended to seek women’s support and partici-

pation more eagerly than their opponents—whichever 

party has been, at that moment, resisting the growth of 

domestic government power. Meanwhile, defense of the 

patriarchal family model has consistently been associated 

with white supremacy and racialized nationalism in both 

domestic and foreign aff airs. With a few notable excep-

tions, parties that have advocated an aggressive foreign 

policy have tended to be those less committed to gov-

ernment intervention in the domestic economy and on 

behalf of social welfare. 

 Th is perhaps explains why the cause of women’s rights 

advanced rapidly after the Civil War and World War I, 

when women demonstrated that, in times of extreme na-

tional crisis, they had shown courage and patriotism—a 

kind of “martial womanhood.” In both the Civil War 

and the civil rights era, proto-feminism and feminism 

emerged out of grassroots movements for racial justice, 

and the party more sympathetic to African American 

rights has tended to show more sympathy to women’s 

rights, as well. 

 At critical junctures, women have mobilized on be-

half of political causes ranging from “free soil” to Pro-

hibition and for and against equal rights amendments 

in the 1920s and 1970s. As longtime outsiders to formal 

politics, women frequently adopted the stance of moral 

crusaders, from Free Soil women’s call for immediate and 

unconditional abolition, to the temperance movement’s 

call to “protect the home.” Since 1920, tensions between 

women’s new status as partial insiders and the power they 

have long drawn from domesticity and their “outsider” 

status have continued to resonate among both feminists 

and neoconservatives. Calls to preserve domesticity and 

“protect the home” still arise in debates over such issues 

as day-care funding, abortion, and gay marriage. 

 Among the many implications of gender and sexuality 

in American politics is the continuing struggle of public 

offi  cials and their families to reconcile the realities of 

political life with the domestic ideal handed down from 

the nineteenth century. Americans still want their po-

litical leaders to display normative gender behavior: no 

unmarried man became a major presidential candidate 

in the twentieth century, and marital fi delity has long 

been a presumed measure of a president’s character. Th e 

public exposure and resignation of New Jersey gover-

nor James McGreevy in 2004, when he revealed that he 

was gay, suggest that old assumptions had not vanished. 

Even when polls indicate that a majority of voters are 
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not concerned about private sexual matters—as in the 

celebrated case of President Bill Clinton’s aff air with 

White House intern Monica Lewinsky—such perceived 

misbehavior remains a powerful tool for opponents 

when it becomes publicly known. 

 Meanwhile, political wives are pressured to demon-

strate proper wifely and motherly qualities, and Ameri-

cans continue to show profound ambivalence over the 

appropriate role for First Ladies. Eleanor Roosevelt 

served as a transitional fi gure, playing an infl uential part 

in internal debates during her husband’s presidency but 

achieving her greatest political impact after his death. 

Later First Ladies who took outspoken political positions 

included Betty Ford, who supported the equal rights 

amendment and was widely admired for her frankness 

about her personal struggles with drug dependency and 

breast cancer. Former First Lady Hillary Rodham Clin-

ton pursued a political career, as a U.S. Senator and then 

as a leading presidential candidate in 2008. 

 During the Ohio Democratic primary in the 2008 

race, Hillary Clinton’s campaign produced an adver-

tisement depicting a sleeping white woman and her 

children, imperiled by an unseen force. Viewers were 

invited to ask themselves, when such dangers loomed, 

who should answer the “red telephone” in the White 

House. It is both ironic and signifi cant that such an 

ad—a staple of cold war political campaigns, in its 

appeal to both executive toughness and white female 

 vulnerability—should resurface in the campaign of the 

fi rst woman to become a major presidential candidate. 

Th e episode, like others in recent years, suggests that 

gender and sexuality, as well as the underlying hopes 

and fears on which those constructions rest, will con-

tinue to play a central role in both political campaigns 

and public policy. 

  See also  homosexuality; race and politics; woman suff rage; 

women and politics. 
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 R E B E CC A  E D WA R D S 

  Gilded Age, 1870s–90s 

 Th e Gilded Age, a descriptive label for the period from 

the end of Reconstruction to the start of Th eodore 

Roosevelt’s presidency in 1901, came into general use 

during the middle of the twentieth century. In political 

history these decades carry a pejorative connotation that 

has persisted despite much scholarly work on the com-

plexity of the period’s public life. Broadly speaking, the 

Gilded Age is regarded as a time when politicians failed 

to engage the issues of industrialism, urbanization, and 

agricultural discontent. Instead, so the argument runs, 

Republicans and Democrats wasted their time and ener-

gies on such peripheral issues as the protective tariff  and 

civil service. By 1901, according to this interpretation, the 

United States was no better off  than it had been when 

Ulysses S. Grant left the presidency in March 1877. 
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 Historical scholarship has challenged this pejorative 

view of the late nineteenth century, but the stereotype re-

mains powerful. Th e term  Gilded Age  itself derives from 

a novel of the same name by Mark Twain and Charles 

Dudley Warner, published in 1873, that depicted eco-

nomic life as a speculative excess where fraud and chi-

canery abounded. More than half a century later, the 

phrase seemed to capture the essence of the period be-

tween Reconstruction and the emergence of the reform 

spirit called progressivism. 

 Americans faced daunting challenges in the fast- moving 

era of the Gilded Age. Th e United States industrialized, 

became more urban, settled the West, and expanded over-

seas. Racism marred the way citizens interacted. Work-

ers, farmers, and city dwellers faced major inequities and 

struggled to exist on meager salaries. Ample social prob-

lems demanded solutions, and politicians struggled to 

fi nd useful answers to new dilemmas. 

 But the Gilded Age, in the minds of its critics, had a 

larger failing. Th e men in power and the electorate who 

supported them should have known that future genera-

tions would criticize the record of those in authority be-

tween 1877 and 1901. Th e centers of power in the society 

should have adopted the reform measures of the New 

Deal half a century before the presidency of Franklin D. 

Roosevelt. Th is lack of prescience about the direction of 

American life created, with deliberation and malice, an 

unjust society at the end of the nineteenth century. 

 Th ere is much that is unhistorical about these gener-

alizations. By projecting twentieth-century assumptions 

back to nineteenth-century Americans, critics have im-

posed on the Gilded Age the impossible task of correctly 

predicting the future. In the process, the real contribu-

tions and limitations of national politics during these 

years have become obscured. Much of the way Ameri-

cans view politics now stems from the evolution of pub-

lic life after 1877. When the polemical aspects of the era 

are removed, the political importance of the Gilded Age 

can be judged with more accuracy. 

 The Electoral System 

 Th e most salient features of this time period were the 

high degree of voter involvement in politics and the rela-

tively even balance of the two major parties. Th e fi gures 

indicating a substantial level of electoral participation are 

striking. Turnout in state, congressional, and presiden-

tial contests far exceeded what was common during the 

twentieth century. In 1896, when William McKinley ran 

against William Jennings Bryan, some 78 percent of eli-

gible voters outside of the South cast ballots. Of course, 

African Americans, Hispanics, and women were denied 

the right to vote throughout much of the country. (It 

is worth noting that African American men had been 

granted the right to vote by the Fifteenth Amendment, 

but that right had been stripped away in a campaign of 

terror and disenfranchisement culminating in the 1890s. 

Th ose African American men who managed to con-

tinue to vote through the end of the century almost all 

supported the Republican Party.) Nonetheless, the ex-

tent of voter mobilization during the 1870s, 1880s, and 

1890s refl ected the strong partisan identifi cations among 

Americans. 

 Within this political universe, Democrats and Repub-

licans battled on equal terms. Neither party achieved an 

absolute majority in the four contests for president from 

1880 through 1892. On Capitol Hill, it was rare for a sin-

gle party to control both houses (though it did occur on 

four occasions from 1874 to 1896). In the battleground 

states of the Middle West, elections often turned on a 

small percentage of the vote, with the outcome hinging 

on which party’s adherents came to the polls on voting 

day. Participants at the time believed that the fate of the 

nation turned on the outcome of voting. 

 During the Gilded Age, Americans debated with pas-

sion an issue that had dominated domestic politics for 

most of the century: the extent to which government 

should promote the growth of the economy. Th e ques-

tion of regulating the economy and society through gov-

ernment action was not yet a mainstream concern. But 

the two major parties took positions on the questions 

at odds with modern perceptions of their ideological 

diff erences. 

 Th e Republicans were then the party of an active 

government. Th ey believed that protective tariff s to de-

velop native industries could diff use the benefi ts of a 

prosperous economy through all levels of society. In the 

arguments of men such as James G. Blaine and William 

McKinley, the tariff  fused economic appeals with na-

tionalistic pride. Th e doctrine served the interests of the 

business community, but protectionism also appealed to 

labor, small business, and farmers who faced competi-

tion from Mexico and Canada. For some adherents, the 

tariff  acquired an almost religious signifi cance. 

 Republican activism carried over into other areas of 

economic and cultural life. Th e party favored subsidies 

to railroads, land grants to farmers, and federal support 

of public education. It put in place an elaborate, expand-

ing, and expensive program of pension payments to Civil 



 Gilded Age, 1870s–90s

 373

War veterans and their families. Pensions became one of 

the largest expenditures of the federal government. While 

there were regional diff erences about money and bank-

ing policy, the Grand Old Party (as it became known) 

endorsed the gold standard and opposed infl ation. On 

social issues, most Republicans favored laws against en-

tertainment on the Sabbath, supported the prohibition 

of alcohol, and sought to have public schools teach all 

students in English. Th ese positions aroused opposition 

from immigrant groups. Above all, the Republicans saw 

themselves as the party of progress and the Democrats as 

advocates of obstruction. 

 Th e Democratic Party (or the Democracy as it was 

often called) still believed in the core principles that 

Th omas Jeff erson and Andrew Jackson had advanced 

earlier in the century. Th e smaller the government and 

the closer to the people in its operations the better off  the 

country would be. Democrats stood for the rights of the 

states against the power of the federal government. Since 

the South was a major bastion of Democratic strength 

in elections, the ability of white Southerners to maintain 

racial supremacy was a key element in the appeal of “the 

party of the fathers.” Democrats also supported a smaller 

government role in the cultural issues of Prohibition and 

Sunday closings that Republicans favored. 

 On the tariff , the Democrats identifi ed with the inter-

est of consumers, doubted the constitutionality of cus-

toms duties, and stood for freer trade. Th e most that the 

party would accept as an offi  cial doctrine was “a tariff  for 

revenue only.” Since Democrats wanted the government 

to remain small, in practice, they believed that tariff  rates 

should be as low as possible. Some elements of the party 

in industrial states favored a degree of protection. None-

theless, the tariff  issue represented a major dividing line 

between the parties throughout these years. 

 With the Civil War and Reconstruction a tangible 

memory for most politicians, the two parties refl ected 

the lingering consequences of that confl ict. Th e Repub-

licans stood for political equality for African Americans, 

although their fervor for that position waned as the years 

passed. By the 1890s, many members of the Grand Old 

Party (GOP) believed that the racial issues of the war 

and its aftermath should be muted or abandoned. 

 Th e Democrats, on the other hand, were unapolo-

getic champions of white domination in the South. A 

belief in states’ rights and the rule of white men was a 

quasi-religious conviction among southern Democrats. 

Th ese party members tolerated the Fourteenth and the 

Fifteenth Amendment because they had no choice. In 

their true convictions, they believed that all such legisla-

tion should be repealed. As a result, African Americans 

had at most a marginal position in the public life of the 

Gilded Age. 

 Both major parties felt the pressure from reform ele-

ments in society to professionalize politics and reduce 

the impact of partisanship. Calls for changing the ways 

in which public offi  cials were chosen for government 

offi  ces became known as civil service reform, and the 

idea gained popularity in the 1870s and early 1880s. Th e 

Pendleton Civil Service Act of 1883 began the process 

of diminishing the role of parties in the appointment 

process. 

 The Party Battles 

 Stalemate characterized the fi rst ten years of the Gilded 

Age. Th e Republicans elected Rutherford B. Hayes in 

1876 over Samuel J. Tilden in a disputed contest that 

refl ected the even balance between the parties nation-

ally. Hayes served one reasonably successful term and 

was succeeded by James A. Garfi eld, who carried the 

Republicans to victory in 1880. Th e president’s assassina-

tion in the summer of 1881 put Chester Alan Arthur in 

the White House. After 24 years of successful elections 

to offi  ce, the Republicans were losing their ascendancy 

in national politics. Th ey nominated their most popular 

leader, James G. Blaine, in 1884. But the taint of scandal 

that surrounded him put their chances in serious doubt. 

 Th e Democrats selected the governor of New York, 

Grover Cleveland, to oppose Blaine. In an election no-

table for its emphasis on personal issues, such as whether 

Cleveland had fathered an illegitimate child and whether 

Blaine was corrupt, the Democrats won in a close vote. 

Cleveland served a solid if undistinguished term and faced 

uncertain prospects for reelection. In late 1887 he made 

the issue of the tariff  the centerpiece of his impending 

campaign. Delighted Republicans jumped at the oppor-

tunity to wage a presidential race on that topic. Making a 

unifi ed campaign, the GOP nominated Benjamin Harri-

son of Indiana, who proved eff ective in delivering the par-

ty’s message. Although Cleveland prevailed in the popular 

vote, Harrison triumphed in the electoral count. Th e Re-

publicans also controlled both houses of Congress. 

 In the two years that followed, the Republicans im-

plemented a program of governmental activism with 

the passage of the McKinley Tariff  to raise rates and the 

Sherman Antitrust Act. Th eir eff ort to protect the voting 

rights of African Americans in the South through a fed-

eral elections bill failed in the face of opposition from the 
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Democrats. Most voters turned against the Republicans 

and repudiated their initiatives. 

 By the election of 1890, long-simmering discontent 

among farmers in the South and West produced a third 

party in the congressional races. Low crop prices and a 

heavy burden of debt impelled many agrarians to sup-

port candidates for the Farmers Alliance and the Peo-

ple’s, or Populist, Party. Th ese candidates spoke out for 

infl ating the currency by coining silver into money on an 

equal basis with gold. Th is strategy would, they believed, 

raise prices and make debts easier to pay back. Congress 

had enacted the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in 1890 to 

provide support for silver, but Populists argued that the 

measure did too little to address the problem. In the 1890 

elections, the Republicans lost control of the House as 

the Democrats and the Populists made impressive gains. 

 Th e resurgent Democrats continued their success in 

the presidential contest in 1892. Cleveland won an im-

pressive victory over Harrison, and his party now con-

trolled both the House and the Senate. Th e Populists 

had fi elded their own presidential ticket, which carried 

four states in the West. Th e new third party had pro-

duced signifi cant gains in its eff ort to become a viable 

alternative to the Republicans and Democrats. 

 Economic hard times hit in the spring of 1893 with a 

panic in the banking sector that soon spread across the 

nation. Cleveland called Congress into special session 

in August to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act, 

which the president blamed for the economic crisis. He 

achieved his goal but split his party into two warring 

factions. Th e situation then deteriorated further for the 

Democrats. Beyond the monetary issue, the Pullman 

Strike in the summer of 1894 and other examples of so-

cial unrest during hard economic times gave both the 

Republicans and the Populists an opportunity to capi-

talize on pervasive discontent. 

 Th e congressional elections in 1894 brought dramatic 

Republican gains. Th e Democrats lost more than 100 

seats in the House and lost their majority. Th e GOP also 

gained in the Senate. Th e Populists saw their vote totals 

rise to a limited extent. Th e outcome in 1894 signaled a 

probable Republican victory in 1896 and also suggested 

that the appeal of the People’s Party was limited to the 

agrarian regions of the South and West. As it turned out, 

the Republican triumphs in 1894 proved enduring, and 

the party held control of the House for the next 16 years. 

 Th e political climax of Gilded Age politics came in the 

presidential election of 1896 in the race between William 

McKinley for the Republicans and William Jennings 

Bryan for the Democrats and Populists. Bryan stood for 

free silver; McKinley defended the gold standard. Voter 

turnout was very high in the North and Middle West. 

McKinley won a decisive victory with a nearly 600,000-

ballot majority in the popular vote. Th e stalemated poli-

tics that had characterized the Gilded Age had come to 

an end with the Republicans triumphant. 

 During McKinley’s administration, the nation went 

to war with Spain over the independence of Cuba, and, 

in the process, acquired the Philippine Islands in 1898. 

Th is overseas adventure sparked debate about the na-

tion’s future as an imperial power. At the same time, with 

the return of prosperity after 1897, concerned citizens ar-

gued that the growth of big business required expanded 

government power to regulate the economy. Th ere was 

a sense that, for all the material achievements of the late 

nineteenth century, political and economic reform had 

become imperative. In 1900, McKinley’s second victory 

over Bryan confi rmed Republican dominance, even as 

there were calls for lowering the tariff , addressing the 

power of big business, and redressing social injustice. In 

waging the war with Spain and administering the co-

lonial empire that ensued, McKinley became the fi rst 

president to administer the United States as a world 

power. His assassination in September 1901 brought his 

vice president, Th eodore Roosevelt, to the White House. 

Soon there was talk of “progressive” change and a need to 

depart from the ideas and  policies of the late nineteenth 

century. Th e reputation of the Gilded Age sagged and 

has never recovered. 

 What did these decades mean for American politics? 

Th e intensive voter interest in elections of that time has 

never been repeated. Th e issues of the tariff  and money 

have survived in other forms but have never again dom-

inated political discourse. Debate over the role of gov-

ernment in regulating the economy has supplanted the 

controversy over promoting national growth. Th e pro-

cesses of choosing candidates became more democratic 

with woman suff rage, direct election of U.S. senators, 

and procedural changes such as the direct primary, the 

initiative, and referendum. In many respects, the Gilded 

Age seems a lost world in national politics. 

 But, the period had a signifi cant legacy. Racial segre-

gation, established after the Civil War and solidifi ed in 

the Gilded Age, took years to address and still shapes 

voter attitudes in the South. Th e power of corporations 

to infl uence policy and fi nance politics has survived all 

attempts at reform. Th e two-party system that emerged 

intact from the late nineteenth century still precludes 
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alternatives. While the Gilded Age may seem a reced-

ing era in the political history of the United States, its 

impact endures. 

  See also  banking policy; Democratic Party, 1860–96; 

economy and politics, 1860–1920; elections and electoral 

eras; Republican Party to 1896; Spanish-American War 

and Filipino Insurrection; tariff s and politics. 
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  globalization 

  Globalization  refers to the process of increasing the ease 

with which goods, people, and money move across borders 

or, in the more precise language of economic historians, 

the integration of international markets in commodities, 

labor, and capital. Th ese markets depend on the support 

of political institutions, and in turn, the operation of 

these markets aff ects political institutions—often in such 

a way as to create a backlash against globalization. 

 Trade, migration, and investment across borders 

characterize the modern world, and so  globalization  be-

comes a useful term of historical analysis only when we 

can identify a marked increase or decrease in the vol-

ume of these international movements during a particu-

lar period and track its eff ects on politics and culture. 

We might therefore say that globalization meaningfully 

shaped the Islamic civilizations of the eleventh-century 

Near East, whose peoples traded spices, silver, and silks 

to Europe; salt and swords to Africa; and horses and gold 

to Asia while a similar claim about the eleventh-century 

civilizations of North America would necessarily rest 

on much slimmer evidence. So globalization waxes and 

wanes, and we need to speak as precisely as we can about 

its magnitude and local infl uence if we wish meaning-

fully to discuss its eff ects. 

 Th e Americas fi rst became important to the history 

of globalization during the era of European discovery, 

when the fl ow of riches from the New World aff ected the 

shape of the Old World. Despite the early establishment 

of Iberian empires, the Dutch benefi ted greatly from 

colonial loot because their cities served as entrepôts for 

colonial trade. Likewise, this early process of globaliza-

tion dramatically aff ected the peoples of the Americas, 

who died off  in quantity from war and disease, which 

frequently go along with globalization. Moreover, the ar-

rival of European goods, including horses, swine, and 

fi rearms, turned the Americas into what the historian 

Alfred Crosby identifi es as ecological “Neo-Europes,” 

easing the transplantation of European institutions and 

politics into a new hemisphere. 

 With the establishment of European colonies in the 

Americas and the extension of European trade with Af-

rica, the triangle trade in slaves from Africa, fi nished 

goods from Europe, and staple products from America—

particularly sugar, tobacco, and cotton—altered the ar-

rangement of power on all three continents. Th e trade 

fueled British textile mills, enabling the consequent tech-

nological innovation so important to the industrial revo-

lution. It accounted for the forcible removal of around 

11 million Africans over the two and a half centuries of the 

Atlantic slave trade. It built up the wealth and power of the 

southern colonies (later states) in the United States, per-

mitting Virginia to dominate the new nation’s politics and 

planting the seeds of national self-immolation in the con-

tradictions between racism and the republic’s professions 

of devotion to liberty. And these contradictions in turn 

provided the earliest instance of international skepticism 

about the new nation’s claims to virtue, often repeated 
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in subsequent centuries: How, the British ministry-

approved  Answer to the Declaration  asked, could rights be 

inalienable if “denied to ‘these wretched beings’ ”? 

 After the American Revolution, the wars of the French 

Revolution and their attendant blockades and embar-

goes slowed the processes of globalization considerably 

and for a period of some decades. Britain and France 

tried to keep each other from getting precious metals 

out of the New World. In the United States, the Non-

importation, Embargo, and Nonintercourse Acts of 

1807–9 cut off  trade to the belligerent nations. Th us 

barred from importing fi nished European goods, Ameri-

cans began to manufacture ever more products for them-

selves. And as U.S. factory owners grew used to doing 

business without foreign competition, they began to 

lobby Congress—often successfully—for continued pro-

tective tariff  legislation. Protectionism prevailed in 

Europe as well, with French manufacturing interests lob-

bying for tariff s and the Corn Laws largely keeping grain 

imports out of Britain until 1846. 

 A new era of increased globalization opened in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. Technological im-

provements pushed steamship costs downward, making 

it cheaper to ship goods and for people to book passage 

over oceans; the Suez Canal opened; new populations of 

migrants began streaming into the New World; and the 

lure of profi table expansion into frontiers drew invest-

ment from overseas, into the canals, roads, and railroads 

of new nations. 

 Th is early era of international investment in the devel-

opment of America’s frontier ended poorly owing to the 

peculiar federal structure of the United States. Although 

Albert Gallatin and other statesmen of the early repub-

lic envisioned the government in Washington paying 

for a transportation network tying the country together, 

their plan foundered on the objections of Southerners 

and others already eager to promote the doctrine of state 

sovereignty. And so the states borrowed money—often 

from international investors—to build out their fron-

tiers, each in their own way. Initial success, as in the case 

of the Erie Canal, which paid off  its millions of dollars 

in debts to London, yielded to later failure; by 1841, eight 

states plus the territory of Florida were in default. “U.S. 

security” became a byword for worthless paper and fod-

der for jokes in England. 

 Th e institution of federalism coupled with the de-

faults had long-term consequences, including the rise of 

powerful American banks on Wall Street. As economic 

historians Lance Davis and Robert Gallman note, “Gov-

ernments with good reputations, Australia and Canada 

for example, did not have to draw on the services of in-

ternational fi nancial syndicates to underwrite and mar-

ket their bonds. In the case of the United States such 

syndicates were required.” Th ese syndicates included 

American banks with close ties to European banks, in-

cluding Morgans, Brown Brothers, and Kuhn Loeb, and 

these American banks learned to intervene where Ameri-

can states had failed. 

 Meanwhile, the many unanticipated consequences 

of globalization included the chain of events by which 

the Irish potato famine helped spark the U.S. Civil War. 

Together with the failed revolutions of 1848, the famine 

spurred Irish migration to the United States. Th e nativ-

ist reaction and the short-lived American Party split and 

destroyed the Whig Party, making way for the rise of the 

antislavery Republican Party. Th e subsequent election 

of a Republican president, Abraham Lincoln, led to the 

secession of the South. Global trade scuttled the hopes 

of southern leaders that they could bring European 

countries to heel by choking off  their supply of cotton; 

instead, other cotton-producing nations, like Egypt and 

India, increased their output and scuttled the thesis that 

American cotton was king of world trade. 

 Th e war itself contributed further to the rise of Ameri-

can investment banks. As is often the case during war, the 

eff ects of globalization diminished: few people wished to 

migrate to a country at war; blockades stopped trade; 

international investors shied away from betting on the 

bonds of a nation that might, in a few years’ time, have 

vanished or at least have repudiated the obligations of 

a war government. American fi nancial syndicates also 

learned from this experience how to raise money and 

how to cloak themselves in patriotism: as Jay Cooke ro-

mantically insisted, just as the war freed slaves from their 

masters, so might it free Americans from the punishing 

“whip” of foreign capitalists. 

 Americans emerged from their wrenching sectional 

crisis into a new era of global openness. Money, peo-

ple, and goods moved with increased freedom across 

borders. American banking syndicates channeled Brit-

ish pounds into railroads and ranches in the West, 

nearly unrestricted immigration let European laborers 

fi nd better wages in American cities than they could 

at home, and—even considering the continuing pres-

sure for tariff  legislation—international trade ensured 

that the prices of commodities like wheat, bacon, coal, 

coff ee, copper, cotton, hides, pig iron, tin, and wool 

converged in markets around the world. As open bor-
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ders begot a global similarity in the basic stuff  of com-

merce, the midcentury predictions of Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels in the  Communist Manifesto  appeared 

to be coming true: “Th e need of a constantly expand ing 

market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the 

whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, 

settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere. . . . 

[W]e have intercourse in every direction, univer-

sal  inter-dependence of nations. . . . National one-

 sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and 

more impossible . . .” 

 Marx and Engels turned out to be wrong about this; 

globalization did not proceed smoothly to create cos-

mopolitan cultures but rather swiftly begot a backlash 

against it that, translated into policies, encouraged na-

tional one-sidedness. As Engels himself later observed 

with respect to the American working class, great diver-

sity on the shop fl oor tended to suppress class conscious-

ness and increase tribal feeling. With increasing energy 

and eff ectiveness, Americans lobbied for restrictions on 

immigration, securing the fi rst of a series of Chinese Ex-

clusion Acts in 1882. Th e second such act, in 1892, in-

stituted a presumption of illegal presence for persons of 

Chinese appearance and began the process of requiring 

documentation for apparently racially diff erent peoples. 

For decades, various groups including the American 

Federation of Labor lobbied for the restriction of im-

migrants by class background, fi nally getting a literacy 

test—coupled with further Asian exclusions—passed 

over President Woodrow Wilson’s veto in 1917. Th e eco-

nomic crisis after World War I strengthened the forces 

opposing globalization, leading to a rise in tariff s and 

immigration quotas. Th is early postwar legislation saw 

fi rmer establishment in the Fordney-McCumber and 

Smoot-Hawley tariff s, as well as the National Origins 

Act of 1924. In addition, various states passed laws to 

prevent foreign ownership of land. 

 Apart from these eff orts to shut globalization down 

and thus shield themselves from foreign competition, 

Americans reacted in other, less predictable ways. Some 

moved out of the cities of the East, where immigra-

tion from Europe was heaviest, into the new states of 

the West. Th e more such internal migrants the new 

states had, the more likely their voters were to support 

the Socialist Party of Eugene Debs. In American cities 

that became home to larger populations of immigrants, 

taxpayers responded with policies of self-defense, both 

cultural (through increased support for public educa-

tion) and material (through increased support for public 

health programs). As a result of such investments, par-

ticularly in water purifi cation and waste treatment, the 

American city fi nally became a healthier place to live 

than the countryside. Th us, the fear of immigration and 

its consequences sometimes led indirectly to an overall 

improvement in well-being. 

 American policies that slowed globalization in the 

1920s must often shoulder at least part of the blame for the 

Great Depression. Th e British economist John Maynard 

Keynes predicted in his 1919 forecast of the  Economic Con-
sequences of the Peace  that a massive depression would re-

sult from the failure to reassemble the nineteenth- century 

global economy, noting that the world before the war, in 

allowing movement across borders, had helped relieve 

economic pressures: the unemployed could seek oppor-

tunity elsewhere rather than stay and suff er. But, Keynes 

noted, the postwar settlement included “no provisions for 

the economic rehabilitation of Europe . . . or to adjust 

the systems of the Old World and the New.”American 

unwillingness to help rehabilitate Europe or adjust rela-

tions to the Old World might not have mattered, had the 

Old World, in working off  wartime debt, not depended 

so thoroughly on continued loans from the New World. 

When those loans began to dry up in 1928–29, countries 

around the world slid into depression, and the United 

States followed. 

 During the Depression, globalization stood at low 

ebb. Immigrants had no place worth going, even if laws 

permitted them entry. Nations traded within autono-

mous blocs. Each country acted, as Franklin Roosevelt 

wrote in his telegram to the London Economic Confer-

ence of 1933, as if “[t]he sound internal economic system 

of a Nation is a greater factor in its well being” than its 

international economic relations. Barring a few gestures 

like the Anglo-American Trade agreement of 1938, the 

United States carried out its New Deal with (as Isaiah 

Berlin observed about FDR) “a minimum of relation-

ship with the outside world.” During this period of 

relative isolation from the international arena, the Dem-

ocratic Party put through some of America’s most clearly 

class-conscious legislation. It is possible, some historians 

suggest, that this correlation represents causation: with 

immigration restriction (and its attendant racial hierar-

chy) fi rmly in place, it might have been easier to appeal 

to class solidarity. 

 After World War II, the United States, with some help 

from Keynes, worked with its allies to create the system 

the world had lacked in 1919, to rehabilitate Europe and 

keep the Old World and the New World in balance. Th e 
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Bretton Woods institutions—the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund—especially as augmented 

by the European Recovery Program, (or Marshall Plan) 

of 1947 created a degree of international stability while al-

lowing countries the freedom to set their own economic 

policies. Th ey created the conditions for Americans to 

invest in the reconstruction and development of the war-

torn world and promote the sale of U.S.-manufactured 

goods overseas. Th ey enabled the growth of trade world-

wide, and of non-Communist labor movements in indus-

trialized countries. During these institutions’ peak period 

of operations, per-capita incomes around the globe grew 

more than under previous or subsequent frameworks for 

international economic aff airs. 

 In the later twentieth century, a new era of acceler-

ated globalization began. After the Hart-Celler im-

migration act of 1965, the United States saw renewed 

immigration from non-European nations, and a new 

wave of anti-immigrant sentiment to greet it. Th e 

United States ran large current-account defi cits, buying 

imports from developing countries, contributing to the 

growth of manufacturing in the historically poorer parts 

of the world. Central banks in the developing world—

particularly in Asia—increasingly fi nanced the U.S. defi -

cit by buying federal debt. Under such circumstances, 

Americans could aff ord, at least for the near term, to save 

little money and run large government defi cits. In the 

early twenty-fi rst century, the dollar dropped in value, 

creating an incentive for individual investors in Amer-

ican debt to stop fi nancing the United States, even as 

collectively their interest lay with continued support for 

the dollar. In the early years of the new century, there 

came a growing perception that as the Euro grew more 

attractive as an alternative investment, the long-standing 

arrangement might fail, and America might shift away 

from its historically fortunate place in the center of the 

global economy. While the world has generally favored 

the United States with a willingness to invest capital and 

labor within American borders, these infl ows have de-

pended more on historical incident—including reign-

ing American policy and circumstances in the rest of the 

world—than on general laws. 

  See also  banking policy; economy and politics; federalism; 

tariff s and politics. 
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 E R I C  R AU C H WAY 

Great Depression 

See economy and politics, 1920 –45; New Deal Era, 1932 –52.

 Great Plains, the 

 Th e Great Plains—a relatively fl at, semiarid region along 

the east side of the Rocky Mountains—include the east-

ern parts of Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and New 
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Mexico, and the western parts of North and South Da-

kota, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. Th ough 

none of these states are wholly in the Great Plains, all 

will be treated here. 

 Before Europeans arrived on the Great Plains, politics 

there were largely local and focused on authority within 

bands or tribes of Native Americans and with disputes 

between or among them. Europeans introduced new 

dimensions. After the United States acquired the plains 

in the early nineteenth century, politics there evolved 

into a regional variant of national patterns. Th e most dis-

tinctive aspects of plains politics appeared between 1890 

and World War II, in the form fi rst of Populism and then 

of progressivism. Since 1945 plains politics have moved 

close to national patterns. 

 Before Assertion of U.S. Authority 

 Before the arrival of Europeans and horses, most indig-

enous people of the plains lived in villages along streams 

and rivers. A few were nomadic hunters. For most, the 

basic political unit was the village. Th e Pawnee, for ex-

ample, consisted of four independent bands that formed 

a confederation, with the internal organization of each 

band based on villages. Village chiefs met periodically as 

a tribal council. 

 Patterns of leadership diff ered among the plains tribes, 

but the position of village chief was typically hereditary 

within certain lineages. A chief ’s actual authority rested 

on his ability to resolve disputes, deal with traders, dis-

tribute goods, allocate farmlands, and negotiate with 

outsiders. Th ose from other families could exercise other 

forms of leadership. Th us, a village might have one or 

a few main chiefs, several shamans, and separate lead-

ers for war, buff alo-hunting expeditions, and men’s so-

cieties. Occasionally, a woman became a shaman, but 

women did not hold other political roles. 

In 1541  Vasquez Coronado and his men became the 

fi rst Europeans to venture onto the Great Plains. French 

explorers and traders entered the plains by the early 

eighteenth century. Th e Treaty of Paris (1763) gave Spain 

title to the region between the Mississippi River and the 

crest of the Rocky Mountains, but in 1800 Spain sold 

to France the entire Louisiana country north of the Red 

River. Neither Spain nor France sought to exercise real 

political authority on the plains. 

 Th ough few Europeans came to the region, plains In-

dians experienced the consequences of European settle-

ment elsewhere. Th e Pueblo Revolt of 1680, in what 

became New Mexico, brought horses to the plains. Eu-

ropean settlers along the Atlantic traded with nearby In-

dian peoples, providing guns and manufactured goods. 

As European expansion pushed Indian people west, they, 

in turn, armed with guns and iron weapons, pressured 

the peoples into whose lands they moved. Such pres-

sures bred confl ict between plains tribes and westward 

migrating tribes and among plains tribes themselves. For 

example several Lakota bands and the Cheyenne moved 

onto the plains in the late eighteenth century, became 

nomadic, and came into confl ict with the Crows. Horses 

and guns combined to populate the plains with bands of 

nomadic buff alo hunters. 

 Among nomadic plains tribes, the basic political unit 

was the band, comparable to the villages of the sedentary 

peoples. Th e band traveled, camped, hunted, and made 

war as a unit. Political leadership was typically fl uid, 

with diff erent leaders for diff erent purposes, none with 

supreme authority. Bands of the same tribe or closely re-

lated tribes came together for religious ceremonies, coun-

cils, hunting, or war. As of about 1800, for example, the 

Cheyenne had ten bands, each with four chiefs. All ten 

came together each spring, and the four chiefs of each 

band plus a few other elders formed a tribal council. 

 Th e experience of Sitting Bull (Tatanka Iyotake) pro-

vides both example and exception. In 1857, when Sit-

ting Bull was about 26 years old, the Hunkpapa Lakota 

named him a war chief in recognition of his bravery and 

his victories over the Crows. He also gained a reputation 

as a holy man, given to prophetic visions. In 1869 Sitting 

Bull’s supporters brought together a group of Lakotas 

and Cheyennes who named him to an unprecedented 

position: war chief of the Lakota nation. Given the fl u-

idity of leadership among the Lakotas, however, not all 

Lakotas accepted this action. 

 After the United States purchased Louisiana from 

France in 1803, more explorers ventured onto the plains, 

notably the Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804–6, in-

tended not only to explore but also to assert U.S. au-

thority in the northern plains and lay claim to the region 

west of it. By the 1820s, the United States had planted 

small military posts along the Missouri River and had 

established a limited military presence on the plains. 

 Federal policy makers considered the region a “perma-

nent Indian frontier,” however, and political authority 

there still rested with villages, bands, and tribes. Eastern 

tribes were moved to the eastern parts of the plains states 

beginning in the 1830s. 

 Th rough the annexation of Texas (1845), war with 

Mexico (1846–48), and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
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(1848), the United States acquired territories that included 

the southern plains. Th e new state of Texas claimed most 

of the area, but the residents of New Mexico contested 

that claim. In 1850 Congress attempted to resolve these 

and other issues through an elaborate compromise that, 

among other provisions, set the western boundary of 

Texas and established territorial government for New 

Mexico. 

 Th e Compromise of 1850 left most of the plains unor-

ganized, even though they formed a vital part of the major 

land routes to California, Oregon, and New Mexico ter-

ritories. Stephen Douglas, senator from Illinois, seek-

ing to have a railroad built from Chicago to the Pacifi c, 

wanted to establish territorial organization on the plains, 

but Southerners opposed territorial status anywhere the 

Missouri Compromise of 1820 banned slavery. Douglas 

crafted a compromise in 1854, creating Nebraska and 

Kansas Territories, with each to decide whether to per-

mit slavery. Th e Kansas-Nebraska Act provoked a great 

national debate over slavery, precipitated the emergence 

of the Republican Party, and contributed signifi cantly to 

a major national political realignment. Th e organization 

of Kansas, in turn, initiated a miniature civil war. 

 From the Civil War to 1890 

 Kansas became a state in 1861, Nebraska in 1867, and 

Colorado in 1876. Beginning in 1861, Congress promoted 

the rapid economic development of the West through 

land grants to railroads, the Homestead Act, and simi-

lar distributive programs. And Congress created Dakota 

and Colorado Territories in 1861, Montana Territory in 

1864, and Wyoming Territory in 1868. 

 Late into the nineteenth century, much of the plains 

remained territories, due to sparse population and some-

times also to congressional jockeying for partisan advan-

tage. Montana and the Dakotas became states only in 

1889 and Wyoming in 1890. Oklahoma and New Mexico 

remained territories into the twentieth century. Residents 

of territories could not elect their governors or participate 

in presidential elections, and their delegates to Congress 

commanded little attention. Political patronage often 

was allocated in faraway Washington. Some historians 

have suggested that party organizations and loyalties were 

stunted by the low stakes in territorial politics. 

 In the plains states, partisanship developed along 

regional lines. Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado were 

initially Republican strongholds, often under the leader-

ship of Union veterans who constantly reminded voters 

that Republicans promoted western economic develop-

ment. Party politics in Texas followed from that state’s 

participation in the Confederacy, as westward-moving 

southern whites assisted the Democrats in redeeming 

the state from Republican rule in 1873 and keeping it 

securely Democratic until the 1960s. 

 Advocates of woman suff rage were active on the north-

ern and central plains. In 1867 Kansas became the fi rst 

state to vote on the issue, but its voters rejected suff rage. 

Th e fi rst session of the Wyoming territorial legislature, 

in 1869, approved suff rage for women—the fi rst state or 

territory to take such a step and one of the fi rst political 

entities in the world to do so. Some attributed that de-

cision to Wyoming males’ expectation that woman suf-

frage would attract more women to the plains but others 

have pointed to diligent lobbying by suff rage advocates. 

Wyoming achieved statehood in 1890 and became the 

fi rst state to fully enfranchise women. Colorado, in 

1893, became the fi rst state whose male voters approved 

woman suff rage. Despite repeated agitation and several 

referenda, the other plains states continued to reject suf-

frage until the 1910s, even as women won statewide elec-

tive offi  ce in North Dakota and Oklahoma. 

 With or without suff rage, plains women helped to 

lead reform movements, especially Prohibition. In 1878 

Kansans banned the importation, manufacture, and sale 

of alcohol, but the law was widely violated. Despite ref-

erenda in several other plains states, before 1907 laws 

banning liquor passed only in North and South Dakota, 

and South Dakotans soon reversed that decision. 

 On the northern plains, the political battle over alcohol 

refl ected broader ethno-religious diff erences. Old-stock 

Americans and immigrants affi  liated with the Method-

ist, Baptist, Congregational, or Presbyterian denomina-

tions, along with Norwegian and Swedish immigrants 

and their off spring, usually condemned as sinful any use 

of alcohol, and often censured gambling and dancing as 

well. Catholics and many German Protestants found no 

sin in a stein of beer, a dance, or a lottery. Th us, referenda 

on Prohibition and woman suff rage (closely connected in 

many voters’ minds) often turned on the ethno-cultural 

values of voters. Identifi cation with the Democratic Party 

and Republican Party on the northern plains often had 

ethnic dimensions, for northern Democrats adamantly 

opposed Prohibition and courted German and Irish vot-

ers. Republicans usually tried to duck the issue but some-

times issued cautious endorsements. 

 While Prohibition formed a highly divisive political 

issue on the northern plains, Texas politics sometimes 

revolved around race. Texas experienced radical recon-
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struction beginning in 1867, and a coalition of black 

and white Republicans held control until 1873, when 

the Democrats won a gubernatorial election character-

ized by widespread fraud and intimidation of black vot-

ers. Th e Democrats then wrote a new state constitution, 

severely limiting the legislature but not disfranchising 

black voters. 

 In the plains states, as elsewhere, African Americans 

aligned themselves with the dominant Republicans. In 

Kansas and Nebraska, some received political patronage 

in return, and a few were elected to local or state offi  ce, 

including state auditor in Kansas. In Kansas and Ne-

braska, and later in Oklahoma Territory, black migrants 

from the South created all-black towns and exercised 

local political authority. 

Only in New Mexico,  in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, did Mexican Americans exercise sig-

nifi cant political power. Th ere, the long-established  His-
pano  communities (most not on the plains), along with 

the slow pace of in-migration by other groups, meant 

that Mexican culture dominated many areas. Voters 

elected Mexican Americans as local offi  cials, territorial 

legislators, and territorial delegates. Mexican Americans 

also secured federal patronage posts, including territorial 

secretary and governor. 

 In the 1880s, Congress moved toward a new Indian 

policy with important implications for the plains. Th e 

Great Sioux Reservation, in Dakota Territory, was re-

duced in size in 1877 and broken into smaller units in 

1889. Offi  cials of the Bureau of Indian Aff airs, commit-

ted to a policy of assimilation, sought to eliminate tra-

ditional practices, including structures of authority and 

governance. Th e Dawes Act of 1887 directed that reserva-

tions be divided among Indian families and the land be 

owned in severalty (i.e., individually). Remaining land 

was to be taken out of the reservation system. 

 On the southern plains, much of what is now Oklahoma 

became home to the “Five Civilized Tribes”—the Chero-

kee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole—in the 

1830s, when they were moved from their previous homes 

in the Southeast and were promised permanent reserva-

tions in the new territory. During the Civil War, some 

or all of these tribes in the new territory sided with the 

Confederacy and, as punishment, were deprived of their 

western lands. Th ose lands, in turn, became reservations 

for tribes from the southern plains. In 1890 Congress 

created Oklahoma Territory in the western part of what 

is now Oklahoma, leaving the eastern region as Indian 

Territory. 

 Populism and Silver 

 By the 1880s, political agitators on the plains were con-

demning both Republicans and Democrats for failing to 

counteract declining prices for farm products and to reg-

ulate railroad rates. Most such agitators were on the mar-

gins of politics, but not in Texas. John Reagan, a member 

of Congress from that state, consistently advocated regu-

lation and contributed signifi cantly to passage of the 

Interstate Commerce Act in 1886. James Hogg, Texas’s 

attorney general and governor in the late 1880s and early 

1890s, also built a following by attacking the railroads. 

 In 1890, in the central and northern plains states, new 

political parties emerged, claiming to speak for hard-

pressed farmers and laborers. First organized as state par-

ties, they came together as the People’s Party, or Populists, 

in 1892. Th e new party called for federal action to restrict 

the great corporations that had developed since the Civil 

War. Th ose corporations, Populists argued, limited the 

economic opportunities and political rights of ordinary 

citizens. On the plains, Populists drew their greatest sup-

port from farmers on marginally productive land, often 

with large mortgages at high interest rates, for whom the 

prevailing defl ation proved especially ruinous. 

 Th e Populists called for government ownership of 

the railroads; sweeping changes in federal monetary and 

banking policies, especially currency expansion to coun-

teract defl ation; structural reforms to make government 

more responsive to voters, including the secret ballot and 

the initiative and referendum; the eight-hour workday; a 

graduated income tax; and other reforms. Populists won 

election as local offi  cials, state legislators, governors, and 

members of Congress. In most places in the central and 

northern plains states, the Democrats were reduced to 

a tiny third party and often threw their support behind 

Populist candidates. Such fusions brought gubernatorial 

victories in 1892 in Colorado, Kansas, and North Da-

kota, and in Nebraska in 1894. 

 In 1896 William Jennings Bryan, a Democrat from 

Nebraska, won the Democratic presidential nomination 

on a platform that stressed currency infl ation through 

silver coinage and called for an income tax and other 

reforms. Most western Populists gave Bryan enthusiastic 

support, and he secured their party’s nomination. Lead-

ing western Republicans broke with their party, formed 

the Silver Party (or Silver Republicans), and also nomi-

nated Bryan. 

 Bryan lost the presidency but did well throughout 

much of the West. Th e Populist Party and the Silver Re-

publican Party survived only a few more years. For many 
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former Populist voters, however, party loyalties seem to 

have signifi cantly weakened. Republicans and Demo-

crats were closely competitive in Nebraska, Colorado, 

and Montana over the next 20 years. Kansas and the Da-

kotas, however, usually voted Republican. 

 Racial issues became prominent in Texas politics in the 

1890s, when the state’s Populists made a strong appeal to 

black voters and, fusing with the Republicans, registered 

a strong vote for their gubernatorial candidate in 1896. 

Texas adopted a poll tax in 1902 but never followed other 

former Confederate states in creating a more elaborate 

set of legal or constitutional restrictions on black partici-

pation in politics. Texas Democrats accomplished much 

the same thing extralegally, however, by barring African 

Americans from Democratic primaries (and eventually 

writing that provision into law) and by coercing blacks 

who insisted on exercising the franchise. 

 Progressivism 

 Every plains state experienced progressive reform dur-

ing the two decades before World War I, and those re-

forms signifi cantly changed most state governments. 

George W. Norris, a Nebraska Republican, became an 

important national leader of progressivism, leading the 

“revolt against Cannonism”—a reduction in the powers 

of the Speaker of the House, then Joseph Cannon—in 

1910 and continuing as a leading progressive in the U.S. 

Senate until 1943. Other plains progressives also drew 

national attention. 

 “Direct democracy”—eff orts to increase the role of 

voters in the political process—fl ourished on the plains. 

In 1898 South Dakota Populists adopted the nation’s fi rst 

initiative and referendum process. Most plains states 

also adopted the initiative and referendum, though not 

through Populists’ eff orts. Other widely adopted direct-

democracy reforms included the direct primary and re-

call. States adopted other structural reforms, including 

nonpartisan offi  ces, limits on political parties, the merit 

system for appointing state employees, and rationaliza-

tion of the structure of state government. 

 Plains progressives added new functions to state gov-

ernment as they promoted regulation of railroads and 

public utilities, abolition of child labor, employer liabil-

ity and workers’ compensation, and protections for con-

sumers. Four states set up insurance funds for deposits in 

state-chartered banks. Under Republican governor Peter 

Norbeck (1917–21), South Dakota launched several state-

owned enterprises, including a coal mine, cement plant, 

hail insurance fund, and hydroelectric plants. When 

Oklahoma became a state in 1907, its constitution in-

cluded many progressive innovations, including restric-

tions on corporations, a graduated income tax, and the 

initiative and referendum. Oklahoma Democrats also 

enacted racial segregation and a literacy test aimed at 

disfranchising African American voters. 

 Renewed eff orts by woman suff rage and temperance 

advocates fi nally brought victories. Kansas adopted 

woman suff rage in 1912 and Montana followed in 1914. 

In 1916 Montana elected the fi rst woman to serve in the 

House of Representatives, Jeannette Rankin, a progres-

sive Republican. South Dakotans and Oklahomans ad-

opted woman suff rage in 1918. Oklahomans voted their 

state dry in 1907, and, by 1918, all the plains states but 

Texas had done the same. 

 Plains progressivism diff ered in important ways from 

progressivism in eastern states. Like other western pro-

gressives those on the plains were more likely to favor 

direct democracy, woman suff rage, and Prohibition than 

their eastern counterparts. Some, like Norbeck, pro-

moted state-owned enterprise, especially those devoted 

to economic development. Other plains progressives 

were more isolationist regarding foreign policy. 

 In some plains states, groups to the left of the progres-

sives attracted a following. In Oklahoma, the Socialist 

Party, espousing government ownership of key industries, 

won 21 percent of the vote for governor in 1914. Socialists 

developed strength elsewhere in the plains states, electing 

local offi  cials in several places, but failed to win any offi  ce 

higher than state legislator. In North Dakota, Arthur C. 

Townley, a former socialist organizer, created the Non-

partisan League (NPL), which worked within the Repub-

lican Party to win the governorship in 1916 and the state 

legislature in 1919. Th ey enacted much of its program, in-

cluding a state-owned bank and terminal grain elevator. 

 World War I and the Depression 

 Rankin and Norris were among those in Congress 

who voted against the declaration of war in 1917. But 

throughout the plains, World War I stimulated intense 

patriotism, encouraged by the federal government, state 

Councils of Defense, and extra-governmental bodies. 

Suspicion, hostility, and sometimes vigilante action 

greeted those of German birth or descent, pacifi sts (in-

cluding Mennonites, who were also of German ances-

try), and radicals, especially the NPL, Socialists, and the 

Industrial Workers of the World. 

 Th e summer of 1919 brought racial confl ict in sev-

eral parts of the nation, as white mobs lynched African 
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Americans or attacked black sections of cities. Th ree riots 

took place in Texas. In Longview a mob killed several 

people and burned buildings in the black section of town 

before National Guard troops arrived. In Omaha, Ne-

braska, some 4,000 whites intent on lynching a black 

man accused of raping a white woman attacked police 

and deputy sheriff s guarding the courthouse, set it on 

fi re, nearly lynched the mayor, beat any black people 

they found on the streets, and fi nally lynched the ac-

cused man. Ultimately U.S. troops put down the riot. 

In 1921 Tulsa, Oklahoma, was the scene of the worst race 

riot in U.S. history. As in Omaha, the riot began with 

an eff ort to lynch a black man accused of assaulting a 

white woman. In Tulsa, however, a group of armed Af-

rican Americans attempted to assist the sheriff , who was 

determined to prevent a lynching. A gun battle between 

blacks and whites left several dead. A white mob then 

attacked the black commercial and residential section 

of town, called Greenwood. African Americans fought 

back. Before the National Guard could arrive, an esti-

mated 300 African Americans and 13 whites were killed. 

Greenwood was destroyed by fi re—more than a thou-

sand buildings worth nearly $2 million. 

 Th e war had created a huge demand for wheat and 

meat. At the end of the war, agricultural prices fell, initi-

ating an agricultural depression that persisted when the 

rest of the economy began to roar with the prosperity of 

the 1920s. Th e economic distress of farmers contributed 

to the development of a congressional “farm bloc” in 

1921. Members of Congress from both parties, including 

many from the plains states, joined to support regula-

tion of stockyards and grain exchanges, exempting farm 

cooperatives from antitrust laws, and easing credit for 

farmers. Despite such eff orts, the farm economy contin-

ued to slump. 

 In 1922 agricultural distress and reversals for organized 

labor, especially railroad workers, sparked political pro-

tests among farmers and workers. Organized through 

the Conference on Progressive Political Action (CPPA), 

protesting voters put Democrats into the governorship in 

several states and elected Burton K. Wheeler, a progres-

sive Democrat from Montana, to the Senate. In 1924 the 

independent presidential candidacy of Robert La Follette 

drew signifi cant support from plains farmers and orga-

nized labor. He failed to win any plains state but carried 

many counties across the northern and central plains. 

 In 1924 two plains states elected the nation’s fi rst fe-

male governors. In Wyoming the death of the incum-

bent shortly before the election led to the nomination 

and election of his widow, Nellie Tayloe Ross. Miriam 

A. “Ma” Ferguson won the governorship in Texas but 

was widely seen as a surrogate for her husband, James E. 

Ferguson, who was ineligible because he had been im-

peached from the offi  ce in 1917. 

 Ma Ferguson won the Texas Democratic primary over 

the opposition of the Ku Klux Klan. Anti-black, anti-

Catholic, anti-Semitic, and anti-immigrant, the Klan 

presented itself as the defender of old-fashioned Protes-

tant morality and became a signifi cant force in plains 

politics. Klan-endorsed candidates won local and state 

offi  ces across Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas 

in the early and mid-1920s. Th e Klan tried to infl uence 

elections elsewhere but its authority swiftly declined by 

the end of the decade. 

 Th e Depression that began in 1929 was a serious 

blow to farmers, who had not shared in the prosperity 

of the 1920s. Shortly after, drought turned large areas 

of the southern plains into the dust bowl. Political re-

percussions appeared in some plains states as early as 

1930, when voters elected governors and senators who 

promised to solve their economic problems. In 1932 

Franklin D. Roosevelt became the fi rst Democrat to 

sweep every plains state. He also carried Democrats 

into Congress, statehouses, and state legislatures. In 

North Dakota, a revived NPL won control of the state 

government. 

 Roosevelt’s New Deal addressed farmers’ problems 

with the Agricultural Adjustment Act, which included 

provisions for paying farmers and stock growers to re-

duce production. Relief rolls, both state and federal, 

grew to include a quarter or a third of the population in 

some plains states, and sometimes two-thirds or more of 

those in dust bowl counties. Other New Deal programs 

ranged from construction of schools and bridges to rural 

electrifi cation, from tree planting and fl ood control to 

Social Security. One New Deal project, the Fort Peck 

Dam in Montana, was the largest earthen dam in the 

world when it was completed in 1939. 

 By the mid-1930s, several plains states had experi-

enced eff orts by Democratic governors and legislatures 

to create “Little New Deals,” but most were modest and 

unimaginative. Nearly everywhere, governors and legis-

latures drastically cut state spending to provide property 

tax relief. Seeking alternatives to property taxes, several 

states enacted sales taxes or income taxes. 

 In a few instances in the 1930s, states went beyond 

budget cutting, tax reform, and participation in New 

Deal programs. In 1936 Colorado voters approved a  
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pension program for those over 60; the program proved 

so costly it absorbed most of the new sales tax. In Ne-

braska, Senator Norris convinced voters in 1934 to 

amend the state constitution to create a unicameral, 

nonpartisan legislature. Norris also inspired the develop-

ment of Nebraska’s public power districts, most of which 

used federal funds to construct electrical generating and 

distribution systems. By 1945 the state’s entire electrical 

power system was publicly owned. 

 Th e New Deal brought important changes to the 

governance of Indian reservations. Roosevelt appointed 

John Collier commissioner of Indian aff airs. A long-time 

critic of previous federal Indian policies, Collier closed 

many boarding schools and ended eff orts to suppress 

traditional religious practices. His “Indian New Deal” 

included as its centerpiece the Indian Reorganization Act 

(1934), which promised to end allotments, restore tribal 

ownership of unalloted lands, and encourage tribal self-

government. Not all were persuaded of the value of the 

new approach, and some tribes rejected the reforms. 

 In 1936 Republicans nominated Alfred Landon of 

Kansas for president, but he was defeated in a Roosevelt 

landslide that continued Democratic dominance in most 

plains states. Soon after, however, leading Democrats, 

notably Burton Wheeler, became increasingly critical of 

Roosevelt. In 1938 and after, plains voters expressed their 

disaff ection from the New Deal, as most of the northern 

plains states returned to the Republicans and the south-

ern plains states turned to conservative Democrats. 

 Th e mid- and late 1930s saw isolationism at high tide 

on the northern plains. Senator Gerald Nye (Republi-

can) of North Dakota led investigations into the muni-

tions industry and sponsored neutrality legislation. After 

the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor isolationism receded, 

but Senator William Langer of North Dakota (Repub-

lican and NPL), was one of the two senators who voted 

against joining the United Nations, and both North 

Dakota senators opposed the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization. 

 Plains Politics since 1945 

 Prosperity returned to the plains during World War II. 

Th en and after the war, liberals continued on the de-

fensive in most places, as conservative Republicans held 

most governorships in northern and central plains states 

and equally conservative Democrats held those in Okla-

homa and Texas. Except for Montana and sometimes 

North Dakota, the northern and central plains states 

usually sent conservative Republicans to represent them 

in Washington. Between the late 1950s and the 1980s, 

however, all the plains states moved toward more com-

petitive two-party systems. 

 In the late 1950s the nation entered a recession. Eco-

nomically distressed farmers and urban dwellers elected 

liberal Democrats in most northern and central plains 

states. By 1959 George McGovern of South Dakota, 

Quentin Burdick of North Dakota (elected follow-

ing a fusion of the Democratic Party with the NPL in 

1956), Gale McGee of Wyoming, and Mike Mansfi eld 

and Lee Metcalf of Montana made the northern plains 

appear to be a center of congressional liberalism. Since 

then, Montana and North Dakota have usually elected 

Democratic senators. South Dakota, Nebraska, and 

Colorado have been competitive in senate races, and 

Wyoming and Kansas have usually elected Republicans. 

All the northern plains states have been competitive 

for governor except South Dakota, which has usually 

elected Republicans. Underneath those highly visible 

offi  ces, however, signifi cant majorities of the voters of 

most northern and central plains states identifi ed as Re-

publicans, especially in the counties that are part of the 

Great Plains. 

 As Democrats won elections in northern and central 

plains states, Republicans made gains in the southern 

ones. In 1961 Texans sent a Republican, John Tower, to 

the U.S. Senate for the fi rst time since Reconstruction, 

and Republicans have won both Texas Senate seats since 

1990. In 1962 Henry Bellmon became the fi rst Republi-

can ever to win the Oklahoma governorship, and since 

then that offi  ce has often alternated between the parties. 

Republicans and Democrats also alternated winning 

senatorial contests in Oklahoma in the 1970s and 1980s; 

both Oklahoma Senate seats have gone Republican since 

1992. Not until 1978 did a Republican, Bill Clements, 

win the Texas governorship. Th at offi  ce then alternated 

between the parties until 1994, when Republicans began 

a winning streak. New Mexico has been competitive for 

governor since the 1950s, and the two parties have won 

almost equal numbers of Senate contests. 

 Th e plains states usually voted Republican for presi-

dent between 1952 and 2004. Th ere have been only a few 

exceptions: New Mexico in 1960, 1992, 1996, and 2000; 

Texas in 1960, 1968, and 1976; and Colorado and Mon-

tana in 1992. In 2008, Colorado and New Mexico voted 

Democratic, and Montana and North Dakota were con-

sidered “battleground” states. Nebraska law provides that 

a candidate who carries a congressional district receives 

one electoral vote, and the candidate who carries the 
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state wins two votes in addition to those earned in the 

congressional districts. In 2008, for the fi rst time, this 

law resulted in Nebraska splitting its electoral votes when 

Barack Obama carried the second congressional district 

(Omaha and its suburbs to the south). 

 Republican gains in southern plains states, like Re-

publican gains in the South more generally, came in 

part in response to Democratic support for civil rights. 

Th e civil rights movement had its most direct impact 

in the southern plains, even though  Brown v. Board of 
Education  (1954) concerned Topeka, Kansas. Earlier, 

the Supreme Court had struck down the Texas white 

primary law (1944) and had ordered Oklahoma and 

Texas to integrate their state graduate and professional 

schools (1950). Th ere were, however, relatively few Af-

rican Americans in most plains counties, so the direct 

political impact of the civil rights movement was more 

pronounced in the eastern, non-plains portions of those 

states. One important exception was Colorado, where 

Denver residents fought a brutal and occasionally violent 

battle over school integration between 1969 and 1974. 

Earlier, Latino veterans returning from World War II 

had organized the American GI Forum and the Mexican 

American Legal Defense and Education Fund. Th ese 

groups took the lead in fi ghting discrimination against 

Latinos and made important gains. 

 Th e 1970s saw increased politicization of ethnic groups 

on the plains. In South Dakota, the American Indian 

Movement, fi rst organized in Minneapolis in 1968, de-

manded equal treatment and autonomy and challenged 

existing tribal leadership. A confrontation at Wounded 

Knee in 1973 resulted in two deaths. In New Mexico a vio-

lent, but not deadly, confrontation in 1967 brought the end 

to the Alianza, a group seeking the return of land grants. 

In the early 1970s in Texas, Mexican Americans formed the 

Raza Unida party and won a number of local offi  ces. 

 During the last quarter of the twentieth century, poli-

tics in several plains states achieved a greater measure of 

racial and gender diversity. New Mexicans, to be certain, 

have elected Mexican Americans throughout their his-

tory. In 1978 Nancy Landon Kassebaum of Kansas won 

the fi rst of three terms in the U.S. Senate. Th at same year, 

Coloradians elected the nation’s fi rst black lieutenant 

governor since Reconstruction, and, in 1992, they sent 

Ben Nighthorse Campbell, an American Indian, to the 

U.S. Senate. Patricia Schroeder, member of Congress 

from Colorado, established a national reputation. In Ne-

braska in 1986, two women faced each other as the major 

party candidates for governor. 

 Th roughout most of the Great Plains counties, net 

out-migration began after World War II and has per-

sisted in most rural places. States consequently became 

more urban, though most cities were located on the 

fringe of the Great Plains. Local and state governments 

faced a variety of problems resulting from a diminishing 

population base, but education often drew the greatest 

attention. Declining population and increasing accredi-

tation standards caught rural schools in their pincers. 

Although school consolidation often proved politically 

divisive, most plains states witnessed sharp reductions in 

the number of school districts—by 72 percent in Wyo-

ming between 1952 and 1984 and by 67 percent in Ne-

braska between 1949 and 1965. In 2008, Arthur County, 

Nebraska, with an estimated population of 372, had 

fewer than 70 students in all grades in the entire county. 

In such places population decline has sometimes made it 

diffi  cult to fi ll county and local offi  ces. 

 Since the 1980s, preachers in evangelical Christian 

megachurches in such places as Wichita, Tulsa, and 

Colorado Springs have allied themselves closely with the 

Republicans and have pushed the party in those states 

toward the Christian Right by focusing on issues like 

abortion and gay rights. By the early twenty-fi rst century, 

however, the evangelical tide within the region’s Repub-

lican Party seemed to be receding. In Kansas between 

1999 and 2007, the state board of education reversed it-

self repeatedly on the teaching of evolution in the public 

schools, as fi rst one side then the other won majorities in 

elections for board members. In South Dakota in 2006, 

a referendum on a state law banning abortions voided 

the law by a margin of 52 to 48 percent, and a similar 

statewide vote in 2008 failed by a slightly larger margin. 

 Th e political history of the Great Plains has much in 

common with its surrounding regions. Many, even most, 

of its distinctive features are shared with other western or 

middle-western states. One feature, federal policies aimed 

at promoting economic development, has been common 

throughout much of the West. Populism, early approval 

of woman suff rage, and the western variety of progressiv-

ism were, perhaps, the most distinctive aspects of plains 

political development, but they were not unique to plains 

states. Populism and progressivism left most plains states 

with a legacy of direct democracy and a few plains states 

with state-owned enterprises. Populism and western pro-

gressivism, born of agricultural adversity and, in the 1920s 

at least, nurtured by a political alliance of farmers and 

labor, grew out of a social and economic situation now 

largely vanished. Th e substantial decline in the proportion 
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of farmers and stock growers on the plains has reduced 

the potential base for such politics, and the emergence 

of an agribusiness attitude among many of the survivors 

seems to have given them a diff erent political outlook. 

 Th e emergence of two-party competition throughout 

most of the plains states since the late 1950s suggests that 

plains political subcultures are being homogenized into 

larger national patterns. Similarly, the half-century pat-

tern of support for most Republican presidential candi-

dates throughout much of the plains suggests a blending 

into larger patterns of western politics. Finally, the decline 

in party loyalty in the East and South suggests that even 

that aspect of western politics is no longer unique. 

  See also  Latinos and politics; Native Americans and politics; 

Pacifi c Coast; populism; progressivism and the Progressive Era, 

1890s–1920; race and politics; Rocky Mountain region; taxation; 

woman suff rage. 
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 Greenback-Labor Party 

 Th e social tensions engendered by the Civil War gave 

rise to the Greenback movement. By the late 1860s, 

some New England affi  liates of the new National Labor 

Union (NLU) launched independent Labor Reform par-

ties, and the NLU nominated a National Labor Reform 

ticket in 1872 in alliance with Democrats who favored 

issuing paper currency to relieve debt. Th ereafter, Grang-

ers in the new Patrons of Husbandry urged state regu-

lation of railroad rates through independent parties in 

Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Michigan, Nebraska, Iowa, 

Minnesota, Kansas, and Wisconsin. 

 Currency became a central question for such forma-

tions after the Panic of 1873 and the passage of the Spe cie 

Resumption Act. Th e latter replaced the wartime circu-

lation of paper “greenbacks” with “hard money,” such 

as gold or silver, upon which local banks would issue 

promissory paper, in whatever quantity suited them. Th e 

Illinois and Indiana parties held simultaneous state con-

ventions in June 1874 that demanded government con-

trol over the money supply. In November, these parties 

met in Indianapolis with veterans of the National Labor 

Reform Party from Connecticut, Illinois, New York, 

Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia to launch a na-

tional Independent, or Greenback, Party, also called the 

National Party—as opposed to its state affi  liates. 

 Shaping of the Greenback-Labor Party 

 Dominated by rural Midwesterners, the Greenbackers 

reached out to the cities and the Northeast. In May 1876, 

they nominated Peter Cooper of New York and Senator 

Newton Booth of California, who was later replaced by 

Samuel F. Cary of Ohio. Th e ticket off ered a pro forma 

protest, though likely winning much more than the of-

fi cial count of 75,973 in a notoriously “stolen election.” 

In its wake, Greenbackers revived hopes of a coalition 

with workers’ organizations. 

 Th e potential scale and power of the labor movement 

became apparent in July 1877, when major railroads an-

nounced pay cuts. Th is sparked what became a national 

general strike of roughly 100,000 workers, and strike 

committees briefl y came to power in St. Louis and To-

ledo. As federal authorities withdrew the last soldiers 

stationed to enforce civil rights in the former Confed-

eracy, they almost immediately sent troops to break the 

strikes. 
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 Angry voters responded with the largest unsuccess-

ful third-party insurgency in American history (the 

Republicans being the result of a successful one a 

generation before). Th ey voted Greenback where the 

party existed, and where it did not, formed a number 

of local labor and Grange parties. Th e more radical 

labor reformers already had a distinct socialist organi-

zation, the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party of 

North America (1874), which regrouped with various 

local organizations into the Workingmen’s Party of the 

United States (1876), and, in the wake of the strike, re-

named itself the Socialistic Labor Party. Voters elected 

some Socialist candidates from Maine to California 

and from Wisconsin to Kentucky. In February 1878, 

leaders of the old Greenback Party drew many lead-

ers of these other currents to a national convention 

at Toledo that launched the Greenback-Labor Party 

(GLP). 

 The Peak of the Insurgency and Its Limits 

 Th e 1878 congressional elections demonstrated mass 

interest in an alternative to the two parties. Exclusively 

Greenback, Independent, Independent Greenback, or 

National candidates garnered between 802,000 and 

852,000 votes, but almost as many voted for indepen-

dents running with some local Democratic or Republican 

support, or for independent Democratic or independent 

Republican candidates running against regular party 

candidates, or for Socialist and Prohibitionist tickets. 

Numbering as high as 1,600,000, these voters sent 22 

independents to Congress, including General James 

Baird Weaver of Iowa. Th e election revealed pockets of 

GLP strength beyond the Midwest, from rural Maine to 

northern Alabama. 

 Th e GLP sought to unite these currents into a per-

manent new party that might replace one of the exist-

ing major parties, as the Republicans had done only a 

generation earlier. Th e Socialists proved receptive, as did 

the new National Liberal Party of religious freethinkers 

facing prosecutions by federal offi  cials. Related currents 

resisting the GLP appeals for unity included various 

Democratic-organized Greenback Clubs and local “in-

dependent” splinters; the Readjusters’ Party of  Virginia; 

the Workingmen’s Party of California, which focused 

on the exclusion of the Chinese; and woman suff ragists, 

who remained hopeful for Republican assistance. Suc-

cess in creating a permanent national party turned on 

the 1880 elections. 

 Demise and Legacy 

 Th e 1880 presidential campaign of Weaver and Barzalai J. 

Chambers of Texas led directly to the destruction of the 

GLP. In pursuing an initially southern strategy on key 

states voting earlier, Weaver confronted and protested 

disenfranchisement and fraud perpetrated by the Demo-

cratic “Redeemer” governments. In response, the parti-

san Democratic press claimed the GLP to be recipients 

of money from the Republican campaign. Based on this, 

they simply dropped coverage of the GLP campaign, 

which allowed Republican papers to do the same. In an 

election characterized by fraud in the wake of this press 

blackout, the offi  cial count acknowledged only 306,867 

votes nationally. Shattered by recriminations, the GLP 

largely disintegrated. 

 Th e party retained strength in some localities, and 

survived as a national body to endorse the National An-

timonopoly Party ticket in 1884 and fi nally dissolved into 

the Union Labor Party in 1887–88. In part, the Popu-

list, or Peoples’, Party grew out of the ULP and took up 

much of the GLP agenda, and even ran Weaver for presi-

dent a second time in 1892. Progressives later adopted 

some of what the GLP advocated, but much remained 

the domain of insurgent radicals. 

  See also  banking policy; labor parties; radicalism; socialism. 
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H
 health and illness 

 For much of American history, matters of disease pre-

vention and health promotion were neither the con-

cerns of the national government nor matters of political 

 discourse. One of the critical tropes of American political 

history is the evolving sense of government authority 

and responsibility at the local, state, and federal levels 

for protecting society from disease and promoting in-

dividual and community health in the context of an in-

creasingly pluralistic society. Government interventions 

in diff erent eras have included quarantining the sick, 

conducting medical inspections of immigrants, steril-

izing those defi ned as mentally defective, providing the 

public clean water and air, regulating the contents of 

food and drugs, seeking cures and therapies for disease 

through medical research and epidemiology, creating in-

stitutions for the care of the ill, and preventing disease 

through inoculation and education. Politicians rarely 

spoke of such matters until the early years of the Pro-

gressive Era, when the pressures of urbanization, indus-

trialization, and immigration threatened to undermine 

the health and vitality of American citizens and stymie 

local economic development. In the decades to come, 

and especially following World War II, battling disease 

and improving the public’s health and access to medical 

care increasingly became federal priorities and the stuff  

of national political debate. 

 What Makes People Sick? 

 Governments have long acted to protect their commu-

nities from foreign diseases. Regulations in medieval 

Venice required returning seamen who were ill to remain 

isolated from their neighbors for 40 days. Th e Italian 

word for 40,  quarentenaria,  was the origin of the word 

 quarantine , the practice of separating the ill from the 

well for a specifi ed time. In eighteenth-century North 

America, each colony had quarantine procedures that 

became state statutes after the American Revolution. 

 In the eighteenth century, aside from quarantine en-

forcement and local regulations designed to promote 

public hygiene, government offi  cials could off er physi-

cians little assistance. A 1744 New York City ordinance 

stated that “the health of the Inhabitants of any City 

Does in Great measure Depend upon the Purity of the 

Air of that City and that when the air of that City is by 

Noisome smells Corrupted, Distempers of many kinds 

are thereby Occasioned.” Th e ordinance refl ects physi-

cians’ beliefs that disease resulted from effl  uvia or mias-

mas, noxious gases arising from decaying organic matter. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, sanitarians would argue 

that fi lth caused disease, leaving public sanitation the 

best form of prevention. In the 1880s, Germany’s Rob-

ert Koch and France’s Louis Pasteur demonstrated that 

specifi c diseases were not simply the result of fi lth but 

were caused by specifi c microorganisms, or germs that 

invaded the body. 

 Disease and Therapy in Colonial America 

 Long before most physicians accepted germ theory, how-

ever, many understood that contact with a disease, if not 

fatal, often rewarded victims with immunity. Inducing 

smallpox immunity via inoculation by placing some 

diseased matter under the skin was likely taught to the 

Puritans in the seventeenth century by African slaves. 

Some thought the procedure the practice of the devil 

because the slaves were heathens, but others, including 

the infl uential minister Cotton Mather, believed in its 

effi  cacy and inoculated his family members. Such in-

jections were not without their dangers, because an 

inoculated individual, even if immune, could still pass 

smallpox to another who was uninoculated. By 1760, 

laws regulated the practice and provided for a minimum 

quarantine period for those inoculated. 
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 Colonial Americans also sought to protect patients 

from irresponsible medical practitioners. In 1736 the Vir-

ginia legislature enacted a law specifying fees for medi-

cal services. University-trained physicians could charge 

more than apprentice-trained doctors. Physicians’ bills 

had to specify what drugs they had prescribed. How-

ever, the measure lapsed after two years and was never 

repassed. True regulation began in New York in the 1750s. 

By 1760 New York’s Provincial Assembly passed the fi rst 

colonial medical licensure law for New York City, requir-

ing that applicants for a medical license be examined by 

government offi  cials assisted by respected physicians. 

Still, quacks and charlatans were ubiquitous. 

 Government Power in Support of Public Health 

 Under the U.S. Constitution the new government pos-

sessed powers to “promote the general Welfare,” powers 

hardly ever invoked in matters of health and disease. Sea-

men’s health was the exception. Merchant seamen, often 

without families or permanent abodes, created a bur-

den on public hospitals where they existed and aroused 

public sympathies. On July 16, 1798, Congress passed 

and President John Adams signed a bill establishing 

the United States Marine Hospital Service (USMHS, 

renamed the U.S. Public Health Service in 1912), a 

uniformed service for “the temporary relief and main-

tenance of sick or disabled seamen in the hospitals or 

other proper institutions . . . in ports where no such in-

stitutions exist. . . .” Th e fi rst hospital built with Marine 

Hospital funds was in Boston. Soon, America’s west-

ward expansion prompted the building of hospitals near 

rivers in ports such as New Orleans, Chicago, Cleve-

land, St. Louis, and Louisville. In these hospitals all the 

surgeons, stewards, matrons, and nurses were political 

appointees. 

 In the nineteenth century, state and local govern-

ments and private voluntary organizations protected 

community health with limited funding. Most well-off  

individuals loathed spending money on the health of 

strangers, especially those who were nonwhite or from 

other countries. However, two great epidemic diseases, 

yellow fever and Asiatic cholera, demanded a cohesive 

public response. In the South, yellow fever epidemics 

in the 1850s aroused state legislatures to use their quar-

antine regulations to keep ships with sick passengers or 

crew out of their ports. Th e wealthy could temporarily 

fl ee stricken cities, but yellow fever was bad for business. 

Th ere were passionate political debates over how to keep 

cities fi t for investment and trade. Because of yellow 

fever, Louisiana became the fi rst state with a permanent 

board of health. After 1900, when Dr. Walter Reed and 

his U.S. Army Commission in Havana, Cuba, discov-

ered that yellow fever was spread by a mosquito vector, 

states funded mosquito control. 

 In northern cities, Asiatic cholera and poor immi-

grants, especially the Irish, often arrived simultaneously. 

In 1832, 1849, and 1866, major cholera epidemics swept 

the East Coast of the United States. Nativists blamed the 

immorality and ignorance of Irish Catholic newcomers 

for the cholera epidemic of 1832. In New York, a Special 

Medical Council was formed by the politically appointed 

Board of Health and manned by seven of the city’s lead-

ing physicians. However, when the epidemic receded in 

the autumn, the Board of Health regressed into its apa-

thetic state. When New York clergy petitioned President 

Andrew Jackson to appoint a day of national fasting, 

prayer, and humiliation to mark the devastation of the 

epidemic, he refused, affi  rming his belief in the effi  cacy 

of prayer but citing the separation of church and state. 

Not until 1866 did New York fi nally launch a permanent 

Municipal Board of Health removed from the choke hold 

of politicians and given over to physicians. New York 

gradually improved urban sanitation and hygiene, the 

price of industrialization and population congestion. 

 After the Civil War, the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen 

and Abandoned Lands, popularly known as the Freed-

men’s Bureau, off ered medical attention and constructed 

hospitals to serve newly emancipated black slaves and 

displaced whites. By 1872 racism and corruption within 

the bureau had undermined these eff orts. Medical re-

search did not become a routine federal endeavor until 

1887, when Surgeon General John Hamilton opened the 

Hygienic Laboratory in one room of the Marine Hospi-

tal on Staten Island. Th ere, director Dr. Joseph Kinyoun 

studied cholera, yellow fever, and the bacterial content 

of the waters in New York Bay. In 1891 the laboratory 

moved to Washington, evolving into the National Insti-

tutes of Health under the Public Health Service in the 

next century. 

 Doctors at the Gate: Immigration, Industrialization, 

and Disease Prevention in Progressive America 

 When the federal government assumed responsibility 

for immigration in 1891, USMHS physicians examined 

all newcomers at depots such as New York’s Ellis Island. 

Th ose deemed physically or mentally unfi t to support 

themselves were not admitted. In San Francisco Bay, a 

depot on Angel Island was the entrance for many Chi-
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nese and Japanese arrivals as well as some Europeans, 

all of whom also underwent physician inspection. An 

1893 law gradually transferred quarantine authority 

from state to federal offi  cials. At Ellis, there were two 

hospitals to treat newcomers, one a contagious disease 

facility. Immigrants who recovered were eventually al-

lowed to leave the island and enter the country. 

Th ese safeguards proved insuffi  cient for immigration’s 

critics. Nativists, including many eugenicists seeking to 

improve human stock by encouraging some individu-

als to procreate while discouraging others, advocated 

the 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act and its highly 

restrictive quota system. A broader eugenical concern 

about the number of children born to those defi ned as 

mentally defective, especially retarded persons, crimi-

nals, and the insane, resulted in passage of state laws 

permitting involuntary sterilization of institutionalized 

persons. Th ese laws were found to be constitutional by 

the Supreme Court in  Buck v. Bell  (1927), and many re-

mained in force until the late twentieth century. 

 In unhealthy, congested cities, immigrant workers 

were felled by such infectious diseases as tuberculosis. 

Illnesses and injuries from unsafe working conditions 

abounded. Progressive reformer Dr. Alice Hamilton in-

vestigated conditions in tenements and factories where 

lead in paints and phosphorus on matches were poi-

soning workers and their families. In public schools, 

the children of the poor received health education and 

sometimes even health care, including minor surger-

ies. Often only labor union agitation or tragedies, such 

as the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist factory fi re, resulted in 

state legislation improving health and safety. At the 

federal level, the Food and Drug Act of 1906 defi ned 

food adulteration and the misbranding of products and 

regulated the interstate shipment of food, penalizing 

violators. Th e act was superseded in 1938 by the stricter 

Food, Drug, and Cosmetics Act. 

 Government intervention was at times tainted by rac-

ism and ethnocentrism. In 1900 several cases of bubonic 

plague were identifi ed in San Francisco’s Chinatown. 

Local citizens blamed immigrants for their unsanitary 

living conditions. Th e government response smacked 

of anti-Chinese bias, including San Francisco’s imposi-

tion of quarantine on all Asian residents of Chinatown 

but not Caucasians and, at the suggestion of USMHS 

offi  cials, the state’s forced inoculation of Asians with 

an experimental serum. Th e courts off ered relief, lifting 

the quarantine under the equal protection clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment. 

 Federal Power, Prejudice, and the Public Health 

 When they had nowhere else to go for assistance, urban 

immigrants often turned to political machines, such 

as the New York Democratic Party’s Tammany Hall. 

Tammany, dominated by Irish political bosses, pushed 

for municipal hospitals and helped individuals gain ac-

cess to physicians or hospital admission in exchange for 

votes. In the 1930s, President Franklin Roosevelt’s New 

Deal sounded urban bossism’s death knell. Government 

agencies began to off er health services once obtainable 

only as political patronage, increasing the federal role in 

health care. Th e American Medical Association (AMA), 

founded in 1847, continued its long-standing opposition 

to government involvement in such matters. However, 

the Farm Security Administration’s rural health programs 

provided more than a million migrant workers and some 

650,000 others in rural America with medical care. Re-

publicans condemned it as “socialized medicine.” 

 Th e 1930s was also the time when the U.S. Pub-

lic Health Service’s eff orts to treat syphilis in African 

American communities of the South had to be aban-

doned because of the economic pressures of the Depres-

sion. Instead, in 1932, the PHS, in collaboration with the 

Tuskegee Institute, embarked on an investigation of 

untreated syphilis involving hundreds of Alabama 

blacks that lasted until 1972, long after the discovery 

that syphilis could be treated with penicillin and long 

after any medically useful results had been produced. 

Th e episode remains synonymous with American medi-

cal racism. 

 A more benign episode of federal investigation and ex-

perimentation was the PHS pellagra study under federal 

physician Dr. Joseph Goldberger, who established that 

pellagra was a dietary disease. By the 1930s, researchers 

identifi ed niacin as the missing element in pellagrins’ 

diets. Bread and dairy products were enriched with nia-

cin by presidential order during the war and by state law 

afterwards. 

 Federal Aid Improves Health Care in Postwar America 

 Following World War II, federal funds and regulation 

had a major impact on research and the provision of 

health care. Th e Hospital Survey and Construction Act 

of 1946 (Hill-Burton Act) funded hospital construction 

in underserved communities, largely rural and subur-

ban, creating a proportion of 4.5 hospital beds per 1,000 

individuals. Prior to the war, Vannevar Bush, director 

of the Offi  ce of Scientifi c Research and Development, 

had  recommended $15 million for medical research 
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to investigate the therapeutic value of penicillin, the 

development of insect repellents and insecticides, and 

the use of serum albumin as a blood substitute—all 

valuable in wartime. His 1945 report,  Science, the End-
less Frontier , pressed for more funding in science and 

medicine to establish the National Science Foundation 

and energize agencies such as the Public Health Service 

at the National Institutes of Health. Extramural fed-

eral funding supported research at medical schools and 

universities. 

 Soon a vast federal health bureaucracy developed. In 

1953 the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 

was created, redesignated the Department of Health and 

Human Services in 1979. It oversees the Public Health 

Service, which itself has 42 divisions, including NIH for 

medical research, Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

to implement public health measures, and the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), which bat-

tle the spread of disease. 

 Health care became more accessible when President 

Lyndon Johnson and a Democratic Congress passed 

Medicare and Medicaid legislation in 1966 to assist el-

derly and poor citizens, respectively, with medical bills 

driven higher by an increasing array of drugs and sophis-

ticated medical technologies. However, along with these 

programs came red tape and regulations that contributed 

to the escalating cost of medical care.  

 The Politics of Health Care in the Twenty-First Century 

 At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, issues of 

health and illness occupied center stage in American 

politics. Immigration amplifi ed demands for political 

action in the name of public health. Concern about 

swine fl u crossing the Mexican border increased de-

mand for government expenditures to develop new in-

fl uenza vaccines. Data collected by the New York City 

Board of Health tracing spikes in drug resistant tuber-

culosis to migrants from China and Mexico raised con-

cern about the adequacy of federal health restrictions 

and immigration procedures. Health care for racial and 

ethnic minorities and the native-born poor remained 

inadequate. State governments increasingly off ered free 

DPT vaccinations to children whose parents could not 

aff ord them and provided other health care services, 

as well. 

 Th e HIV-AIDS crisis occasioned virulent debates 

over cultural values but also increased levels of federal 

funding for research on this disease as well as on cancer, 

heart disease, and obesity. Th e federal genome project 

redefi ned the future of medical research, stimulating the 

search for the genetic origins of various diseases. Debates 

over the morality of stem cell research divided conserva-

tives, especially those on the Christian Right, from their 

opponents on the liberal left. 

 Issues of health and disease have long been debated 

in the political arena. Until the twentieth century, parti-

san confl ict over such matters was largely state and local, 

but the expanded use of federal power in the twentieth 

century allowed some Americans to argue that promot-

ing “the general Welfare” should include battling disease, 

promoting preventive public health measures, and per-

haps providing health insurance to every American. Th e 

degree of responsibility the federal government ought to 

assume to conquer disease and in defense of the public’s 

health has become a political perennial. 

  See also  cities and politics; nativism. 
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 homosexuality 

 Although the modern concept of “homosexuality” did 

not emerge until the late nineteenth century, charac-

teristics associated with this category—same-sex de-

sire, same-sex sexual acts, and nonconformist gender 

performance—have been contested within American 

political culture since the colonial period in two critical 

ways. Th e fi rst involves political struggles over policy, 

including the legality of same-sex sexual acts, and, by 

the latter half of the twentieth century, civil rights pro-

tections for those who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, 

and transgendered. Second, homosexuality has served a 

powerful function within American political discourse. 

Especially in the arena of electoral politics, sodomy and 

homosexuality have functioned as rhetorical markers of 

weakness and subversion to social order and American 

values. 

 The Politics of Sodomy in Early America 

 In the seventeenth century, all American colonies adop-

ted sodomy—or “buggery”—laws that prohibited non-

procreative sexual acts between men, as well as between 

men and women and between men and animals. How-

ever, not all forms of nonprocreative sex met with the 

same level of condemnation or prohibition; in New En-

gland, for example, governmental and ministerial offi  cials 

characterized such sexual acts between men as more sin-

ful and socially dangerous than those committed between 

men and women. Although religious authorities also con-

demned sex between women, the crime of sodomy typi-

cally required evidence of penetration, so such acts were 

rarely prosecuted in colonial courts (the sodomy code of 

the New Haven Colony proved exceptional in its explicit 

prohibition of sex between women). Colonies imposed 

a range of punishments for sodomy, from the imposi-

tion of fi nes to execution. However, sodomy laws were 

unevenly enforced, and severe forms of punishment were 

relatively rare; historical evidence suggests that American 

colonists responded to sodomy in more pragmatic ways, 

carefully weighing their religious opprobrium against the 

social disruption of legal prosecution. 

 Th is disinclination to prosecute sodomy, even more 

pronounced in the eighteenth century, did not evince 

true tolerance, however. Indeed, colonial authorities in-

terpreted evidence of male same-sex acts and other forms 

of sexual “deviance” as grave threats to social and politi-

cal order. In 1642 Plymouth governor William Bradford 

ascribed an outbreak of “sodomy and buggery (things 

fearful to name)” to the arrival of migrants to New En-

gland who did not share the Puritan goal of establishing 

a shining and moral “city on the hill.” Th e linking of 

sodomy to political subversion became more common 

in the 1700s when the “sodomite”—a male person who 

desired sex with other men—emerged as a category of 

personhood in the transatlantic world. In 1726, for ex-

ample, a Boston newspaper, reporting on the raids of a 

number of “sodomitical clubs” in London, linked sod-

omy to the dangers of a growing and threatening urban 

commercialism; sodomites and fi nanciers alike con-

ducted secretive and illegal deals that threatened social 

stability. Sodomy and commercial exchange also evinced 

European dissoluteness and corruption, as did Freema-

sonry. Anti-Masonic Massachusetts satirists used phallic 

homoerotic imagery to recast ostensibly civic-minded 

Masonic fraternal rituals as corrupt and emasculating. 

Such aspersions were intended to counter the political 

prominence of Freemasons in the colony. 

 Th is predilection for defi ning both the practice of 

sodomy and eff eminate gender performance as distinctly 

foreign—as violating the foundations of American 

character—continued into the Revolutionary and early 

national eras. An ascendant Enlightenment ethos was 

manifested in the revocation of capital punishment for 

sodomy, but it also produced a model of white American 

national manhood that emphasized independence and 

self-governance, a hallmark of which was the control of 

sexual desire and intensifi ed stigmatization of nonmari-

tal sexual practices. Th is prescriptive model, espoused 

by northern elites, took as a foil the stereotype of the 

decadent and corrupt European “fop,” a fi gure associ-

ated with sexual profl igacy if not always sodomy. Th e 

sodomitical qualities of this fi gure grew more explicit 

in the middle of the nineteenth century when Ameri-

can newspapers began to report on groups of urban men 

who engaged in same-sex relations. Th e fi rst such known 

report, appearing in the New York paper  Th e Whip  in 

1842, attributed the appearance of a sodomitical subcul-

ture to foreign infl uences and condemned this develop-

ment as antithetical to the purity of the young American 

nation. 

 Homosexuality and Political Subversion 

 By the end of the nineteenth century, the fi gure of the 

sodomite had been replaced by the “homosexual,” a 

modern category defi ned by an inversion of gender role 
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and by same-sex desire. Th e homosexual— alternatively 

referred to as someone of the “third sex” or an “invert”—

emerged from sexology, a new fi eld of medical science 

that had originated in Europe. Yet, antecedents to this 

modern fi gure can be found in nineteenth-century 

American political culture. Critics of those who advo-

cated radical reforms of the American political system, 

such as abolitionism and woman suff rage, had been 

pilloried as improperly gendered. Th e pejorative name 

“Miss Nancy” was applied to male abolitionists and 

male prostitutes alike, for example. Proponents of civil 

service reform and of third-party movements acquired 

such descriptors as “third sex” and “political hermaphro-

dite.” Th is confl ation of sexual and political subversion 

is evinced by the fi rst published American analysis of 

homosexuality, neurologist Edward Spitzka’s “A Histori-

cal Case of Sexual Perversion” (1881), which retroactively 

diagnosed Lord Cornbury, the colonial governor of New 

York and New Jersey who was alleged to have dressed as 

a woman, as sexually inverted, anathema to the Ameri-

can ethos of masculine individualism, and as a threat to 

national strength. 

 Th e negative political meanings attached to homo-

sexuality grew more vociferous in the twentieth century, 

as homosexual men and women were pathologized by 

medical professionals and further criminalized within 

the law. In the 1920s, critics used a stigmatizing psycho-

logical model of homosexuality to impugn politically 

active “New Women” who had formed lifelong intimate 

relationships with other women—including the lead-

ing social reformer Jane Addams—as unnatural and 

perverted “short-haired women.” During World War II, 

homosexuality functioned as grounds for exclusion or 

discharge from military service; more than 10,000 lesbi-

ans and gay men were discharged for “undesirable habits 

or traits of character” between 1941 and 1945. Th e polic-

ing and persecution of homosexuality intensifi ed after 

the war. In 1953 President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed 

Executive Order 10450, which excluded those deemed to 

be homosexual from federal employment on the grounds 

that they represented a threat to national security. An 

array of American thinkers and politicians, including 

liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., confl ated homo-

sexuality and communism, interpreting both as threats 

to a masculinist tradition of American pragmatic cen-

trism. Zealous cold warriors, including Senator Joseph 

McCarthy, viewed both homosexuality and communism 

as anti-American and embarked on a systematic eff ort 

to root out gay men and women from the civil service 

and to smear their political opponents on the left. Th e 

resulting  “lavender scare” ruined careers and lives and 

undermined the 1952 presidential candidacy of Demo-

crat Adlai Stevenson. 

 Homosexual Rights and Conservative Backlash 

 Th e postwar period also saw the rise of the modern 

American homosexual rights movement, beginning with 

the founding of homophile organizations in the post-

war years. Although the fi rst to form a sustained move-

ment, homophile leaders drew on an older leftist 

political discourse that resisted a dominant pejorative 

American conception of same-sex desire. An array of 

late- nineteenth-century intellectuals and bohemians, 

infl uenced by the poet Walt Whitman’s vision of homo-

erotic democratic “adhesiveness” and the sex radicalism 

of European freethinkers like Edward Carpenter, had 

maintained that same-sex desire might be directed toward 

the civic good. Th is position was argued most forcefully 

by American anarchists, including Leonard Abbott and 

Emma Goldman, who viewed state eff orts to regulate 

homosexuality as a violation of individual freedom and 

an unjust expression of state power. Early homophile 

leaders—notably, Harry Hay, who founded the Matta-

chine Society in 1950—spoke for this tradition within 

the Communist Party in the 1930s. Although American 

Communists ultimately proved hostile to homosexual-

ity, Hay and others brought the organizational skills and 

political commitments developed within the Commu-

nist Party to the cause of “homosexual liberation.” 

 Infl uenced by the civil rights movement, Hay and his 

homophile comrades conceptualized homosexuals as a 

minority group “imprisoned within a dominant cul-

ture.” Th e 1950s saw the formation of similar groups, 

including the fi rst lesbian political organization in the 

United States, the Daughters of Bilitis, in 1955. Although 

homophile activists struggled over organizational strate-

gies, and many sought to distance themselves from the 

early leaders’ Communist roots, the movement gained 

strength and engaged in more militant forms of activism 

by the 1960s. In 1964 members of the East Coast Ho-

mophile Organizations coalition staged a demonstration 

in New York City to protest military policy toward ho-

mosexuals. In 1965 the Washington, D.C., Mattachine 

chapter, led by Frank Kameny, a scientist who had been 

fi red from his government post during the lavender 

scare, picketed the White House, Pentagon, and Civil 

Service Commission to protest antigay employment 

practices. 
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 By the late 1960s, members of the growing homophile 

movement allied themselves with black power and other 

radical liberation movements as well as with New Left 

student and anti–Vietnam War eff orts. Th is radicaliza-

tion found expression in new slogans like “Gay Power” 

as well as in more confrontational forms of protest, es-

pecially in relation to police harassment in burgeoning 

urban gay enclaves like New York City’s Greenwich Vil-

lage and the Tenderloin and Castro neighborhoods of 

San Francisco. Two such dramatic and spontaneous acts 

of rebellion catalyzed a more radical movement: the 1966 

Compton’s Cafeteria riot in San Francisco, led by trans-

gender women and gay hustlers, and the more famous 

1969 Stonewall rebellion in New York City. Th ese pivotal 

events set the stage for a dizzying proliferation of gay 

and lesbian activism, including the 1969 founding of the 

Gay Liberation Front, inspired by third-world liberation 

movements, and the lesbian feminist groups Radicales-

bians (1970) and Salsa Soul Sisters (1974), which pro-

tested both the misogyny of gay male activists and the 

antilesbian positions of the National Organization for 

Women. 

 Th e mid-1970s saw two key developments in the poli-

tics of homosexuality. First, a reform-oriented model of 

gay activism began to dominate the movement, fi nd-

ing institutional expression in such organizations as 

the National Gay Task Force (founded in 1973); these 

organizations achieved signifi cant successes in the legal 

arena, including the repeal of state sodomy statutes and 

the passage of antidiscrimination legislation at the local 

level. Reformist eff orts also led to the election of gay and 

lesbian candidates, notably Harvey Milk as San Fran-

cisco city supervisor in 1977. However, the successes 

of the gay rights movement also engendered a political 

backlash led by religious conservatives who, calling on 

the established trope of homosexuality as subversive to 

American values, waged a vociferous and well-funded 

battle against “the gay agenda.” In 1977 religious singer 

and orange juice pitchwoman Anita Bryant, arguing that 

homosexuality posed a threat to American children and 

families, led an eff ort to repeal a gay rights ordinance in 

Dade County, Florida. Her campaign found signifi cant 

national support, especially among evangelicals, and laid 

the foundation for the antigay activism of New Right or-

ganizations like the Moral Majority, established by Jerry 

Falwell in 1979. 

 With the election of Ronald Reagan as president in 

1980, culture warriors like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robert-

son attained considerable infl uence in the Republican 

Party, which identifi ed homosexuality as an eff ective 

wedge issue in state and national elections. In the 1980s, 

when the Reagan administration all but ignored the suf-

fering and devastation of the new AIDS epidemic, some 

gay activists turned to a more confrontational and per-

formative mode of activism, exemplifi ed by ACT UP 

(the Aids Coalition to Unleash Power), which charged 

that federal neglect amounted to complicity in the suf-

fering and deaths of those affl  icted with AIDS. With the 

availability of medications that mitigated the eff ects of 

HIV (at least for those with access to health care) in the 

1990s, the political struggle over gay rights shifted to is-

sues of marriage and military service. Although many 

had viewed the presidential election of Democrat Bill 

Clinton in 1992 as a favorable development for the gay 

rights movement, the failure of the administration to im-

plement a nondiscriminatory military service policy and 

Clinton’s endorsement of the 1996 Defense of Marriage 

Act, which prohibited federal recognition of same-sex 

marriages, attested to the continued political opposition 

to the aims of the movement. 

 Th e politics of marriage rights have remained espe-

cially contentious into the twenty-fi rst century; by 2008, 

judicial gains had been countered by restrictive legis-

lation and ballot referenda at the state level. Th at op-

ponents of same-sex marriage framed their position as 

“defending” a foundational social institution points to 

the resilience of an understanding of homosexuality as 

threatening to social order. 

See also gender and sexuality.
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 House of Representatives 

 Th e House of Representatives is often considered to be 

America’s most democratic institution. Since the found-

ing of the American government in 1789, the House has 

been populated by a more diverse range of individuals 

than the Senate or the White House. Legislators have 

been required to face reelection every two years. To win 

election to the House, the Constitution requires only 

that a candidate be a minimum of 25 years of age and 

a U.S. citizen for 7 years. Candidates also have to reside 

in their district. Th e founders decided that membership 

in the House would be proportionate to the size of the 

population so that the delegations from each state corre-

sponded, albeit imperfectly, to demographic realities. Th e 

sheer number of members has required negotiation and 

compromise. In this respect, the House lived up to George 

Mason’s aspiration that it would be the “grand depository 

of the democratic principle of the government.” 

 Th e Constitution bestowed three important responsi-

bilities on the House: the power over revenue and spend-

ing, the power to impeach an elected offi  cial, and the 

power to elect the president if the Electoral College was 

deadlocked. Th is authority refl ected how highly the na-

tion’s founders valued the House as an antidote to the 

British monarchy. 

 Th ere are four diff erent eras in the history of the 

House of Representatives, each defi ned by the procedural 

framework—the informal and formal rules—through 

which legislators operated. 

 The Founding Period 

 Th e fi rst three decades of the House were the founding 

period, during which legislators established the basic 

mechanisms through which decision making would take 

place. 

 In the founding period, legislators developed the com-

mittee system and party organizations, as well as pro-

cedures that enabled individual legislators to infl uence 

decision making from the fl oor. Initially, the relative 

importance of each procedure remained unclear. Most 

legislation would be worked out on the fl oor and then 

given to a committee that was temporarily convened to 

deal with the issue. But some committees became regu-

lar components of the House, such as the Rules Com-

mittee (created in 1789), which made decisions about 

scheduling legislation and about the rules through which 

bills would be debated. Procedural decisions had a big 

impact on the character of the House. In 1811, for exam-

ple, an important rules change ensured that the House 

would become a majoritarian institution by allowing 

half of the chamber to end debate. Th is procedural 

change limited the potential for minority obstruction 

(in contrast to the Senate fi libuster). 

 One of the most infl uential legislators in the found-

ing period was Henry Clay of Kentucky. During his 

tenure as Speaker, Clay, fi rst a Democratic-Republican 

and later a Whig, elevated the institutional status of the 

Speaker by using his power to keep members in line. 

While the speakership was the only position mentioned 

in the Constitution, its actual status in the House had re-

mained unclear. When he became Speaker at the start of 

the congressional session in 1812, just after being elected 

to the House, Clay headed a coalition of war hawks who 

mounted pressure for military action against Great Brit-

ain. Clay also pushed for an expanded role of govern-

ment in promoting the economy through public works, 

tariff s, and road construction. To achieve his objectives, 

Clay took responsibility for deciding which committees 

would deal with legislation, and he made appointments 

to key committees. 

 Even as legislators tried to determine how the House 

would function, they confronted a series of major chal-

lenges. In 1801, for example, the House had to decide a 

deadlocked presidential election after the electors cast an 

equal number of votes for Th omas Jeff erson and Aaron 

Burr. Th e vote went to Jeff erson. In 1825 the House was 

required again to settle a presidential election when none 

of the candidates received a majority from the Electoral 
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College. Th e House then chose John Quincy Adams to 

be the next president of the nation. 

In the era, h ouse majorities also voted for a signifi -

cant expansion of the federal government. Th rough the 

Alien and Sedition Acts (1798), the House strengthened 

the authority of government to crack down on the po-

litical activity of aliens and to prosecute opponents of 

the Federalists. Although Democratic-Republicans such 

as Albert Gallatin of Pennsylvania and Edward Living-

ston of New York derided the Alien and Sedition Acts 

as a violation of state and individual rights, Federalists 

pushed the bills through the House by narrow margins. 

Additional legislation strengthened the administrative 

capacity of government to conduct war, regulate banking 

and currency, and improve networks of internal commu-

nication. Pork barrel spending was central to fi nancing 

the construction of roads, railroads, and canals. Tariff s 

protected industrial goods such as cotton and iron. 

 Even when not explicitly discussed, slavery was ex-

tremely infl uential throughout the founding period. 

When considering most issues—as wide ranging as 

 direct taxation, territorial expansion, and diplomacy— 

legislators always weighed the potential impact of a 

decision on the slaveholding economy. Th is was not 

surprising. Between 1788 and 1850, according to the his-

torian Robin Einhorn, a slaveholder served as Speaker 

66 percent of the time and as chairman of the powerful 

Ways and Means Committee, which controlled revenue 

and trade, 68 percent of the time. 

 The Party Period 

 Despite the fear that the founders expressed about the 

dangers of political parties and partisanship, a party sys-

tem slowly took form. In the founding period, Federal-

ists faced off  against the Democratic-Republicans. Parties 

became even more important during the second era in 

the history of the House—the party period—which 

lasted from the 1830s to the 1900s. Even though the 

formal organization of parties remained tenuous before 

the Civil War, parties infl uenced House politics in a 

number of ways, as was evident from the large number of 

party-line roll call votes in this period. Partisan elector-

ates and state legislators weighed heavily on the decision 

making of congressmen. Informal norms discouraged 

mavericks from challenging party leaders. Subsequent 

speakers followed Henry Clay’s precedent by making 

committee assignments on the basis of party loyalty in 

voting and sometimes punished those who defi ed them. 

Speakers controlled fl oor debate to protect their party. 

Party bosses relied on patronage to ensure that lower-

ranking legislators remained loyal. 

 From the 1830s to the 1850s, Whigs competed against 

the Democrats. Th e Whigs supported national programs 

to promote economic growth, protective tariff s, the cre-

ation of a national bank, and moral reform. In contrast, 

Democrats championed presidential power, protection 

for southern slaveholders, territorial expansion, and local 

and state over federal power. Th ird parties, such as the 

Anti-Masons, the Liberty Party, and the Know-Nothings, 

formed to promote issues when neither the Whigs nor 

Democrats seemed responsive. 

 By the 1850s, the pull of section in the House became 

stronger than the pull of party. Each time that the fed-

eral government acquired a new territory, legislators 

fought over whether slavery should be allowed. Th e ten-

sion worsened with congressional passage of the Kansas-

 Nebraska Act (1854). Whigs and Democrats divided 

along sectional lines. Although a coalition of northern 

Whigs, northern Democrats, and Free-Soilers had at-

tempted to block the measure, southern Whigs helped 

remove the bill from committee. In May 1856, sectional 

tension became so severe that Representative Preston 

Brooks of South Carolina beat Senator Charles Sumner 

of Massachusetts with his walking stick. Brooks was fu-

rious about a statement that Sumner, an opponent of 

slavery, had made about his uncle. 

 Th e Civil War of 1861–65 severed the nation. Th e se-

cession of southern states and the departure of south-

ern politicians were followed by brutal battles on the 

home front. Toward the end of the confl ict, Congress 

responded to the crisis through legislation. In 1865 the 

House passed the Th irteenth Amendment (approved by 

the Senate the previous year), which abolished slavery 

within the United States. Th roughout the war the Re-

publican House remained active on a number of fronts 

in addition to slavery. For example, the House passed 

the Pacifi c Railway Act, created land-grant colleges, and 

enacted a national income tax. House Republicans also 

conducted investigations into how the Lincoln adminis-

tration handled the war. 

 During Reconstruction, House Republicans pushed 

for an expanded role for the federal government to re-

build the nation and improve race relations, although the 

party divided between moderates and radicals over how 

far the policies should go. In 1866 the House passed the 

Fourteenth Amendment, which guaranteed due  process 
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and equal treatment before the law to all Americans, 

and, in 1869, the House passed the Fifteenth Amend-

ment, which protected the right of every male citizen 

to vote. Congress also created the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

which provided food, education, and other forms of as-

sistance to freed African Americans. During Reconstruc-

tion a signifi cant number of African Americans were 

elected to the House. President Andrew Johnson, who 

opposed most Reconstruction initiatives, attempted to 

capitalize on divisions among congressional Republi-

cans. His eff orts to split moderate and Radical Repub-

licans, however, backfi red. In February 1868, the House 

voted to impeach Johnson. Following a lengthy trial in 

the chamber, the Senate acquitted him by one vote. Sup-

port for Reconstruction diminished by the 1870s. 

 After Reconstruction the parties regained their 

strength. Republican legislators captured support in 

the northern industrial sector by promoting policies to 

expand national markets, preserve the gold standard, 

and provide generous Civil War pensions. Meanwhile, 

Democratic legislators retained their hold on the South 

by pushing farm assistance, infl ationary monetary poli-

cies, free trade, and states’ rights. Th ese years were com-

petitive for the parties. Republicans tended to control 

the Senate and Democrats the House between 1875 and 

1897. Majorities in both chambers were razor thin. Con-

gress passed legislation in 1872 that required all elections 

for the House to be held the same day. 

 Parties were important because they off ered platforms 

to members, but also because they provided some orga-

nizational coherence in an era of high turnover. Accord-

ing to  Congressional Quarterly , 145 out of 243 members of 

the House were new in 1869. 

 Members of the House were at the forefront of ef-

forts to expand the federal government beyond policies 

related to Reconstruction. Democratic House repre-

sentative John Reagan of Texas, for example, headed 

attacks against the railroads throughout the 1870s. Rea-

gan’s main goal was to protect the interests of farmers, 

whose distrust of national corporations he shared. He 

called on the House to impose regulations through leg-

islation rather than rely on independent commissions. 

He feared that corporations would capture control of 

a regulatory commission and subvert agrarian interests. 

Th is was a widespread fear among southern Democrats. 

In 1876 Reagan used his seat on the House Commerce 

Committee to expose the activities of railroad mag-

nates and build support for legislation. He introduced 

a bill that would prohibit pooling—where the railroads 

pooled their revenue so that no individual company 

would have an incentive to lower its charges and be 

able to undercut competition—and guarantee fair rates 

for shippers. Teaming up with the moderate Shelby 

Cullom of Illinois, Reagan won the support of southern 

and western legislators, who voted for his bill in 1885. 

Although the fi nal legislation in 1887 created the Inde-

pendent Commerce Commission rather than relying on 

legislative regulations, Reagan’s eff orts had spearheaded 

one of the biggest expansions of federal power into the 

economy. 

 Toward the end of the party period, the Republi-

can leadership in the House added procedural muscle 

to their infl uence. In 1890 Republican speaker Th omas 

Bracket Reed of Maine won support from his caucus for 

a rules change that allowed the majority party to block 

obstructive tactics of the minority. Th e most important 

was the “disappearing quorum,” whereby Democrats in 

the House had refused to answer roll calls even while 

present in order to prevent a quorum. Reed ended this 

practice by announcing that those physically present 

were in attendance. After becoming Speaker in 1903, Re-

publican Joseph Cannon of Illinois further strengthened 

the offi  ce. He used his power to stifl e progressive legisla-

tion and frustrate President Th eodore Roosevelt. 

 However, just as legislative parties started to gain 

more organizational cohesion, the strength of parties 

as national political institutions weakened. While par-

ties remained a crucial component of American political 

life, their infl uenced vastly diminished. Electoral reforms 

increased the prevalence of split-ticket voting and pre-

cluded many of the tactics that parties had traditionally 

used to infl uence voters. National and state civil service 

reforms, such as the Pendleton Act of 1883, sharply cur-

tailed the parties’ ability to ensure loyalty through pa-

tronage. Moreover, both parties were forced to compete 

with organized interest groups, whose leaders promised 

they could deliver solid votes and ample campaign as-

sistance. Th e partisan press disintegrated as a new me-

dium arose, a system of professional journalists with an 

adversarial outlook who maintained weaker allegiances 

to elected offi  cials. Americans did not vote as much, and 

electoral politics lost its salience with many citizens, who 

were more enthralled with amusement parks than with 

campaigns. Dramatic scandals in the Gilded Age that 

involved the parties had also spurred reforms that weak-

ened the hold of parties. Partisan roll calls declined. 

 Th e high turnover in House membership on which 

parties had thrived diminished as rates of incumbency 
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increased and legislators started to conceive of serving 

in the House as a full-time occupation. Seniority took 

hold as legislators obtained committee assignments by 

remaining in offi  ce for the longest amount of time rather 

than by displaying party loyalty. Committees themselves 

gained greater autonomy. Strong party leaders came 

under attack. In 1909 and 1910, a coalition of insurgent 

Republicans and Democrats who were unhappy about 

repeated failures in the legislative process—and about 

how Cannon had treated them—revolted against the 

Speaker. Representative George Norris of Nebraska led 

the attack for the Republicans, working closely with Vic-

tor Murdock and Edmund Madison of Kansas as well as 

John Nelson and Irvine Lenroot of Wisconsin. Missouri’s 

Champ Clark and Alabama’s Oscar Underwood led the 

Democratic part of the team. Th e coalition removed the 

Speaker from the Rules Committee and ended his con-

trol over committee assignments. It also passed reforms 

that allowed chairs to bring bills directly to the fl oor if 

they were bottled up in the Rules Committee. Finally, 

legislators agreed to delegate more governance respon-

sibilities to independent commissions. Further reforms 

in the 1910s facilitated this trend. In 1911, for instance, 

the Democratic caucus empowered the Ways and Means 

Committee to handle committee assignments, thereby 

taking this responsibility away from the Speaker. Promo-

tions in the chamber revolved around seniority. Formal 

rules and informal norms discouraged younger members 

from challenging committee chairmen. 

 The Committee Period 

 Th e committee period constituted the next stage in the 

evolution of the House and lasted from the 1910s through 

the early 1970s. Th e committee chairs retained tight 

control over proceedings. Access to information was re-

stricted to the chairs and a few select senior members. 

Most deliberations were closed to the public. Legislative 

negotiations were dominated by tight-knit policy com-

munities composed of committee chairs, representatives 

from the executive branch and agencies, powerful inter-

est groups, and policy experts. Committee chairs rarely 

spoke to the national media. 

Th  e committee period had several pillars beyond the 

sheer power and autonomy of chairmen. At the electoral 

level, states preserved outdated district lines that favored 

rural constituencies and failed to refl ect the growth of 

urban and suburban populations. Th e campaign fi -

nance system required legislators to cultivate a handful 

of prominent families, corporations, and unions that 

were willing to make large contributions. As parties with 

strong ties to the electorate weakened, interest groups 

off ered legislators a resource to deliver blocs of voters 

and money. Striving to be objective, the media generally 

did not adopt an adversarial stance toward the House 

leadership. 

 During the committee period, party caucuses refrained 

from removing committee members for party disloyalty 

or incompetence. Th e weak Democratic and Republican 

caucuses rarely met, and they avoided taking strong posi-

tions or imposing them on members. Th e most infl uen-

tial party leaders were successful because they deferred to 

committee chairs rather than dominating them. 

 Th e committee process did not take hold automati-

cally. Even after the historic revolt against Speaker Can-

non, party caucuses remained infl uential throughout 

most of the 1910s. During World War I, to the frustra-

tion of Republicans, President Woodrow Wilson op-

erated through a partisan alliance with congressional 

Democrats. He depended on Ways and Means Chair-

man Claude Kitchen of North Carolina, a progressive 

who initially opposed American intervention, to move 

much of the wartime legislation through the House in 

exchange for reforms. Yet by the Great Depression, the 

committee system was in place. 

By the advent of the New Deal,  southern Democrats 

and the committee process came to be seen as inseparable. 

While some Northerners, such as New York’s Emanuel 

Celler, thrived in the committee process, Southerners 

claimed the greatest rewards in the House since they came 

from noncompetitive districts and thus retained their 

seats for longer periods of time. Southerners also consti-

tuted a disproportionate part of the Democratic Party. 

Southern Democrats held over 50 percent of the key com-

mittee chairs after the party regained control in 1933. 

 At the height of the New Deal, Congress responded to 

the Great Depression and often initiated policies before 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt did. House Democrats 

crafted legislation that preserved the alliance between 

Southerners and Northerners in the party who agreed on 

many areas of economic policy but disagreed on race re-

lations and unionization. Th e House leadership included 

Speaker Henry Rainey of Illinois and Majority Leader 

Joseph Byrnes of Tennessee. Legislators such as Sam Ray-

burn of Texas and David Lewis of Maryland were instru-

mental in passing New Deal legislation. 

But  the committee process became a subject of con-

tention for New Deal liberals. President Roosevelt had 

taken the unusual step of campaigning against fi ve 



House of Representatives

400

 conservative Democrats in the 1938 election. He was able 

to unseat only one of those Democrats: New York repre-

sentative John O’Connor, chairman of the House Rules 

Committee. Republicans also scored major victories 

in 1938. Conservative Democrats replaced liberals and 

moderates in a number of southern districts. Following 

the election, tensions escalated between southern chairs 

and northern Democrats. Southerners were not opposed 

to the expansion of government in general, but they did 

oppose unionization in their region and civil rights pro-

tection for African Americans. 

 When northern liberals began to support these issues 

in the 1940s, the committee process in the House became 

a major obstacle to twentieth-century liberalism. South-

ern Democrats, allied with Republicans, could rely on 

procedures to infl uence the House. Besides procedural 

power, southern Democrats and Republicans formed a 

potent voting bloc on the fl oor of the House. Th ey could 

also count on southern Democrats in the Senate to use 

the fi libuster, as they did with an antilynching bill in 

1937, to block any civil rights legislation that the House 

passed. 

 Th roughout World War II and the cold war, the 

committee -period House continued to produce legisla-

tion that expanded government. During World War II, 

the House agreed to a vast expansion of the tax base as well 

as a withholding system that enabled the government to 

collect taxes directly from paychecks. A decade later, the 

House voted to fund scientifi c research, highway construc-

tion, and civil defense. Th e House Un-American Activities 

Committee, founded in 1939, was at the forefront of the 

congressional investigations of suspected Communists. 

 By the 1950s, there were enough proponents of civil 

rights to produce legislation in the House, even though 

southern power in the Senate remained formidable. 

House liberals became pivotal players as they continued 

to force senators to grapple publicly with racial issues 

many preferred to ignore. Th e 1960s off ered another 

burst of government activity. Almost 90 years after the 

end of Reconstruction, the House passed the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Under the 

banner of the Great Society, the House passed legislation 

dealing with the environment, health care for the elderly, 

urban decay, and the War on Poverty. 

 A majority of Democrats and Republicans in the 

House also agreed to an expanded international role for 

the United States. During World War II and the cold 

war, the House supported a vast mobilization of re-

sources and manpower in the eff ort to combat fascism 

and communism. But the Vietnam War broke that con-

census apart. Although many members of the House 

voiced their doubts about intervention in 1964 and 

early 1965, they allowed President Lyndon Johnson to 

expand America’s involvement in Vietnam. Th e vote for 

the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was unanimous. By 

the late 1960s, however, many Democrats and Republi-

cans joined colleagues in the Senate to build pressure on 

President Richard Nixon for a gradual withdrawal. 

 Many liberals came to believe that success could only 

occur if northern legislators worked around the commit-

tee system. One of the foils of the 1960s House was Vir-

ginia’s Howard Smith. Elected in 1938, Smith had taken 

over the House Rules Committee in 1955 and used the 

power of his chairmanship to stifl e liberal legislation. 

 As the federal government expanded, so too did the 

executive branch. Some observers believed this was the 

period of the “imperial presidency.” But many legislators 

felt diff erently. Congress continued to exert infl uence 

on national politics. In the creation of domestic and in-

ternational programs, committee chairs retained a tight 

grip over the government. Wilbur Mills, the Arkansas 

Democrat who chaired the Ways and Means Commit-

tee, caused enormous problems for President Johnson in 

1968, when he forced the president to accept domestic 

spending cuts in exchange for higher taxes. 

 Th e Supreme Court had made a series of decisions be-

tween 1962 and 1964 that aff ected the composition of the 

House because they forced it and state legislatures to cre-

ate voting districts with equal populations. In  Wesberry 
v. Sanders  (1964) the Court ruled that Georgia’s federal 

districting system was unconstitutional. Plaintiff s from 

Georgia’s district alleged that they were unjustly treated, 

since their population was three times as large as the pop-

ulation of the ninth, the smallest district in the state. Th e 

fi fth district was the most underrepresented in the nation. 

Th e Court ruled 6 to 3 that populations in each congres-

sional district must be roughly equal so that the vote of 

each citizen carried the same weight. In the short term, 

the decisions put conservative Democrats on notice. One 

of the earliest victims was Howard Smith. He lost in the 

1966 primaries to a Democrat who was more popular in 

the suburbs but who became part of Smith’s district as a 

result of the “one man-one vote” Supreme Court rulings. 

In the long term, the Court decisions opened up the op-

portunity for Republicans to make gains in the South and 

end the region’s one-party monopoly. 

 Public hostility toward the House intensifi ed in the 

1960s, as did the frustration with all government in-
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stitutions. Liberals denounced Congress for being too 

timid in its support for the Great Society and for al-

lowing Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon to 

fi ght the Vietnam War. At the same time, conservatives 

attacked the House for being ineffi  cient and corrupt. 

Public interest reformers attacked Congress for failing 

to represent average citizens and stifl ing democratic 

participation. Although the Watergate scandal focused 

on the abuses of the presidency, reformers believed that 

Congress could only regain its stature by dismantling 

the committee process. 

 During the early 1970s, congressional reformers ob-

tained support for procedures that aimed to weaken 

committee chairs. Th e reforms simultaneously central-

ized power by granting more decision-making authority 

to the party caucuses and decentralized power through 

the Subcommittee Bill of Rights in 1973. Th e House 

voted for reforms that constrained the power of the 

president in budgeting and war making. After the 1974 

midterm elections, the “Watergate babies” (an infl ux of 

newly elected Democrats following Nixon’s resignation) 

deposed four powerful House committee chairs, further 

weakened the autonomy of committees, and opened 

more proceedings to the public. 

 As the committee period ended, the House became 

fractured and unstable. Freed from the dominance of 

committee chairs, individual legislators, specialized cau-

cuses, subcommittees, and the congressional minority 

pursued their own electoral and ideological interests. Al-

though committee chairs lost power, party leaders were 

not yet able to impose order on the House. For instance, 

legislators constantly amended committee bills after 

they reached the fl oor, in contrast to the previous period 

when such activity was rare. Several scandals also shook 

the House, including sexual scandals that brought down 

Democratic congressmen Wilbur Mills and Wayne Hays 

as well as the ABSCAM scandal in 1980, when legisla-

tors were videotaped accepting bribes. Th e House repri-

manded its fi rst member since the Civil War. 

 The Partisan Period 

 In the most recent period, elite partisanship took hold of 

the House. Although most Americans were not strongly 

partisan, party caucuses became more infl uential in the 

House in two ways. First, Democrats and Republicans 

became more homogenous ideologically. As the num-

ber of southern conservative Democrats diminished and 

moderates lost power in the Republican Party, Demo-

crats moved to the left and Republicans to the right. Fac-

ing more cohesive membership, party leaders were more 

willing to use procedural tools that they had gained in the 

1970s to expand their role. Between 1987 and 1989, for in-

stance, Speaker James Wright of Texas intimidated mem-

bers of his own party and manhandled Republicans. On 

one occasion, he extended the time for voting after Dem-

ocrats could not fi nd a suffi  cient number of members to 

vote for a tax package. Democrats used the extra time to 

round up more legislators outside the chamber. Younger 

Republicans such as Newt Gingrich of Georgia rejected 

the bias of older moderates who favored compromise. 

Gingrich publicly broke with President George H. W. 

Bush in 1990 who broke his campaign pledge by agree-

ing to a tax hike. When Republicans elected Gingrich 

Speaker after the GOP gained control of the House, he 

excluded Democrats from deliberations and enhanced 

the power of party leaders. 

 Th e new partisanship in the House diff ered from 

that of the nineteenth century. Th e nineteenth-century 

 parties lacked strong centralized organization in the 

House but maintained deep roots in the electorate. But 

after the 1980s, political parties were organizationally 

strong within the House but lacked meaningful connec-

tions to the electorate. American voters thus witnessed a 

more partisan institution to which they did not feel con-

nected. Instead of mechanisms of political participation, 

parties increasingly became fund-raising devices and or-

ganizational tools. 

 Partisan fi ghting was fi erce in the partisan period, 

since neither Republicans nor Democrats were able to 

maintain solid control over Congress, and the leadership 

passed back and forth several times. In 1980 Democrats 

retained control of the House but Republicans gained 

control of the Senate until 1986. Republicans won both 

chambers of Congress in 1994, lost the Senate in 2001, and 

regained control of both chambers in the 2002 midterm 

elections. In 2006 Democrats regained control of both 

chambers. Although control of the House remained rela-

tively stable after 1994, razor-thin margins during much 

of the 1990s fostered insecurity among those in power. 

 While the reforms of the 1970s had promised to make 

Congress the dominant branch of government, legislators 

were still working under tremendous constraints. Th ere 

were multiple and competing centers of legislative power, 

with none achieving absolute dominance and none con-

ducive to producing legislative compromise. Many re-

formers had hoped to ensure that no part of Congress 

developed the kind of singular strength that committee 

chairs had; the reformers succeeded in this respect. Th e 
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proliferation and empowerment of subcommittees and 

specialized caucuses produced small fi efdoms that be-

came obstacles to party leaders and committee chairs.  

Furthermore, new rules and norms encouraged maver-

icks and freshmen to take action when they felt an issue 

was being ignored by the party leadership. Every legislator 

from senior party leaders to lower-ranking representatives 

was subject to new ethics regulations and norms. Scan-

dals brought down powerful leaders, including Speakers 

Wright, Gingrich, and Tom DeLay. 

 Public policy was a second constraint on legislators in 

the partisan period. Since the 1970s, the federal budget 

loomed large over every congressional decision. Th e tre-

mendous increase in pre-committed spending, as well 

as sizable federal defi cits and debt, meant there was less 

money for legislators who wanted to construct new types 

of government programs outside of national emergen-

cies. By the 1980s and 1990s, almost half of the federal 

budget went to entitlement programs such as Social Se-

curity and Medicare. For most of these years, the federal 

government spent more than it took in in taxes. In an 

environment of fi scal constraint, it was hard to create 

new programs. Th e nature of the federal budget also 

made it diffi  cult to dismantle programs.

When conservatives took power in the 1980s, culmi-

nating in the 1994 congressional elections, they discov-

ered it was hard to alter most programs, except for federal 

taxation. Republicans could not touch items like Social 

Security without severe electoral consequences. Th is left 

conservatives with the unattractive option of cutting 

modestly priced programs like welfare that came with the 

high cost of antagonizing active interest groups or attack-

ing programs important to their own supporters. Even 

after the 2000 election, with a staunchly conservative 

president in offi  ce, federal spending grew. Th e war on ter-

rorism increased the size of government. Conservatives 

railed against Republicans by 2006, accusing the party of 

having accepted “big government.” In reality, however, 

cutting the size of the state was virtually impossible. 

 Th e news media constituted a third constraint on the 

power of representatives. In contrast to the committee 

period, the news media had a hostile relationship with 

elected offi  cials. Trust and cooperation evaporated. Th e 

rise of adversarial journalism in the 1960s and 1970s 

had produced a new generation of reporters and editors 

determined to expose corruption. Th is outlook would 

continue to shape the print media as well as television. 

Cable television added to this volatile environment. Pro-

ducers worked on exposés to attract large television audi-

ences. Even though ownership became concentrated, the 

number of stations multiplied. Cable television created a 

24-hour news cycle, which made controlling the fl ow of 

news more diffi  cult since stories could go on the airwaves 

within seconds. Media organizations looked for shocking 

material to fi ll the airwaves and generate high ratings. In 

a period when most Americans distrusted government, 

scandals became a favorite topic. Legislators responded 

by honing their media skills. Some relied on C-SPAN, 

created in 1979, two years after the House authorized 

televised proceedings, to communicate directly to voters 

without the fi lter of reporters. 

 It was not just that the media had changed. Another 

challenge facing legislators in the partisan period was the 

fractious world of interest groups, think tanks, and po-

litical activists. While all these organizations were pres-

ent throughout the twentieth century, their numbers 

grew after the 1960s. Th e expansion of federal regula-

tions and domestic policies since the 1960s increased the 

incentive for them to lobby legislators. Moreover, cam-

paign fi nance reforms of the 1970s required legislators 

to expand their base of fi nancial support. Public interest 

groups also formed lobbying organizations. Th e number 

of think tanks proliferated. Th is hyper-competitive envi-

ronment resulted in a situation in which legislators were 

constantly scrambling to secure their links to a greater 

number of interest groups, none of which was dominant. 

 Divided government through much of this era made it 

diffi  cult for legislators who sought dramatic policy change. 

Although divided government did not prevent Congress 

from passing legislation, it no longer off ered a hospitable 

climate for major innovations like the Great Society. 

Th  e Supreme Court and the president also remained 

strong. Th e Court continued to take an active stand on 

issues such as legislative redistricting and states’ rights. 

Th e presidency continued to remain a dominant institu-

tion, as when Ronald Reagan used his offi  ce to advance 

conservative aims. Th e War Powers Act seemed almost 

irrelevant when Reagan authorized military operations 

in Nicaragua and El Salvador without congressional ap-

proval. Presidents relied on international bodies to legiti-

mate military action. While Congress responded with 

litigation, investigation, and legislation, the president 

usually had his way. 

 Despite all these obstacles, the House still passed sig-

nifi cant legislation. In 1990, the House agreed to a defi cit 

reduction plan that increased taxes and lowered spend-

ing. Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001, Congress restructured airline security, put money 
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into public health research, and created the Department 

of Homeland Security. Congress also created a prescrip-

tion drug benefi t for Medicare. 

 With all the uncertainties that legislators faced, a high 

rate of incumbency provided a form of personal security. 

Th e trend toward incumbency that started in the late 

nineteenth century never abated. While the Supreme 

Court had forced the elimination of congressional dis-

tricts with unequal populations, it never tackled political 

gerrymandering. As a result, state legislatures were able to 

draw district lines to protect incumbents. After 1949, the 

majority of elections brought only 80 new mem bers to 

the House. Campaign fi nance rules, moreover, favored 

those who already held offi  ce, since they could raise large 

sums of money quickly and receive free media exposure. 

Citizens also tended to like their representatives, even 

though they disliked Congress as an institution. 

 As George Mason hoped, the House has energized and 

preserved America’s democratic aspirations. Commenta-

tors like to joke that legislation resembles sausage in that 

the taste may be good, but people do not want to see 

how the product was made. Yet the messiness and com-

plexity of deliberations in the House, which are often 

criticized, refl ect tensions and divisions that exist in the 

country. Th e House has struggled to forge compromises 

in response to the nation’s biggest challenges. Sometimes 

the institution has failed in this task, but, at other times, 

the House has sent the Senate legislation that ended up 

transforming America. At the same time, the history of 

the House reminds us of some of democracy’s biggest 

weaknesses, including corruption, destructive partisan-

ship, and the lack of accountability on the part of elected 

offi  cials. 

See also Senate; state government.
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I
immigration policy

 Immigration policy has long been one of the most con-

tentious and ultimately transformative issues on the 

American public agenda, evoking intense political strug-

gles over how to regulate the fl ow of newcomers. Rival 

interests and ideals lie at the heart of these profound po-

litical confl icts. For more than two centuries, Americans 

have argued about the impact of new immigrants on jobs 

and economic growth, demography, culture, social wel-

fare, the distribution of political power, foreign relations, 

and national security. 

 Th e United States may be a nation built upon im-

migration, but it has long been ambivalent about new 

arrivals. From Benjamin Franklin’s eighteenth-century 

fears that Pennsylvania Germans would never assimilate 

to Samuel Huntington’s more recent warnings that a 

growing Latino population imperils cultural harmony, 

many Americans have celebrated their sojourner past 

while dreading the immigrant present and future. For 

others, especially those in the labor movement, fresh 

waves of immigration have been perceived as anathema 

to workplace standards and economic security. By con-

trast, cosmopolitans such as Jane Addams and John F. 

Kennedy have championed broad immigrant admissions 

and rights as consistent with the American Creed, while 

capitalists like Andrew Carnegie have praised immigra-

tion as “a golden stream” that fortifi es U.S. prosperity. 

In short, the choices raised by immigration policy have 

spurred vibrant debate since the founding and have 

served as a bellwether for larger political confl icts over 

changing economic opportunities, the status of ethnic, 

religious, and racial minorities, and the nation’s evolving 

role in international diplomacy and warfare. 

 Th e polarizing politics of immigration reform, both 

past and present, has made policy making arduous but 

not impossible. Indeed, it has produced strange political 

bedfellows over time and yielded marked shifts from one 

period to the next between national policies that have 

signifi cantly stimulated or discouraged immigration. 

Th e federal government only gradually and reluctantly 

took control of regulating immigrant admissions over 

the course of the nineteenth century. Since then, Ameri-

can immigration policy has assumed both restrictive and 

expansive forms. Whereas the creation of national ori-

gins quotas and an Asiatic Barred Zone in the 1920s ef-

fectively closed the gates, immigration reforms since 1965 

helped trigger the nation’s fourth major wave of migra-

tion, predominantly originating in Latin America, the 

Caribbean, and Asia. Few policy areas have left a more 

profound mark on the development and present charac-

ter of American social, economic, political, and cultural 

life. Even when immigration reform has had unintended 

results or when the best-laid plans of lawmakers have 

been defi ed by migratory behavior—such as dramatic 

increases in both unauthorized immigration and undoc-

umented populations living in the United States—the 

policy outcomes have reshaped the nation. 

 At the time of the founding, due to early waves of 

immigration and the importation of slaves, the United 

States was already a remarkably diverse country in terms 

of religion, race, and ethnicity. Less than half of the 

new republic’s white population could be described as 

English when the Revolution began. Anglo-Americans 

remained the dominant group in the former English 

colonies, but British newcomers increasingly came from 

Scotland, Wales, and Ireland. Moreover, one-third of the 

country’s white inhabitants claimed German, Swedish, 

French, Swiss, or Dutch origins. Southern importation 

of African slaves was the principal engine of racial diver-

sity in the early American republic. Finally, the United 

States was more religiously diverse than any country in 

Europe. Although immigration slowed to a trickle dur-

ing the era of the American Revolution (no more than a 
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few  thousand per year), some national leaders remained 

wary of future infl ows. In his  Notes on the State of Vir-
ginia  (1781), Th omas Jeff erson criticized the new na-

tion’s member states for their “present desire to produce 

rapid population by as great importations of foreigners 

as possible.” Most newcomers, he feared, would prove 

incapable of shedding their loyalties to the “absolute 

monarchy” of the Old World, or prone to material and 

anarchical temptations of the new one. Th e French Rev-

olution and subsequent Napoleonic warfare in Europe 

delayed robust immigration to the United States until 

well after the 1820s. Nevertheless, new state governments 

wasted little time in establishing their own immigra-

tion and naturalization policies soon after the nation’s 

founding. Most of these policies were designed to entice 

new European settlers and to extend broad membership 

rights to white male newcomers. 

 Immigration and the New Republic 

 With the ratifi cation of the Constitution, the young 

 nation embraced a laissez-faire federal policy toward 

European immigration and authorized Congress “to 

 establish a uniform Rule of Naturalization.” During 

 Philadelphia deliberations in 1787, James Madison 

 observed that those states which most encouraged Eu-

ropean immigration were the strongest in population, 

 agriculture, and the arts, and he warned against restric-

tions on immigrant rights that might “give a tincture of 

illiberality” to the new republic. Th e fi rst Congress in 

1790 enacted a naturalization law that granted citizen-

ship to “free white persons” who lived in the United 

States for as little as two years. 

 During the 1790s, support for immigration was eroded 

by the Anglo-French confl ict and partisan polarization 

at home. For the dominant Federalists, new French and 

Irish immigrants were untrustworthy because of their 

celebration of French revolutionary ideals and their sup-

port for the Democratic-Republican opposition. Feder-

alist majorities in Congress passed a new naturalization 

law in 1795 that increased the residency requirement for 

citizenship to fi ve years. Responding to security jitters in 

1798 associated with the French confl ict, Federalist law-

makers enacted the Alien and Sedition Acts. Th e legisla-

tion made immigrants eligible for citizenship only after 

14 years of residency, and all aliens were required to reg-

ister with federal offi  cials. Th e Alien Act empowered the 

president to arrest and deport any alien “whom he shall 

judge dangerous to the peace and safety of the United 

States.” Th e Alien Enemies Act, passed the same year, au-

thorized the president to confi ne or remove male enemy 

aliens age 14 years or older during times of war. Th e Alien 

and Sedition Acts proved to be short-lived, as the vic-

tory of Jeff ersonian Republicans in 1800 led to a repeal 

of alien registration requirements and the restoration of a 

fi ve-year residency requirement for naturalization. With 

future elections and economic development in mind, 

Jeff erson proclaimed that the United States represented a 

New Canaan where “those whom the misrule of Europe 

may compel to seek happiness in other climes” would 

“be received as brothers.” 

 Immigrants, Nativists, and Nation Building: 1820–60 

 From the 1820s until the start of the Civil War, roughly 

5 million European immigrants came to the United 

States. During the 1820s, immigration accounted for 

only 4 percent of the steady increase in American popu-

lation; by the 1850s, immigration accounted for nearly 

one-third of U.S. population growth. Th e national gov-

ernment remained all but silent on European immigra-

tion during this period. Federal law required that new 

arrivals be counted after 1819 to maintain uniform sta-

tistics, and it mandated minimum living standards for 

vessels carrying immigrant passengers to the country. 

However, the task of regulating immigration continued 

to fall to state and local governments. In practice, the 

modest structures governing immigrant traffi  c in ante-

bellum America were the creation and responsibility of 

a few states with large ports, such as New York (where 

most immigrants landed), Maryland, Massachusetts, 

Pennsylvania, and South Carolina. State immigration 

laws authorized exclusion of immigrants with criminal 

records, contagious illnesses, or other undesirable quali-

ties, but few were turned away. Coastal states charged 

ship masters small head taxes on their immigrant passen-

gers, a practice affi  rmed by the Supreme Court in 1837. 

Th e 1848  Passenger Cases  reversed this holding, asserting 

that state head taxes violated federal prerogatives, but 

states made minor adjustments and maintained primacy 

in this area. 

 Th e dramatic expansion of U.S. territory with the 

Louisiana Purchase and the Mexican-American War cre-

ated a strong demand for new immigrants to settle a large 

frontier. Territorial governments actively recruited Euro-

pean newcomers, hiring agents to recruit immigrants 

overseas or as they landed in port cities. Th e rise of an in-

dustrial economy also required an expanded labor force 

that European immigration helped realize. Grassroots 

nativism accompanied the unprecedented immigration 
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of the antebellum decades, with Irish Catholic newcom-

ers the most frequent targets of xenophobic hostility. 

Whereas Germans, who dominated immigration in these 

years. exemplifi ed religious, class, and ideological diver-

sity, the Irish were almost invariably poor and Roman 

Catholic. Anglo-American angst over the Irish Catholic 

infl ux, which soared during the Irish potato famine of 

the 1840s, was exacerbated by competition for jobs and 

housing in northeastern cities, struggles over public and 

parochial education, and the marriage of powerful urban 

party machines and Irish voters. Anti-Catholic books, 

newspapers, and magazines fl ourished in the antebellum 

period, off ering lurid accounts of sinister Roman Catho-

lic crimes and plots that fed Protestant antipathy. Some-

times the dark tales promulgated by this anti-Catholic 

literature spurred mob violence, from the 1834 burning 

of the Ursuline convent near Boston to the 1844 Bible 

Riots in Philadelphia that led to 20 deaths and the de-

struction of more than 100 Catholic churches, schools, 

and homes. Th e ranks of secret anti-Catholic associations 

swelled in seaboard cities. Th e nativist leader Samuel 

Morse, a newspaper editor and future inventor of the 

telegraph, organized an anti-immigrant party and ran for 

New York City mayor in 1836. He also fed anti-Catholic 

venom through popular and incendiary writings such as 

 Foreign Conspiracy  (1841), warning readers that “the evil 

of immigration brings to these shores illiterate Roman 

Catholics, the obedient instruments of their more know-

ing priestly leaders.” 

 Because of the nation’s insatiable appetite for immi-

grant labor and the clout of Irish voters, political nativ-

ists enjoyed little success until the 1850s. In 1849 secret 

nativist societies formed the Order of the Star Spangled 

Banner to furtively organize electoral support for its anti-

Catholic and anti-immigrant agenda in cities around the 

country. Th e movement’s rank and fi le included Anglo-

American workers, artisans, and small entrepreneurs. 

Th eir secrecy led Horace Greeley to mock their members 

in  New York Tribune  as “know-nothings”—a label soon 

applied to political nativists who sought to restrict im-

migration and Catholic infl uence. Th e Know-Nothing 

movement formed a new American Party in the 1850s 

devoted to strict limits on immigrant admissions, 21-year 

waiting periods for citizenship, and restricting voting 

rights and offi  ceholding to the native-born. 

 Th e Know-Nothings benefi ted enormously from a 

political vacuum created by the gradual demise of the 

Whig Party and balkanization of the Democrats. During 

the 1854 and 1855 elections, the American Party elected 

seven Know-Nothing governors, controlled eight state 

legislatures, and established a strong presence in Con-

gress. In 1856, the party nominated Millard Fillmore for 

president, and he won 22 percent of the popular vote. 

Th e movement’s meteoric rise transcended the ballot box. 

Know-Nothing candy, tea, and other merchandise were 

successfully marketed, while buses, stagecoaches and 

clipper ships soon bore the popular name. Th e decline 

of the American Party was as swift and dramatic as its 

ascent. Th e new Republican Party siphoned away nativ-

ist voters more devoted to excluding slavery from the 

territories than the Know-Nothings’ “war to the hilt on 

Romanism.” By 1860 the movement had collapsed. Iron-

ically, the same slavery controversy that helped elevate 

anti-Catholic xenophobia in antebellum America was 

the driving force behind its rapid demise. 

 Expansion and Exclusion in the Gilded Age 

 To the chagrin of nativists, European immigration fl our-

ished in the last half of the nineteenth century. Fueled 

by federal recruitment eff orts in Europe, the Homestead 

Act, and industrialization, infl ows from Europe reached 

record levels in the post–Civil War decades. Immigra-

tion soared to 2.3 million in the 1860s, 2.8 million in the 

1870s, 5.2 million in the 1880s, 3.6 million in the 1890s, 

and 8.8 million in the fi rst decade of the twentieth cen-

tury. Th e vast majority of new arrivals landed in New 

York, where they were channeled through a central im-

migration depot, Manhattan’s Castle Garden. Th e na-

tionalization of U.S. immigration policy began in 1875, 

when the Supreme Court nullifi ed state eff orts to regu-

late alien infl ows as unconstitutional encroachments on 

exclusive congressional power. Th e Immigration Act of 

1882 essentially legitimized state policies governing im-

migration that had been struck down by the Court. It 

excluded “any convict, lunatic, idiot” or anyone deemed 

likely to become a public charge, while assessing head 

taxes on each entrant to fund inspections and welfare 

provision for needy arrivals. In 1885 the Knights of Labor 

persuaded Democratic majorities in Congress to enact a 

ban on the importation of foreign contract labor. Legis-

lation in 1891 created a new federal bureaucracy in the 

Treasury Department to supervise the screening of im-

migrants, with a corps of federal immigration inspectors 

stationed at the nation’s major ports of entry. Within the 

year, Castle Garden was replaced by a new federal facility 

in New York harbor, Ellis Island. Screening nearly three-

quarters of new arrivals, Ellis Island became the largest 

and busiest inspection station for years to come. 
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 Compared to its European counterparts, Chinese im-

migration of the late nineteenth century was miniscule 

(4 percent of all immigration at its zenith), but it inspired 

one of the most brutal and successful nativist movements 

in U.S. history. Offi  cial and popular racism made Chi-

nese newcomers especially vulnerable; their lack of num-

bers, political power, or legal protections gave them none 

of the weapons that enabled Irish Catholics to counter-

attack nativists. Chinese workers were fi rst recruited to 

California from the 1850s through the 1870s as cheap 

contract labor for mining, railroad construction, manu-

facturing, and farming. Th ey inspired hostility among 

white workers for allegedly lowering wages and working 

conditions, while newspapers and magazines portrayed 

the Chinese as a race of godless opium addicts, prosti-

tutes, and gamblers. Labor leaders in San Francisco or-

ganized large anti-Chinese clubs in every ward of the city 

during the 1860s, and comparable associations followed 

in cities and towns throughout the state. California 

politicians also learned that anti-Chinese speeches and 

policies translated into votes. Th e state’s fi rst Republican 

governor in 1862, Leland Stanford, promised “to protect 

free white labor” from the “degraded” Chinese while, at 

the same time, his own farming and railroad enterprises 

employed them. 

 Economic distress infl amed the anti-Chinese move-

ment in the 1870s, as the closing of unproductive mines, 

the completion of the transcontinental railroad, and a 

fl ood of new settlers to the Pacifi c Coast led to ram-

pant unemployment. San Francisco union leaders again 

spearheaded Sinophobic organizational eff orts, initiat-

ing a grassroots network of Chinese Exclusion Leagues 

that spread across California and the Far West to elect 

sympathetic candidates. From 1871 onward, California 

politicians raced to claim credit for a steady stream of 

anti-Chinese reforms that included state-level barriers 

to Chinese entry, segregation laws, and special taxes 

on Chinese businesses. One of the anti-Chinese move-

ment’s most eff ective fi rebrands was Denis Kearney, an 

Irish immigrant who blamed Chinese immigrants for 

his personal failure at mining. His demagogic campaign, 

which began with race-baiting speeches in the San Fran-

cisco sandlots, drew white laborers into a new Working-

men’s Party of California, dedicated to the proposition 

that “the Chinese must go!” Kearney spurred a state 

constitutional convention in 1878 targeting the “Chi-

nese menace,” as well as an 1879 state referendum that 

endorsed Chinese exclusion by a 150,000-to-900 vote. 

When the Supreme Court struck down state-level eff orts 

to restrict Chinese immigration, the Sinophobic move-

ment pressed Congress to enact sweeping exclusions. 

 Fierce party competition in presidential elections 

of the post-Reconstruction era transformed the anti-

Chinese movement into a national political juggernaut. 

As the  New York Times  queried in 1880, “Which great 

political party is foolish enough to risk losing the votes 

of the Pacifi c States by undertaking to do justice to the 

Chinese?”—neither, as it turned out. Large bipartisan 

majorities in Congress suspended Chinese admissions 

for ten years with passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act 

of 1882. Some of the worst anti-Chinese riots erupted 

in subsequent years, as Sinophobes sought to purge 

Chinese communities altogether across the Far West. 

Forced expulsions were initiated almost wherever Chi-

nese numbered in the hundreds in cities and towns of 

the Pacifi c Northwest and Mountain States. During 

the 1885 Rock Springs, Wyoming, massacre, 28 Chinese 

were murdered and every Chinese-owned building ex-

cept one was destroyed. In Tacoma and Seattle during 

1885 and 1886, Chinese residents were given “deporta-

tion” deadlines. Th ey suff ered looting, arson, and violent 

riots until few remained. In subsequent election years, 

national Democrats and Republicans curried favor with 

the Sinophobic movement by enacting increasingly 

draconian restrictions on the “Chinese race.” Th e 1888 

Scott Act, for instance, denied readmission of Chinese 

who left U.S. territory; 20,000 were not allowed to re-

turn under the law and many were separated from their 

families. Th e Sinophobic fervor did not subside until 

the early 1900s, when a signifi cantly reduced Chinese 

population was concentrated in a few self-suffi  cient 

Chinatowns. 

 As western nativists put their fi nal touches on Chinese 

exclusion, a new anti-Catholic movement emerged in the 

nation’s heartland. Th e American Protective Association 

(APA) was founded in Clinton, Iowa, in 1887 by Henry 

Bowers, an attorney aggrieved by a friend’s mayoral de-

feat and the decline of public schools, both of which he 

attributed to malevolent Catholic infl uence. An ardent 

Mason, Bowers made the APA into a secret fraternal 

order with an anti-Catholic political agenda that drew 

heavily upon the rituals, organization, and membership 

of Masonic lodges. Th e APA spread in the early 1890s 

to larger midwestern and Rocky Mountain communities 

where Catholics were gaining political and social clout; 

its support came primarily from Protestant businessmen, 
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Immigrants exit a pier onto 

Ellis Island, New York, in 

the early 1900s. (Library of 

Congress)

disaff ected union workers, and those competing with 

cheap Irish labor. 

  In 1893 the ranks of APA faithful surged to more than a 

half million. Its growth owed much to new leadership by 

William “Whiskey Bill” Traynor, a former saloon owner 

with considerable experience promoting anti-Catholic 

causes and publishing nativist newspapers. During the 

depression of 1893, he and his APA lieutenants roused 

crowds by blaming the economic crisis on Irish Catholic 

immigrants who allegedly stole jobs, started a run on the 

banks, and encouraged labor militancy. 

 Rather than form a third party, APA organizers estab-

lished local and state “advisory boards” to endorse candi-

dates, almost invariably Republican, who demonstrated 

strong anti-Catholic credentials. In 1893 and 1894, APA 

voters were credited with electing anti-Catholic Repub-

licans in municipal, school board, and congressional 

elections in midwestern and Rocky Mountain States. Yet 

the importance of immigrant labor and votes led many 

national Republican leaders to challenge the APA’s nativ-

ist agenda. In 1896 William McKinley’s presidential cam-

paign actively courted immigrant and Roman Catholic 

voters while purging the APA from Republican ranks. 

Cut loose from its partisan moorings, the APA quickly 

faded from the political landscape. 

 Closing the Gates: 1917–44 

 As the APA crusade dissipated, a new anti-immigrant 

movement led by the upper-class Immigration Restric-

tion League (IRL), the American Federation of Labor, 

and patriotic societies distanced itself from anti- Catholic 

nativism. Embracing the scientifi c racism of Social Dar-

winism and the eugenics movement, these reformers 

argued that southern and eastern Europeans arriving in 

record numbers from countries like Italy, Greece, Rus-

sia, Hungary, and Poland were biologically inferior to 

immigrants from Western and Northern Europe. Th eir 

chief goal was a literacy test for admission, based on the 

presumption that most immigrants lacking Anglo-Saxon 

lineage were unable to read. Th ey enjoyed a promi-

nent champion in Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot 

Lodge, who warned that “new” European immigration 

posed “nothing less than the possibility of a great and 

perilous change in the fabric of our race.” Progressive 

Era nativists also spurned party politics in favor of mass 

publicity campaigns, biased research, and full-time 

Washington lobbying. Th eir eff orts paid dividends when 

the 1911 Dillingham Commission, led by IRL allies, in-

cluding Lodge, produced 42 volumes of fi ndings that 

purportedly vindicated nativist claims about southern 

and eastern Europeans. Despite these inroads, a counter-

mobilization of immigration defenders led by employer 

and ethnic groups yielded policy stalemate. President 

Woodrow Wilson denounced the nativist agenda as in-

consistent with “the humane ardors of our republic.” 

 Th e onset of World War I broke the logjam. Immi-

gration restrictionists seized upon wartime anxieties 

to win passage of an immigration literacy test in 1917, 

arguing that southern and eastern Europeans were in-

herently disloyal and dangerous. While the IRL and its 
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allies were closing the gates, an Americanization move-

ment attacked any hint of divided loyalties among the 

foreign-born already in the country. Th eodore Roosevelt 

led the charge for “100 Americanism,” denounc-

ing “hyphenated” Americans as guilty of no less then 

“moral treason.” Patriotic conformity was pursued by 

a  government-sponsored network of local defense and 

patriotic associations, including 250,000 badge-wearing 

volunteers of the American Protective League (APL). 

German Americans, celebrated for decades as the model 

ethnic group, endured the harshest treatment. Th ey were 

targets of vandalism, mob violence, surveillance, and 

harassment by APL watchdogs; job discrimination; and 

arrest for unpatriotic speech. By 1918 public burnings 

of German books were common, dozens of German 

American newspapers and organizations were forced to 

dissolve, and several states prohibited speaking German 

or playing German-composed music in public. 

 After the war, the immigration restriction movement 

mobilized for new reforms when the literacy test failed 

to curb southern and eastern European infl ows. As Eu-

ropean immigration soared to 800,000 in 1920, a sharp 

leap from the meager numbers of the war years, a State 

Department report warned that the country faced an 

inundation of “fi lthy” and “unassimilable” Jews, dis-

placed by persecution in eastern and central Europe. At 

the same time, the House Immigration Committee em-

ployed its own “expert eugenics agent,” Harry Laughlin, 

to illuminate racial diff erences among immigrants. “We 

in this country have been so imbued with the idea of 

democracy, or the equality of all men,” Laughlin testi-

fi ed, “that we have left out of consideration the mat-

ter of blood or natural inborn hereditary mental and 

moral diff erences. No man who breeds pedigreed plants 

and animals can aff ord to neglect this thing.” During 

the fi rst “Red scare,” immigration restrictionists pressed 

for “emergency” legislation to fend off  a foreign infl ux 

that would compromise national security. Th e Quota 

Act of 1921 established annual limits of 3 percent of 

each nationality living in the United States at the time 

of the 1910 census. Th ese quotas were applied to im-

migration from all countries except those of the West-

ern Hemisphere. Th e free fl ow of Western Hemisphere 

immigration was a concession that lawmakers made to 

southwestern growers who lobbied vigorously to retain 

access to cheap Mexican farm labor. Southern and east-

ern European infl ows were the chief target of the new 

law, restricted by quotas to less than one-fourth of an-

nual admissions before World War I. 

 Th e Immigration Act of 1924 marked the crowning 

achievement of the immigration restriction movement. 

It created a 165,000 ceiling on annual immigrant admis-

sions, refi ned national origins quotas to reserve 84 per-

cent of annual visas for northern and western Europeans, 

and reaffi  rmed an Asiatic Barred Zone that excluded vir-

tually all Asian immigrants and most other nonwhites. 

“To the national dishonor of the ‘assisted’ immigration 

of slave trade days,” Jane Addams sadly noted, “we are 

adding another chapter.” But immigration restriction-

ists exalted as southern and eastern European immigra-

tion slowed to a trickle. “Th e United States is our land,” 

Congressman Albert Johnson proclaimed. “Th e day of 

unalloyed welcome to all peoples, the day of indiscrimi-

nate acceptance of all races, has defi nitely ended.” Leg-

islation in 1928 made the national origins quota system 

fully operative, but it also continued to allow unfettered 

Western Hemisphere migration as a bow to powerful 

southern and western lawmakers and economic interests. 

Th e result was a bifurcated system imposing draconian 

restrictions on European and Asian immigration while 

remaining open and fl exible toward labor infl ows from 

Mexico and other Western Hemisphere countries. 

 Mexican immigration increased substantially during 

the 1920s, but neither legal nor illegal Mexican infl ows 

prompted great concern among national policy makers. 

Eff orts by the American Federation of Labor to impose 

1,500 annual quotas on Mexican immigration went no-

where because of resistance from southwestern growers 

and their supporters in Congress. Th e onset of the Great 

Depression changed public perceptions of Mexican labor 

migration considerably, leading to a mass deportation 

campaign that reinforced notions of Latino workers as a 

“returnable” labor force. At the same time, U.S. consular 

offi  ces denied visas to those deemed “likely to become 

a public charge,” with the eff ect that many quota slots 

went unfi lled. During the 1930s, immigration reached 

the lowest levels in a century and the total number of 

people leaving the country exceeded those entering for 

the fi rst time in its history. From the rise of the Nazi 

regime until the end of World War II, powerful mem-

bers of Congress and State Department offi  cials blocked 

eff orts to grant refuge to European Jews and others fl ee-

ing fascist regimes. In the early 1940s, by contrast, agri-

businesses and other employer groups won White House 

support for a new Mexican temporary worker program, 

the Bracero Program, to address wartime labor short-

ages. Th is guest worker program would bring 4.2 mil-

lion temporary Mexican laborers to the United States 
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before it was terminated at the urging of organized labor 

in 1963. 

 Refugees, Cold War, and Reform: 1945–65 

 During the 1940s and 1950s, pro-immigration reformers 

attempted to chip away at the national origins quota sys-

tem. Eager to strengthen a wartime alliance with China, 

Congress repealed Chinese exclusion statutes in favor of 

a token annual quota. Symbolic quotas were extended 

to other Asian nations a few years later. Lawmakers also 

enacted the War Brides Act in 1946 that waived quota 

limits for the alien wives and children of U.S. service-

men. Th e cold war imperatives of global leadership and 

anticommunism led to other departures from the quota 

restrictions. President Harry Truman took unilateral ac-

tion in 1945 to give 40,000 people from various European 

countries displaced by the war preferential consideration 

for visas. At Truman’s urging, Congress later passed the 

Displaced Persons acts of 1948 and 1950 to permit Euro-

pean refugees from countries with severe visa limits to be 

included in future quotas. 

 Despite these modest breaks in the restrictionist wall, 

cold war anxieties fueled passage of the Internal Secu-

rity Act of 1950, which authorized the exclusion or de-

portation of aliens who had ever been Communists or 

members of any group deemed to be a “front” organiza-

tion. In a nation that had fallen under the spell of Mc-

Carthyism, immigration restriction continued to enjoy 

a deep reservoir of both popular and congressional sup-

port. Th e McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 retained national 

origins quotas as the cornerstone of U.S. immigration 

policy and expanded the government’s alien surveillance 

and deportation powers. Receiving solid backing from 

southern and western members of Congress, it is little 

wonder that the 1952 law also contained a “Texas pro-

viso” that exempted employers of undocumented aliens 

from any form of legal sanction. A year later, the Eisen-

hower administration persuaded lawmakers to open the 

door temporarily for 200,000 European refugees. In 

1956 the White House used emergency powers to admit 

refugees from the failed Hungarian Revolution. During 

the same period, the federal government cracked down 

on illegal immigration. Supported by local police and 

federal troops, the Immigration and Naturalization Ser-

vice (INS) launched “Operation Wetback” in 1954 to 

quiet public concerns about a growing population of 

undocumented aliens. Dragnet raids led to the capture 

and summary expulsion of more than a million Mexican 

noncitizens. 

 Th e postwar decades witnessed the rise of a new 

movement for immigration reform that included a broad 

array of ethnic, human rights, religious, business, and 

even labor groups like the Congress of Industrial Orga-

nizations. During the early 1960s these reformers found 

champions in Presidents John Kennedy and Lyndon 

Johnson. In 1964 Johnson called on Congress to “lift by 

legislation the bars of discrimination against those who 

seek entry into our country.” A product of the Great Soci-

ety, the Immigration Reform Act of 1965 dismantled the 

national origins quota system in favor of a new prefer-

ence system that gave primacy to reuniting families while 

reserving a limited number of visas for skilled workers 

and refugees. In its aftermath, an unexpected wave of 

Asian, Latin American, and Caribbean immigrants came 

to the United States, with European immigration falling 

by the early 1970s to only 10 percent of all legal admis-

sions. Th e 1965 law also placed a 120,000 annual ceil-

ing on Western Hemisphere visas that, along with the 

1963 termination of the Bracero Program, spurred illegal 

Mexican infl ows. 

 Reopening the Golden Door: 1966–present 

 Th e issue of illegal immigration inspired more media 

attention, public concern, and remedial proposals by 

policy makers than did any other migratory issue of the 

1970s. At the heart of early eff orts to control porous bor-

ders was a proposal by organized labor and congressio-

nal Democrats like Peter Rodino to penalize employers 

who knowingly hired undocumented aliens. Employer 

sanctions bills met staunch resistance, however, from 

southwestern growers and various business groups op-

posed to new regulation as well as Latino and civil rights 

groups concerned that sanctions would lead employers 

to discriminate against anyone who looked or sounded 

foreign. An eff ort by the Carter White House to enact a 

compromise reform package in 1977 drew fi re from all 

sides and ultimately died. 

 As eff orts to address illegal immigration became 

mired in rancorous debate in the late 1970s, Congress 

created a Select Commission on Immigration and Refu-

gee Policy to broadly review U.S. immigration policy. 

Its 1982 report endorsed large-scale legal immigration, 

highlighting the social benefi ts of family reunifi cation, 

the economic value of immigrant laborers and tax-

payers, and the diplomatic and moral imperatives of 

admitting refugees. It also concluded that illegal immi-

gration had an adverse aff ect on American society and 

recommended a reform package of employer sanctions, 
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enhanced Border Patrol resources, and a legalization 

program for most of the undocumented population 

already living in the country. After protracted legisla-

tive wrangling, Congress fi nally took action to curb il-

legal immigration with enactment of the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA). Th e new law 

was a compromise package of watered-down employer 

sanctions, legalization for undocumented aliens living 

in the country since 1982, and a new Seasonal Agricul-

tural Worker Program to appease growers. Th e measure 

proved highly successful in granting legal status to nearly 

3 million undocumented aliens, but employer sanctions 

proved to be a “toothless tiger.” 

 By the late 1980s, it was clear to national policy mak-

ers that the IRCA had done virtually nothing to discour-

age illegal immigration. But legislators were eager to 

shift their attention to the politically painless task of ex-

panding legal immigration. A welter of advocacy groups 

clamored for specifi c expansions in legal immigration 

opportunities. A “family coalition” of Asian, Latino, and 

other ethnic and human rights groups won an increase 

in the number of visas available for family reunifi cation. 

A “business coalition” secured new preferences and visa 

allocations for employer-sponsored and skills-based im-

migration. At the end of the day, the Immigration Act of 

1990 unifi ed cosmopolitans and free market expansion-

ists behind a 40 percent increase in annual visa allocations 

that benefi ted both family-based and employment-based 

immigration. 

Signs alert drivers in areas of Southern California where illegal 

immigrants have tried to cross multilane freeways to evade 

border patrols. (James Steidl/Shutterstock)

 During the early 1990s, a grassroots movement in 

California mobilized against illegal immigration by ad-

vancing a measure, Proposition 187, that was designed to 

deny unauthorized migrants and their children welfare 

benefi ts, health care, and public education. Republican 

governor Pete Wilson and the state Republican organi-

zation threw their support behind the measure during 

the 1994 campaign, transforming it into a partisan issue. 

Proposition 187 carried the state with 59 percent of the 

vote. For the fi rst time since 1952, Republicans gained 

control of both houses of Congress in 1994. New im-

migration subcommittee leadership and a special task 

force on immigration reform, chaired by California 

Republican Elton Gallegly, called for restrictive policy 

challenges. Th eir agenda included new crackdowns on 

criminal aliens and illegal immigration, denial of wel fare 

benefi ts to immigrants, and new limits on legal admis-

sions. Th e fi rst two of these goals were secured in 1996 

with passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Im-

migrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) and the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWOA). 

Eff orts to reduce legal immigration were defeated in the 

Senate by a cross-party alliance of cosmopolitans and 

free market expansionists. 

 In 1995 several prominent Republican congressional 

leaders expressed optimism behind closed doors that 

the immigration issue would cost Democrats blue-

collar votes. At the start of the 1996 election, Pete Wil-

son made immigration control the defi ning issue of his 

short-lived presidential campaign; Pat Buchanan assailed 

third world immigration as a source of economic and 

cultural insecurity at home; and Bob Dole, the even-

tual Republican standard-bearer, associated himself with 

the stringent immigrant measures then working their 

way through Congress. Th e 1996 Republican platform 

pledged support for national legislation barring children 

of undocumented aliens from public schools. 

 Yet the results of the 1996 election left little doubt 

about two crucial developments: immigrants comprised 

the nation’s fastest growing voting bloc and Democrats 

were the immediate benefi ciaries of their unanticipated 

electoral clout. Naturalization rates soared after 1995, as 

record numbers of aliens became citizens. More than 

1 million people became naturalized in 1996 alone. At 

the same time as unprecedented numbers of aliens pe-

titioned for naturalization in the mid-1990s, President 

Clinton instructed the INS to implement the so-called 

Citizenship USA initiative. In the words of the agency, 

the initiative “was designed to streamline the natural-
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ization process and greatly increase naturalizations dur-

ing 1996.” Voter registrations among Latinos grew by 

1.3 mil lion, or 28.7 percent, between 1992 and 1996; 

the percentage of Latinos on the voter rolls rose from 

59 percent of those eligible in 1992 to 65 percent in 1996. 

Th e Latino Democratic vote increased from 60 percent 

in the 1992 presidential election to 72 percent in 1996. 

Asian voters, a smaller yet important swing bloc, in-

creased their support for the Democratic ticket in the 

same years from 29 to 43 percent. Dole became the fi rst 

Republican presidential candidate to lose Florida since 

Gerald Ford in 1976. 

 In the 2000 election, Republican national and state 

organizations drew up plans to attract new Asian and 

 Latino voters. Texas governor George W. Bush was hailed 

by party leaders as the ideal candidate to court new im-

migrant voters, and he reminded Latinos throughout 

the campaign that early on he had “rejected the spirit 

of Prop 187,” opposed “English-only” proposals, and re-

fused “to bash immigrants” when it was popular. Once 

in the White House, Bush created a special task force, 

led by Secretary of State Colin Powell, to address ille-

gal immigration anew. Th ese eff orts were preempted by 

the terrorist attacks of September 11, which created a 

new sense of urgency about the security risks posed by 

newcomers and porous borders. Soon after the attacks, 

the Justice Department prescribed special registration 

requirements for male noncitizens aged 14 years or older 

from Arab and Muslim countries. Th e USA Patriot Act 

of 2001 eased deportations and restricted admission for 

those with potential ties to terrorist organizations or 

those who may have the intention of committing a ter-

rorist act. Bush’s eff orts to relaunch comprehensive im-

migration reform in his second term, including a guest 

worker program, earned legalization, employer sanctions, 

and strengthened border  enforcement—went nowhere. 

While the proposal was assailed by labor leaders and 

immigrant advocacy groups, the harshest attacks came 

from fellow conservatives both in Washington and at the 

grassroots who saw undocumented aliens as threats to 

national sovereignty, security, and identity. 

 In the winter of 2005, a punitive bill focused on border 

enforcement narrowly passed the Republican-controlled 

House of Representatives. It proposed for the fi rst time 

to make illegal presence in the United States a felony, 

and made it a crime for any persons or organizations to 

lend support to undocumented immigrants. Th e bill was 

also a direct attack on day laborer centers. From March 

through May 2006, demonstrations against the bill by 

largely Latino immigrants and their supporters, unprec-

edented in number and size, took place in cities and 

towns across the United States. Th ese nationwide rallies, 

protests, and boycotts drew negative reactions from most 

Americans: just 24 percent had a favorable view of peo-

ple who marched and protested for immigrant rights in 

major cities while 52 percent expressed unfavorable opin-

ions. Overall, however, public opinion remained open 

to varied policy solutions: majorities favored legal status 

and earned citizenship for undocumented immigrants, 

stricter employer penalties, and tougher enforcement. 

 In the spring and summer of 2007, the Bush adminis-

tration and a bipartisan Senate coalition led by Edward 

Kennedy negotiated “a grand bargain” that included 

signifi cant new funding for border security and other 

interior enforcement measures. It imposed criminal 

penalties for illegal entry, which had previously been a 

misdemeanor off ense, and proposed to replace the cur-

rent family and employment–based admissions system 

with a “merit-based” system. Th e bill provided a new 

Z visa for undocumented immigrants that covered “a 

principal or employed alien, the spouse or elderly par-

ent of that alien, and the minor children of that alien” 

currently living in the United States. Th e visa provided 

they pay fees and penalties that could total as much as 

$8,000 and a “touchback provision” requiring the leader 

of the household to return home before applying for 

legal permanent residency status. Th e bill also contained 

a temporary Y worker program that would allow about 

200,000 workers to be admitted for a two-year period 

that could be renewed twice, as long as the worker spent 

a period of one year outside of the United States between 

each  admission. 

 Th e compromise Senate immigration plan was subject 

to intense media scrutiny and commentary, and the pub-

lic response ranged from hostile to tepid. Many members 

of Congress were deluged with angry phone calls, emails, 

and letters from constituents and other activists. Sur-

veys indicated that most Republicans, Democrats, and 

Independents opposed the measure, with only 23 per-

cent in favor. Signifi cantly, most Americans opposed the 

initiative not because they opposed “amnesty” or other 

proposals for legalizing millions of undocumented im-

migrants in the country (roughly two-thirds supported 

earned citizenship options over deportation), but rather 

because they had little trust that it would provide genu-

ine border security. More than 80 percent in surveys said 

that they did not believe that the Bush-Senate compro-

mise bill would reduce illegal immigration or enhance 
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border control. Ultimately, the forces arrayed against this 

last-ditch reform eff ort were overwhelming, from the 

grassroots to the halls of Congress. Th e political mine-

fi eld of immigration reform was shelved until after the 

2008 election. 

 In the early twentieth century, the United States was 

in the midst of a “fourth wave” of immigration unprec-

edented in terms of its extraordinarily diverse origins 

and the dominance of newcomers from Latin America, 

the Caribbean, and Asia. Wealthy democracies all face 

thorny policy challenges when they try to stimulate or 

restrict the fl ow of people across their borders. For Amer-

icans, immigration policy has long stirred ambivalence 

and political confl icts that defy the standard liberal-

conservative divide, inspire battles among fellow parti-

sans, and produce strange and fl eeting bedfellows. Th e 

laissez-faire, restrictive, and expansive policies that have 

emerged from these political struggles over the course 

of U.S. history have had profound implications for the 

character and development of the nation. 

  See also  anticommunism; Asian immigrants and politics; 

citizenship; European immigrants and politics; Latinos 

and politics; nativism. 
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 impeachment 

 Impeachment is one of the most potent and sharply de-

bated powers of Congress. It is formidable because it is 

the principal, if not only, means through which Congress 

may remove presidents, Supreme Court justices, and 

certain other high-ranking federal offi  cials for miscon-

duct. While the popular understanding of this power has 

largely been shaped by the notable impeachment eff orts 

against Presidents Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, and 

Bill Clinton and Associate Justice Samuel Chase, it is not 

possible to understand impeachment generally, much 

less its high-profi le deployments, without analyzing the 

distinctive features of its application throughout U.S. 

history. 

 Impeachment Clauses: Text and Original Meaning 

 Th e text and original meaning of the Constitution il-

luminate the distinctive features of the federal impeach-

ment process. In designing it, the founders distinguished 

the Constitution’s federal impeachment process from 

that which had been in existence in Britain and the colo-

nies. Whereas the king was not subject to impeachment 

or removal, Article II, section IV of the Constitution ex-

plicitly makes the president, among others, subject to 

the impeachment process. Article II expressly narrows the 

range of people subject to impeachment from what it 

had been in England, where any citizen (other than a 

member of the royal family) could be impeached. Th is 

article explicitly restricts impeachment to “[t]he Presi-

dent, Vice-President and all civil offi  cers of the United 

States.” 

 Article II further narrows the range of impeachable 

off enses to “Treason, Bribery, or other high Crimes or 

Misdemeanors.” Although the framers of the Constitu-

tion discussed “high Crimes or Misdemeanors” only in 

abstract terms as referring to political crimes or “great 

off enses” or “breaches of the public trust,” they hoped 

to restrict the scope of impeachable off enses to deviate 

from the parliamentary practice, which recognized no 

limit to the grounds for which people could be removed 

from offi  ce. 

 Conviction became more diffi  cult than it had been in 

Great Britain, where the House of Lords could convict 

with a bare majority. In contrast, the founders divided 

the impeachment authority between the House and the 

Senate; gave the House the “sole power to impeach,” 
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which required majority approval; and required at least 

two-thirds concurrence of the Senate for conviction and 

removal. Th e Senate was vested with trial authority, be-

cause the founders believed that senators would be bet-

ter educated and more virtuous, well suited to making 

diffi  cult judgments about procedures and removal, and 

resistant to majoritarian pressures than members of the 

House of Representatives. 

 Whereas the British Parliament could impose any 

punishment upon conviction, including death, Article I 

of the Constitution restricts the Senate’s power in im-

peachment trials “to removal from Offi  ce, and disquali-

fi cation to hold and enjoy any Offi  ce of honor, Trust, 

or Profi t under the United States.” Article II expressly 

forbids the president from pardoning an individual for 

the off enses committed, while the king could have par-

doned any person convicted in an impeachment trial. In 

contrast to Great Britain, where impeachment was un-

derstood to be a criminal proceeding, Article I provides 

that “the Party convicted [in an impeachment trial] 

shall nevertheless be liable and subject to Indictment, 

Trial, Judgment and Punishment, according to law.” 

Article III explicitly grants federal judges the special 

tenure of serving “during good Behavior.” Th e found-

ers required the chief justice to preside over presiden-

tial impeachment trials to avoid a potential confl ict of 

interest for the vice president, who usually presided 

over the Senate, in presiding over the trial of the one 

person standing between him and the presidency. Th e 

Constitution further requires senators to be “on oath or 

affi  rmation” when sitting in presidential impeachment 

trials. Th ese requirements underscore the solemnity of 

such proceedings. 

 Impeachment Practice 

 Th e founders left the scope of the federal impeachment 

power to be worked out by Congress over time. Since 

ratifi cation, the House of Representatives has formally 

impeached 16 offi  cials, including one Supreme Court 

justice (Samuel Chase) and two presidents (Andrew 

Johnson and Bill Clinton). President Richard Nixon 

resigned shortly after the House Judiciary Committee 

approved three impeachment articles against him. In 

the course of these proceedings and other occasions on 

which the House has conducted or considered initiating 

impeachment inquiries, Congress has faced several sig-

nifi cant constitutional questions. Historical patterns are 

important because they illuminate Congress’s deliberate 

judgments on the major constitutional questions arising 

in impeachment proceedings. Indeed, the  impeachment 

 judgments of Congress are eff ectively fi nal, because they 

are not subject to judicial review—as held by the Su-

preme Court unanimously in  Walter Nixon v. United 
States  (1993)—or presidential veto. Th e realization that 

they have the fi nal word on impeachment matters en-

courages most if not all members of Congress to make 

impeachment judgments that will withstand the scru-

tiny of history. 

 Th e fi rst noteworthy pattern in Congress’s impeach-

ment practices clarifi es the meaning of “other high 

Crimes and Misdemeanors” as the basis for removal. 

Most scholars believe that this language refers to “po-

litical crimes” or abuses of power or injuries to the Re-

public. While they agree that not all indictable crimes 

are “political crimes” and vice versa, they disagree over 

how to identify which breaches of the public trust ought 

to qualify as grounds for removing high-ranking offi  cials 

from offi  ce. 

 It is suggestive that, of the 16 men whom the House 

formally impeached, only fi ve were impeached primarily 

or solely for indictable crimes, and one of the fi ve (Alcee 

Hastings) had been formally acquitted of bribery prior 

to his impeachment and removal for that crime and for 

perjury. Th e House’s impeachment articles against the 

other 11 included misconduct for which anyone could 

be criminally punished. Four of the seven impeached of-

fi cials convicted by the Senate were charged with nonin-

dictable off enses. Th e remaining three (Harry Claiborne, 

Alcee Hastings, and Walter Nixon) were charged with 

indictable crimes. Both Claiborne and Nixon had been 

indicted, convicted in federal court, and exhausted 

their criminal appeals prior to their impeachment 

proceedings. 

 A second signifi cant pattern in historical practices 

clarifi es the related questions of whether impeachment is 

the exclusive means for removing judges and justices and 

whether Article III conditions judicial tenure on “good 

Behavior” and therefore allows judges or justices to be 

removed not only for “Treason, Bribery, or other high 

Crimes and Misdemeanors” but also for any misbehav-

ior, including bad or erroneous decisions. A minority of 

scholars and members of Congress have argued that the 

“good Behavior” clause may also establish an alternative 

mechanism to impeachment for disciplining judges. But 

most scholars and members of Congress have main-

tained that a natural inference from the structure of the 

Constitution, backed by original meaning, is that the 

impeachment process is the exclusive means by which 
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Congress may remove judges or justices. Th e “good Be-

havior” clause vests Article III judges with life tenure 

and thus protection from political retaliation for their 

judicial decisions, and impeaching and removing justices 

and judges for mistaken decisions would completely un-

dermine their judicial independence. 

 Th e principle of judicial independence was vindicated 

in the only impeachment of a Supreme Court justice 

to date. In 1804, the House, controlled by Democrat-

 Republicans, impeached Associate Justice Samuel Chase, 

a fi ercely partisan Federalist, based on claims that he 

had rendered fl agrantly partisan rulings in the trials of 

two Republicans charged with violating the Federalist-

backed Alien and Sedition Acts. A bare majority vote 

in the Senate to convict Chase fell short of the required 

two-thirds for conviction and removal. Much later, 

Chief Justice William Rehn quist construed Chase’s ac-

quittal as a seminal decision upholding the “complete 

independence of federal judges from removal because of 

their judicial decisions.” 

 Subsequently, impeachment resolutions have been in-

troduced in the House against two other Supreme Court 

justices: Chief Justice Earl Warren and Associate Justice 

William O. Douglas. In quickly dismissing inquiries 

against both justices, the House followed the principle 

initially laid down by Chase’s acquittal. On another oc-

casion, President Nixon’s attorney general John Mitchell 

and other White House aides successfully managed in 

1969 to force Justice Abe Fortas to resign from the Su-

preme Court rather than face public embarrassment and 

possible impeachment because of a contract into which 

he briefl y entered after joining the Court to provide legal 

counsel to a former client who had been subsequently 

convicted for securities fraud. 

 A third pattern in past impeachment practices suggests 

that the paradigmatic case for impeachment and removal 

has three elements: (1) a bad act such as serious abuse 

of power, (2) a bad or malicious intent, and (3) a link 

between the offi  cial’s misconduct and his offi  cial duties. 

Th ough Richard Nixon was not formally impeached, 

convicted, and removed from offi  ce, scholars agree 

that all these elements were evident in the misconduct 

charged against him by the House Judiciary Commit-

tee—using the powers of his offi  ce to obstruct investi-

gations into his involvement in authorizing or covering 

up a burglary of the Democratic National Committee 

headquarters; ordering the FBI and IRS to harass his po-

litical enemies; and refusing to comply with a legislative 

subpoena requesting taped White House conversations, 

which the Supreme Court had unanimously ordered him 

to turn over to a special prosecutor. In contrast, many 

commentators and several senators explained President 

Clinton’s acquittal in 1998 on the absence of one or more 

of these three elements. Most historians also agree that 

in acquitting President Andrew Johnson on charges he 

had abused his powers by not complying with a federal 

Th is illustration of Andrew 

Jackson’s impeachment trial ap-

peared in Harper’s Weekly, April 

11, 1868. (Th eodore R. Davis/

Library of Congress)
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law requiring him to get Senate approval before fi ring 

a cabinet member whom it had confi rmed, the Senate 

had determined that Johnson’s misconduct was merely 

a policy diff erence with Congress for which removal was 

inappropriate. 

 A fourth pattern of impeachment practices reinforces 

the inference, derived from the specifi c requirement of at 

least two-thirds concurrence of the Senate for removal, 

that removal is only possible with widespread biparti-

san support in the Senate. A supermajority is diffi  cult 

to achieve in the Senate, particularly when the stakes are 

high, as they were in the impeachment trials of Presi-

dents Johnson and Clinton and Justice Chase. Statistics 

bear this out, given that most people impeached by the 

House have been acquitted by the Senate (the 16 House 

impeachments have resulted in only seven Senate con-

victions). Indeed, the uniform opposition of all 45 Sen-

ate Democrats to President Clinton’s conviction for 

perjury and obstruction of justice highlights the enor-

mous diffi  culty of securing a conviction in a presidential 

impeachment trial as long as the senators from the presi-

dent’s party unanimously, or largely, support him. Since 

a  political party rarely controls more than two-thirds of 

the Senate, presidential removal is only possible if the 

misconduct is suffi  ciently compelling to draw support 

for conviction from senators from both parties. 

 Fifth, historical practices supplement other sources 

of constitutional meaning to support the constitution-

ality of censure as an alternative to impeachment. For 

instance, the provision that “Judgment in Cases of Im-

peachment shall not extend further than to” removal 

from offi  ce or disqualifi cation suggests that Congress 

may take any action against impeachable offi  cials falling 

short of either of these sanctions, as seems to be the case 

with censure. Indeed, the House passed resolutions criti-

cizing John Tyler, James Polk, James Buchanan, and sev-

eral other high-ranking offi  cials, while the Senate passed 

two resolutions critical of offi  cials other than the presi-

dent in the nineteenth century and censured Andrew 

Jackson for fi ring his treasury secretary for refusing to 

take actions undermining the national bank. While the 

Senate later expunged its censure of Jackson, neither the 

censure nor its subsequent expunging is binding autho-

rity on whether senators today may censure impeachable 

offi  cials. 

 Th e historical records further suggest that impeach-

ment is a relatively ineff ective check against a popular 

president’s misconduct, particularly in the age of the 

24-hour news cycle. If the enormous ramifi cations of 

removing a president dissuaded a hostile Senate from 

doing so with the hugely unpopular Andrew Johnson, 

as was the case, it should not be surprising that a later 

Senate would hesitate before removing a popular one 

who used the bully pulpit of the presidency to defend 

himself, as was the case with Bill Clinton. Th e con-

gressional investigation into Watergate took more than 

two years before the discovery of the “smoking gun”—

taped White House conversations—that led to Nixon’s 

resignation. Th e Clinton impeachment proceedings 

took roughly six months, among the shortest in his-

tory. Yet, throughout the constant media coverage of 

the proceedings, Clinton’s popularity increased while 

the popularity of, and support for, the Republican 

majority in the House and Senate seeking his ouster 

declined. 

 Indeed, Clinton’s case raises the issue of how seri-

ous the misconduct of a popular president must be to 

convince a majority of Americans or a supermajority 

in the Senate to support his ouster from offi  ce. Future 

members of Congress could hesitate before engaging in 

a prolonged investigation of a president’s misconduct for 

fear of alienating the public. Th ey might further believe 

that the failure of the House to do any independent fact-

fi nding prior to impeaching Clinton (one of only three 

instances when the House failed to do so) was a mistake 

that cost the House a valuable opportunity to cultivate 

the public’s confi dence in its nonpartisan intent. Con-

sequently, what Clinton’s acquittal may show is that, in 

the future, impeachment will be eff ective only in the rare 

circumstances in which the wrongdoing is so severe (and 

so clearly proven) as to galvanize the public and demand 

the president’s ouster or resignation. 

 A seventh signifi cant pattern in impeachment prac-

tices concerns the nonreviewable decisions by the House 

and Senate on critical procedural issues. In its proceed-

ings against President Clinton, the House held a fi nal 

vote on the impeachment articles in a lame-duck ses-

sion, to forego adopting a uniform standard for defi n-

ing the impeachability of certain misconduct, and not 

to call witnesses or otherwise engage in independent 

fact- fi nding. In Clinton’s impeachment trial, senators 

resolved that each could decide for himself or herself on 

the applicability of the Fifth Amendment due process 

clause, burden of proof, rules of evidence, and the pro-

priety of closed-door meetings. Th e senators also allowed 

three colleagues to vote on Clinton’s removal even though 
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they had voted on his impeachment in the House before 

being elected to the Senate. 

 A fi nal set of historical practices is the two instances 

in which the chief justice presided over presidential im-

peachment trials. In 1867 the House impeached President 

Andrew Johnson for illegally obstructing Reconstruction 

and the Tenure of Offi  ce Act, which required Senate ap-

proval prior to dismissal by the president of any offi  cials 

whom he had nominated and the Senate had confi rmed. 

Chief Justice Salmon Chase declared, at the outset, that 

“the Constitution has charged the Chief Justice with an 

important function in the [impeachment] trial . . . of the 

President.” Chase helped shape the rules adopted by the 

Senate to govern the president’s impeachment trial, which 

continue to this day and which include one that empow-

ered him to rule initially on every procedural issue, subject 

to override by a majority of the Senate. Subsequently, the 

Senate overrode Chase’s evidentiary rulings 17 times. But 

most of his procedural rulings were upheld by the Senate 

even though they usually favored Johnson’s defense. 

 In 1999 Chief Justice Rehnquist presided over Presi-

dent Clinton’s trial. Whereas many senators had ques-

tioned Chief Justice Chase’s impartiality (and suspected 

he wanted to use the proceedings to further his presi-

dential ambitions), Rehnquist commanded the respect 

of all senators, and there were no Senate challenges to or 

overrides of any of his procedural rulings. 

 Since President Clinton’s acquittal, the House has not 

initiated any impeachment proceedings. Some members 

of Congress and scholars insist justices may be impeached 

and removed for their decisions. And some insisted that 

President George W. Bush and Vice President Dick 

Cheney should have been impeached and removed for 

their aggressive actions in the wake of the terrorist attacks 

against the United States on September 11, 2001. But 

Congress does not appear eager to use its impeachment 

power. Instead, it seems resigned to employ it, as many 

founders expected, only as a last resort to deal with severe 

presidential and judicial misconduct. 

  See also  House of Representatives; Senate; Supreme Court. 
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 M I C H A E L  G E R H A R DT 

inaugural addresses of U.S. presidents

 Th e Constitution mandates that a new president of the 

United States utter only a single sentence upon taking 

offi  ce. Article II, Section I, states: “Before he enter on 

the Execution of his Offi  ce, he shall take the following 

Oath or Affi  rmation: ‘I do solemnly swear (or affi  rm) 

that I will faithfully execute the Offi  ce of President of 

the United States, and will to the best of my Ability, 

preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the 

United States.” 

 History 

 Traditionally, however, the new chief executive has de-

livered a speech at the ceremony, which has come to be 

known as the inaugural address. As Martin Van Buren 

declared in his own contribution to the genre in 1837, 

“Th e practice of all my predecessors imposes on me an 

obligation I cheerfully fulfi ll—to accompany the fi rst 

and solemn act of my public trust with an avowal of 

the principles that will guide me.” In total, 37 presidents 

have delivered 55 inaugural addresses. Five presidents—

John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, Ches-

ter A. Arthur, and Gerald R. Ford—never delivered an 

inaugural address. All these men were vice presidents 

who succeeded in the midst of a presidential term, the 

fi rst four due to death of the preceding president, the last 

due to the resignation of Richard M. Nixon, and none 

gained election in his own right. 

 Th e Twentieth Amendment to the Constitution, rati-

fi ed in 1933, set the date and time of each inauguration 

for noon on the January 20 following the presidential 

election. To that point, inaugurations usually had been 

held on March 4, the date originally set by the Con-

stitution. Several times, when either of these dates fell 

on a Sunday, the president (such as Zachary Taylor) put 

off  the inauguration until the following Monday or (for 

example, Rutherford B. Hayes) took the oath of offi  ce 
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privately before delivering an address at a larger celebra-

tion the next day. 

 Only the fi rst inauguration ceremony, that of George 

Washington in 1789, was held on a diff erent date. Wash-

ington was inaugurated on April 30, at a ceremony that 

set several precedents—most notably, that of giving an 

address immediately following the oath of offi  ce cer-

emony. Additionally, Washington’s fi rst inauguration was 

held outdoors, before the public and Congress assembled, 

though this tradition was not resumed until 1817, when 

James Monroe was inaugurated in front of the Old Brick 

Capitol at 1st and A Streets, NW, in Washington, D.C. 

Between Monroe’s administration and Ronald Reagan’s 

fi rst inauguration in 1981, virtually all inaugurations took 

place on the East Portico of the Capitol. Reagan, while 

continuing to uphold Washington’s decision to be inau-

gurated in public, chose to move the event to the west 

side of the Capitol, overlooking the Mall, and his suc-

cessors have done so as well. Washington also added the 

phrase “So help me God” to the end of the oath of offi  ce, 

a precedent most presidents, and every one since Franklin 

Roosevelt in his 1933 inauguration, have followed. 

 George Washington, Father of the Inaugural Address 

 Several of these traditions—the desire for a public cere-

mony, the acknowledgment of divine providence in both 

word and action—refl ect another, thematic precedent 

George Washington set, one powerful enough that his 

successors have strived to match it. Th is was Washing-

ton’s sense of the inaugural address as a uniquely repub-

lican ritual, one primarily concerned with a particular 

understanding of civic virtue and participatory govern-

ment. Th e initial draft of Washington’s fi rst inaugural 

was 73 pages long; it included an extensive discussion 

of the various topics Washington felt were important to 

lay before the people of the nation. He explained the 

various economic problems the American Revolution 

left before the new nation, the failures that the weak-

ness of the Articles of Confederation had caused, and 

the solutions that the new Constitution might off er. But 

the education he wished to impress upon his listeners 

was not merely one of policy or law; he also stressed the 

importance of selfl ess acceptance of public duty, the im-

portance of morality and civic virtue, and the dangers 

of monarchy. Along these lines, he promised Americans 

that it was not ambition for himself or his family that 

drew him to offi  ce: “I have no child for whom I could 

wish to make provision—no family to build in greatness 

upon my country’s ruins.” 

 Th e draft, however, was revised extensively with the 

help of James Madison, and while much of the policy 

detail was jettisoned, the key ideas Washington wished 

to convey remained. Beginning with an acknowledgment 

that the offi  ce was given him by the will of the people, he 

laid out a plea for public virtue, lauded the high merits 

of republican government, and emphasized the role of 

providential favor in the preservation of American lib-

erties. Th ese themes dominated the fi nal version of the 

address. In the most famous passage, Washington stressed 

that “the preservation of the sacred fi re of liberty and 

the destiny of the republican model of government are 

justly considered, perhaps, as deeply, as fi nally, staked on 

the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American 

people.” He closed by again invoking the favor of God, 

tying it deeply to the functioning of American govern-

ment; praying that “His divine blessing may be equally 

conspicuous in the enlarged views, the temperate con-

sultations, and the wise measures on which the success 

of this Government must depend.” Th ese lines were the 

heart of Washington’s address and fi rmly established the 

inaugural address as a central form of American political 

discourse. Washington understood the address not as a 

policy talk but instead as an opportunity for a president 

to contribute to and shape the nation’s political culture. 

 The Inauguration as Republican Ritual: Civic Religion 

 Refl ecting the transformations between Washington’s 

fi rst and his fi nal draft, the most memorable inaugu-

ral addresses have focused less upon particular policy 

proposals and instead meditate upon and celebrate 

larger themes of American ideology. Th ey often in-

voke civic duty, American exceptionalism, or the na-

tion’s presumed unique relationship with God. Indeed, 

Washington taught Americans to expect a pattern from 

the remarks of their new presidents—a confession of 

humility, of solidarity with “my fellow Americans”; a 

denial of ambition; a confi rmation of the exceptional 

virtue of the American people and their form of gov-

ernment; and genufl ection to a generic God. Inaugu-

ral addresses that have resonated most deeply with the 

American people captured these themes in memorable 

ways, binding their abstractions to the particularities of 

individual time and place, and using promises to con-

front new problems. It is no coincidence that the most 

remembered and cited addresses came at times of crisis, 

when presidential rhetoric reshaped old ideas and sym-

bols in new and eff ective ways to cope with the chal-

lenges of new situations. 
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 Some of the most powerful of these symbols have 

been religious ones. Washington, for example, not only 

added “So help me God” to the end of the presidential 

oath but also began the tradition of taking the oath while 

resting one hand on a Bible, investing the inauguration 

ceremony with a sort of civic Christianity, understood 

to be intimately related to the character of the nation. 

Every president since, except for John Quincy Adams, 

who swore with a hand on a volume of federal law, has 

followed this tradition. More recently, some presidents 

have opened the Bible to a particular passage, refl ecting 

themes they desired to address not only in their inaugu-

ration but also in the presidency itself. In 1905 the activ-

ist Th eodore Roosevelt placed his hand on James 1:22: 

“Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only,” while 

Franklin Roosevelt, father of the New Deal, selected 1 

Corinthians 13:13 in 1933: “And now abideth faith, hope, 

charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.” 

Richard Nixon, famed for his interest in and skill at for-

eign policy, opened the Bible at his fi rst inauguration in 

1969 to Isaiah 2:4: “And he shall judge among the na-

tions, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat 

their swords into plowshares, and their spears into prun-

ing hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

neither shall they learn war any more.” 

 But the importance of religion in inaugural rhetoric 

has frequently gone beyond merely its mute presence 

on the page. While only three inaugural addresses used 

the words “Christian” or “Christianity” (William Henry 

Harrison’s 1841 address, James Buchanan’s 1857 plea for 

“a spirit of Christian benevolence,” and Lincoln’s 1861 

call for “intelligence, patriotism, Christianity”) and 

none have mentioned Jesus, appeals for divine guidance 

and aid appear in virtually every address. Even the deist 

Th omas Jeff erson felt compelled to follow Washington’s 

example, and called upon the “Infi nite Power” to give 

“favorable issue for your peace and prosperity.” Jimmy 

Carter began his own address by reciting the verse the 

Bible he swore upon was open to: Micah 6:8, “What 

does the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to 

love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God.”

Some historians have claimed that the Bible at Abra-

ham Lincoln’s second inaugural was open to Revelation 

16:7: “And I heard another out of the altar say, Even so, 

Lord God Almighty, true and righteous are thy judg-

ments.” Th ough Chief Justice Salmon Chase later marked 

a passage from Isaiah as the page Lincoln kissed, that 

Lincoln paraphrased the verse from Revelation in his ad-

dress (telling the nation that to the extent the suff ering of 

the Civil War was born of slavery, then, “the judgments 

of the Lord are true and righteous altogether”) demon-

strates how presidents have used the symbolic power of 

religion to lend weight and legitimacy to their visions of 

the nation.

Although the humility that Lincoln drew from the 

Bible may be the most profound use of that text in an 

inaugural address, he is far from the only president to 

paraphrase its verses or borrow its imagery. In 1965 Lyn-

don Johnson echoed King Solomon’s cry to God for 

“wisdom and knowledge”; in 1933 Franklin Roosevelt as-

sailed wealthy “money changers,” reminiscent of those 

expelled from the temple by Christ; in 2005 George W. 

Bush borrowed from the Book of Job when he spoke of 

a voice in the whirlwind. Most dramatically, perhaps, in 

1989 his father George H. W. Bush began his own inau-

gural address with a prayer. 

 The Inauguration as Republican Ritual: 

Virtuous Self-Government 

 Next to this strong sense of divine providence and pur-

pose for the nation, presidents have used inaugural ad-

dresses to appeal to the virtuous ideals associated with 

the democratic principles of American self-government. 

Washington, for example, was reluctant to hold another 

public ceremony at his second inaugural, grieved by the 

political infi ghting of his cabinet secretaries Th omas Jef-

ferson and Alexander Hamilton. He ultimately chose 

to appear in public again and to use his inauguration 

as a symbol of civic unity. His second address was the 

shortest in inaugural history, only 135 words, and the sec-

ond paragraph contained a biting but subtle message: 

Washington vowed that if his administration “in any 

instance violated willingly or knowingly the injunction” 

in his oath of offi  ce, he, personally, would “be subject to 

the upbraiding of all who are now witnesses.” Th us did 

Washington use his address to throw the considerable 

weight of his personal honor behind the political har-

mony that he deemed so essential and remind the nation 

of the public accountability of his government. 

 Th e persistent strength of this theme was revealed 

when Jeff erson famously sought to heal political divi-

sions, declaring, “We are all Republicans, we are all Fed-

eralists” in his 1801 inaugural address. It is questionable 

whether this plea was sincere, but the symbolic impor-

tance of the ideal was paramount. Lincoln faced perhaps 

the greatest threat to this ideal of unity; in his 1861 inau-

guration, he pleaded with the intransigent South: “We 

are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies,” 
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and made a powerful argument for the permanence of 

the Union, ascribing an almost mystical democratic au-

thority to the higher will of the American people. 

 Unity is not the only virtue associated with democ-

racy, however. Presidents also have celebrated the par-

ticipation of citizens in the nation’s public life. Most 

memorable in this regard was John F. Kennedy’s 1961 

inaugural address, in which he challenged the American 

people: “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask 

what you can do for your country,” reminding them, 

“In your hands, fellow citizens, more than in mine, will 

rest the fi nal success or failure of our course.” Similarly, 

 Franklin Roosevelt sought to mobilize a dispirited na-

tion in 1933, maintaining, “Nor need we shrink from 

honestly facing conditions in our country today. Th is 

great nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and 

will prosper. So, fi rst of all, let me assert my fi rm belief 

that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Later, 

he noted that “our common diffi  culties . . . concern, 

thank God, only material things,” avowing a continued 

confi dence in American ability. Th rough clever rhetoric, 

FDR rallied the nation by repeatedly referring to “our 

task” and “our problems,” using “we” to the exclusion 

of “I” when discussing the plans of his administration, 

and, fi nally, reminding Americans that “our true destiny 

is not to be ministered unto but to minister. . . .” Jimmy 

Carter, in a rare departure, acknowledged that “even 

our great nation has recognized limits”—a concession 

that later came to haunt his administration—but then 

claimed, “Within us, the people of the United States, 

there is evident a serious and purposeful rekindling of 

confi dence.” 

 While Washington’s second inaugural address was 

the shortest in inaugural history, the longest echoed 

similar themes of national character. Th e two hours it 

took William Henry Harrison to read his 8,445 words 

in March 1841 bored his audience—and the time spent 

in the bitter Washington weather of Inauguration Day 

was thought to have contributed to the pneumonia that 

killed him only a month later. But Harrison, at great 

length, expounded upon Washington’s celebration of 

republicanism, drawing vivid and numerous compari-

sons between Greek liberty and Roman law and their 

inheritance in the democratic republic of the United 

States.

While few contemporary presidents make historical 

references as particular as Harrison did, presidential en-

thusiasm for celebrating American “liberty” has never 

ceased. Ronald Reagan fused this passion with Frank-

lin Roosevelt’s strong sense of confi dence, arguing at his 

fi rst inaugural that the United States had become pow-

erful and prosperous because “freedom and the dignity 

of the individual have been more available and assured 

here than in any other place on earth.” For Reagan, “no 

weapon in the arsenals of the world is so formidable as 

the will and moral courage of free men and women.” In 

his second inaugural, he claimed that “America must re-

main freedom’s staunchest friend, for freedom is our best 

ally. And it is the world’s only hope. . . .” Reagan linked 

the domestic characteristics of the United States to the 

sort of providential destiny that Lincoln and Washing-

ton had seen. 

 As time has passed, presidents have increasingly echoed 

the words of their predecessors. Both George H. W. Bush 

and his successor, Bill Clinton, quoted George Washing-

ton by name in their inaugural addresses; Clinton also 

quoted Th omas Jeff erson and Franklin Roosevelt. Clin-

ton’s fi rst address was a model, if not of uniqueness, then 

of the sentiments that Americans expect of an inaugu-

ral. Clinton praised his predecessor, acknowledged the 

will of the people, declared faith in the American spirit, 

and called upon the nation to “revitalize democracy.” He 

cited scripture and summoned God’s aid, and fi nally, 

promised to lead the nation into the twenty-fi rst century. 

His address demonstrated that the rhetorical tools of two 

centuries remained the same. 

  See also  political culture; presidency. 
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 M AT T H E W  B O W M A N 

 interest groups 

 Th e U.S. Constitution designated voting as the primary 

link between citizens and government, yet it also pro-

tected the politically salient rights of free speech, a free 

press, free assembly, and the right to petition. Th is 

framework recognized a broad arena of political activity 

outside of formal governmental institutions—one that 
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would be funneled through individual voting in periodic 

elections to select legislators and presidential electors. 

Yet even before the Constitution was adopted, com-

mentators were well aware that citizens’ political activ-

ity with formal government was not likely to be limited 

to the casting of ballots. In Federalist Paper number 10, 

James Madison famously warned of the dangers of fac-

tion, by which he meant “a number of citizens, whether 

amounting to a majority or minority of the whole, who 

are united and actuated by some common impulse of 

passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citi-

zens, or to the permanent and aggregate interest of the 

community.” 

 The Problem of Faction 

  Faction  was not defi ned by the character of the group but 

by the relationship of its interest or passion to the rights 

of others or to the public good. Under Madison’s formu-

lation, a majority could constitute a faction and, there-

fore, protections against the tyranny of the majority were 

also protections against these large factions. Although 

one could not extinguish the causes of faction without 

extinguishing liberty itself, Madison argued that a sys-

tem of representative government within a large republic 

off ered the best protection from the dangers of faction, 

a protection that would be impossible in a pure democ-

racy. Consequently, the lineage from Madison’s “factions” 

to contemporary interest group politics is entwined with 

a succession of eff orts by citizens, fi rms, and all varieties 

of organized interests to infl uence decisions made by rep-

resentative institutions and executive agencies. 

 New Forms of Group Politics 

 Th e historical development of interest group politics 

may be traced by following each element of this three-

fold name:  politics  is modifi ed by  group ,  group  by  interest . 
By extension,  group politics  diff er in some important way 

from other kinds of politics, just as  interest groups  are 

distinct from other sorts of social groups. Th e emergence 

of recognizably modern interest group politics required 

the mobilization of groups outside of electoral politics, 

the development of methods by which such groups 

could infl uence policy outcomes, and the legitimation of 

these interests as recognized elements of a political sys-

tem that extended beyond the boundaries of the formal 

political institutions themselves. Although the presence 

of organized interests near to government has steadily 

expanded throughout American history, opinions diff er 

over whether these groups support democracy by ex-

panding citizens’ access to politics or undermine it by 

allowing representatives of narrow interests to control 

policy making. 

 For the fi rst half century of the nation’s existence, 

much political energy focused on the invention of 

“group politics.” One important stream of develop-

ments gave rise to political parties; another produced 

the distinctive breed of “private organizations with pub-

lic purposes” that are the ancestors of the modern non-

profi t sector. Yet, as discussed by Alexis de Tocqueville, 

voluntary associations were particularly intriguing as a 

vehicle for “shadow government” and for the shaping 

and mobilization of political opinion. Tocqueville ar-

rived in the United States in 1831, when such large-scale 

voluntary associations were a relatively novel phenom-

enon. Fueled by religious revivals, large-scale mission-

ary movements had forged a new “confessional politics” 

in which individual sins were linked to the sins of the 

nation. Focused on moral issues from the protection 

of the Sabbath through temperance and, most conse-

quentially, abolition, this fusing of religious revival to 

national policy created a powerful template for doing 

politics not only outside of formal institutions but also 

outside political parties. Even where the specifi cally re-

ligious impulse was muted, such popular movements 

made use of the protected freedoms of speech, press, 

petition, and assembly to mobilize popular support 

and bring pressure on elected representatives. Th ese 

new forms of “group politics” remained  controversial, 

exemplifi ed in the 1830s and 1840s by congressional re-

fusal to accept petitions in support of the abolition of 

slavery. 

 The People’s Lobby 

 While the abolitionist movement itself eventually en-

tered party politics, for the remainder of the nine-

teenth century, mobilized groups continued their eff orts 

to infl uence the outcomes of formal  governmental 

processes. Often, the most direct path led directly into 

electoral politics, so state and local campaigns saw pe-

riodic insurgencies by new parties that championed 

the concerns of labor, of farmers, of anti-Catholics, or 

of anti-Masons, along with many other causes. “Group 

politics” could become “third-party politics” with rela-

tive ease, but there was not yet a model for a stable, le-

gitimate, nonelectoral alignment of extrapartisan groups 

with formal governmental institutions. 

 Th at model was elaborated at the turn of the twenti-

eth century, in part by activists who were veterans of the 
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failed third-party eff orts of the 1870s and 1880s. While 

the Populist Party led another surge along the path from 

social movements to political parties, fusing with the 

Democratic Party in the elections of 1896, other organized 

groups explored diff erent kinds of alignments with leg-

islatures and government offi  cials. Some of these eff orts 

centered on infl uencing those who ran for offi  ce, notably 

by supporting the introduction of primary elections and 

then seeking to “pledge” candidates to support specifi c 

policies if elected. Incumbents were also subjected to 

new forms of accountability as labor and agrarian groups 

developed the technology of “roll call vote” scoring, a 

process that required a group to determine which issues 

were specifi cally in its interest and then to identify the 

precise vote that would provide the most meaningful evi-

dence of a candidate’s position. To accomplish this, labor 

unionists, clubwomen, and agrarian activists immersed 

themselves in the intricacies of parliamentary rules, rec-

ognizing that seemingly obscure procedural votes were 

often the most consequential ones. As pledges were ex-

tracted and votes tabulated, organized movements would 

then make use of speeches and publications to educate 

their members about which politicians were most worthy 

of support and which should be opposed. 

 Th is educational component of popular politics did 

not end with elections. As organized groups became 

more familiar with the process of policy making they 

also recognized the advantages of expertise that could be 

used in the context of legislative hearings or as support 

for drafting bills. Th e intensifi cation of interest group 

activity is evident in the numbers of groups testifying 

in congressional hearings. According to Daniel Tichenor 

and Richard Harris, the number of interest groups and 

private corporations grew almost fourfold in the fi rst de-

cade of the 1900s, from roughly 800 to 3,000. Beyond the 

growth in numbers, the diff erences between corporation 

and interest group representatives was also striking: cor-

porations tended to present narrow, local concerns while 

other groups were more attuned to broad policy issues. 

Even with the growing presence of trade associations rep-

resenting industrywide concerns, various kinds of citi-

zens groups and trade unions continued to account for 

roughly half of congressional appearances through 1917. 

 During the Progressive Era, a wide variety of groups 

developed new methods for infl uencing political out-

comes, both through new provisions for primary elec-

tions and direct democracy (initiative, referendum, and 

recall), and by inserting themselves within legislative 

investigations and deliberations. Th e rise of this seem-

ingly new kind of “pressure politics” was linked to the 

declining role of political parties. Th is popular mode 

of policy making reached a zenith with the adoption of 

constitutional amendments establishing prohibition and 

enfranchising women. Yet for all these accomplishments, 

the legitimacy of these extrainstitutional interventions in 

political decision making was far from established. 

 The Problem of Legitimacy 

 Madison’s original defi nition of the term  faction  turned 

on the issue of whether collective pursuit of interests or 

passions was “adverse to the rights of other citizens, or 

to the permanent and aggregate interest of the commu-

nity.” Even movement activists had hesitated in the face 

of this concern; in 1892, for example, the California State 

Grange explicitly rejected a proposal that the convention 

consider proposed amendments to the state constitution 

and that it inform the state’s farmers of where their inter-

ests lay in these matters. Such matters were to be left to 

the consciences of individual voters who, at least accord-

ing to republican theory, were to vote for “the best man” 

who would then make legislative decisions in light of the 

common good rather than in terms of the consequences 

for his own constituents. Organized groups were thus 

reluctant to move into pressure politics, particularly 

when they could not make encompassing moral claims 

grounded in moral virtue or national destiny. Th e eff orts 

of individuals and companies to secure favorable legisla-

tive action were often enmeshed with the “old lobby” of 

the nineteenth century, which later commentators por-

trayed as a web of corruption and, at times, seduction. 

Not surprisingly, some legislatures responded by adopt-

ing policies to limit these extralegislative infl uences, 

often appealing to the  Trist v. Child  (1874) ruling in 

which the Supreme Court declined to enforce a contrac-

tual claim for a contingency fee for lobbying  Congress 

for relief related to the Mexican-American War. By the 

late nineteenth century, some state legislatures began to 

adopt laws requiring lobbyists to register and regulating 

campaign contributions, indeed prohibiting such contri-

butions from corporations in some cases. 

 By the early twentieth century, facts on the ground 

had outrun theory. Political scientists were staking a dis-

ciplinary claim to “group politics,” arguing, as Arthur F. 

Bentley did, that “if a law is in question, we fi nd that our 

statement of it in terms of the group of men it aff ects . . . 

we can state its actual value in the social process at the 

given time in terms of the groups of men for whose 

sake it is there: a group of politicians and a number of 
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groups of voters holding the prominent places.” Oth-

ers distinguished the “new lobby” from the old, noting, 

as E. Pendleton Herring expressed it, the “Washington 

offi  ces of the associations, societies, leagues, institutes, 

boards, and federations organized on a nationwide scale 

to-day for the great lobbies in the capital. By comparison 

the representatives of corporations, the patronage bro-

kers, the ‘wire-pullers,’ the crows of old-style lobbyists 

pale in signifi cance. Th e men with the power are these 

spokesmen of organized groups.” 

As business relationships with the federal government 

were increasingly mediated by industry associations, the 

lineages of group politics and the business lobby began to 

merge into what would come to be labeled  interest group 
politics . With the intensifi cation of the federal govern-

ment’s role in the economy, driven by both Depression-

era regulatory politics and mobilization for World War II, 

these ties would grow still stronger. Th ey inspired new 

labels such as “iron triangles” and President Dwight 

D. Eisenhower’s “military-industrial complex” (which, 

in its fi rst formulation, was the “military-industrial-

 congressional complex”). 

 Yet, if political scientists had begun to normalize this 

development, these groups still drew considerable con-

demnation. Congressional eff orts to regulate lobbyists 

repeatedly failed and their numbers continued to mul-

tiply to an estimated 6,000 by the late 1930s. Th is “small 

army,” in the words of journalist Kenneth Crawford, 

was “busy in Washington burning the bridges between 

the voter and what he voted for.” Th is contrast between 

interest groups that advanced selfi sh corporate interests 

and those that promoted public interests bedeviled the 

eff orts of postwar political science to develop a general 

theory of interest group politics. 

 Following the Second World War, political scien-

tists mounted repeated eff orts to document both the 

population of organized interests and their implica-

tions for democratic politics. Th ese studies addressed 

questions of which interests became organized and 

which remained latent, which techniques were used 

by organized groups to infl uence policy outcomes, 

and whether such eff orts actually had political conse-

quences. Particular attention focused on if and how 

the expansion of government led either to increases in 

the numbers of organized interests or changes in their 

character. Although the precise magnitude of these 

changes depended heavily on the sources and methods 

used by researchers—directories of groups headquar-

tered in Washington, D.C., or rec ords of congressional 

testimony—there was consensus that the numbers of 

organized groups were increasing. One analysis found 

that the total (listed) population of associations had 

increased from 5,843 in 1959 to 23,298 in 1995. Within 

this total, trade associations had accounted for 39 per-

cent in 1959 but only 18 percent by 1995. In the interim, 

categories such as those of public aff airs and social wel-

fare had increased their share of the total interest group 

population. Studies also explored the consequences of 

organized business interests, large membership organi-

zations, and advocacy organizations for policy forma-

tion. Policy domains were documented as distinctive 

networks of elected offi  cials, public agencies, organized 

interests, and private organizations. 

 Th e diversity of organized interests, as well as the di-

vergent assessments of their role in American democracy, 

remains an obstacle to the development of either system-

atic evidence or theoretical consensus. Th e relationship 

between interest groups and political decision mak-

ing continues to be closely—and often ineff ectively— 

policed, with new variations on lobbyist registration, 

limits on campaign contributions, and time-limited pro-

hibitions on former offi  cials lobbying their own agencies 

or one-time colleagues. Yet because the constitutional 

framework of elections and legislatures provides no in-

stitutionalized access for “faction”—mobilized groups 

with shared yet less than universal interests or passions—

interest group politics will continue to function as an 

“extralegal” mode of political activity. 

  See also  campaign law and fi nance. 
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 E L I S A B E T H  S .  C L E M E N S 

 Internet and politics 

 Among technological innovations with impacts on po-

litical history, the Internet counts as a recent entry of 

major importance. Th is network of computerized com-

munication channels and devices has given rise to popu-

lar new social practices (the search query and e-mail, to 

name the top two) and constituted a distinctive platform 

for politicking. Since the early 1990s, the Internet has 

aff ected power relations among citizens, candidates, 

advocacy groups, elected offi  cials, and the news media, 

mainly by increasing the number of activists attempting 

to infl uence election and policy outcomes. Where once 

dozens of lobbyists enveloped lawmakers as they made 

decisions, now thousands exert pressure via Internet ac-

cess, including mobile devices. Where once hundreds 

of journalists reported and commented on presidential 

campaigns, now hundreds of thousands of voices chime 

in via the blogosphere and other Web site forums. Th e 

Internet also houses the fi rst genuinely international 

public space, where individuals in one country can see 

and respond to political messages from people in other 

nations, relatively free of state and nationally situated 

media controls. Of course, not all nations permit such 

communicative autonomy, China being the most noto-

rious censor of online global discourse. But the partici-

patory capacity and desire exist worldwide. 

 A gap between expectations and realities is a strik-

ing feature of the short history of online politics. High 

expectations have derived, in part, from the spectacu-

lar presence of Microsoft, Amazon, Google, eBay, and 

other companies that have reaped vast fortunes by mar-

keting information technology products. Surely, some 

have contended, a communication system capable of 

linking individuals throughout the world by the pairs, 

hundreds, thousands, and millions—of connecting any 

and all to a storehouse of information on the basis of 

typing a few words into an electronic box—portends 

the possibility of epic changes in politics as well. Grand 

expectations also stem from myths about technological 

power similar to those that surfaced during the social 

debuts of earlier modes of media and transportation. 

Th ose arguing that the Internet can spark a renaissance 

in freedom and democracy echo idealists beholding the 

early days of the steamboat and television. Dystopian 

myths have circulated as well, in which the Internet is 

viewed as a breeding ground for an anarchic, extrem-

ist, and fragmented public discourse where truth can-

not be authoritatively diff erentiated from rumor and 

propaganda. 

 So, to recall the fi rst words tapped into a public tele-

graph line, what hath God wrought in online politics? 

 What Internet Users Do 

 Th e Internet has not yet attained universal social usage, 

like the television and telephone. In the United States 

approximately half the population goes online every day 

(daily use being a better indication of adoption than 

 access), and most other countries have smaller connec-

tivity rates. Studies show that Internet regulars tend to 

become devotees. As their experience online grows, they 

increase the hours per day they spend there and, if they 

can aff ord it, keep pace with technological improvements. 

And as they ramp up in time and equipment, their com-

municative behavior changes. Th ey become accustomed 

to on-demand access. Th ey join communities devoted to 

specialized topics, including politics. Th ey don masks of 

identity and fl out conventions of social intercourse. Th ey 

establish “weak ties” with people they scarcely know. 

Th ey create and distribute content for public circula-

tion. Th e resulting population of Internet sophisticates, 

estimated in the tens of millions in the United States 

alone, diverges from the conformist consumer model of 

audience behavior typical of the mass media era. For ris-

ing numbers of Internet users, politics is more than a 

spectacle posing occasional choices for response. Rather, 

it is a continually involving aspect of communal life. 

 Inveterate Internet users are more than simply au-

diences. As receivers of political information, they are 
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smaller in number than their mass media counterparts 

because they consume political messages voluntarily in-

stead of as a byproduct of their waiting for entertain-

ment programming to resume. Smaller size, however, 

is off set somewhat by greater intensity. Th e transition 

from audience member to active participant is much 

easier online than in any other communication setting. 

Th ose who make the transition are more readily com-

bined into timely, targeted, inexpensive, and persistent 

pressure groups. Th erein lies the much-anticipated dy-

namic through which Internet users will make political 

good (if the advocates are reasonable and representative) 

or ill (if they are wild and extremist). 

 Th e record of online political activism to date has 

been neither good nor bad so much as slow to develop. 

Online social practices are being adopted in the public 

square, but not on the scale seen in commerce, leisure, 

education, and even government services. Th is relative 

slowness, another source of the expectation-reality gap, 

has several causes. First, casting a vote is a much rarer 

activity than making a date, paying a bill, answering a 

trivia question, or fi lling out a form, and thus the po-

litical innovators off ering new ways to win votes online 

encounter a smaller demand and shorter and less fre-

quent opportunities to test their wares and win clients 

for them. Second, to many of those campaign clients, 

the assets of online communication (raising money, up-

loading messages at low cost, and next to no editorial 

limitations) are still outweighed by the liabilities (not 

being able to reach the entire electorate, not being able 

to control message contents and distribution circum-

stances after others download them). Th ird, there is an 

age factor: because politicking is harder to relearn than 

to learn, the data show greater online usage and enthu-

siasm among the young, while political infl uentials tend 

to be older people. 

 The Evolving Campaign Web Site 

 Th ese expectations, behaviors, and records are illustrated 

by the brief history of Web sites opened by candidates 

for elective offi  ce. Since the fi rst campaign Web site ap-

peared in the United States in 1994 (promoting Sena-

tor Dianne Feinstein of California), there have been six 

discernible waves of innovation, cresting roughly every 

two to three years. Th at would seem fast in any medium 

other than the Net, where software can go from version 

1.0 to 6.0 in a third of that time, and where the amount 

of computer power purchasable by a dollar doubles 

every 18 months. Th e fi rst generation of campaign Web 

sites consisted of veritable brochures, combinations of 

promotional photos and texts in which the only sign of 

animation was a waving fl ag. Campaigners in the late 

1990s soon embellished these sites with press releases and 

policy papers. 

 In order to hold site visitors’ attention and lure them 

into returning, the second generation resorted to interac-

tive features such as games, quizzes, and, most popularly, 

polls. Th ese instant surveys were anything but scientifi c; 

their value to campaigners lay not in what the aggregate 

results said about the views of the constituency, but in 

the capacity of the questions to impart campaign mes-

sages, and what individual answers indicated about the 

issue interests of the visitors. Campaigners learned from 

marketers to extract e-mail addresses in exchange for 

the privilege of interacting, and then to send custom-

ized e-mail based on the information gleaned from those 

interactions. 

 Around the turn of the millennium, the third wave 

brought campaign Web sites into the business of raising 

money: the “contribute here” box, the campaign store, 

the sign-up for e-mail alerts with solicitation links em-

bedded in the text. Th e blogosphere was the chief in-

novation of the fourth wave; although few campaigns 

dared to post links to outside blogs or permit outside 

comments on their own blogs, they gradually began to 

hold conference calls with selected bloggers, much as 

they did with reporters. Fifth, the creation of YouTube, 

with its peerless capacity to upload and index videos for 

public access, brought campaigners into the practice 

of issuing visual messages much more frequently and 

somewhat more creatively than they did for television. 

Most recently, the sixth wave has broken with the rise 

of social networking sites such as MySpace and Face-

book. Th e heavy traffi  c at these sites has led campaigns 

to break a precedent stretching back to the inception of 

the Web by posting outbound links on their pages. Th e 

campaigns at the edge of this wave not only encourage 

visitors to go elsewhere but to take bits of software code 

known as “widgets” with them, the better to conduct 

their own, decentralized, campaign operations. For ex-

ample, a Google widget enables someone to search 

Google without having to be on the Google Web site. 

Similarly, a fund-raising widget enables someone to raise 

money for a campaign from a personal Web site or blog. 

Today’s most advanced campaign Web sites serve as the 

hubs of a mini-network dedicated to independently run 

fund-raising, phone-banking, event-staging, canvassing, 

and vote-mobilizing eff orts. 
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 Th is layered progression (as late as 2004, one in fi ve 

major party candidates for the U.S. House had yet to 

reach stage one and open a campaign Web site) marks 

steps in a steep climb against the prevalent presump-

tion among professional politicians that winning of-

fi ce depends on one-way communication: advertising, 

speechifying, news making. Th e idea that there can be 

continuous give-and-take between an organization and 

its constituencies remains rare in politics, even as full-

fl edged blogs and Webinars (online seminars) fl ood 

business and higher education. Among the pioneers of 

campaign conversation have been Howard Dean of the 

U.S. Democratic Party, David Cameron of the U.K. 

Conservative Party, and Segolene Royal of the French 

Socialists. Perhaps the high point to date of online-

aided campaign dialogue was the 2007 incorporation of 

YouTube videos as questions put to presidential candi-

dates in a televised debate. People were invited to submit 

video questions to CNN and YouTube. Editors selected 

a few such questions, which were posed to the candidates 

by the debate anchor. In a handful of instances, the vid-

eomaker was in the audience and allowed to react live to 

the candidates’ answers. Both partisans and journalists 

were part of this conversation with the online citizenry. 

 Institutional Impacts 

 Yet even as politics lags behind other social domains 

and its own envisioned potential, we can already see 

the impact of the Internet on several political institu-

tions: from elections to journalism and, most recently, 

government offi  ces. Th e Internet has been integrated 

into institutional processes. It also has become the 

host for alternatives to what institutions provide. Th e 

“invisible primary” phase of private meetings among 

candidates and elites that opened the presidential se-

lection process is now a highly visible public drama, 

and, prompted by the involvement of online interest 

groups, a massively multiplayer online game. “Flash 

mobs” of coordinated activists have tilted the policy-

making process at international trade summits, sty-

mied U.S. immigration reform, and, in South Korea 

and Indonesia, acted as agents of regime change. New 

tactics for infl uence have carried particular causes and 

candidates further than an assessment of conventional 

political resources and the logic of collective action 

would have predicted: these tactics include the bun-

dling of small donations, blogger buzz, amateur vid-

eography, and the gaming of search engine returns (aka 

“Google-bombing”).

A milestone of sorts was passed in 2006, when U.S. 

Senator George Allen of Virginia, a presidential hope-

ful strongly favored for reelection, lost his seat and his 

national stature, and contributed to his party’s loss of 

its Senate majority position, after failing to respond 

promptly and honestly to a YouTube video that caught 

him uttering a racial slur to the camera wielder, a young 

campaign volunteer of Indian American descent. Th e 

lesson of Allen’s defeat (his successor, James Webb, raised 

half his campaign funds online) was swiftly absorbed 

throughout public life, accelerating the fi fth wave. By 

2007 the Web video had moved from the avant-garde 

and amateur provinces into a universally accepted form 

for public aff airs communication. 

 No political institution has been aff ected more by the 

Internet than journalism. Newspapers, magazines, radio, 

and television face serious threats to their revenues as 

advertising and consumer loyalties migrate to the Inter-

net. To be sure, the favored Web sites for news tend to 

be operated by “old media” companies (Yahoo! being the 

exception), but the business side of journalism has been 

thrown out of whack. Some worry that, while the Net 

provides the public with breaking news and instant 

opinions and analysis as well as the mass media, it may 

not subsidize investigative and political-beat journalism, 

a crucial service to democracy. Net enthusiasts counter 

that the watchdog function will be borne by nonprofi ts 

and peer-produced methods such as “crowd-sourcing,” 

wherein individuals contribute pieces of local knowledge 

to a Web hub so as to supply pooled surveillance of cor-

porate and elective government. 

 Online politics has yet to make the transition from 

journalism, elections, and petition/protest to become 

an instrument of change wielded by an established 

leader in concert with supporters. Streamlined govern-

ment services are a far cry from citizen participation in 

governance or, for that matter, corporate responses to 

market opportunities. Who will be the fi rst historical 

fi gure to marshal online activists on matters of war, eco-

nomics, social confl ict, or the future structure of the 

Internet itself (where there already exists, as one might 

expect, a good deal of social activism)? Executives have 

thus far eschewed the summoning of online ties on be-

half of their agendas. A brief preview of such an alliance 

occurred in 2003, when Roh Moo-hyun ascended to 

the South Korean presidency in league with the online 

grassroots newspaper  OhMyNews . Th e newspaper sur-

faced as an alternative source of information about the 

election, enabling critics of the existing government to 
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reach voters instead of being stymied by establishment 

media fi lters. 

 Obama and the Net 

 In the 2008 U.S. elections, more than one hundred 

candidates for federal offi  ce distributed videos to the 

public via YouTube, bypassing the constraints of broad-

cast and cable television. No videos had greater impor-

tance than those by and about Barack Obama. From a 

music video produced independently by entertainment 

celebrities to a 37-minute speech explaining his views 

on race in the wake of a scandal involving his former 

preacher, Obama-related videos attracted 889 million 

views, according to an industry metrics study. Th e Illi-

nois senator masterfully blended online communication 

with principles and practices drawn from community 

organizing. Obama’s campaign raised hundreds of 

millions of dollars through the Internet, enough for him 

to become the fi rst presidential candidate to opt out of 

the public fi nancing system in the general election. By 

Election Day, Obama’s campaign database held contact 

information and intelligence for more than 13 million 

voters, nearly one out of every fi ve who cast a ballot for 

him in November. 

 Th e new president immediately took steps toward be-

coming an online activist-in-chief. Th e Saturday radio 

address, a staple of presidential communication since 

Ronald Reagan, was now also delivered through Web 

video. Outside the government, Obama set up a grass-

roots lobbying arm to infl uence congressional votes by 

tapping the campaign database. Inside the government, 

the new president ordered greater and faster disclosure of 

executive branch information, and set up Web sites and 

online forums for citizens to use as instruments of hold-

ing offi  cials accountable. Th e eff ects of these moves have 

yet to emerge. But the three-pronged approach—a Web-

visible president, a political action unit, and government 

accountability measures—seems a plausible route by 

which the Internet may have as strong an impact on po-

litical history as it has on other realms of social life, in-

cluding our political imagination. 

 See  also  campaigning; political advertising; television 

and politics. 
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 M I C H A E L  CO R N F I E L D 

 Iraq wars of 1991 and 2003 

 In 1990, following an eight-year war against Iran, Iraq 

President Saddam Hussein sought to rebuild his bat-

tered nation by pressuring neighboring Sunni Arab 

states into raising international oil prices and forgiv-

ing Iraq’s substantial war debts. Hussein’s attention 

focused primarily on Kuwait. Th e Iraqis had long cov-
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eted Kuwait, both for its oil and access to the Persian 

Gulf. Furthermore, Hussein alleged that the Kuwaitis 

had stolen oil from Iraq through illegal “slant-drilling” 

in the Rumaila oil fi eld and by exceeding production 

quotas established by Organization of Petroleum Ex-

porting Countries. When the Kuwaitis rejected Iraqi 

demands for compensation, Iraq began massing troops 

along its border with Kuwait.

Previously, the administration of President George 

H. W. Bush had attempted to maintain friendly relations 

with Iraq by providing, in the words of National Security 

Directive (NSD) 26, “economic and political incentives 

for Iraq to moderate its behavior and to increase our in-

fl uence with Iraq.” During a meeting with Hussein on 

July 25, 1990, U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie conveyed 

the U.S. desire for peaceful resolution of Iraq’s diff er-

ences with Kuwait. Th e United States did not take ad-

ditional steps to prevent an invasion of Kuwait because 

other Arab leaders and the Central Intelligence Agency 

had assured President Bush that Iraq would not invade 

Kuwait. Consequently, the United States was caught 

completely unprepared when Iraqi troops overran Ku-

wait on August 2 and annexed it six days later. 

 President Bush’s national security team agreed that 

Iraq could not be allowed to remain in Kuwait, since that 

would give Iraq control of approximately 20 percent of 

the world’s total oil reserves and leave it in a position to 

threaten Saudi Arabia. Th is affi  rmed the Carter Doctrine 

of 1980, which committed the United States to prevent-

ing any power from dominating the Persian Gulf and its 

oil reserves. After securing the consent of the Saudi royal 

family, the Bush administation initiated Operation Des-

ert Shield on August 7 and immediately began deploying 

the fi rst of 250,000 U.S. troops and their equipment to 

Saudi Arabia. 

 Disagreement arose over the question of using force 

to evict Iraq from Kuwait. Th e chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff , General Colin Powell, initially opposed 

military action and argued that UN sanctions could 

achieve the same end. Bush’s national security advisor, 

Brent  Scowcroft, and his secretary of defense, Richard 

Cheney, disagreed with Powell and convinced the presi-

dent not to accept “another Munich.” Bush warned Iraq 

on August 5 (the day before the United Nations imposed 

a complete embargo on Iraq), “Th is will not stand, this 

aggression against Kuwait.” On August 20, the president 

signed NSD 45, which, in light of U.S. “vital” interests in 

the Persian Gulf (most notably “access to oil and the se-

curity and stability of key friendly states in the region”), 

called for the “immediate, complete, and unconditional 

withdrawal of all Iraqi forces from Kuwait.” By Octo-

ber, Powell and the commander of U.S. Central Com-

mand (CENTCOM, which is responsible for planning 

and conducting U.S. military operations in the Middle 

East), General Norman Schwarzkopf, had developed 

Operation Desert Storm, an ambitious air, land, and sea 

plan that called for more than 500,000 U.S. troops to 

evict Iraq from Kuwait. 

 On November 29, 1991, the UN Security Council 

passed Resolution 678, giving Iraq a deadline of Janu-

ary 15, 1991, to evacuate Kuwait and authorizing the 

U.S.-led multinational coalition of over 30 nations 

(many of which, such as Saudi Arabia, Great Britain, 

Egypt, and France, provided large numbers of combat 

troops; others, such as Germany and Japan, provided 

fi nancial assistance) to use any measures it deemed nec-

essary to enforce compliance. Th e only remaining ob-

stacle for the Bush administration was the U.S. Senate, 

which was controlled by the Democratic Party. Scarred 

by the experience of the Vietnam War and reluctant to 

give the president carte blanche, most Democrats sup-

ported a policy of coercive diplomacy, as embodied by 

Security Council Resolution 661, adopted on August 6, 

which imposed a total embargo against Iraq. Such sanc-

tions, Democrats hoped, would eventually compel Iraq 

to abandon Kuwait without the need for force. 

In spite of such opposition and Cheney’s insistence 

that the administration did not need legislative autho-

rization to proceed, the president was determined to 

secure congressional approval. Following three days of 

debate, a resolution authorizing the use of force nar-

rowly passed both houses of Congress, thanks largely 

to the support of Democrats such as Senator Al Gore 

(Tennessee). Eleven years later, Gore would again make 

headlines when he condemned the administration of 

George W. Bush’s march to war. Th e 2004 presidential 

campaign of Democratic Senator John Kerry (Massa-

chusetts), on the other hand, would be hamstrung by 

the fact that he opposed the 1991 Gulf War but voted in 

favor of the use of force in 2003. 

 Desert Storm commenced on January 17, 1991, with 

a bombing campaign against Iraqi military and civilian 

targets and was followed by a land invasion on Febru-

ary 24. After coalition forces outfl anked the Iraqi mili-

tary and threatened to cut off  their line of retreat, the 

Iraqis began falling back on February 26, setting fi re 

to Kuwaiti oil wells along the way. Lacking air cover, 

however, large numbers of Iraqis were slaughtered by 
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coalition planes along the “highway of death” toward 

Iraq. At the urging of General Powell, President Bush 

declared a unilateral ceasefi re the following day. By war’s 

end, the United States had suff ered a total of 293 dead, 

while Iraq suff ered well over 20,000 military and civil-

ian fatalities. Although coalition casualties during the 

fi ghting were light, tens of thousands of veterans later 

suff ered from a variety of aliments that are collectively 

known as Gulf War Syndrome. 

 Th e postwar situation presented problems for the 

United States. For one thing, the Iraqis used the ceasefi re 

to evacuate substantial portions of their elite Republican 

Guard divisions from Kuwait. Schwarzkopf also assented 

to an Iraqi request that they be allowed to use helicopters 

to ferry troops from Kuwait. In fact, the Iraqis used their 

remaining army units and aircraft to brutally suppress an 

uprising by Iraqi Shiites, who had been urged to rebel 

by the United States. While many in the U.S. govern-

ment wanted to use the Shiites to destabilize the Ba’ath 

regime, leading fi gures such as Scowcroft,  Powell, and 

Cheney opposed any move to assist the Shiites or march 

on Baghdad, since they did not want to responsible for 

establishing a new government in Iraq and rebuilding 

the country. Furthermore, they feared that if Hussein 

were toppled, Iraq would break apart. Th e main ben-

efi ciary of that situation would be Iran, which would 

extend its infl uence into the primarily Shiite provinces 

of southern Iraq, an area that contained most of Iraq’s oil 

reserves and bordered both Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. 

 In one of the war’s great ironies, Hussein, despite his 

catastrophic military defeat, managed to remain in power 

for another 12 years. His primary opponent, President 

Bush, fared less well. Although he enjoyed high approval 

ratings for his handling of the Gulf War, Bush’s popu-

larity sagged due to a stagnating economy. As a result, 

he was defeated in the 1992 presidential election by Bill 

Clinton, whose campaign revolved around the memo-

rable expression, “It’s the economy, stupid.” 

 The Interlude of Sanctions: 1991–2001 

 For the next 12 years, the United States pursued a policy 

containing Iraq. U.S. and British warplanes enforced 

“no fl y zones” over northern and southern Iraq and the 

UN Special Commission on Iraq (UNSCOM) was es-

tablished to verify that the nation had dismantled its 

substantial programs for weapons of mass destruction 

(WMD). Despite Iraqi interference, UN weapons in-

spectors managed to dismantle most of Iraq’s WMD in-

frastructure before withdrawing in December 1998, after 

the chief of UNSCOM reported that Iraq was not com-

plying with inspections. Shortly thereafter, the United 

States and Britain launched Operation Desert Fox, a 

three-day campaign of aerial bombardment and cruise 

missile attacks against suspected Iraqi WMD sites and 

military installations. Although the Clinton administra-

tion was criticized for taking only limited action against 

Iraq in 1998, following the conclusion of the second 

Iraq war, the Iraq Survey Group (an Anglo-American-

Australian team of weapons inspectors established in 

2003 to fi nd Iraq’s WMD) discovered that UN weapons 

inspections had been more successful than previously 

thought. Since Western intelligence services lacked an 

eff ective espionage network within Iraq, they had no 

way of knowing this. 

 Th roughout the 1990s, the consensus of U.S. policy 

makers was that containment was the most eff ective pol-

icy for dealing with Iraq. Some outspoken opponents, 

such as Paul Wolfowitz (one of Cheney’s deputies at the 

Pentagon in 1991), however, argued strongly in favor of 

regime change. In January 1998, an organization called 

the Project for a New American Century sent a letter to 

President Clinton asserting that the United States could 

no longer rely on UN inspections or containment to pre-

vent Hussein from threatening the Middle East. Among 

the signatories of the letter were numerous prominent 

“neoconservatives” and future members of the second 

Bush administration. Th eir recommendations did not 

receive signifi cant support within the American foreign 

policy establishment, however, and when the second 

Bush administration came to power in January 2001, 

it initially pursued a policy of “smart sanctions” de-

signed to ease the humanitarian burden on Iraq’s civilian 

population. 

 A New Administration and a New War: 2001–8 

 Th e U.S. government’s attitude changed completely fol-

lowing the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Th e 

attacks proved to be the catalyst for the invasion of Iraq 

for fear that state sponsors of terrorism—such as Iraq—

could provide radical Islamic terrorists with WMD. Ac-

cordingly, by the summer of 2002, the administration 

of George W. Bush publicly embraced the concept of 

preventive war. In a speech that June at the United States 

Military Academy at West Point, the president stated 

that the United States would “confront the worst threats 

before they emerge.” Furthermore, even before the 2001 

terrorist attacks, proponents of regime change in Iraq 

had argued that prior U.S. foreign policy in the Middle 
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East had created the popular basis for the rise of terrorist 

organization such as al-Qaeda through its support for 

authoritarian regimes, and that the United States needed 

to aggres sively promote democratization in the Middle 

East. 

 Th e administration formally unveiled its new foreign 

policy on September 20, 2002, when it published the 

 National Security Strategy of the United States , whose te-

nets came to be known as the Bush Doctrine. Among 

its highlights was an explicit repudiation of the cold war 

concept of deterrence in favor of “preemptive” and, if 

necessary, unilateral military action. 

 Th e Bush administration began warning of the threat 

posed by Iraqi WMD before the 2001 military campaign 

in Afghanistan had even ended, and throughout 2002. 

In his 2002 State of the Union address, President Bush 

named three nations—Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, 

which he collectively called the “axis of evil”—that 

were actively developing WMD and might supply such 

weapons to terrorists. In August, Vice President Richard 

Cheney unequivocally stated that “there is no doubt that 

Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction; 

there is no doubt that he is amassing them to use against 

our friends, against our allies, and against us.” Quoting 

President Bush, Cheney warned, “Time is not on our 

side,” and that the “risks of inaction are far greater than 

the risks of action.” 

 Th e tipping point came in October, when the gov-

ernment distributed a national intelligence estimate 

concerning Iraq’s “continuing” WMD programs. With 

a majority in the Senate, congressional Democrats could 

have derailed the president’s plans, but the terrorist at-

tacks of the previous year had left them on the defensive. 

With midterm elections quickly approaching, and the 

president’s popularity soaring in the wake of the terror-

ist attacks and the seemingly successful war in Afghani-

stan, congressional Democrats reckoned that they could 

not wage an eff ective campaign on national security and 

sought to shift the emphasis back to domestic issues such 

as health care and corporate scandals by supporting the 

Bush administration’s stance on Iraq. Consequently, on 

October 16, 2002, Congress authorized Bush to “defend 

the national security of the United States against the 

continuing threat posed by Iraq.” Th is electoral gambit 

failed, however, and Democrats were defeated in the 

2002 midterm elections. 

 Th e Bush administration faced a stiff er challenge at 

the United Nations. Th e Security Council unanimously 

passed Resolution 1441 in November 2002, which de-

clared that Iraq was in material breach of previous res-

olutions and that it had 30 days to accept the reentry 

of weapons inspectors. Months of inspections failed, 

however, to turn up evidence of an illicit Iraqi WMD 

program. In spite of Secretary of State Colin Powell’s 

speech before the Security Council on February 5, 2003, 

describing alleged Iraqi violations of existing Security 

Council resolutions and cooperation with Islamist ter-

rorist groups, several members, most notably France and 

Germany, remained opposed to military action. Conse-

quently, the United States and the 48 other nations that 

comprised the “coalition of the willing” (of which only 

four actually provided combat troops for the invasion) 

moved to the next stage. On March 16, the United States 

ordered all UN weapons inspectors to leave Iraq and, 

the following day, gave Hussein and his family 48 hours 

to seek exile. On the morning of March 20, the United 

States and its allies began Operation Iraqi Freedom with 

a massive aerial bombardment of Baghdad and a land 

invasion from Kuwait. 

 It soon became apparent that U.S. war planning was 

fl awed for two reasons: it relied on too few troops to oc-

cupy Iraq, and it ignored the question of postwar plan-

ning. As early as November 2001, CENTCOM had been 

charged with drawing up a plan. At the time, Secretary 

of Defense Donald Rumsfeld pushed for a small, highly 

mobile invasion force, over the objections of senior of-

fi cers such as Army Chief of Staff  General Eric Shinseki, 

who warned that the United States would require a large 

presence in Iraq for an indefi nite period in order to guar-

antee postwar peace and security. Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Wolfowitz publicly ridiculed such concerns and 

asserted that the U.S. occupation of Iraq would be self-

fi nancing through Iraqi oil exports. In fact, U.S. govern-

ment expenditures during the fi rst four years of the war 

exceeded $2 billion per week. 

 Although the small force envisaged by Rumsfeld 

(145,000 U.S. and British soldiers) quickly routed the 

Iraqi Army, it was unable to stabilize the country after 

the collapse of Hussein’s Ba’ath regime. Following the 

fall of Baghdad on April 9, widespread looting broke out 

across the city in front of helpless U.S. troops. Th e scene 

was repeated across the country, with dire consequences 

for U.S. forces, since insurgents looted arms depots and 

secured large supplies of small arms and explosives. 

 After President Bush declared an end to “major com-

bat operations” on May 1, 2003, the United States cre-

ated a Coalition Provisional Authority to govern Iraq. 

Th e original head of the CPA was retired General Jay 
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Garner, who planned to quickly transfer the responsibil-

ity for governing Iraq to local authorities and rely on 

the Iraqi Army to maintain order. Garner also clashed 

with Ahmed Chalabi, the leader of a prominent Iraqi 

exile group (the Iraqi National Congress) that had pro-

vided much of the fl awed evidence of Iraqi WMD to the 

U.S. government who aspired to high political offi  ce in 

post-Ba’ath Iraq. Garner soon fell afoul of the leadership 

in Washington and was replaced by a former diplomat, 

L. Paul Bremer, in May. Bremer subsequently made two 

momentous decisions. On May 16, he issued an order 

expelling all Ba’ath Party members from Iraqi civil ser-

vice. One week later, he demobilized the Iraqi Army and 

laid off  the staff  of the Interior Ministry and Hussein’s 

personal security forces. Th ese disgruntled soldiers and 

Ba’ath Party members provided the nucleus for an in-

surgency that claimed the lives of thousands of coalition 

soldiers and untold numbers of Iraqi soldiers, police, and 

civilians. 

 While it was hoped that the capture of Hussein in 

December 2003 would stabilize Iraq, two events in early 

2004 shattered any such illusions. First, on March 31, a 

convoy carrying four private U.S. military contractors 

was ambushed by insurgents in Fallujah, and the con-

tractors’ charred remains were later hung from a nearby 

bridge. Much of the city was subsequently destroyed, and 

its population displaced, when U.S. Marines stormed it 

at great cost in November. Second, at the end of April, 

reporter Seymour Hersh revealed the torture of Iraqi de-

tainees by U.S. Army guards at the Abu Ghraib prison. 

Th e U.S. government claimed that the excesses had been 

committed by only a handful of soldiers and were not 

the result of offi  cial policy. Nevertheless, the sexually ex-

plicit nature of the off enses, as well as the fact that they 

took place in a prison that had been used by the Ba’ath 

regime, stripped away much of the U.S. occupation’s 

moral legitimacy, both in Iraq and abroad. 

 Despite the deteriorating the situation in Iraq, Presi-

dent Bush won reelection against John Kerry in 2004 

by the narrowest margin for a sitting president since 

Woodrow Wilson in 1916. Th e war in Iraq was probably 

not the decisive issue during the campaign, since mat-

ters such as terrorism, same-sex marriage, the economy, 

and health care also received much attention. Further-

more, Kerry did not advocate a withdrawal from Iraq. 

Rather, he criticized the president for poor manage-

ment of postwar Iraq and argued that the United States 

needed allies to help stabilize that nation. Kerry’s initial 

support of the resolution authorizing the use of force, 

and the fact that he continued to argue as late as August 

2004 that “it was the right authority” for a president to 

have, left him vulnerable to withering attacks by the Re-

publicans, who derided him as an opportunistic “fl ip-

fl opper.” 

 Th e political costs of the war for the Republican Party 

only became evident during the 2006 congressional 

midterm elections. In November 2005, Democrat John 

Murtha (Pennsylvania), a senior congressman with close 

ties to the U.S. military, withdrew his support for the 

war and off ered a plan to withdraw U.S. troops from 

Iraq at the “earliest practicable date.” Although Demo-

crats remained divided over how quickly any withdrawal 

should proceed, most rallied around Murtha’s call for a 

“strategic redeployment.” Sagging popular support for 

the war, combined with a series of scandals involving 

high-ranking Republicans and Bush’s unpopularity fol-

lowing his failed bid to privatize Social Security and his 

administration’s botched response to Hurricane Katrina, 

handed the Democrats an electoral triumph as spectacu-

lar as that of the Republicans in 1994. 

 Although President Bush acknowledged that the re-

sults of the 2006 election refl ected substantial public 

discontent over his handling of the war and accepted 

the resignation of Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, he re-

mained adamantly opposed to withdrawal from Iraq. 

Consequently, in May 2007, Bush vetoed a bill fund-

ing U.S. military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan be-

cause it included a timeline for withdrawal. It was only 

the second time he had used that power since becoming 

president. 

 As an alternative to the “redeployment” plans advo-

cated by Democrats and the Iraq Study Group (a bi-

partisan panel created by Congress in 2006 to provide 

recommendations on future policy concerning Iraq), in 

January 2007, Bush unveiled a new counterinsurgency 

strategy that featured the deployment of an additional 

20,000 troops to Iraq to “clear and secure” insurgent-

controlled areas in Baghdad, under the direction of the 

newly installed commander of Multi-National Force–

Iraq, General David Petraeus, a noted expert on counter-

insurgency warfare and author of the U.S. Army/Marine 

Corps  Counterinsurgency Field Manual . Th e aim of the 

2007 “troop surge” was not, however, to achieve a deci-

sive military victory over the Sunni insurgency. Rather, it 

was to provide enough stability within Baghdad to pro-

mote political reconciliation between rival sectarian and 



 Iraq wars of 1991 and 2003

 433

ethnic factions within the Iraqi government and prevent 

a civil war. Since congressional Democrats lacked the 

votes either to override a presidential veto concerning 

withdrawal or to cut off  spending for the war, the ques-

tions of when and how the United States would eventu-

ally withdraw from Iraq were left to be settled after the 

2008 presidential election. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics since 1933; 

war and politics. 
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J
Jacksonian era, 1828–45

 Th e Jacksonian era was the period in American politi-

cal history dominated by the infl uence of the seventh 

president, General Andrew Jackson (1767–1846), who 

served two terms between 1825 and 1837. An exuberantly 

egalitarian political culture for white men, divisive po-

litical reactions to economic change, the development of 

a mass-based two-party electoral system, and the grow-

ing importance of the slavery issue in national politics 

all marked the period. Jackson and his associates pushed 

American politics from an older republican tradition in 

the direction of democracy but saw their work as restora-

tion rather than innovation. 

 A Changing Society 

 From the end of the eighteenth century, a series of linked 

economic and technological changes, sometimes referred 

to as the Market Revolution, framed the social and eco-

nomic context of the Jacksonian era. Faster and cheaper 

forms of transportation, including turnpike roads, 

steamboats, canals, and ultimately railroads, spread from 

the Northeast across the country, hastening passen-

ger travel and cutting freight costs. Th is made it much 

more feasible to make goods in one place while selling 

them in another. Once-isolated farmers increased their 

production of staples like wheat, corn, and pork for the 

world market, while entrepreneurs replaced traditional 

artisanal manufactures with new means for making and 

distributing cheap consumer goods like shoes, hats, 

and clothing. Th e invention of the cotton gin (1793) 

opened the way for large-scale cotton production in 

the southern interior, fed the movement of planters and 

slaves to the Southwest, and furnished raw material to a 

generation of newly mechanized textile factories in Brit-

ain and New England. 

 A rapid increase in the number and size of chartered 

banks facilitated this active commerce. Th e fi rst Ameri-

can bank opened in 1782 (Robert Morris’s Bank of North 

America), and the numbers of banks grew to 28 in 1800 

and 729 by 1837. Often operating on slender capital 

reserves, these banks provided credit-hungry borrow-

ers with loans in the form of paper notes that served as 

the medium of exchange for an increasingly monetized 

economy. Eager to foster economic development, state 

governments frequently protected banks and internal 

improvement companies with the privilege of corporate 

charters. Th e largest and most privileged corporation of 

all was the second Bank of the United States, chartered for 

30 years in 1816, with a capital of $35 million, a monop-

oly of the banking business of the federal government, 

and the size and strength to discipline the note issue of 

the state banks. 

 Americans reacted to commercial growth with a mix-

ture of optimism and anxiety. Farmers who profi ted from 

the sale of commodities welcomed the changes, unless 

the purchase of new lands and new equipment for mar-

ket production put them perilously in debt and subjected 

them to market swings. Customers certainly welcomed 

cheaper consumer goods, but new forms of inequality, 

including new class structures and new gender roles, also 

accompanied the new economy. Cultural tension was re-

fl ected in the so-called Second Great Awakening, a wave 

of religious revivals that off ered reformed ways of life to 

converts who suff ered from social and spiritual upheaval 

from frontiers to big cities. 

 State decisions to relax property requirements and 

other restrictions on white men’s right to vote ampli-

fi ed political reactions to economic, social, and cultural 

change. Th e new voters did not cast their ballots con-

sistently along class lines, and many did not vote at all 

initially, but the broadened franchise created a mass elec-

torate that skilled political operatives would soon learn 

to mobilize. Roused by compelling rhetoric and public 
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spectacles, the new voters would form the mass member-

ship for Jacksonian-era political parties. 

 Jackson’s Life 

 Andrew Jackson’s dramatic personal story greatly con-

tributed to his popular appeal and sharply contrasted 

with the privileged upbringings of earlier presidents. He 

was born under modest circumstances in a backcountry 

settlement on the border of the two Carolinas. Jackson’s 

father died before his birth, so his mother raised her 

three sons with relatives. Th e future president received 

some schooling in the neighborhood but never attended 

college. 

 During the war for independence, 13-year-old An-

drew Jackson was captured as an American messenger 

when the British invaded the Carolina backcountry in 

1780. He received lifelong scars when he refused to clean 

his captor’s boots and the furious offi  cer slashed him 

with a saber. Jackson also survived an attack of small-

pox he contracted in captivity, but war took the lives of 

his mother and two brothers, leaving the youth seem-

ingly marked by providence as the only member of his 

 immediate family to survive the American Revolution. 

He would become the last U.S. president to have served 

in that confl ict. 

 With iron determination, Jackson managed to over-

come his diffi  cult adolescence by reading law, moving to 

Nashville, Tennessee, and rapidly rising in his profession. 

Th ere he married Rachel Donelson Robards, leading to a 

later scandal when enemies revealed that the couple had 

married before the bride was divorced from her fi rst hus-

band. Jackson also succeeded in land speculation, won 

a duel, and joined the region’s nascent planter elite. En-

tering politics, he briefl y served in the U.S. House, the 

U.S. Senate, and the Tennessee Supreme Court, but he 

preferred his work as major general of the state militia. 

 Military distinction brought the frontier general to 

national attention. During the War of 1812, Jackson’s 

troops honored his toughness with the nickname “Old 

Hickory,” as he crushed an uprising of the Creek Indi-

ans, occupied Spanish Florida in pursuit of the survivors, 

executed their British advisors, and repelled the British 

invasion of New Orleans. At war’s end, Jackson pursued 

warring Seminoles into Florida again, which provoked 

international outrage but also pressured Spain to sell 

the vulnerable province to the United States in 1819. 

After cementing U.S. rule as fi rst territorial governor of 

Florida, Jackson retired to the Hermitage, his plantation 

outside Nashville. 

 Jackson’s rise coincided with serious national stress. In 

1819 a postwar boom collapsed in a disastrous “panic,” 

or depression. Collapsing prices for land and crops 

bankrupted countless farmers and speculators who had 

borrowed heavily to purchase public lands. Banks, espe-

cially the Bank of the United States, roused widespread 

resentment when they pressed their borrowers relent-

lessly but refused to honor their obligations to pay specie 

(gold or silver) for their notes. Th e federal government 

could not act in the crisis but plunged into bitter sec-

tional controversy when northern congressmen tried to 

limit the growth of slavery as a condition for the admis-

sion of Missouri to the union. Temporarily eased by the 

Missouri Compromise, the slavery dispute threatened 

serious long-term disruption and frightened the aging 

Th omas Jeff erson “like a fi re-bell in the night.” 

 Seeming to ignore these dangers, national leaders 

intrigued instead to succeed retiring President James 

Monroe in the election of 1824. Four major candidates 

emerged, three of them from Monroe’s own cabinet: 

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, Secretary of the 

Treasury William H. Crawford, and Secretary of War 

John C. Calhoun. A fourth, Speaker of the House Henry 

Clay of Kentucky, supposedly led the administration’s 

friends in Congress. 

 Th e triumphant Tennesseean seemed to off er a stark 

contrast to these bickering and self-interested insiders. 

While government insiders scoff ed at his inexperience, 

lack of polish, and pugnacious, high-handed tempera-

ment, Jackson appealed to ordinary voters, especially in 

the West and South, as the embodiment of bold action 

and old-fashioned republican virtue. 

 Nominated by the Tennessee legislature, Jackson led 

in both the popular and electoral vote without gain-

ing a majority, so the House of Representatives had 

to choose between Jackson, Adams, and Crawford, 

the three highest vote-getters. Jackson believed that 

his plurality, plus state legislative instructions in his 

favor, gave him the moral right to win. Instead, Henry 

Clay threw his support to Adams and gave him the 

victory. Soon afterward, Adams made Clay his secre-

tary of state, rousing furious charges by Jacksonians of 

a “corrupt bargain” to defeat the “will of the people.” 

Determined on vindication, Jackson and his support-

ers launched an immediate and ultimately successful 

campaign to gain the White House in 1828, putting 

claims for majority rule and the moral superiority of 

“the people” over “aristocrats” at the ideological core 

of his movement. 
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 Jackson’s Presidency 

 As president, Jackson repeatedly invoked the republi-

can principles of the Revolution, but he actually turned 

American political culture toward democracy by iden-

tifying the people themselves, not an enlightened elite, 

as the greatest source of public virtue. Seeing his move-

ment as the majority’s legitimate voice, however, Jack-

son rarely saw a diff erence between the people’s welfare 

and the good of his own party. His fi rst major initiative, 

for example, was to replace long-established federal of-

fi ceholders with his own supporters, insisting that the 

incumbents were often incompetent or corrupt, but 

also arguing that holdovers from previous administra-

tions were out of step with the people’s will. Jacksonians 

strongly defended this so-called spoils system, but advo-

cates of an independent civil service struggled against it 

for most of the nineteenth century. 

 Jackson also took offi  ce determined to remove the 

eastern Indian tribes to lands beyond the Missisippi. 

Th e Indian Removal Act of 1830 authorized the presi-

dent to exchange lands in modern Oklahoma for tribal 

lands within existing states. Occupying extensive tracts 

in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida, the 

Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Semi-

noles were quite unwilling to move. Th e Cherokees 

were promised partial protection in two Supreme Court 

decisions,  Cherokee Nation v. Georgia  and  Worcester v. 
Georgia , but the decisions proved unenforceable. All the 

major eastern tribes, with as many as 100,000 members, 

were eventually deported by a combination of bribery, 

fraud, intimidation, and coercion. Corruption and ne-

glect led to the death of about one Indian in four along 

the so-called Trail of Tears. 

 When South Carolina, worried about the viability 

of its slave-based economy, followed John C. Calhoun’s 

proposal to nullify the federal tariff  in 1832, Jackson 

threatened military action to restore federal supremacy, 

arguing that the state’s actions were an intolerable re-

jection of majority rule. In 1835 South Carolinians de-

fi ed federal law again when a mob seized and burned 

a shipment of abolitionist tracts from the Charleston 

post offi  ce. Supporting the mob’s goals but opposing its 

methods, Jackson called for federal legislation to exclude 

“incendiary” materials from the U.S. mail. Th e proposal 

foundered, so the administration tolerated informal mail 

censorship by local vigilance committees. 

 Andrew Jackson’s war against the Bank of the United 

States (BUS) was the central political struggle of his pres-

idency. Partly inspired by the eighteenth-century British 

radicals who underpinned the republican tradition and 

also denounced privileged corporations like the Bank of 

England and the South Sea Company, Jackson distrusted 

all banks. He especially distrusted the Bank of the United 

States for allegedly using its immense powers and legal 

privileges for private gain at public expense. Drawing en-

ergy from Americans’ ambivalent feelings about the new 

economy that banks had abetted, the Bank War revived 

the two-party system and defi ned American politics for 

the decade following Jackson’s presidency. 

 When Congress granted the bank a new charter in 

the summer of 1832, Jackson vetoed the bill with a ring-

ing denunciation of wealthy men who misused gov-

ernment “to make the rich richer and the potent more 

powerful.” Supporters denounced the veto as ignorant 

madness, but the message was wildly popular among 

voters who shared Jackson’s misgivings about unre-

strained private power, and Jackson was resoundingly 

reelected with a larger majority than before. Soon after, 

Jackson went further and pulled the government’s funds 

from the bank, an arguably illegal move that crippled 

it both politically and fi nancially. In a related policy, 

Jackson favored state control of internal improvements 

and vetoed the use of federal funds for local transporta-

tion projects. 

 The Second Party System 

 Deposit removal galvanized the president’s opponents, 

who argued that his high-handed actions defi ed Congress 

and threatened a dictatorship. Denouncing Jackson as 

“King Andrew I,” they organized themselves as the Whig 

Party, adopting the name from the British opponents 

of centralized royal power. Led by congressional mag-

nates like Henry Clay and Daniel Webster, the Whigs 

became a formidable political force after Jackson left of-

fi ce and another powerful panic swept the United States 

in 1837. Jacksonians responded by reviving Jeff ersonian 

party lines, shortening the older name “Democratic-

Republicans” to “Democratic Party,” and portraying the 

Whigs as resurrected Federalists. Each party solidifi ed its 

identity and its organization by blaming its opponents 

for the panic of 1837, creating a competitive political 

structure that scholars have called the Second American 

Party System, to distinguish it from the First Party Sys-

tem of Federalists and Democratic-Republicans. 

 Both parties became national institutions that con-

tested elections at the federal and local level in every 

state except South Carolina, which remained aloof from 

both. Democrats generally embraced party  organization 
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with vigor and fi nesse; Whigs retained more antipartisan 

principles and weaker gifts for organization. A Washing-

ton newspaper spelled out doctrine for each party— Th e 
Globe  for the Democrats and  Th e National Intelligencer  
for the Whigs—while a host of state-level prints adapted 

the message to local conditions. Each party also em-

braced an ascending network of local, district, state, 

and national party conventions to convey opinions and 

decisions between bottom and top, to adopt platforms, 

and to nominate candidates for public offi  ce. 

 For presidential elections, each party organized a na-

tional campaign committee to distribute pamphlets and 

special campaign newspapers to corresponding networks 

of state, county, and local committees. Successful offi  ce 

seekers rewarded followers with government patronage 

and enforced party discipline by threatening to revoke it 

if crossed. Historians Glenn C. Altschuler and Stuart M. 

Blumin have questioned voters’ genuine emotional in-

volvement in Jacksonian elections, but most scholars 

note that voting turnout rates often approached and 

sometimes exceeded 80 percent, and conclude that col-

orful spectacles and lively debates between rival candi-

dates successfully drew the connections between party 

doctrines and local concerns. 

 In their platforms, Democrats typically denounced 

federal measures to promote the new economy, includ-

ing the national bank, high tariff s, and public funding 

for internal improvements, and all restraints on the lib-

erty of common white men, including moral reforms 

favored by revivalists, like Sunday blue laws and restric-

tions on the sale of alcohol. After the panic of 1837, 

many Democrats shared Jackson’s own desire to prohibit 

paper money banking altogether and return the coun-

try to an all-metallic currency. Party rhetoric denounced 

class privilege and stressed the equality of all white men, 

sometimes underscored with a fi erce antiblack racism. 

Whigs were more likely to champion personal and pub-

lic improvement over unrestrained liberty, and favored 

banks, internal improvements, the rights of corporations, 

evangelical moral reforms, and philanthropic causes like 

public schools and benevolent institutions. Th ough 

business conservatism often sent the largest southern 

planters into Whig ranks, Whigs across the nation were 

somewhat more tolerant of black rights and antislavery 

opinions than their rivals. Some Whigs and Democrats 

were found within all social classes, but voting studies 

have found that leading urban businessmen were more 

likely to be Whigs, while working-class wards usually 

leaned to the Democrats, and Whig counties were more 

closely linked to the market economy than their Demo-

cratic counterparts. 

 Th e Democratic Party and the Whig Party did not 

monopolize contemporary Americans’ political reactions 

to the challenges of their era. An Anti-Masonic Party 

channeled popular resentment in northeastern states be-

fore absorption by the Whigs. Trade union movements 

and workingmen’s parties briefl y fl ared in large cities, 

before succumbing to hard times and Democratic blan-

dishments after the panic of 1837. Women entered public 

life through allegedly nonpartisan religious and reform 

movements and also found supportive partisan roles, 

especially among Whigs. Rebuff ed by mainstream poli-

ticians, radical black and white abolitionists agitated out-

side party structures, though some eventually embraced 

politics through the Liberty Party and its successors. Th e 

example of Jacksonian politics proved irresistibly attrac-

tive, even to those it rigorously excluded. 

 Jackson’s immediate successors competed within the 

political and ideological framework established during 

his presidency. In 1836 Vice President Martin Van Buren 

succeeded Jackson in the presidency but struggled un-

successfully with the panic of 1837 and its aftermath. 

In 1840, the Whigs created a storm of popular enthusi-

asm for William Henry Harrison of Indiana, their own 

popular frontier general. Soon after being inaugurated, 

Harrison died and his vice president, John Tyler of 

 Virginia, alienated both parties and proved that party 

support had become essential to a functional presi-

dency. By 1844, however, the opportunity for western 

expansion through the acquisition of Texas and Oregon 

had eclipsed older issues. Martin Van Buren lost the 

Democratic nomination to James K. Polk of Tennessee 

when he fumbled the territorial issue. As president, Polk 

echoed Jacksonian themes in his veto of the Rivers and 

Harbors Bill, but the Mexican War dominated his term, 

and the territorial expansion of slavery preoccupied his 

successors. 

 Polk’s election sent American politics in new and dan-

gerous directions. In 1845 the annexation of Texas led 

to war with Mexico, conquest of the Far West, and a 

steadily intensifying national quarrel over the future of 

slavery there. Th at controversy would eventually destroy 

the Whig Party and other specifi c features of the Jack-

sonian political system, but subsequent generations of 

Americans would fi nd the strong presidency, the rhetoric 

of democracy, and the institutions of party politics that 

Jacksonians had introduced to be indispensable to public 

life. 
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 H A R R Y  L .  WAT S O N 

  Jews and politics 

 In the twentieth century and thereafter, Jewish public 

culture has been peculiar in the extent to which ethical 

idealism has trumped material interest. Th e result has 

been a persistent progressivism uncharacteristic of any 

comparable group of white Americans. Devotion to the 

liberal wing of the Democratic Party has shaped the po-

litical profi le of American Jewry in ways that no other 

ethnic or religious minority has matched. 

 Antecedents of Liberalism 

 During the colonial period and until the end of the 

nineteenth century, Jews were neither numerous enough 

nor conspicuous enough to have constituted a singu-

lar political force. Th eir cohesiveness would await two 

events: mass migration from Eastern Europe in the af-

termath of czarist pogroms and the response of Frank-

lin D. Roosevelt’s administration to the Great Depres-

sion. For nearly four decades prior to World War I, well 

over 2 million Jews arrived in the metropolises of the 

East Coast and the Midwest in particular. Th ese im-

migrants were so impoverished that, according to one 

government report, $9 was the average sum in their 

pockets. Because eastern European Jews were fl eeing 

not only worsening destitution but also religious per-

secution, their politics tended to be more dissident and 

desperate than the stance of the much smaller, prosper-

ous, established Sephardic and German Jewish com-

munities. Co-religionists who were already entrenched 

in the United States tended to be conservative in their 

political views. 

 Membership in the working and lower classes made 

the new Jewish immigrants and their children recep-

tive to the appeal of varieties of radicalism, which elic-

ited sympathy longer among Jews than among other 

Americans. Jews were long overrepresented in the vari-

ous socialist and Communist parties and in the anar-

chist movement and were often in their leadership. Th e 

penury that was commonplace in the Jewish community 

also made it especially vulnerable to the crisis of capital-

ism that erupted in 1929, though most Jews turned not 

to extreme solutions but rather (like most Americans) 

to the New Deal. Its promise to meet the systemic chal-

lenge of the Great Depression, and the elusive goals of 

recovery, relief, and regulation that President Roosevelt 

enunciated lured Jews into the Democratic Party in over-

whelming numbers, forming a pattern that has endured 

to the present. Th e four elections that FDR won set the 

standard against which subsequent Jewish allegiance to 

the liberalism of the Democratic Party has come to be 

measured. In the 1936 election, for example, the nation’s 

most densely Jewish ward—located in Chicago—gave 

the incumbent a margin of 96 percent (the sort of near 

unanimity otherwise enjoyed by dictators, who prefer 



Jews and politics

440

to run unopposed). Th e depth of the fervor for FDR 

was signifi ed by the Schechter brothers, whose belea-

guered kosher poultry business in Brooklyn led them 

to challenge the constitutionality of the National Re-

covery Administration (NRA), a keystone of New Deal 

economic regulation. In a landmark 1935 decision, the 

Supreme Court agreed with the Schechters and ruled the 

NRA unconstitutional. Th e following year all 16 votes in 

the Schechter family were nevertheless cast for the very 

candidate whose NRA had presumably damaged their 

business. 

 After Roosevelt’s 1936 electoral landslide, he could not 

keep intact a precarious coalition that ranged all the way 

from southern segregationists to northern blacks. Other 

voters had suff ered at least as much as the Jews during 

the Great Depression. Yet no group would cling more 

tenaciously to the Democratic Party—and especially 

its reformist wing—than American Jewry, which gave 

Roosevelt a staggering 90 percent of its vote in 1940 and 

again in 1944. To be sure, such loyalty to the New Deal 

could be read as the gratitude of a disadvantaged group 

that its economic needs were being satisfi ed. 

 But other factors must be summoned to account 

for FDR’s popularity among Jews. He symbolized the 

progressive spirit of communal claims against the na-

tion’s sweet tooth for a rampant individualism that 

was foreign to historic Judaism. Th e president had also 

admirably prevailed over the snobbery of his patrician 

origins. His close associates included Secretary of the 

Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr., legislative draftsman 

and advisor Benjamin V. Cohen, and speechwriter Sam 

Rosenman, as well as Justice Felix Frankfurter, whom 

FDR appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1939. 

Beginning in 1941, the commander in chief also helped 

personify the Allied war against the Th ird Reich and 

off ered in his articulation of the Four Freedoms a 

democratic riposte to Nazism. No wonder then that a 

Republican judge, Jonah Goldstein, ruefully remarked 

that his co-religionists belonged to three  velten  (Yid-

dish for “worlds”):  de velt  (“this world”),  yene velt  (“the 

world to come”), and Roosevelt. 

 After the New Deal 

 Th e election of 1948 was not a fair test of the endur-

ing Jewish attachment to liberalism. Th e Fair Deal was, 

after all, a continuation of the New Deal, and President 

Harry S. Truman had recognized the state of Israel only 

11 minutes after its birth. Consider instead the 1950s, 

when large segments of the Jewish community were 

enjoying unprecedented prosperity in suburbia and were 

abandoning their proletarian origins for good. Running 

against Dwight D. Eisenhower, the enormously popu-

lar former general who had led the crusade in Europe, 

Democrat Adlai Stevenson nevertheless attracted almost 

two out of every three Jewish votes. By 1960 puzzled po-

litical scientists were obliged to explain why the Demo-

cratic nominee, Senator John F. Kennedy, the fi rst and 

only Roman Catholic ever elected to the presidency, 

won a higher proportion of votes among Jews than he 

did among his co-religionists. In 1964 his successor cam-

paigned against a fi ercely conservative Republican nomi-

nee. Lyndon B. Johnson received almost nine out of ten 

Jewish votes—in no small measure because the Great 

Society was packaged as a completion of the unfi nished 

agenda of the New Deal. 

 Th e ballots cast for Vice President Hubert Humphrey 

in middle-class Jewish neighborhoods in 1968 closely par-

alleled the Democratic nominee’s popularity in the inner 

cities. Th is anomaly inspired Milton Himmelfarb of the 

American Jewish Committee to quip that Jews lived 

like Episcopalians but voted like Puerto Ricans. Soon 

this generalization would prove shaky, however, because 

Jewish income levels became higher than the earnings of 

the Episcopalians and Congregationalists, whose ances-

tors had settled in the New World over three centuries 

earlier. Around 1970 the income gap that had opened 

up between Jews and Christians became wider than that 

between whites and blacks; soon the gap between Jews 

and Christians would double. (According to a 2000 poll, 

long after the axis of American politics had shifted dra-

matically to the right, proportionately more Jews even 

than blacks defi ned themselves as liberal—and a higher 

percentage of African Americans called themselves con-

servative than did Jews. Even as progressivism appeared 

at the dawn of the new century to be on the defensive, 

Jews were twice as likely to designate themselves as lib-

eral as were other Americans—and certainly as other 

white Americans.) 

 Richard M. Nixon’s overwhelming reelection in 1972 

looks in retrospect like the pivot of the political realign-

ment to the right. Th ree out of every four voters living in 

high socioeconomic areas gave him their support, as did 

the majority of every white ethnic group—except one. His 

Democratic opponent was the son of a preacher: Senator 

George McGovern was a Methodist from the Great Plains 

whose isolationist undertones (“Come Home, America”) 

implied softness toward a militarily robust Israel. He even 

blundered during a campaign stop in New York’s Garment 
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District by ordering milk with his chopped chicken liver. 

Not since FDR was a major-party candidate more liberal 

than McGovern, who consequently garnered a whop-

ping two-thirds of the Jewish vote. Indeed, had the rest of 

the electorate voted as Jews did, Nixon would have been 

buried in the greatest landslide in American history. Even 

after Nixon resigned from offi  ce in the summer of 1974 to 

avoid impeachment, over a quarter of the populace had a 

favorable opinion of the unindicted co-conspirator and 

regretted his resignation. Th e proportion of Jews express-

ing such sentiments was 6 percent. 

 How could political scientists account for 1976? 

A white Southerner was much less likely to vote for 

former governor Jimmy Carter of Georgia than was a 

northern Jew. Four years later, the president’s support 

among Jewish voters dropped from 72 percent to 44 

percent, fi ve points ahead of former governor Ronald 

Reagan. Th e plurality that Carter achieved from Jew-

ish voters in 1980 marked the fi rst time since the New 

Deal era that a Democratic nominee for the White 

House had failed to secure a majority of Jewish bal-

lots (because Congressman John Anderson—running 

as an independent—received about 15 percent of the 

Jewish vote). Four years later, the GOP spent four times 

as much as did the Democrats in making direct pitches 

to Jewish voters, who nevertheless gave Reagan 8 per-

cent less of their support in 1984, even as his percent-

age of the popular vote increased by the same fi gure. 

Electoral analysts discovered that the only categories 

of the populace that bestowed upon former vice presi-

dent Walter Mondale two-thirds of their votes—other 

than the Jews—were blacks and the unemployed. In 

1988 Governor Michael Dukakis ran badly against Rea-

gan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush, but did better 

among Jews than even among Greek Americans. 

 The Durability of Progressivism 

 Th is voting pattern has if anything solidifi ed into some-

thing akin to industrial strength, impervious to Repub-

lican attack. Take the four presidential elections before 

2008. Four out of every fi ve Jewish voters chose the 

Democratic nominee: Governor Bill Clinton in 1992 

and again in 1996, Vice President Al Gore in 2000, 

and Senator John F. Kerry in 2004. In 1999 President 

Clinton’s popularity among Jews held steady even dur-

ing his impeachment ordeal. His chosen successor not 

only beat his opponent, Governor George W. Bush of 

Texas, by half a million votes in the general election but 

did signifi cantly better among Jews as well, attracting 79 

percent of their ballots. Th ough about one in fi ve Jews 

reliably vote Republican (and that number can double 

in special circumstances), the commitment of Jews to 

the Democratic column has remained so intractable that 

the selection of Senator Joseph I. Lieberman as Gore’s 

running mate in 2000 made no appreciable diff erence 

in their totals. 

 Perhaps even more noteworthy is that the promi-

nence of a Jew on the Democratic ticket stirred no 

evident anti-Semitism. Informal religious tests are still 

applied for public offi  ce—for example, against atheists 

and agnostics. But in 2000 no such test was imposed 

on Lieberman, an Orthodox Jew. Th is expansion of 

political opportunity marked a remarkable transforma-

tion since the mid-1930s, when pollsters learned that 

two out of every fi ve Americans would not vote for an 

otherwise qualifi ed Jewish candidate for the presidency. 

Half a century later, that proportion fell to less than 

one in ten—which was statistically insignifi cant. One 

measure of the decline of bigotry occurred in 1992, 

which was the fi rst time that the number of Jews serv-

ing in the U.S. Senate reached ten, the minimum nec-

essary for a prayer quorum, or  minyan . If the number 

of Jews serving in the Senate were to refl ect the pro-

portion of their co- religionists in the general popula-

tion, there would be only two members of the upper 

house eligible for a  minyan . Instead, in the Congress 

of the early twenty-fi rst century, roughly a dozen sena-

tors were eligible. More Jews served in the Senate than 

adherents of any single Protestant denomination. Th e 

voters of two states, California and Wisconsin, each 

elected two Jewish Democrats to the Senate: Barbara 

Boxer and Dianne Feinstein, and Russ Feingold and 

Herb Kohl, respectively. Only two Jews serving in the 

Senate in 2008 were Republicans, Norm Coleman and 

Arlen Specter; and one senator aligned with the Demo-

crats, Bernie Sanders, was actually a socialist. When the 

30 Jews elected to the House of Representatives in the 

110th Congress were added to the equation, a minority 

group long associated with marginality and persecution 

outnumbered Episcopalians and ranked just behind 

Presbyterians. 

 Ideology over Income 

 Th e Jewish vote in itself cannot account for such dis-

proportionate representation and has been cast in states 

and districts too tiny to constitute a “bloc” favoring Jew-

ish candidates. Because of the dominance of ideology, 

Jewish voters have tended to exempt themselves from 
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the allure of identity politics. Unlike, for example, Irish 

Americans in the past or African Americans in the pres-

ent, Jews have not been especially receptive to candi-

dates of their own ethnicity and faith—unless they also 

promise to activate the liberal imagination. Not only 

arguments of immediate expediency but also appeals to 

ethnic loyalty—while not negligible—have found Jews 

less receptive than other minorities when stepping in-

side the polling booth. Perhaps that is because of his-

toric charges of “dual loyalty,” which raised the specter 

of unreliable patriotism, and of bloc voting, which in-

sinuated the unwholesome and excessive infl uence of a 

minority. Often yearning to surmount the narrowness of 

parochial interest, Jewish voters have generally voted for 

non- Jewish candidates who were liberal rather than Jew-

ish offi  ce seekers who were conservative. 

 But then, very few such candidates are conservative. 

Th e fi rst two Jews to serve in the Senate ended up cham-

pioning the Confederacy cause: Democrat David Levy 

Yulee of antebellum Florida and Whig Judah P. Benja-

min of antebellum Louisiana. (Benjamin served in the 

secessionist cabinet as attorney general, secretary of war, 

and secretary of state.) Two-thirds of their successors in 

the twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries have been 

Democrats, often left of center, exemplifi ed by Herbert H. 

Lehman of New York, Abraham A. Ribicoff  of Connecti-

cut, Carl Levin of Michigan, Paul Wellstone of Minne-

sota, and Charles Schumer of New York. In the 2007–9 

House of Representatives, for instance, the chief deputy 

minority whip was Eric Cantor of Virginia. But he was 

the only Republican representative who was Jewish. (In 

2009 the only congressional caucus consisting of fewer 

Republicans was African American, because every black 

member of the House of Representatives was a Demo-

crat.) How durable this one-sidedness among Jews will 

prove to be is not clear. Consider, though, the willing-

ness in 2008 of only one in ten Jews under the age of 35 

to call themselves Republicans. 

 In their relative indiff erence to pocketbook consider-

ations, Jewish voters since the New Deal have violated 

one of the few axioms of political science: the higher 

the income, the greater the enthusiasm for the GOP. 

What then accounts for the distinctiveness of this 

political orientation? In the body-contact sport that 

American political operatives play, the most convinc-

ing explanation is quite eccentric: Jews have harbored a 

thirst for justice, often expressed in a moralistic idiom. 

Th ey have envisioned politics to be the means by which 

unfairness and oppression might be challenged. An in-

terpretation that highlights the quest for social justice 

hardly implies that Jews hold a monopoly on such mo-

tives. But what supports such an analysis are the voting 

patterns and the polling data and questionnaires that 

admit no other interpretation. In 1940, when W.E.B. 

Du Bois hailed the chairman of the NAACP’s board of 

directors, Joel Spingarn, as “one of those vivid, enthusi-

astic but clear-thinking idealists which from age to age 

the Jewish race has given the world,” the editor of  Th e 
Crisis  was hinting at the impulse that has set Jews apart 

from other participants in the nation’s politics. 

 Impact 

 Perhaps no minority group has taken more seriously 

the ideal of popular sovereignty or has been more in-

spired by the rhetoric of civic responsibility. Jews have 

been twice as likely to vote as other citizens, sometimes 

constituting as much as 6 percent of the electorate. 

Such faith in the suff rage has paid off  because of the 

unrepresentative character of the Electoral College, 

which the framers unintentionally tilted to favor Jewish 

residential patterns. Th at is why the political culture of 

so small a minority actually matters. Take 1976: in the 

state of New York, about a quarter of the voters were 

Jewish. Th ey swung about 80 percent for Carter over 

incumbent Gerald Ford, enabling the Democratic chal-

lenger to carry the state and, with it, the presidency. 

Had Carter and President Ford evenly split the Jewish 

vote of New York, Carter would have lost the state and 

with it the White House. Even more consequential was 

the freakish 2000 election, which was decided in Palm 

Beach County, in the battleground state of Florida, by 

several hundred elderly Jews, a constituency to which 

the highly conservative independent candidate Patrick J. 

Buchanan would have been unable to pander. Confused 

by the “butterfl y” ballot, this handful of Jewish senior 

citizens inadvertently voted for Buchanan and swung 

the election to Bush in the winner-take-all system de-

vised in 1787. 

 Because Jews happen to be concentrated in states of 

high urban density, the impact of this minority group is 

magnifi ed. Th at is why, ever since the political alignment 

that was forged in 1932, the attitudes and values of Jewish 

voters have been integral not only to the fate of liberal-

ism in the United States but also to the vicissitudes of its 

democratic experiment. 

  See also  European immigrants and politics; religion 

and politics since 1945. 
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K
 Korean War and cold war 

 Th e Korean War (1950–53), sometimes considered the 

forgotten war, was the fi rst military confrontation be-

tween U.S. and Communist forces in the cold war era. It 

began on June 25, 1950, when armed forces of the People’s 

Democratic Republic of Korea (PDRK, or North Korea) 

attacked across the thirty-eighth parallel, the line that 

divided Communist North Korea, led by Kim Il Sung, 

from the non-Communist Republic of Korea (ROK, or 

South Korea), led by Syngman Rhee. 

 North Korea’s objective was to unify the two Koreas 

as a single Communist state. Th e United States led a 

military force under the auspices of the United Nations 

to repel North Korea’s assault on the South. Th e UN 

troops successfully cleared North Korean troops from 

South Korea by October. Th ereafter, the Truman admin-

istration changed its war aims. Th e U.S. commander of 

the UN forces, General Douglas MacArthur, led his 

army across the thirty-eighth parallel in order to unify 

Korea under the leadership of the Rhee government. 

In November the Communist-led People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) entered the war to counter the advance of 

UN forces toward the Yalu River, the border between 

China and North Korea. Th e war continued for another 

two-and-a-half years until July 27, 1953, when the United 

States and the United Nations signed an armistice with 

China and North Korea. 

 Origins of the War 

 Th e Korean peninsula had a long history of invasion and 

war. Japan occupied Korea from 1910 until its defeat in 

1945 in World War II. U.S. forces replaced the Japanese 

south of the thirty-eighth parallel, and Soviet troops oc-

cupied the northern part of the country. Th ese occupa-

tions ended in 1947, when the United States and the 

Soviet Union withdrew their military forces. Th e United 

States installed Rhee as president of South Korea, and 

the Soviets sponsored Kim Il Sung as the leader of 

North Korea. Both Rhee and Kim declared that there 

was a single Korean state, of which he was the legitimate 

leader. 

 Th e political climate and geopolitical balance of power 

in East Asia changed dramatically in 1949, when the Chi-

nese Communist Party, under the leadership of Chair-

man Mao Zedong, won the  Chinese civil war against the 

Nationalists, led by Jiang Jieshi, and founded the People’s 

Republic of China. Mao’s victory represented a serious 

challenge to the U.S. political and military position in East 

Asia. U.S. policy makers had hoped that Chiang’s Re-

public of China (ROC) would help the United States 

impose regional stability. President Harry Truman and 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson considered Mao a part-

ner of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, interested in foment-

ing Communist-inspired revolutions throughout East 

Asia. Faced with the new reality of the PRC in control of 

the Chinese mainland and a greatly diminished ROC on 

the island of Taiwan, Acheson, in January 1950, defi ned 

a defense perimeter for the United States in East Asia 

running through the Philippines, Taiwan, and Japan. 

South Korea was not included under this shield, because 

Acheson believed only the three island states he had 

mentioned were of paramount strategic importance to 

the United States. 

 Th e situation on the Korean peninsula became increas-

ingly tense. After the creation of South Korea and North 

Korea in 1947, armed forces on each side conducted raids 

across the thirty-eighth parallel to harass and destabilize 

the other regime. Early in 1950, Kim asked Mao for sup-

port should the North Korean leader decide on a full-

scale attack against South Korea. Mao did not explicitly 

warn Kim against an attack; instead, he off ered vague 

assurances of future support. Mao consulted with Sta-

lin about potential Soviet backing for a North Korean 
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attack on the South Koreans. Stalin urged restraint but 

promised Mao military support should the United States 

threaten the PRC. 

 Outbreak of the War 

 North Korean forces attacked across the thirty-eighth 

parallel on June 25. Th ey quickly overcame the poorly 

armed and outmanned South Korean army and captured 

Seoul, the capital of South Korea, within days. Th e Tru-

man administration was shocked by the assault. Truman 

was already under severe political attack: his critics ac-

cused him of having allowed the Communists to win the 

Chinese civil war. North Korea’s attack appeared to be 

another sign of Communist power in Asia. Th e Truman 

administration had not expected North Korea to move, 

but when it did, U.S. offi  cials believed Stalin was behind 

the assault. Th e president ordered General Douglas Mac-

Arthur, the commander of U.S. armed forces stationed 

in Japan, to send troops to Korea to reinforce the bat-

tered South Korean army. 

 Th e United States brought the issue of North Korea’s 

attack before the UN Security Council. Within days, the 

Security Council labeled North Korea’s actions unac-

ceptable aggression, called on it to withdraw north of 

the thirty-eighth parallel, and authorized member states 

to use armed force to help South Korea repel the in-

vasion. Th e resolution passed without an expected So-

viet veto, because the Soviet Union had boycotted the 

Security Council meetings over the UN refusal to seat 

the Communist PRC as the offi  cial representative of 

China. 

 Truman’s fi rm response to the North Korean attack led 

to a sharp increase in his public approval, from 36 per-

cent to 46 percent, in early July. Yet the military situa-

tion in South Korea was bleak throughout the summer. 

North Korean forces continued to push South Korean, 

United States, and allied forces fi ghting under UN aus-

pices southward until they held only a small semicircle 

of territory around the southern port of Pusan. Th en, 

on September 15, UN forces under MacArthur landed 

by sea at Inchon, northwest of Seoul. Th ey surprised 

and quickly overwhelmed the North Koreans. Th e UN 

forces quickly recaptured Seoul, and by early October, 

they crossed the thirty-eighth parallel and marched into 

North Korea. 

 Th e Truman administration now changed its war 

aims from repelling aggression from the North to unify-

ing Korea as a non-Communist state. As the UN forces 

continued their advance into North Korea, Kim be-

came desperate for his future and Mao worried that the 

United States intended to attack China. Th e Chinese 

warned the United States not to approach the Yalu River 

separating Korea and China, or China would enter the 

war. MacArthur dismissed these warnings and assured 

Truman that China would not intervene. Th e president 

allowed UN troops to proceed north. As the UN forces 

approached the Yalu in mid-November, China sent an 

army of more than 300,000 across the river to attack 

the approaching troops. Th e Chinese outnumbered the 

UN forces and made them retreat south of the thirty-

eighth parallel. North Korean troops once more occu-

pied Seoul. 

 On November 30, Truman stated that the use of atomic 

weapons in Korea had “always been” under consider-

ation. Such speculation alarmed British leaders whose 

troops fought alongside the Americans. After Prime 

Minister Clement Attlee complained, Truman backed 

away from the threat to use atomic weapons against Chi-

nese or North Korean forces. 

 In the fi rst three months of 1951, UN forces regrouped, 

retook Seoul, and advanced to positions near where the 

war had begun. Truman and his principal foreign policy 

and military advisors now favored pursuing a limited 

war in Korea, one that would assure the future of South 

Korea without sparking a larger confl agration with the 

Soviet Union. 

 MacArthur, on the other hand, continued his provoc-

ative rhetoric toward North Korea and China. Truman 

became increasingly angry and frustrated with MacAr-

thur’s belligerent tone. In April MacArthur telegraphed 

Republican House minority leader Joseph Martin, de-

manding that Truman “open a second front in Asia” 

by permitting him to attack China. Truman called this 

“rank insubordination” the last straw in his tense rela-

tionship with the general, and he fi red MacArthur. Th e 

dismissal ignited a fi restorm of public protest against 

the president, whose approval rating fell to an abys-

mal 23 percent. MacArthur received a hero’s welcome 

in Washington and New York when he returned home. 

Truman’s opponents called for the president’s impeach-

ment, but the political storm subsided. More people 

came to believe that MacArthur’s incessant demands for 

victory over North Korea and China might lead to a 

third world war. 

 Peace Talks 

 Peace talks between the UN and North Korea began 

in July 1951, but the war continued unabated. U.S. in-
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volvement in a stalemated confl ict became increasingly 

unpopular at home, and Truman announced, in March 

1952, that he would not seek reelection. Th e Korean War 

became a major issue in the 1952 presidential election 

campaign. Democratic presidential nominee Adlai Ste-

venson, the governor of Illinois, supported Truman’s 

policy of containment and waging limited war in Korea. 

General Dwight Eisenhower, the Republican nominee, 

criticized Truman’s handling of a war that had gone on 

for too long. His campaign adopted a slogan, K1C2 

(Korea, Communism, and Corruption), as a way to tap 

popular discontent with the stalemate in Korea, the fear 

of communism, and anger at scandals involving admin-

istration offi  cials. Eisenhower promised that, if elected, 

he would go to Korea, survey the state of the war, and 

recommend ways to end it. 

 Eisenhower, the popular victorious commander in the 

European theater during World War II, easily defeated 

Stevenson. Th e public was looking for a change of parties 

after 20 years of Democratic control in the White House 

and eagerly awaited an end to the Korean War. Eisen-

hower did go to Korea after the election and returned 

convinced that the war needed to end quickly. He con-

cluded that both North and South Korea were intransi-

gent in their demands, and that the United States needed 

to apply pressure on both sides to end the fi ghting. 

 After Eisenhower became president, the world po-

litical environment changed. Soviet leader Stalin died in 

March 1953, and his passing off ered the promise of re-

ducing cold war tensions. Th e new U.S. administration 

threatened both North and South Korea in order to pro-

duce movement in the stalled peace negotiations. Wash-

ington again hinted that it might use atomic weapons 

against North Korea, and American offi  cials demanded 

that South Korea drop its requirement that North Ko-

rean prisoners of war held in South Korea be permitted 

to remain there after the war if they chose. Th e pace of 

negotiations quickened. 

 South Korea released more than 100,000 North Ko-

rean POWs rather than forcibly repatriate them. Th e 

United States, the United Nations, China, and North 

Korea signed an armistice on July 27, but South Korea 

refused to join on the grounds that North Korea had 

not acknowledged its aggression. Th e armistice divided 

North and South Korea by a line between the oppos-

ing military forces, roughly along the thirty-eighth par-

allel. A 10-kilometer-wide demilitarized zone separated 

the two Koreas. Over the next half-century, this border 

became the most heavily fortifi ed area in the world. 

Armed with artillery and tanks, hundreds of thousands 

of troops from North and South Korea and the United 

States faced each other. Intermittent negotiations failed 

to transform the temporary armistice into a full peace 

agreement. 

 Aftermath of War 

 Cold war tensions between the United States and the 

PRC remained high during and after the Korean War. 

Th e question of “who lost China” became a powerful and 

divisive issue in American politics. Anti-Communists ac-

cused Foreign Service offi  cers, who had reported on the 

strength of Mao and the Communists and the weakness 

of Chiang and the Nationalists, of having contributed to 

the Communists’ victory in the civil war. Between 1951 

and 1953, many of these “China Hands” were fi red from 

the State Department. 

 Th e Eisenhower administration provided more sup-

port for the Nationalist government of Taiwan than 

Truman had done. Early in the Korean War, the Tru-

man administration had sent the U.S. Navy’s Seventh 

Fleet into the Strait of Taiwan separating the island from 

the mainland. Th e aim was to protect Taiwan from a 

Communist attack but also to discourage the National-

ists from attacking the mainland. Eisenhower lifted the 

naval defense of Taiwan in 1953. A year later, Jiang sent 

70,000 troops to the islands of Quemoy and Matsu, 

three miles off  the coast of mainland China. In Sep-

tember the Chinese Communists began shelling these 

islands, and in November Communists planes bombed 

the Tachen Islands in the Taiwan Strait. 

 During this fi rst Taiwan Strait Crisis, the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff  recommended using atomic weapons against 

the mainland, and political pressure mounted on Eisen-

hower to send U.S. troops to protect the off shore islands. 

In the fall of 1954, the president decided against direct 

U.S. military involvement in the crisis. Instead, the 

United States signed a defense treaty with the Repub-

lic of China. Under this agreement, the United States 

promised to protect the island of Taiwan but was silent 

about the off shore islands. Th e fi rst Taiwan Strait Cri-

sis intensifi ed in April 1955 when the president said that 

“A-bombs might be used . . . as you would use a bullet.” 

China said it was willing to negotiate with the United 

States over the islands and the future of Taiwan. On 

May 1 China stopped shelling the islands. 

 Ambassadorial talks between the United States and 

Communist China began in the summer of 1955 and 

continued, off  and on, mostly in Warsaw, for the next 
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16 years, until President Richard Nixon announced that 

he would visit Beijing. Th ese conversations made no 

progress on the future of the Republic of China in Tai-

wan, but they did lead to the repatriation of U.S. and 

Chinese citizens who had been stranded in China or the 

United States, respectively, during the Chinese civil war 

and the Korean War. A second Taiwan Strait Crisis began 

in August 1958, when the Communists resumed shelling 

Quemoy and Matsu. Eisenhower asserted that the shell-

ing was part of a plan “to liquidate all of the free world 

positions in the Western Pacifi c.” China stopped shelling 

the off shore islands on January 1, 1959. 

 Tensions persisted, and the United States continued 

to see Communist China as a major threat. During 

the 1960 presidential campaign, Democratic candidate 

John F. Kennedy accused the Eisenhower administra-

tion of sending mixed signals to China, which had en-

couraged its aggressive moves in the Taiwan Strait. Th e 

growing split between Mao and the Soviet Union, under 

the leadership of Nikita Khrushchev, ratcheted up the 

cold war competition. In January 1961, Khrushchev, re-

sponding to Mao’s accusation that the Soviet Union had 

retreated from its earlier revolutionary fervor, pledged 

his  country’s support for “wars of national liberation” 

around the world. Th e new Kennedy administration 

considered Khrushchev’s promise a direct challenge to 

the United States and its support of pro-western govern-

ments. Kennedy increased U.S. support to the govern-

ment of the Republic of Vietnam, or South Vietnam, as 

a way to counter Soviet and Communist Chinese infl u-

ence in Southeast Asia. 

 Th e memory of the Korean War and Chinese in-

tervention in it was ever present as the United States 

deepened its involvement in the Vietnam War during 

Kennedy’s administration and the fi rst 18 months of 

Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Democratic presidents 

were haunted by fear that their opponents would resur-

rect the cry “who lost China?” and charge them with 

“losing” Vietnam to the Communists. U.S. policy mak-

ers believed that the preservation of South Vietnam as an 

anti-Communist bulwark against what they considered 

to be a newly aggressive Communist North Vietnam 

was essential. Kennedy and Johnson administration of-

fi cials both drew analogies between South Vietnam and 

South Korea and between North Vietnam and North 

Korea. Th ey also drew sobering lessons from the Korean 

War and wished, at all costs, to avoid Chinese interven-

tion in Vietnam. 

  See also  era of consensus, 1952–64; Vietnam and Indochina 

wars. 
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L
 labor movement and politics 

 On July 23, 1788, New York City artisans organized a 

parade to support the ratifi cation of the U.S. Consti-

tution. Marching behind banners of their crafts, arti-

sans mobilized to defend their interests in the nation’s 

emerging political order. As this episode suggests, or-

ganized workers have been active in American politics 

since the founding of the republic. More than 200 years 

after the New York parade, Web sites, phone banks, 

campaign contributions, and sophisticated canvass-

ing operations had become labor’s favored methods of 

political mobilization, but the aims of workers’ orga-

nizations were unchanged: organized labor still mobi-

lized politically around policies in the interest of wage 

earners. 

 Th e 200-year history of labor’s political activism re-

veals a paradox. No nation produced a labor movement 

with a longer history of concerted electoral activity than 

the United States. Yet no labor movement had expended 

as much electoral energy without institutionalizing its 

political experience in a labor party. Indeed, it was the 

failure of American workers to develop an enduring 

labor party that led scholars to periodically ruminate on 

American exceptionalism. 

 Many factors worked against a successful American 

labor party. Some were political: a federal system that 

dispersed power among federal, state, and local jurisdic-

tions and made it diffi  cult for workers to win enough 

power to enact policies; winner-take-all elections that 

undercut minority representation; a court system that 

often undermined workers’ legislative gains. Other fac-

tors were social: slavery and its legacy, a racial caste sys-

tem that made it diffi  cult to unite white and nonwhite 

workers behind a common political program; and waves 

of immigration that made the American working class 

unusually fractious along religious and ethnic lines. 

Other factors were economic: a vast and competitive na-

tional market that fostered an exceptionally anti-union 

ethic among employers; and a perennial shortage of 

skilled labor that created opportunities for skilled work-

ers at the expense of working-class solidarity. Still other 

factors were cultural: in no industrializing nation did an 

ethic of individualism and social mobility sink deeper 

roots than in the United States. Together these factors 

created profound obstacles to the institutionalization of 

labor’s political voice. 

 Yet despite the factors that inhibited the formation of a 

labor party, political activism was a continuous theme in 

the history of organized labor in America. Over two cen-

turies, the form of workers’ organization changed from 

journeymen’s societies to craft unions, then to industrial 

unions, and ultimately to huge organizations encompass-

ing public sector, service, and industrial workers in one 

union. Over time, union membership expanded beyond 

its original base among skilled, male, native-born whites 

and western European immigrants to include women 

and previously excluded groups of blacks, Asians, and 

Latinos. Labor’s political philosophy moved from an 

early-nineteenth-century emphasis on anti-monopoly to 

a late-nineteenth-century brand of anti-statist volunta-

rism, and it ultimately evolved into support for a welfare 

state in the twentieth century. Yet in every era, the vast 

majority of organized workers believed that no matter 

what form their organizations took, what demograph-

ics characterized their membership, or what goals they 

sought to achieve, if they were to advance their interests 

they would have to engage in political action as well as 

workplace organization. 

 Indeed, if there was a form of “exceptionalism” in 

the American labor movement, it was represented by 

those few organizations like the Industrial Workers of 

the World (IWW) that rejected political action. Th e 

case of the ephemeral IWW, founded in 1905 and largely 
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destroyed by combined government and employer re-

pression in 1918, was not atypical: labor organizations 

that rejected politics altogether tended to have short 

histories. Th us, while the perennial frustrations and dis-

appointments of American politics nursed a disdain for 

parties and politicians that waxed and waned among 

labor’s activists from age to age, few labor leaders or or-

ganizations ever believed they would gain more by re-

jecting politics than by engaging in it. Most unions thus 

constantly sought to maximize their infl uence on the 

shifting terrain of American politics. 

 An analysis of labor’s political strategies over the course 

of two centuries permits three generalizations. First, 

unions tended to fi nd it more diffi  cult to achieve solidar-

ity at the ballot box than on the job. Not only did labor 

fail to create its own party, but for much of their history, 

unions also found it diffi  cult to deliver their members as 

coherent blocs to one of the mainstream political parties. 

Second, in part due to the diffi  culty of constructing po-

litical solidarity, unions tended toward pragmatism and 

opportunism rather than ideological clarity and unity, 

especially in local and state politics. And third, labor 

organizations found that their political fortunes rarely 

rested in their own hands alone. Labor required coali-

tions, and the success or failure of those eff orts was often 

outside of labor’s control alone. 

 Despite these problems, labor continually found ways 

to express its political voice, and often exerted political 

infl uence that far exceeded its membership. Labor activ-

ism helped turn crucial elections, generate popular re-

form ideas, and mobilize new constituencies. If labor’s 

political power operated under signifi cant constraints, 

unions nonetheless helped shape American political his-

tory, as an examination of labor’s activism in four dis-

tinct periods illustrates. 

 The Era of Party and Union Formation: 1780s–1880s 

 Th e formation of unions in the United States actually 

preceded the formation of parties. Philadelphia journey-

men’s societies began to negotiate with master craftsmen 

in the 1780s, even before Hamiltonians and Jeff ersonians 

created the fi rst party system. Yet parties grew faster and 

soon outstripped unions in scope and sophistication. By 

the mid-1880s, the United States had a well-established 

two-party system in which political professionals fused 

local machines into statewide and national coalitions 

to vie for power. Workers were only then beginning to 

construct their fi rst broad-based national union federa-

tion capable of withstanding an economic downturn. 

Th e unequal development of parties and unions over 

this century was crucial: it meant that no matter how 

avidly labor experimented with independent political 

action, workers were never organized well enough to 

match party professionals in the creation of national 

organizations. 

 Nonetheless, workers were politically active in the early 

nineteenth century. Indeed, labor’s fi rst partisan political 

activity can be traced to the Jeff ersonian Democratic-

Republicans, a movement in which New York and Phila-

delphia artisans played a signifi cant role. Yet before the 

1820s, labor’s political activism was limited. It was the 

upsurge of union organization during the economic 

boom of 1824–37 that saw the fi rst great experiments 

with labor-based political activism. During the union 

upsurge of these years, roughly 44,000 workers joined 

unions. Th is unionization led to the fi rst city-wide labor 

federations, a necessary precursor to signifi cant politi-

cal activism. In 1827 Philadelphia tradesmen founded 

the Mechanics’ Union of Trade Associations, through 

which they advocated for a ten-hour workday, argued 

that wealth belonged to those who produced it, and 

demanded equal rights for workers. Th e Philadelphia 

organization inspired the creation of “city central” fed-

erations in 13 other cities by 1836, including New York, 

where the General Trades’ Union included 52 organiza-

tions. Th is organizational impulse eventually led to the 

creation of the National Trades’ Union, a short-lived na-

tional labor federation. 

 As Andrew Jackson was consolidating his Democratic 

Party during these years, workers also turned to politics. 

Jackson found allies among trade unionists in cities like 

New York. But the agitation of the 1820s also produced 

the fi rst instances of independent labor political action 

as the trades helped form “workingmen’s parties” in sev-

eral states. Th e fi rst was launched in New York City in 

1829, where it attracted talented leaders like labor edi-

tor George Henry Evans, reformer Th omas Skidmore, 

and radicals Robert Dale Owen and Fanny Wright. Th e 

workingmen’s parties were short-lived, often succumb-

ing to factionalism or absorption into the emerging two-

party system, but they succeeded in making a number of 

issues—including the demand for free universal public 

education—central to the politics of the Jacksonian era. 

 When the depression of 1837 struck, labor’s thriving 

organizational structures suddenly collapsed. During the 

1840s, unions played an insignifi cant role in mobilizing 

workers, as Whigs and Democrats fought increasingly 

sophisticated campaigns against each other. Instead, the 
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locus of labor activism shifted to the National Reform 

Association, established in 1845, and the “industrial 

congresses” that convened in several states. Th ese initia-

tives helped to put land reform and homesteading on 

the national political agenda but yielded no independent 

political vehicle for workers. Such vehicles would not re-

emerge until after the Civil War. 

 It was the emergence of national trades unions that 

made post–Civil War political action possible. Th e fi rst 

national unions, the National Typographical Union and 

the National Molders’ Union, arose in the 1850s. By the 

1860s, railroad workers, stonecutters, machinists, shoe-

makers, and plumbers had formed unions and begun to 

collect dues and establish strike funds. When the Civil 

War ended in 1865, some 200,000 workers had been 

unionized, and by 1872 at least 30 national trade unions 

had been set up. 

 Th is upsurge allowed labor to revive independent po-

litical action through a national union federation called 

the National Labor Union (NLU), formed in 1866. Th e 

NLU advocated the eventual replacement of waged 

labor by a cooperative commonwealth, the exclusion of 

Chinese contract labor from the United States, and the 

enactment of eight-hour workday laws. In 1868 iron 

molder William Sylvis led the NLU’s eff ort to create a 

national political party to realize this vision. But like the 

workingmen’s parties, the NLU was short-lived. Sylvis’s 

death in 1869, the NLU’s abortive attempt to fi eld a pres-

idential candidate in 1872, and the economic depression 

that struck the next year combined to destroy the NLU. 

 Th e social turbulence unleashed by the depression of 

1873 soon gave rise to several labor-backed political ini-

tiatives. In the space of a few years, three diff erent parties 

were launched around appeals to labor: the Greenback-

Labor Party (1874) advocated currency reform and ap-

pealed to farmers and workers alike; the Socialist Labor 

Party (1877) advocated Marxian socialism and drew sup-

port from European immigrant communities; and the 

Workingmen’s Party of California (1877) campaigned for 

Chinese exclusion. All three parties left a mark: Califor-

nia’s workingmen helped bring about the Chinese Exclu-

sion Act of 1882; the Greenback-Labor Party helped win 

some modifi cations in the nation’s monetary policy and 

sowed the seeds for the later Populist movement; and the 

SLP helped incubate the more popular Socialist Party of 

America (founded in 1901), which would become Amer-

ica’s most successful socialist party. 

 Yet by the 1890s, organized labor began to pull back 

from independent political action. Labor’s reluctance to 

launch its own party became clear in the aftermath of 

a great contest between two divergent union tenden-

cies: one represented by the Noble and Holy Order of 

the Knights of Labor, an inclusive union that organized 

women and men, skilled and unskilled, black and white, 

founded in 1869; the other by the American Federation of 

Labor (AFL), founded in 1886 by a group of skilled craft 

unions, whose members were overwhelmingly white and 

male. Like the NLU, the Knights hoped to supplant the 

wage system with a cooperative commonwealth; its local 

assemblies often engaged in political activity and, in many 

locations, made alliances with Greenbackers and other 

third parties. Indeed, Terence V. Powderly, who served as 

Grand Master Workman of the Knights during its peak 

years of 1879–93, was elected to three terms as mayor 

of Scranton on the Greenback-Labor ticket beginning 

in 1878. Th e AFL, by contrast, favored the organiza-

tion of workers by craft and the improvement of their 

wages, hours, and working conditions through collec-

tive bargaining, strikes, and union control of access to 

jobs. AFL leaders tended to have less faith in political 

action than did most Knights. AFL president Samuel 

Gompers, for one, had experienced fi rsthand the frus-

trations of political action when legislative compromises 

and judicial hostility undermined a multiyear campaign 

by his union, the Cigar Makers International Union, to 

eliminate tenement- house cigar production. Gompers 

believed that workers could not count on the state or 

Social turbulence in the 1870s gave rise to several labor-backed 

political initiatives. Th e Workingmen’s Party of California 

campaigned against Chinese labor immigration, which helped 

bring about the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. (Carl Albert 

Browne, “Regular Ticket Workingmen’s Party California. Th e 

Chinese Must Go! 11th Senatorial District,” 1878, lithograph. 

California Historical Society, FN-30623.)
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political parties to deliver reform, and that only strong 

unions could win lasting gains for workers. 

 As the AFL grew and the Knights declined by the 

1890s, a discernable pattern emerged in organized labor’s 

political practice. Th e range of independent political 

initiatives that characterized labor activism in the 1870s 

gradually gave way to a system of “political collective 

bargaining” in which unions increasingly forsook inde-

pendent political action in favor of pragmatic alliances 

with Democratic or Republican candidates. 

 The Emergence of Political Collective 

Bargaining: 1880s–1932 

 Th e period between the mid-1880s and the late-1890s 

saw decisive shifts in both the national party system and 

the labor movement, the results of which reinforced the 

new pattern in labor’s political activism. If Republicans 

and Democrats competed on a relatively equal footing 

in the 1880s, Republicans achieved a decisive national 

advantage following the election of 1896, in which Wil-

liam McKinley defeated the Democratic-Populist fusion 

ticket headed by William Jennings Bryan. As Republi-

cans consolidated their power, the AFL’s trade unionism 

supplanted the failing Knights of Labor. Th e AFL’s politi-

cal approach soon became labor’s predominant strategy. 

 Th e AFL steered clear of formal alliances with parties. 

Most of its leaders believed that the loyalties of many 

workers were already cemented to the Democratic or 

Republican parties by family tradition, regional or reli-

gious affi  liations. Th ese leaders never believed that work-

ers would unite in a third party and thus resisted the 

two signifi cant third parties that tried to attract workers 

in the years between the 1890s and World War I: the 

People’s (Populist) Party and the Socialist Party of Amer-

ica. Populists tried hard to cultivate ties to labor: the 

Southern Farmers’ Alliance rechristened itself the Na-

tional Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial Union in an ef-

fort to link farmers and workers, and Populists organized 

food shipments from farmers to striking steelworkers 

in Homestead, Pennsylvania, in 1892. Nonetheless, the 

AFL rejected populism. “Party politics, whether they be 

Democratic, Republican, Socialistic, Populistic, Prohi-

bition, or any other shall have no place in the conven-

tions of the American Federation of Labor,” resolved the 

AFL at the height of the Populist agitation. Nor did the 

AFL reconsider during the climactic 1896 election. “Let 

the watchword be: No political party domination over 

the trade unions; no political party infl uence over trade 

union action,” Gompers announced. 

 Th e AFL was equally opposed to an alliance with the 

Socialist Party of America. Although the Socialists built 

a strong following among workers, elected mayors in 

dozens of smaller cities, claimed the support of a signifi -

cant minority of delegates to AFL national conventions, 

and perennially nominated the beloved former railroad 

union leader Eugene V. Debs as a presidential candidate, 

the AFL steadfastly rejected them. 

 AFL nonpartisanship did not mean that the organiza-

tion was nonpolitical. Unlike the syndicalist radicals of 

the IWW, AFL members were active in partisan politics, 

especially on the local level. Rather than allying with one 

party, however, they tended to follow Gompers’s dictum 

that unions should “reward our friends and punish our 

enemies.” Local unions thus tended to engage in political 

collective bargaining in which they helped those politi-

cians who off ered them support on key issues— regardless 

of their party affi  liation. 

 Even the AFL’s nonpartisan approach was fl exible. 

Indeed, in the decade before World War I, the AFL 

slowly revised its nonpartisanship without ever formally 

renouncing it. Th e impetus for this change was the in-

creasing harassment of unions by the courts. In the 

early twentieth century, judicial injunctions became the 

bane of trade unionists. Judges’ orders regularly barred 

unions from picketing and disrupted their boycotts and 

sympathy strikes. In frustration, the AFL drew up a Bill 

of Grievances in 1906 demanding an anti-injunction 

law and other measures. In 1908 the AFL presented its 

demands to both major party conventions. When the 

Democrats and their presidential nominee, again Wil-

liam Jennings Bryan, responded more favorably, the AFL 

inched toward an alliance with the Democrats. Still, im-

portant elements of the AFL’s leadership and member-

ship continued to vote Republican. Given this resistance, 

and Republican William H. Taft’s 1908 election to the 

presidency, the consummation of an alliance between 

the AFL and the Democratic party was postponed until 

Democrat Woodrow Wilson unseated Taft in the 1912 

election. 

 As Wilson took offi  ce, both he and AFL leaders saw 

much to be gained from an alliance. Wilson took the 

advice of Gompers in making appointments to the U.S. 

Commission on Industrial Relations, which recom-

mended reforms in the nation’s labor practices. Wilson 

also signed legislation granting an eight-hour workday 

for the nation’s train crews and labor rights to the na-

tion’s merchant seamen, as well as the Clayton Anti-

Trust Act, which Gompers mistakenly hoped would 
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protect unions from injunctions. By the time Wilson 

ran for reelection in 1916, the AFL unions were actively 

working for him. Indeed, labor’s help was instrumental 

in helping Wilson retain control of the White House in 

that close election. 

 But the Wilson-AFL alliance was itself cut short by 

the fallout from World War I. Th e war initially seemed 

to strengthen the relationship between labor and the 

Democratic Party. Even before the United States declared 

war, the AFL pledged to support Wilson’s war policy. In 

return, the administration created war labor policies that 

encouraged collective bargaining and repressed the So-

cialists and the IWW, the AFL’s chief rivals. With tacit 

federal support, the AFL saw its membership nearly 

double between 1916 and 1919. Yet these gains were fl eet-

ing: once the armistice was declared, federal support was 

withdrawn, and a ferocious anti-union backlash gath-

ered strength. Democrats lost control of Congress in the 

1918 elections—in part due to dissatisfaction with Wil-

son’s wartime labor and economic policies—and unions 

lost a series of strikes in steel, coal, and textiles amid the 

rising fears of the “Red Scare” of 1919. In the 1920 elec-

tions, Republicans regained the White House, leaving 

the AFL-Democratic alliance in disarray. 

 Th e political backlash led to a brief revival of interest 

in independent labor political action. In 1922 a number 

of union leaders formed the Conference for Progressive 

Political Action (CPPA). Th e CPPA claimed credit for 

the defeat of dozens of anti-labor U.S. representatives 

that year, and hoped to launch a national party in 1924. 

But factional diff erences frustrated this vision. Senator 

Robert M. La Follette ran for president as a Progressive 

in 1924, with support from many unions. However, La 

Follette’s defeat and the death of Samuel Gompers after 

the election left labor without a clear political strategy. 

In the 1928 elections, labor divided: Democrat Al Smith 

garnered the support of some union leaders, while oth-

ers, including John L. Lewis, president of the United 

Mine Workers of America (UMW), supported Republi-

can Herbert Hoover. American labor may have distanced 

itself from the independent political initiatives so preva-

lent in the nineteenth century, but labor still lacked a 

coherent political program as the 1920s came to an end. 

It would take a major economic calamity and political 

upheaval for labor to fashion an alternative. 

 The Heyday of the Labor-Democratic Alliance: 1932–72 

 Th e 1932 election of Democrat Franklin D. Roosevelt in 

the midst of the Depression transformed labor’s politics. 

Roosevelt’s election allowed labor and the Democrats to 

rebuild a national political alliance, this time on a more 

solid footing. Labor support for Roosevelt in 1932 had 

not been unanimous; Herbert Hoover still commanded 

the allegiance of William Hutcheson of the Carpenters 

and other Republican-leaning union leaders. But once 

in offi  ce, Roosevelt cultivated ties with labor more as-

siduously than any previous president and his legislative 

programs earned him the enduring loyalty of rank-and-

fi le unionists. Th e Wagner Act of 1935 guaranteed most 

private-sector workers the right to organize, gave the 

National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) the power to 

enforce that right, and compelled employers to recog-

nize unions when the majority of their workers wanted 

to be represented by a union. Th e 1935 Social Security 

Act, which created a national retirement program and 

funded state programs of unemployment insurance and 

aid to dependent children, laid the basis of an Ameri-

can welfare state (and swept away most lingering resis-

tance to state-administered welfare among the nation’s 

unions). Th e Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 fi nally 

banned child labor and created a minimum wage. 

 Th e enactment of such policies not only transformed 

labor’s orientation to national politics and the state, but 

changed the union movement. By 1935 the legal and 

political context for union organizing had improved 

profoundly, forcing to the surface a long-simmering 

disagreement within the AFL between craft unionists 

and industrial unionists over how best to organize in 

this favorable environment. Led by Gompers’s succes-

sor, William Green, craft unionists favored continuing 

the traditional AFL model. But an emerging faction 

led by UMW president Lewis, Sidney Hillman of the 

Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and others called for 

big new industrial unions in each of the nation’s basic 

industries. When the AFL balked at this plan, Lewis and 

allies plunged ahead. In 1935 they formed the Commit-

tee for Industrial Organization, an initiative that soon 

evolved into a rival labor federation: the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (CIO). Th ese unions began 

recruiting thousands of auto, steel, and rubber workers 

in 1936. 

 Although labor was divided on the best method for 

organizing, the movement remained united politically 

behind the eff ort to reelect Roosevelt in 1936. Teamster 

union leader Daniel Tobin, a CIO opponent, helped 

coordinate Roosevelt’s reelection campaign, even as 

the CIO also supported Roosevelt. Indeed, John L. 

Lewis transferred $500,000 from the UMW treasury 
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to Roosevelt’s campaign (the largest single contribu-

tion to a political campaign in that era). In 1936 Lewis 

and Hillman also helped launch Labor’s Non-Partisan 

League in an eff ort to unify labor behind Roosevelt’s 

reelection. George Berry of the AFL’s Printing Press-

men’s union ran the initiative, which raised $1.5 mil-

lion for Roosevelt’s reelection. Developments on the 

left aided the budding labor-Democratic alliance. 

New York labor leaders launched the American Labor 

Party in 1936, nominating Roosevelt as its presidential 

standard-bearer, and thus providing lifelong Socialists 

with a way to vote for Roosevelt without becoming 

Democrats. Meanwhile, the Communist Party of the 

United States, which had vocally opposed Roosevelt’s 

policies before 1935, entered its Popular Front phase and 

encouraged members to support the CIO and New Deal 

initiatives. 

 Roosevelt’s victory over Republican governor Alf 

Landon of Kansas in 1936 seemed to seal the emerging 

alliance between labor and the Democrats on the na-

tional level. Labor played a crucial role in the “New Deal 

political coalition” that emerged in these years. Unions 

proved especially important in mobilizing millions of 

second-generation immigrant urban voters. 

 Yet the national-level labor-Democratic alliance was 

not without tensions, and it was put to the test repeat-

edly in its formative years, 1936–48. While Roosevelt’s 

administration relied on labor support in its confl icts 

with Republicans and conservative Democrats, Roosevelt 

viewed labor as just one component in a broad governing 

coalition. He was reluctant to expend political capital for 

labor. Th us, the president remained neutral during the 

CIO’s failed 1937 “Little Steel” strike even as he asked 

John L. Lewis to support his failed “court-packing” ini-

tiative. Lewis came to mistrust Roosevelt’s intentions and 

later broke with the president on foreign policy. Mean-

while, some anti-Communist trade unionists became 

suspicious of radical infl uences in the CIO and New 

Deal agencies. Still, most labor voters remained Roosevelt 

loyalists, as Lewis learned in 1940. When Lewis unsuc-

cessfully opposed Roosevelt’s election to a third term, 

he was compelled to turn over leadership of the CIO to 

Roosevelt ally Philip Murray of the Steelworkers. 

 American entry into World War II reinforced labor’s 

alliance with Roosevelt while creating new problems for 

that alliance. Both the AFL and the CIO off ered “no 

strike pledges” and cooperated with the war mobiliza-

tion; the administration, in turn, supported unionization 

through the policies of the National War Labor Board. 

Th e union movement emerged from the war larger and 

more powerful. In turn, labor lent its help to Roosevelt’s 

eff ort to win an unprecedented fourth term. In 1944 Sid-

ney Hillman helped launch the CIO’s Political Action 

Committee (arguably the fi rst modern PAC). Th e AFL 

followed suit, creating a PAC called Labor’s League for 

Political Education in 1947. Yet as labor emerged as a key 

organizational component of Roosevelt’s Democratic 

party, it also became a target for political attacks. In 1944 

an invigorated Republican Party ran its best campaign 

against Roosevelt by arguing that labor had too much 

infl uence in his administration. Although Roosevelt pre-

vailed, the results of the vote indicated that Republicans 

and conservative southern Democrats had begun to con-

tain the labor wing of the party. 

 Th e real test of the labor-Democratic alliance, 

though, was whether it could weather three transitions 

that came in rapid succession between 1945 and 1948: 

the elevation of Roosevelt’s successor, Harry S. Truman; 

conversion to a peacetime economy; and the emer-

gence of the cold war. After Roosevelt’s death and the 

end of World War II, a strike wave swept the nation 

as unions fought to make up ground lost to wartime 

infl ation. Many labor leaders felt that President Tru-

man, a moderate Missourian, off ered tepid support to 

labor during this tumultuous period, and they resented 

Truman’s threat to draft railroad strikers into the Army 

during one particularly bitter postwar battle. When Re-

publicans recaptured control of Congress in 1946 and 

passed the anti-union Taft-Hartley Act over Truman’s 

veto in 1947, labor’s dissatisfaction with Truman fl ared. 

Left-wing unionists opted to abandon the Democrats 

and support the Progressive Party candidacy of Henry 

Wallace, a labor ally and a critic of Truman’s emerging 

anti-Communist foreign policy. Most unions, however, 

stuck with Truman. Two factors ensured this. First, 

unions feared that Wallace would divide the Demo-

cratic vote and help elect Republican Th omas E. Dewey, 

a defender of Taft-Hartley. Second, most union leaders 

and members shared Truman’s anti communism stance 

and rejected Wallace’s contention that the Soviet Union 

posed no threat to the United States. Ultimately, the 

AFL and most CIO unions and their members rallied 

behind Truman and helped him defeat Dewey. Th ere 

was much truth in Truman’s often-quoted reaction to 

the surprising election results: “Labor did it.” Labor’s 

support of Truman in 1948 sealed the national-level alli-

ance between unions and the Democratic Party. But the 

alliance exacted a high price: the unions that supported 
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Wallace were expelled from the CIO for alleged Com-

munist domination of their leadership. 

 Th e postwar labor-Democratic alliance was founded 

on the principles of cold war liberalism, the belief that 

the extension of the New Deal and resistance to Soviet 

communism were inseparable. Between 1948 and 1972, 

this shared commitment held the alliance together de-

spite the opposition of southern Democrats, who fought 

unions and liberal social programs, and liberal Repub-

licans, who courted (and occasionally won) union sup-

port, especially on the state or local level. 

 As the postwar Red Scare faded, labor liberalism 

emerged as a fragile juggernaut. Th e AFL and CIO re-

united in 1955 to form the AFL-CIO and created the 

Committee on Political Education (COPE) to channel 

their political activism. COPE soon became a major 

source of political contributions and experienced cam-

paign volunteers. Its support was instrumental in elect-

ing John F. Kennedy in 1960 and lobbying on behalf of 

the social programs of Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. 

Johnson. Th e mid-1960s marked a high point for labor’s 

political infl uence as the AFL-CIO became a powerful 

force in Lyndon Johnson’s Democratic Party. Yet south-

ern Democrats continued to act as a counterweight to la-

bor’s infl uence. Moreover, liberal Democrats, like Walter 

Reuther of the United Automobile Workers, were reluc-

tant to appear to hold too much sway within the party. 

Any threatened labor “takeover” of the party, Reuther 

believed, would instigate a backlash, destroy the party’s 

broad base, and leave labor politically isolated. More-

over, Reuther understood that no union could “deliver” 

its rank and fi le as a unifi ed voting bloc. Indeed, Reuther 

was disturbed to fi nd that a signifi cant minority of his 

union’s white members supported segregationist George 

Wallace’s third-party campaign for the presidency in 

1968. Ever conscious of the limited nature of electoral 

solidarity, unions thus pressed their political agenda 

without trying to control the Democratic Party, occa-

sionally supporting sympathetic Republicans when it 

was advantageous. Overall, labor made important strides 

in the 1960s, including winning local, state, and federal 

policies that allowed government workers to unionize 

(government union membership grew tenfold between 

1955 and 1975). 

 Labor in the Era of Post-Liberal Politics: 1972–2008 

 Before the 1960s ended, the Vietnam War and the civil 

rights movement—both of which labor supported— 

divided the Democratic coalition. Labor lobbyists helped 

pass the Civil Rights Act (1964) and Voting Rights Act 

(1965), but these laws accelerated the mass departure of 

southern whites from the Democratic Party over the 

next 20 years. Nor did labor’s infl uence within the party 

grow as conservatives departed. In part this was due 

to labor’s support of the Vietnam War. Th e staunchly 

anti-Communist AFL-CIO and its president George 

Meany favored U.S. military intervention in Vietnam 

in 1965. However, the disastrous war that resulted trig-

gered a Democratic Party rebellion that brought down 

the Johnson presidency in 1968 and left labor isolated 

from the growing ranks of antiwar Democrats. Tensions 

between the AFL-CIO and advocates of the New Politics 

were exacerbated when the AFL-CIO refused to endorse 

the presidential candidacy of George McGovern in 1972, 

helping to ensure the liberal Democrat’s crushing defeat 

by incumbent Richard M. Nixon. 

 Th e economic crises of the 1970s helped prevent labor-

liberalism from rebounding in that decade as “stagfl a-

tion” (the simultaneous surge of infl ation and unemploy-

ment), plant closings, and declining union membership 

sapped labor’s strength. Although unions and the Demo-

crats revived their alliance in Jimmy Carter’s successful 

1976 campaign, the Carter administration disappointed 

labor. Carter was too concerned about infl ation to back 

the aggressive economic stimulus programs unions de-

sired and was weak in his support for labor law reform. 

Th us, several unions endorsed Senator Edward Kenne-

dy’s unsuccessful primary challenge to Carter in 1980. 

Even though labor reunifi ed behind Carter in the gen-

eral election, many union members voted for Republi-

can Ronald Reagan. 

 Ironically, labor experienced a nadir of its infl uence 

under the administration of the only union leader ever 

to become president (Reagan had once headed the 

Screen Actors Guild). Reagan undercut union power by 

breaking a nationwide strike of air traffi  c controllers, ap-

pointing anti-unionists to the NLRB, and implement-

ing a host of policies inimical to labor. Th e AFL-CIO 

fought back by working to rehabilitate the Democratic 

Party. Labor offi  cials helped redesign the Democratic 

nominating process in 1984 in a way that created un-

elected “ super-delegates”—including union leaders—

who would be empowered to cast votes for the party’s 

presidential nominee. Yet when the AFL-CIO tried to 

exert its infl uence by endorsing of Walter Mondale in 

1984, the former vice president was attacked for being 

the candidate of “special interests.” Mondale won the 

nomination only to be trounced by Reagan in 1984. 
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 Labor’s infl uence slipped further when centrist Demo-

crats created the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) 

in 1985 in an eff ort to distance the party from its labor 

and liberal wings. 

 Th e ascendance of conservative politics forced labor 

to become increasingly adept at political action and to 

search more pragmatically for allies. In 1992 labor helped 

elect Arkansas governor Bill Clinton, a charter member 

of the DLC, to the presidency. Clinton rewarded union 

allies by supporting a higher minimum wage and stricter 

occupational health and safety policies. But he also de-

fi ed labor by signing the North American Free Trade 

Agreement. When Republicans won control of Congress 

in 1994, internal dissatisfaction with labor’s waning in-

fl uence resulted in the fi rst contested election for the 

AFL-CIO presidency in 1995. John Sweeney won that 

election, promising to retool labor’s political operation 

and revive union organizing. 

 Sweeney’s record was mixed during his fi rst ten years 

in offi  ce. Despite their development of increasingly so-

phisticated voter mobilization techniques, unions were 

unable to help the Democrats recapture Congress or help 

Vice President Al Gore defeat Republican George W. 

Bush in the controversial 2000 presidential election. At 

the same time, the share of workers organized continued 

to fall, reaching 13 percent by 2005. Th ese failures con-

tributed to the most signifi cant labor schism since the 

1930s, when fi ve unions, led by the Service Employees 

International Union (SEIU) and the Teamsters, left the 

AFL-CIO in 2005 to form a new federation, Change to 

Win (CTW), promising to shift their emphasis from 

political action to workplace organizing. Such promises 

notwithstanding, CTW unions devoted signifi cant re-

sources to politics. Like the founders of the AFL, CTW 

concluded that it had no choice but to do so. Indeed, 

no union spent more on political action during 2005–8 

than the SEIU. Although they continued to squabble, 

the AFL-CIO and CTW devoted millions of dollars and 

mobilized thousands of volunteers to help Democrats 

recapture Congress in 2006. Unions also played a vital 

role in the victory of Democratic presidential candidate 

Barack Obama in 2008. 

 Th e 2006 congressional victory and Obama’s election 

heartened labor activists. Yet, tellingly, most unions dis-

Unions such as the International Brotherhood of Teamsters join striking writers for a march 

down Hollywood Boulevard. Th e dispute between the Writers Guild of America and 

television producers over future revenue from shows distributed over the Internet and 

other new media started on November 5, 2007, four days after the contract expired 

and negotiations between the WGA and the Alliance of Motion Picture and 

Television Producers stalled. (David McNew/Getty)
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counted predictions of the dawn of a new era of liberal-

ism and labor infl uence amid the economic turmoil of 

2008. A century of labor history since the AFL’s Bill of 

Grievances had taught union leaders to temper their ex-

pectations. Th ey knew that no labor movement had a 

longer history of electoral success. American labor had 

undeniably left its mark on U.S. political development, 

but no labor movement anywhere had found the mo-

bilization of working-class political power to be a more 

Sisyphean task. 

  See also  Democratic Party, 1932–68; interest groups; labor par-

ties; liberalism. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Archer, Robin.  Why Is Th ere No Labor Party in the United States?  

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007. 

 Boyle, Kevin, ed.  Organized Labor in American Politics: Th e 

Labor-Liberal Alliance 1894–1994 . Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 

1998. 

 ———.  Th e UAW and the Heyday of American Liberalism, 

1945–1968 . Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995. 

 Brody, David.  Workers in Industrial America: Essays on the 

Twen ti eth Century Struggle . New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1980. 

 Dawley, Alan.  Class and Community: Th e Industrial Revolution 

in Lynn . Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976. 

 Dubofsky, Melvyn.  Th e State and Labor in Modern America . 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994. 

 Fink, Leon.  Workingmen’s Democracy: Th e Knights of Labor and 

American Politics . Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983. 

 Francia, Peter L.  Th e Future of Organized Labor in American 

Politics.  New York: Columbia University Press, 2006. 

 Greene, Julie.  Pure and Simple Politics: Th e American Federation 

of Labor and Political Activism, 1881–1917 . New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

 Karson, Marc.  Labor Unions and Politics, 1900–1918 . Carbondale: 

University of Southern Illinois Press, 1958. 

 Kazin, Michael.  Barons of Labor: Th e San Francisco Building 

Trades and Union Power in the Progressive Era . Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1987. 

 Laslett, John H. M., and Seymour Martin Lipset, eds.  Failure of 

a Dream? Essays in the History of American Socialism . Revised 

ed. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984. 

 Lichtenstein, Nelson.  State of the Union: A Century of American 

Labor . Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002. 

 Lipset, Seymour Martin.  American Exceptionalism: A Double-

Edged Sword . New York: Norton, 1996. 

 Lowi, Th eodore J. “Why Is Th ere No Socialism in the United 

States? A Federal Analysis.” In  Th e Costs of Federalism , edited 

by Robert T. Golembiewski and Aaron Wildavsky. New 

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books. 

 Marks, Gary.  Unions in Politics: Britain, Germany, and the 

United State in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries . 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989. 

 Mink, Gwendolyn.  Old Labor and New Immigrants in American 

Political Development: Union, Party, and State, 1875–1920 . 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986. 

 Montgomery, David.  Th e Fall of the House of Labor: Th e 

Workplace, the State, and American Labor Activism, 1865–

1925 . New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987. 

 Orren, Karen.  Belated Feudalism: Labor, Law, and Political 

Development in the United States . New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1991. 

 Rock, Howard, Paul A. Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds.  American 

Artisans: Crafting Social Identity, 1750–1850 . Baltimore, 

MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995. 

 Rogin, Michael. “Voluntarism: Th e Political Functions of 

an Antipolitical Doctrine.”  Industrial and Labor Relations 

Review  15, no. 4 (July 1962), 521–35. 

 Schneirov, Richard.  Labor and Urban Politics: Class Confl ict 

and the Origins of Modern Liberalism in Chicago, 1864–97 . 

Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998. 

 Voss, Kim.  Th e Making of American Exceptionalism: Th e Knights 

of Labor and Class Formation in the Nineteenth Century . 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993. 

 Wilentz, Sean.  Chants Democratic: New York City and the Rise 

of the American Working Class, 1788–1850 . New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1984. 

 Zieger, Robert.  Republicans and Labor, 1919–1929.  Lexington: 

University of Kentucky Press, 1969. 

 J O S E P H  A .  M C C A R T I N 

 labor parties 

 Beginning with the Workingmen’s parties of the 1820s 

and 1830s and extending into the New Deal era of the 

1930s and 1940s, American workers repeatedly organized 

independent labor parties to enact reforms that could not 

be won though the unionization of the shop fl oor alone. 

Most of these labor parties survived just a few years be-

fore being co-opted by the two-party system or collapsing 

as a result of internal organizational weakness. And yet, 

while the specifi c platforms and voting constituencies 

varied over time, all labor parties shared a  common goal 
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of reforming the nation’s economy and society to ensure 

labor’s access to the basic rights of American citizenship 

as defi ned by workers themselves: an honest chance for 

upward mobility, a guarantee of basic economic security, 

the preservation of the dignity of labor in an industrial 

economy, and meaningful participation in the demo-

cratic process. Examining the notable examples of labor 

party organization case by case provides a glimpse at the 

changes industrialization brought to both the composi-

tion of the American working class and also to American 

workers’ understanding of the rights inherent in Ameri-

can citizenship. Where, when, and why did labor parties 

emerge? What economic, social, and political reforms 

did these parties champion? 

 The Workingmen’s Parties 

 Th e fi rst labor parties in American history were the Work-

ingmen’s parties that appeared in more than 50 cities 

and towns throughout the mid-Atlantic and Northeast 

during the late 1820s and early 1830s. Th e Workingmen 

 attracted support from the ranks of artisans anxious about 

the downward pressure on wages and the overall threat to 

skilled work posed by the revolutions in transportation, 

commerce, and manufacturing then sweeping through 

the American economy. Events in Philadelphia were typ-

ical. Organized following an unsuccessful strike for the 

ten-hour day, Philadelphia’s building tradesmen formed 

a Workingmen’s Party in 1828 and promptly nominated 

labor-friendly candidates for city and county offi  ces. 

Th eir platform clearly refl ected the economic anxieties 

of the city’s skilled tradesmen and included demands 

for the ten-hour day, a mechanics’ lien law, and prohibi-

tions on the use of inexpensive convict labor. But the 

Workingmen in Philadelphia and elsewhere also lobbied 

for a broad slate of civic reforms designed to ensure for 

themselves the ability to fully participate in nineteenth-

century civic life, including demands for free, universal, 

tax-supported public schools and for improvements in 

such basic public health measures as street cleaning and 

water and sewage works. Th is approach yielded quick 

but ultimately short-lived electoral success. In Philadel-

phia, the Workingmen controlled city government as 

early as 1829, but by 1832, their party had collapsed. Tar-

geted for co-optation by the major parties and dismissed 

as the “Dirty Shirt Party” by self-proclaimed respectable 

 middle- and upper-class voters, the Workingmen’s parties 

everywhere disappeared as rapidly as they emerged, and 

the movement collapsed entirely by the mid-1830s. Th e 

meteoric trajectory of the Workingmen’s movement fore-

shadowed the advantages and diffi  culties awaiting future 

labor parties: they succeeded during times of labor unrest 

and in regions where labor enjoyed strong organizational 

advantages but proved unable to sustain their electoral 

successes when faced with co-optation by the major par-

ties and the hostility of middle- and upper-class voters. 

 Free Labor Ideology, Wage Labor Reality 

 Th e decades between the decline of the Workingmen’s 

parties and the end of the Civil War proved inauspi-

cious for labor party organization. Th is was due in part 

to the consolidation of the two-party system in Ameri-

can politics and its division of working-class voters along 

ethnocultural lines: the Democratic Party appealed to 

working-class immigrants of Irish and German descent; 

the emergent Republican Party attracted support from 

native-born workers. But above all else it was the devel-

opment of what historians have labeled  free labor ideology  
that curbed independent labor politics at midcentury. 

First articulated during the mid-1850s by the fl edgling 

Republicans, free labor ideology emphasized the nobil-

ity of all labor in a free society, favorably juxtaposed the 

North’s labor system with the slave labor regime in the 

South, and maintained that even unskilled industrial 

wage labor could be reconciled with traditional notions 

of the United States as a nation of independent produc-

ers because upward social mobility remained open to 

any suffi  ciently hard-working wage earner. For north-

ern workers, the preservation of the Union thus became 

conjoined with the rhetorical defense of free labor and 

fealty to the Republican Party. All this discouraged the 

formation of independent labor parties, but no ideology 

could long obscure the harsh realities of industrialization 

during the decades following the Civil War. Free labor 

ideology had convinced many in the working class that 

their needs could be met within the two-party system, 

but the harsh realities of work in late-nineteenth-century 

industrial America led many to question that notion. 

Labor parties emerged during the decades following the 

Civil War whenever workers took measure of the dis-

tance between the promises of free labor ideology and 

the realities of wage labor in industrial America. 

 Labor Parties during the Age of Industrialization 

 Th e depth of working-class discontent caused by in-

dustrialization can be gauged by the sheer number of 

labor parties to emerge during the last four decades of 
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the nineteenth century—the heyday of labor party or-

ganization. But the fact that many labor parties emerged 

during these decades demonstrated that not all workers 

embraced the same set of reforms and underscored the 

degree to which industrialization divided the American 

working class along lines of ethnicity and skill. 

 Th e earliest labor parties organized during this era 

grew out of the eight-hour movement of the late 1860s 

and clung to a vision of an America full of native-born, 

independent, republican artisans. Advocates fought to 

limit a legal day’s work to eight hours as a way to ensure 

for workers enough leisure time for the self- improvement 

and education necessary for full republican citizenship, 

a message that appealed directly to northern native-born 

skilled workers worried that industrialization would 

leave no place in the American political economy for 

self- employed artisans. By contrast, other labor party 

organizers embraced the onrush of industrialization and 

appealed directly to immigrant wage earners then fl ood-

ing into America’s factories as unskilled laborers.

Founded in 1877, the Socialist Labor Party (SLP) was 

mainly composed of foreign-born German, Polish, and 

other Eastern European immigrants. Steeped in Marxist 

ideology, SLP organizers welcomed the development of 

a permanent wage-earning working class as the necessary 

precursor to socialism, demanded the “abolition of the 

wages system” and the “industrial emancipation of labor” 

and dismissed the eight-hour movement’s idolization of 

the independent producer. Th ey looked forward to the 

day when class-conscious wage-earners seized the means 

of production from their employers.

A third group of labor party activists argued that—

given the long-standing agrarian discontent with railroads 

and eastern fi nancial institutions—building a success-

ful labor party meant forging an eff ective political coali-

tion with the nation’s disgruntled farmers. Th e National 

Labor Reform Party of 1872 marked an early attempt at a 

national-level alliance of farmers and labor. Its organizers 

tried to balance working-class demands—support for the 

eight-hour day and a national bureau of labor statistics—

with agrarian demands for currency and land reforms.

None of these labor parties achieved much electoral 

success. Th e eight-hour movement inspired only short-

lived state labor parties in 1869 and 1870. Th e doctrinaire 

SLP lasted two decades but experienced success only in 

immigrant-rich cities such as Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and 

Chicago, failed to fi eld a presidential ticket until 1892, 

and never claimed more than a few thousand members. 

Abandoned by workers suspicious of aligning themselves 

with farmers and dominated by agrarian concerns, the 

Labor Reform Party mustered only 18,600 votes in the 

1872 presidential election out of the more than 6 mil-

lion votes cast. A credible third-party farmer-labor alli-

ance remained elusive until the People’s (Populist) Party 

emerged in the early 1890s. 

 Episodes of industrial upheaval allowed late-nine-

teenth-century labor parties to transcend such internal 

divisions, forge eff ective coalitions with nonlabor reform 

movements, and win elections. Unlike the earlier Labor 

Reform Party, the Greenback-Labor Party (1878–88) was 

a farmer-labor coalition that actually enjoyed signifi -

cant working-class support—but only in 1878, when 

the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 remained fresh in the 

minds of working-class voters. Running on a platform 

that included demands for the eight-hour day, manda-

tory safety inspections for mines and factories, restric-

tions on the use of child labor, and a national bureau of 

labor statistics, the Greenback-Labor Party polled better 

than 50 percent throughout eastern coal-mining regions, 

performed well in union strongholds such as Pittsburgh, 

and elected a series of labor-friendly mayors in such me-

dium-sized industrial cities as Scranton, Pennsylvania, 

and Utica, New York. Working-class support quickly 

withered, however, and agrarians dominated the party 

during the 1880s.

Th e rise of the Knights of Labor during the Great 

Upheaval of 1886 provided a second occasion for labor 

party success—this time in over 200 city-level labor par-

ties. In Chicago, the United Labor Party emerged fol-

lowing a crackdown on organized labor that began with 

the infamous May 1886 Haymarket Square incident. 

In Milwaukee, the People’s Party emerged after strik-

ing ironworkers were met with violence. In New York, 

workers joined an eclectic coalition of reformers in sup-

port of the mayoral candidacy of Henry George. Th ese 

local-level labor parties articulated demands designed to 

protect the dignity of working-class life in the nation’s 

industrializing cities: they demanded public ownership 

for transit lines; relief for the urban poor; public works 

programs to reduce unemployment; the establishment 

of public libraries, recreation centers, and parks; and 

improved urban sanitation systems. Enough working-

class voters were drawn to the Milwaukee People’s Party 

to elect a mayor, a congressman, and a handful of state 

assemblymen. Chicago’s United Labor Party appeared 

so strong that Republicans and Democrats fi elded a 
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coalition candidate to defeat it. In New York, Henry 

George fi nished an impressive second in the city’s may-

oral contest, ahead of the young Th eodore Roosevelt, 

then running on the  Republican ticket. Th ese city-level 

parties declined quickly, however, and an eff ort to build 

a national party based on the localized successes of 1886 

proved disastrous. Th e national United Labor Party, for 

example, polled fewer than 5,000 votes during the 1888 

presidential election. 

 Conditions favored independent labor politics during 

the 1890s. Even by the harsh standards of the late nine-

teenth century, nationwide economic depression and in-

dustrial violence meant that these were years of intense 

suff ering for workers. At the same time, moreover, many 

of the diff erences that separated previous labor parties 

had disappeared. Demands for the eight-hour day re-

mained at the top of labor’s agenda, for example, but 

gone was the eight-hour movement’s desire to resurrect 

the era of the skilled republican artisan. By the 1890s, 

industrial wage labor was recognized as an entrenched re-

ality. And socialism, once the domain of the immigrant-

dominated SLP, had become “Americanized” thanks in 

part to the popularity of reform tracts such as Edward 

Bellamy’s  Looking Backward , but also due to workers’ 

own brushes with antilabor repression. Th e emergence 

of the Social Democratic Party (SDP; 1898–1901) clearly 

signaled the homegrown nature of labor radicalism. Led 

by Eugene V. Debs—a charismatic yet previously ob-

scure Midwestern politician transformed by his expe-

riences as a union leader during the early 1890s—the 

SDP argued that socialism in America could be achieved 

using nonviolent, democratic means, but only through 

the organization of an independent labor party. 

 And yet, just as these conditions seemed auspicious 

for labor party success another schism emerged within 

labor’s ranks. Th e American Federation of Labor (AFL) 

became the dominant labor organization during the 

1880s and 1890s by pursuing a strategy of “pure and sim-

ple” unionism: it organized trade unions mostly among 

skilled workers, focused exclusively on workplace de-

mands for better wages and hours, avoided all alliances 

with political radicals, and—after a contentious 1894 

convention—expressly prohibited its membership from 

participating in any labor party eff ort. Th is stance elimi-

nated an important potential source of votes at a critical 

time. Th e ideological struggle between “pure and simple” 

trade unionism and the political socialism of Debs and 

other activists defi ned the labor party argument during 

the Progressive Era. 

 Trade Unionism and Socialism 

during the Progressive Era 

 During the Progressive Era, many middle-class Ameri-

cans embraced an expanded role for the state in order 

to resolve the social and economic problems that ac-

companied industrialization. In this context, the AFL’s 

“pure and simple” trade unionism proved neither illogi-

cal nor infl exible. Th e prohibition against independent 

labor parties continued, but AFL leaders nevertheless 

recognized that Progressive Era expansions in the power 

of government underscored the importance of politics 

to labor’s cause. In 1906 the AFL circulated labor’s “Bill 

of Grievances”—a list of desired reforms—to both the 

Republican and Democratic parties, and quickly forged 

informal political alliances with progressives from both 

parties. 

 Th is alliance between progressives and the AFL was 

facilitated by the fear in both camps that the Socialist 

Party (founded in 1901) would inspire American work-

ers to demand even more radical reforms. Th e domi-

nant labor party during the Progressive Era and also 

the longest-lasting, best-organized, and most successful 

working-class third party in U.S. history, the SP fl atly 

declared that “pure and simple” trade unionism left the 

majority of semiskilled and unskilled workers in mass 

production industries out in the cold. True reform, SP 

organizers argued, required an independent labor party 

encompassing workers of all ethnicities and skill levels. 

“Th e socialist or cooperative system,” these organizers 

declared in a resolution adopted at the SP’s 1901 conven-

tion, “can only be brought about by the independent 

political organization and the united action of the wage 

working class.” To this end, the SP adopted a fl exible 

platform and built a diverse national coalition. SP can-

didates often employed radical rhetoric evocative of the 

earlier Socialist Labor Party, but the party platform advo-

cated a series of incremental reforms including—public 

ownership of the nation’s railroads, mines, oil and gas 

wells, and utility companies; improved hours and wages; 

public works programs to mitigate periods of high un-

employment; and political reforms such as the initiative 

and referendum. Th e ranks of the SP, moreover, included 

not just doctrinaire activists but also coal miners, hard- 

rock miners, radical farmers, and industrial workers of all 

ethnicities and skill levels. Based on this diverse coalition 

and the appeal of its platform, the Socialists achieved a 

string of electoral victories. By 1912—the height of the 

SP’s electoral fortunes—1,200 Socialists held elective of-

fi ce across the country. Seventy-nine socialist mayors had 
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been elected in such cities as Berkeley, California; Butte, 

Montana; Flint, Michigan; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; and 

Schenectady, New York. Eugene Debs—a fi ve-time 

candidate for president under the SP banner—received 

nearly 1 million votes (6 percent) in the 1912 presidential 

election. 

 Th e labor-friendly reforms enacted during the Pro-

gressive Era can be understood within the context of 

this surge in Socialist Party support, but World War I 

brought an abrupt end to the party’s infl uence. Meeting 

the needs of a wartime economy solidifi ed the alliance 

between the AFL and the administration of President 

Woodrow Wilson: workers received better wages and 

working conditions, and the administration received 

assurances that AFL leadership would crack down on 

labor radicalism. Government authorities quickly con-

cluded that the Socialist Party’s antiwar stance and its 

radical critiques of American society jeopardized the war 

eff ort. Th e U.S. Postal Service barred Socialist Party pe-

riodicals from the mail, crippling party organization in 

distant rural areas. Justice Department offi  cials hurt the 

party everywhere else by throwing its leaders in jail and 

disrupting party events. Debs himself was arrested and 

sentenced to ten years in jail following a 1918 antiwar 

speech. By the end of World War I, the Socialist Party 

was in a state of disrepair. 

 Labor Parties after World War I 

 Th e same forces that crushed the Socialist Party, how-

ever, also produced the next surge in labor party orga-

nization. Th e wartime bargain between labor and the 

state enhanced workers’ stature in American society and 

encouraged them to approach the postwar world with a 

sense of anticipation. Having helped the nation fi ght for 

democracy abroad, workers began to demand “industrial 

democracy” at home—a call for workers to have an in-

creased say in the management of industry. But this new 

sense of purpose within labor’s ranks was matched by a 

decidedly conservative turn in domestic politics that not 

only jeopardized labor’s postwar hopes but also threat-

ened to roll back workers’ wartime gains. Labor parties 

emerged to fi ght for the workers’ vision of the postwar 

political economy in the face of this rightward shift in 

American politics. 

 Labor parties surfaced in nearly 50 cities during 1918 

and 1919—an early indication of the vigilance with 

which workers protected their vision for the postwar 

world. In November 1919, at the end of a year in which 

over 4 million workers struck for better wages, shorter 

hours, and industrial democracy, delegates from these 

local-level labor parties met in Chicago to create the 

National Labor Party. In an attempt to capitalize on 

agrarian unrest stemming from the ongoing postwar 

agricultural depression, in mid-1920, organizers re-

christened their eff ort the Farmer-Labor Party and 

wrote arguably the most militant platform in the his-

tory of U.S. labor parties. Proclaiming that “political 

democracy is only an empty phrase without industrial 

democracy,” the 1920 platform explicitly connected la-

bor’s struggles with broader reform currents in Ameri-

can society. Farmer-Laborites called for the eight-hour 

day, the right to organize and bargain collectively, and 

the right to strike; championed government ownership 

of key industries; demanded the repeal of the wartime 

Espionage and Sedition Acts that had crippled the SP; 

reaffi  rmed the rights of free speech and assembly; sup-

ported democratic reforms such as the initiative, refer-

endum, and recall; and demanded a federal department 

of education “to the end that the children of work-

ers . . . may have maximum opportunities of training 

to become unafraid, well-informed citizens of a free 

country.” Th is ambitious platform, though, did not 

spare the Farmer-Labor Party of 1920 from disaster at 

the ballot box. Th e party won just 265,000 votes in the 

presidential election of 1920, the result of reactionary 

postwar politics and yet one more illustration of the 

elusiveness of eff ective farmer-labor alliances. Only in 

Minnesota—a state in which movements among work-

ers and farmers were equally strong—was the farmer-

labor eff ort a lasting success. Th e state-level Minnesota 

Farmer-Labor Party sent elected offi  cials to the state 

legislature, the Minnesota governor’s mansion, and the 

U.S. Congress. 

 The New Deal Era and Beyond 

 Labor party politics changed decisively as a result of the 

Great Depression and the New Deal. Just as the free 

labor ideology of the mid-nineteenth century preempted 

the emergence of labor parties for a generation, the New 

Deal coalition built by Franklin D. Roosevelt curbed 

independent labor politics and channeled labor’s politi-

cal energies into the Democratic Party from the 1930s 

onward. Although revisionist scholars often dismiss la-

bor’s alliance with the Democratic Party since the 1930s 

as a “barren marriage,” in fact this partnership proved a 

productive one: the New Deal guaranteed to working 

Americans the right to organize and collectively bargain 

for higher wages and better conditions, enacted a broad 
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set of economic reforms designed to make working- and 

middle-class life more secure, and—like the free labor 

ideology before it—affi  rmed the dignity of work in 

America by off ering a full-throated rhetorical veneration 

of labor’s place in society. With the advent of the New 

Deal, labor moved closer than ever before to the center 

of American politics. It did so as an appendage of the 

Democratic Party. 

 Th e fortunes of independent labor parties during 

the long New Deal era—from the 1930s through the 

1960s—demonstrates the power of this alliance between 

labor and the Democratic Party. Labor parties did 

emerge during this time, but they ultimately  contrib-
uted  to the hold that the Democratic Party and the New 

Deal came to have on working-class voters. A series of 

grassroots labor parties, for example, sprung up during 

1934 and 1935 in cities hit hard by the Great Depression 

and labor unrest. Each of these parties demanded work-

ers’ right to unionize and each pleaded for economic 

relief. But in so doing, they underscored the enormity 

of the economic problems caused by the Depression, 

drove Roosevelt’s New Deal to the left, and therefore 

helped to cement the New Deal–labor alliance. Th e 

history of the one major independent labor party to 

emerge during the New Deal era—New York’s Ameri-

can Labor Party (ALP; 1936–56)—is emblematic of the 

fate of labor parties during these decades. Composed of 

left-wing activists, radical unionists, African Americans, 

Hispanics, and Italian Americans, the ALP was created 

in July 1936 expressly as a way for Socialists and other 

radicals to cast a ballot  supporting  Franklin Roosevelt’s 

reelection. Although the ALP platform included specifi c 

demands for the municipal ownership of utilities and 

price controls for key food commodities, in eff ect, the 

party off ered a blanket endorsement of the New Deal. 

Roosevelt gave the ALP his tacit blessing and in 1936, he 

received 275,000 on the party’s ballot line. Th e ALP was 

in this sense not an independent labor party. Its electoral 

success depended in large part on its support for the 

Democrats’ New Deal. 

 During the late 1940s, ALP activists—dismayed by 

what they considered to be President Harry Truman’s 

abandonment of the liberal housing, health care, educa-

tion, and social security programs called for by Roosevelt 

in his 1944 “economic bill of rights”—attempted to orga-

nize a new national labor party. But this independent ef-

fort only showcased the continuing strength of the New 

Deal–labor alliance. When the ALP supported Henry A. 

Wallace’s third-party challenge to Truman in 1948, both 

the AFL and the Congress of Industrial Organizations 

sanctioned neither Wallace’s candidacy nor the calls for 

an independent labor party—a clear indication that or-

ganized labor believed that the reelection of New Deal–

style Democrats must not be jeopardized by third-party 

activity. Given Wallace’s anemic showing, the collapse 

of the ALP shortly thereafter, and the lack of signifi cant 

labor parties since, it appears that working-class vot-

ers received the message. Th e election of 1948 arguably 

marked the end of independent labor party politics for a 

generation. Only with the waning of the New Deal order 

and the rise of the New Right during the 1980s and 1990s 

did labor activists begin to question their alliance with 

the Democratic Party and revisit the idea of independent 

labor politics. A new generation of labor party activists 

did emerge during the mid-1990s to argue that centrist 

Democrats had abandoned workers and that a new labor 

party eff ort was needed to push for issues such as the 

living wage, universal health care, and environmental 

protection. But these labor party advocates ultimately 

balked when it came to running candidates, a testament 

to their own acknowledgement of the dim outlook for 

independent labor politics at the end of the twentieth 

century. 

 The Labor Party: An Enduring but Elusive Goal 

 In every era, the emergence of independent labor par-

ties refl ected the desire among workers to win not just 

better wages and working conditions but also a broader 

set of reforms designed to ensure access to the full ben-

efi ts of American citizenship. But while a distinguish-

ing feature of the labor party impulse, this pursuit of 

reform outside of the workplace paradoxically hindered 

labor party success. During much of the nineteenth 

century, labor party activists articulated wildly diff er-

ent visions of what kind of laborer belonged in a labor 

party; this refl ected the heterogeneity of the working 

class and made political consensus elusive. At other 

times, the pursuit of broad reforms made labor parties 

readily susceptible to co-optation by the major parties, 

particularly when the parties made direct overtures to 

labor in the form of free labor ideology and New Deal 

liberalism. 

  See also  Greenback-Labor Party; labor movement and politics; 

populism; socialism. 
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 K E V I N  P O W E R S 

 Latinos and politics 

 Th e term Latino refers broadly and inclusively to that 

portion of the U.S. population that traces its heritage 

to the Spanish-speaking countries of the Caribbean and 

Latin America. Th e currency of the term points to the re-

cent realization that the increase of the U.S.-Latino pop-

ulation, along with its dispersal throughout the country, 

has transformed Latinos into a signifi cant  national  popu-

lation group. It also suggests that Latinos have amassed 

visible political infl uence in the United States. Th ey con-

stitute key voting blocs in the southwestern states as well 

as in Florida, New York, and Illinois. Latinos are gen-

erally well represented in these state legislatures. Latino 

mayors have led the major cities of Los Angeles, Denver, 

San Antonio, and Miami. At the national level, both the 

Democratic and Republican parties have become acutely 

aware that Latinos may hold the key to a majority of 

the 270 electoral votes needed to win the presidency. Ac-

cordingly, recent administrations have included at least 

two high-profi le cabinet-level Hispanic appointments. 

Th us the phrase “Latinos and politics” has a contempo-

rary ring. 

 But such a view is quite ahistorical. Th e notable pres-

ence of Latinos  as U.S. citizens  dates back to the mid-

nineteenth century. An expanding United States, imbued 

with the spirit of Manifest Destiny, warred with Mexico 

(1846–47), and acquired the northern half of its terri-

tory. Half a century later, after the Spanish-American 

War (1898), the United States acquired Puerto Rico (and 

the Philippines). Along with the territorial acquisitions 

came long-established Latino populations. Th ese popu-

lations were accorded citizenship rights, however tenta-

tive and restricted in practice. 

 Th is “early” experience of Latino political incorpora-

tion is a neglected subject in U.S. political history, but 

it off ers a much-needed perspective on current aff airs. 

One learns, for example, that fears about “Latinization” 

and calls for “Americanization” have a long and promi-

nent place in discussions about Latinos in the United 

States. In short, one cannot “remember the Alamo” or 

the Maine, for that matter, and simultaneously think of 

Latinos as a recent presence. 

 Th e phrase “Latino politics” may be misleading if it 

implies unity among the various national-origin group-

ings that make up the category “Latino.” Signifi cant 

social and political diff erences distinguish the three larg-

est and oldest subpopulations: Mexicans (64 percent 

of all Latinos), Puerto Ricans (9 percent), and Cubans 

(3.4 percent). Moreover, any putative pan-ethnic iden-

tity remains geographically fragmented along distinct 

national origin lines, with Mexican Americans concen-

trated in the Southwest, Puerto Ricans in the Northeast, 

and Cubans in south Florida. Where they comingle, 

as in New York City, Chicago, or Houston, there is as 

much tension as solidarity. In fact, the identifi er “Latino” 

may derive its coherence mainly from the perspective of 

English-speaking non-Latinos. 

 Th is article focuses on the three main Latino subpop-

ulations—Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans—and 

describes the manner in which they have become active 

U.S. citizens. Each group has become part of American 

society at diff erent times and in diff erent ways. 
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 Mexican Americans 

 1850–1910: The Experience of Annexation 

 A comprehensive historical assessment of the Mexican-

American experience must deal with the Mexican-

 American War (1845–47) and the resulting annexation 

of the northern half of Mexico. An estimated 100,000 

Mexicans resided in the annexed territories, with the core 

settled along the length of the Rio Grande. Although the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 was intended to 

secure the citizenship and property rights of the former 

Mexican citizens in the new order, regional history for 

the next 50 years was dominated by confl ict around these 

two sets of rights. 

 Th e fi rst major question involved the exercise of 

American citizenship by the vanquished Mexicans. In 

both Texas and California, their right to vote was tenta-

tive and subject to local review. Some members of the 

Mexican landed elite remained active in the politics of 

the new states, such as Jose Antonio Navarro of San An-

tonio, J. T. Canales of Brownsville, Texas, and Romualdo 

Pacheco from Santa Barbara, California. Yet even the 

elite could be subjected to humiliating restrictions, as in 

the case of Manuel Dominguez of Los Angeles, who in 

1857 was prevented from testifying in court because of 

his “Indianness.” Dominguez had been a delegate to the 

California Constitutional Convention of 1849. 

 Th e most telling mechanism of control was the status 

of New Mexico. Although it had suffi  cient population to 

have merited statehood along with California in 1850, New 

Mexico was not admitted into the Union until 1912. For 

64 years after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hi-

dalgo, New Mexico remained a territory whose governor 

was appointed by the president and whose territorial legis-

lature could be overridden by the U.S. Congress. As far as 

Congress was concerned, the statehood matter was inextri-

cably tied with “uplifting” and “Americanizing” the Mexi-

can American citizenry. In the territorial politics of New 

Mexico, this statehood issue, along with the land question, 

dominated the discourse of the day. Th e conscious shift in 

the 1870s from a Mexican identity to a “Hispano” identity 

that emphasized European origins was a reframing maneu-

ver that refl ected the campaign for statehood and eff ective 

citizenship by the Mexican American citizenry. 

 Th e next area of tension in the Southwest involved 

the question of land ownership. Within a generation, 

most of the better lands changed hands from Mexican 

owners to “American” ones through distressed sales or 

outright seizure. Much displacement came about as a 

result of railroad-induced modernization in the 1870s 

and 1880s. Such modernization generally increased pres-

sure on traditional subsistence farmers and ranchers in 

densely settled Mexican communities. Th e result was a 

number of “wars”—the El Paso Salt Wars of 1877, the 

“white cap” (  gorras blancas ) movement of the 1880s in 

northern New Mexico, and an explosion in 1915–16 in 

deep South Texas. All refl ected the confl ict between 

“prodevelopment” interests, usually newcomers, and 

“antidevelopment” old timers, of whom Mexicans were 

a major component. As the old Spanish-Mexican elite 

of the annexed territories lost their land base, they also 

lost whatever political infl uence they had retained in the 

new American order. Partial exceptions existed in a few 

counties in northern New Mexico and along the Texas-

Mexican border. 

 1910–45: Political Incorporation through Segregation 

 When Mexican immigrants repopulated the Southwest 

and expanded their old settlements in the early twenti-

eth century, labor-intensive commercial agriculture had 

already swept aside the centuries-old Mexican class order 

based on ranching. Now most Mexicans in the region—

descendants of the original settlers as well as recent 

immigrants—constituted the critical farm labor force for 

an “agricultural revolution.” In the 1920s, the sharp in-

crease in the Mexican population sparked a contentious 

debate in Congress and in the region about the “Mexi-

can problem.” In general, Mexicans were seen as another 

race problem to be handled in much the same way as 

the African American was handled, through segregation-

ist policies and institutions. Th e U.S. Census designa-

tion of the Mexican-origin population as “other race” in 

1930 refl ected the racial attitudes of this time. Th e Great 

Depression, which led social service agencies and law en-

forcement offi  cers to organize “voluntary” repatriations, 

settled the “Mexican problem” temporarily. An estimated 

400,000 Mexicans and Mexican Americans—one-fi fth 

of the Mexican population in the country—were repatri-

ated during the 1930s. 

 New Mexico, fi nally granted statehood in 1912, re-

mained an exception to the regional pattern of de jure 

segregation and political exclusion. Th e presence of a 

landed elite and merchant class acted to contain such 

exclusion and separation. Th eir political representatives 

also pressed their claims to a Hispanic-European iden-

tity. Dennis Chavez, elected to the House of Representa-

tives (1930–34) and later to the Senate (1935–62), came 
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from such a background and was the fi rst Latino senator 

in the history of the country. 

 Outside of New Mexico, however, the politics of the 

Mexican American community was framed by its po-

sition as a segregated farm-working class. Addressing 

working-class issues were mutual aid societies ( mutual-
istas ) and fl edging labor unions. Th e latter, in particular, 

were the source of much political activism, as evident 

in major agricultural strikes in California in the 1930s, 

the pecan shellers strike of the same period in Texas, and 

mining strikes in Arizona and New Mexico in the 1940s. 

Emma Tenayuca of San Antonio, known for her fi ery 

speeches, was perhaps the most prominent labor orga-

nizer of the period. 

 Th e small but aspiring middle class, many of them 

World War I veterans, was more concerned with segrega-

tion than with labor issues. In Texas and later throughout 

the Southwest, they organized themselves as the League 

of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) in the late 

1920s and early 1930s. LULAC was a civic organization 

dedicated to making its members into “the best and 

purest” American citizens. Th e organization distanced 

itself from militant labor and immigrant organizations; 

in fact, it often denounced strikes and supported repa-

triation. LULAC members claimed to be Caucasian, and 

this was the basis for their legal argument in several court 

challenges to segregation. (LULAC would change its po-

sition on these issues in the early 1950s.) Another organi-

zation similar in orientation was the Mexican American 

Movement in Los Angeles of the 1940s. Such groups re-

fl ected emerging class and citizenship divisions within 

the Mexican community in the United States. 

 World War II broke the grip of growers on their 

Mexican American labor force, which either entered the 

armed forces or went to work in defense plants. An esti-

mated 500,000 Mexican Americans performed military 

service. After their service, most did not return to the 

fi elds but moved to nearby cities. Th e primary political 

arena for negotiating Anglo-Mexican relations now be-

came urban areas. 

 1945–75: Challenging Segregation 

 As a result of their service during World War II, return-

ing Mexican American veterans mobilized to demand 

fi rst-class citizenship. Various patriotic groups formed 

to challenge segregation. Th e most notable of these was 

the American GI Forum, which spread rapidly from 

Texas throughout the Southwest and Midwest after it 

challenged a funeral home that had refused to handle 

the body of a decorated Mexican American veteran. In 

California, the Community Services Organization also 

began to challenge segregation aggressively in courts and 

in local urban politics. 

 Due to pressure from this World War II and the Ko-

rean War generation, most city facilities in the Southwest 

were offi  cially desegregated in the 1950s. In electoral pol-

itics, this veteran-driven generation would make impor-

tant breakthroughs. Raymond Telles was elected mayor 

of El Paso in 1957. Elected to Congress was Henry B. 

Gonzalez of San Antonio (1961–99) and Edward Roybal 

of Los Angeles (1963–93). Representing New Mexico was 

the second Latino senator in U.S. history, Joseph Mon-

toya (1964–77). 

 Th e high watermark of this veteran-driven political 

movement came with the “Viva Kennedy” campaign of 

1960 that focused on Mexican American voters. Its great 

success was the fi rst indication that Mexican Americans 

might become important players in national elections. 

Concretely, the campaign provided the impetus for the 

creation of two activist political organizations: the Po-

litical Association of Spanish-Speaking Organizations 

(PASSO) in Texas and the Mexican American Political 

Association (MAPA) in California. 

 In the 1960s, farm worker strikes in California and 

Texas in 1965–66 set off  organizing energies that quickly 

reverberated throughout the Southwest and the Midwest. 

Inspired by the black civil rights movement, youthful ac-

tivists took the pejorative lower-class labels of  Chicano  

and  Chicana  and transformed them into powerful po-

litical identities. Th e Chicano movement scored a few 

notable successes. It won a handful of rural county and 

town governments in Texas (under the banner of La Raza 

Unida Party), fueled a land-grant reclamation movement 

in New Mexico, secured labor rights for farm workers 

in California, and opened up universities throughout 

the region to Chicano youth. Th e movement also set 

the stage for considerable reform, both nationally and 

locally. It left its imprint in the creation of new advocacy 

organizations: the Mexican American Legal Defense and 

Educational Fund (MALDEF), the Southwest Voter Reg-

istration and Education Project (SVREP), Communities 

Organized for Public Services (COPS), and the National 

Council of La Raza (NCLR). Th rough a combination of 

lobbying eff orts, legal pressure, and voter mobilization 

campaigns, these organizations laid the groundwork for 

the full political inclusion of Mexican Americans. 
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 1976–Present: The Rise of a Political Elite 

 Since the mid-1970s, Mexican Americans have played 

key political roles in all southwestern states and in several 

urban areas outside the region. Th e growth in Mexican 

American political participation in the Southwest has 

been dramatic: between 1976 and 1988, the number of 

Latino registered voters doubled to more than 3 million, 

while the number of Latino elected offi  cials also doubled 

to more than 3,000. Th e watershed elections of Henry 

Cisneros as mayor of San Antonio (1981–89), of Federico 

Peña as mayor of Denver (1983–91), of Gloria Molina as 

Los Angeles city councilwoman (1987–1991) and later as 

county supervisor (1991–present), as well as the guber-

natorial elections of Jerry Apodaca (1975–79) and Tony 

Anaya (1983–87) in New Mexico, signifi ed an exponen-

tial increase in political representation for the Mexican 

American community. 

 Th e makeup of state legislatures has also refl ected 

this newfound infl uence. In Texas, since the late 1990s, 

at least 30 of the 150 representatives in the lower cham-

ber and 7 of 31 senators in the upper have belonged to a 

Mexican American caucus. In California, in spite of an 

anti-Latino climate—or perhaps because of it—Mexican 

Americans in 1996 gained 13 seats in the 80-member 

state assembly, making Cruz Bustamante the fi rst Latino 

speaker of the lower house. Since then, Bustamante has 

been followed in that offi  ce by Marco Antonio Firebaugh 

and Fabian Nuñez. 

 Despite the Democratic leanings of most Mexican 

Americans, the Republican Party has attempted to make 

inroads with appeals to “family values” and business de-

velopment. Th e result has been a sporadic competition 

between the two parties for the Mexican American vote. 

President George H. W. Bush’s appointment of Lauro 

Cavazos as secretary of education (1988–90) and Manuel 

Lujan as secretary of the interior (1989–93) represented 

a serious bid to enlist Mexican Americans in the Re-

publican fold. Th e Democratic Party response was seen 

in President Bill Clinton’s appointments of Henry Cis-

neros as secretary of housing and urban development 

(1993–97), of Federico Peña as secretary of transporta-

tion (1993–97) and later as secretary of energy (1997–98), 

and of Congressman Bill Richardson of New Mexico 

as United Nations ambassador (1997–98) and later as 

secretary of energy (1998–2001). Attorney General Al-

berto Gonzalez (2005–07) was appointed by President 

George W. Bush. Th ese appointments suggest that Mex-

ican American representation at the highest levels have 

become institutionalized in partisan politics. 

 Puerto Ricans 

 1898–1945: Annexation without Incorporation 

 Th e Puerto Ricans’ path to U.S. citizenship has also in-

volved the experience of annexation and migration. In 

some aspects, their experience mirrors that of the New 

Mexicans. In 1898, as a result of the Spanish-American 

War, Spain ceded Puerto Rico and the Philippines to 

the United States in the Treaty of Paris. In 1900 the 

U.S. Congress passed the Foraker Act to set up civil 

government in Puerto Rico, following the territorial 

model of New Mexico. From 1900 to 1948, the gov-

ernor of Puerto Rico was appointed by the president 

of the United States, and any bill passed by the Puerto 

Rican legislature was subject to review and veto by the 

U.S. Congress. In 1917 the Jones Act granted Puerto 

Ricans U.S. citizenship, but the U.S. Supreme Court 

ruled, the following year, that the Jones Act did not ex-

tend the full protection of the Constitution to Puerto 

Ricans and that Puerto Rico was an “unincorporated” 

territory belonging to—but not forming part of—the 

United States. 

 Th is limbo status shaped Puerto Rican politics much 

as it had earlier shaped New Mexican politics. Th e 

Puerto Rican elite chafed under U.S. rule and protested 

the island’s lack of political autonomy. Th e substitution 

of English for Spanish as the language of instruction, for 

example, was a subject of great controversy. Unwilling to 

accept the colonialism represented by the Foraker Act, 

the elite organized new political parties based on alterna-

tive solutions to the problem of its colonial status. Th e 

Republican Party campaigned for eventual statehood, 

while the Unionist Party proposed greater autonomy 

and eventual independence. Th e names and makeup of 

the main political parties would change over the next 

50 years, but a constant question was a party’s position 

on independence or statehood. 

 As U.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans were not subject to 

immigration controls and could visit or stay on the 

mainland at will. Th e immigration restrictions of 1924 

aimed at southern and eastern Europeans sparked the 

fi rst notable wave of Puerto Rican migrants to the main-

land. In New York City, tensions between Puerto Rican 

migrants and older Jewish residents erupted in “Harlem 

riots” in 1926. Protection for the growing Puerto Rican 

 colonias  in New York City came from the Porto Rican 

Brotherhood of America, a mutual aid and political or-

ganization, which evolved in the 1930s into a federation 

of neighborhood and hometown groups: La Liga Puer-

torriqueña e Hispana. 
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 For the incoming migrants, neighborhood and home-

town groups were the links to both local New York 

politics and island politics. Given the circular migration 

between island and mainland, events in Puerto Rico 

heavily infl uenced the politics of the migrants. In 1937, 

for example, over 10,000 Puerto Ricans assembled in 

Central Park to protest a massacre in Ponce, where police 

had killed and wounded hundreds of nationalists who 

had gathered for a rally and march. 

 1945–75: Migration to the Mainland 

 Th e immediate post–World War II period was marked 

by political and economic upheaval. On the political 

front, the status question became increasingly violent, 

as  independentistas  and the colonial government en-

gaged in armed attacks and reprisals. Under pressure 

to resolve the issue, the U.S. Congress passed legisla-

tion in 1947 and 1950 allowing Puerto Ricans to elect 

their own governor and to draft their own constitution 

within the colonial framework. Th is lent support to 

the fi rst elected governor of Puerto Rico, Luis Muñoz 

Marin, who had advocated a third, middle-of-the-road 

option between independence and statehood—that of 

commonwealth status. Th e response of  independentistas  
to these actions came in the form of an uprising on 

the island and an attempted assassination of President 

Harry S. Truman in Washington, D.C., in October 1950. 

In 1954 four nationalists opened fi re inside the U.S. 

House of Representatives, wounding fi ve congressmen. 

In response to such actions, the U.S. and Puerto Rican 

governments carried out a severe repression of the na-

tionalist movement. Since then, the statehood option 

has emerged as the primary alternative to common-

wealth status. 

 On the economic front, the island government, in an 

eff ort to deal with serious chronic unemployment, began 

to encourage migration to the mainland, opening a Mi-

gration Division Bureau in New York City to facilitate 

the work and adjustment experience of migrants. Th e 

Puerto Rican population on the mainland rose from 

70,000 in 1940 to 900,000 in 1960. An estimated one-

third of the island’s population had migrated to the 

mainland by 1960. 

 In the 1950s, the political orientation of Puerto Ricans 

on the mainland was still focused on the island, a refl ec-

tion of a belief that they would eventually return. None-

theless, Puerto Ricans gradually began to focus more 

on mainland politics as opposed to island concerns. 

Th is nuanced shift became evident in the organiza-

tions that emerged in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Th e 

Puerto Rican Forum, modeled after the NAACP and 

the American Jewish Committee, aimed to become the 

power broker for the Puerto Rican community, challeng-

ing the domination of the Migration Division Bureau. 

Th e main objective of the Puerto Rican Association for 

Community Aff airs (PRACA) was the development of 

a grassroots leadership for the statewide Puerto Rican 

community. ASPIRA was organized in 1961 to encour-

age and assist in the educational advancement of Puerto 

Rican youth. Th ese three organizations were among the 

most infl uential in the city. By 1965 New York offi  ce-

holders included a Puerto Rican city councilman, a jus-

tice of the civil court, a state senator, and three state 

assemblymen. 

 Th e late 1960s witnessed the emergence of a Nuyo-

riqueño identity among the second-generation Puerto 

Rican youth. In struggles that paralleled those of the Af-

rican American and the Chicano, organizations ranging 

from the Young Lords to the Puerto Rican Legal Defense 

and Education Fund sprang up to call attention to the 

needs of the Puerto Rican community in New York and 

Chicago. Such organizations successfully pressured city 

government, hospital boards, school boards, and univer-

sities to increase representation and service. 

 Since 1976: The Rise of a Mainland Citizenry 

 Th e migration from the island and the growth of second- 

and third-generation Nuyorqueños (and Nu-ingleses, or 

Puerto Rican New Englanders) gradually shifted the 

locus of power from the island to the mainland. By 1980, 

counting second and third generations, the Puerto Rican 

population on the mainland had doubled to slightly 

more than 2 million. Th e number living in New York 

City was 860,000. Th eir politicization laid the ground-

work in the 1970s and 1980s for the election of several 

city offi  cials and as many as two state senators and fi ve 

assemblypersons in the state legislature. Since the 1970s, 

the congressional representative from the south Bronx 

has been Puerto Rican. Herman Badillo was the fi rst 

(1971–77), followed by Robert Garcia (1978–90), and 

José Serrano (1990–present). Since 1993 Congresswoman 

Nydia Velázquez has represented a district encompass-

ing parts of Brooklyn and Queens. Congressman Luis 

Gutiérrez, representing Chicago’s Fourth Congressional 

District, has also been in the House of Representatives 

since 1993. Th e three congressional representatives not 

only speak for their various districts but also concern 

themselves with the needs of the island. 
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 Th us, the political interests of the commonwealth are 

now served and protected by Puerto Rican political par-

ticipation and representation on the mainland. Puerto 

Rico has no electoral votes and thus has no real say in 

presidential elections; on the other hand, the northeastern 

states where mainland Puerto Ricans are concentrated—

New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and 

Massachusetts—represent a critical electoral bloc. Like-

wise, Puerto Rico is represented in Congress by a non-

voting commissioner, while the mainland communities 

have three congressional representatives. 

 During the 1960s, many political activists believed 

that the problems of the mainland Puerto Rican com-

munity would be resolved once the island was granted 

independence. Today some believe that these problems 

will disappear once the island is granted statehood. 

Since 1967, however, a majority of island Puerto Ricans 

has consistently chosen commonwealth status over the 

options of statehood and independence in a series of ref-

erenda. Th e status of Puerto Rico remains a recurring 

issue in party politics on the island. 

 Ironically, mainland Puerto Ricans may have more say 

about the future status of Puerto Rico than those on the 

island. In 2008 the stateside population was estimated 

to equal the island population of 4 million. It is clear 

that the second and third generations have become a 

permanent mainland citizenry. Th e island’s future will 

be shaped within the context of American mainland 

politics. 

 Cuban Americans 

 1959–79: The Formation of an Exile Community 

 Except for the cigar-making community of Ybor, Flor-

ida, and a community of exiles and merchants in New 

York and New Orleans, there was no signifi cant Cuban 

presence in the United States until the 1959 revolu-

tion of Fidel Castro. Th e fi rst wave of about 200,000, 

mainly Cuba’s upper classes, took place in 1959–62. Th ey 

were granted refugee status and allowed to enter the 

country without the restrictions imposed on other 

groups. A program was implemented to assist in their re-

settlement and economic adjustment. Th is wave has been 

called the “Golden Exile” because its refugees have been 

so economically successful in their adopted country. 

A second wave of about 260,000, representing the middle 

sectors of Cuban society, came to the United States dur-

ing the “freedom fl ights” of 1965–73. Finally, the Mariel 

boatlift of 1980 added another 125,000 refugees from a 

cross-section of Cuban society. Since then, the United 

States has admitted approximately 20,000 Cubans annu-

ally through a regularized immigration process. Cubans 

who do not follow this process and who are intercepted 

in open water are returned to Cuba, while those who 

touch land are accepted as refugees. Th is is known as the 

“wet feet, dry feet” policy. At the close of the twentieth 

century, there were approximately 1.2 million persons of 

Cuban origin in the country. Th e great majority, some 

65 percent, live in southern Florida. 

 Th e 1960s were dominated by the many exile politi-

cal organizations concentrated in Miami. By the end of 

1963, there were at least four diff erent “provisional gov-

ernments” and many more paramilitary organizations. 

Th ese militants, trained by the CIA, limited their actions 

to Cuba in a barely disguised “secret war.” But in the 

1970s, they expanded their targets to include those in 

the exile community who disagreed with their goal of 

overthrowing Castro. Between 1973 and 1976, more than 

100 bombs exploded in the Miami area alone. Th e FBI 

nicknamed Miami “the terrorist capital” of the country. 

Organized crime, especially in drug traffi  cking, was said 

to involve those with CIA connections. Th ree of the Wa-

tergate burglars were Cuban exiles with CIA ties. 

 Th e persistence of an anti-Castro exile ideology is an 

important part of Cuban American politics. Th e desire to 

recover the homeland has been the focus of much politi-

cal discourse and the source of most mobilization in the 

Cuban American community. Th is primacy of homeland 

issues explains the preference for the Republican Party, 

which is seen as more staunchly anti-Communist than 

the Democratic Party. But young Cuban Americans have 

begun to split their votes more equally. 

 Since 1980: Becoming Cuban American 

 If the Viva Kennedy campaign of 1960 was the clarion call 

for Mexican Americans, the campaign of Ronald Rea-

gan in 1980 played a similar role for Cuban Americans. 

Until then, many Cubans had been slow to naturalize 

as U.S. citizens and register to vote. Reagan’s candidacy, 

however, made participation in the U.S. electoral system 

consistent with the exile agenda of recovering the home-

land. Reagan promised a hard line and even possible 

overthrow of Castro. Becoming U.S. citizens and voting, 

far from being an indication of political assimilation, was 

actually a strategy for advancing the exile agenda. In 1980 

and 1984 Miami Cubans voted for Reagan by an over-

whelming 90 percent. 

 Reagan’s candidacy and election dramatically in-

creased the participation of Cuban Americans in U.S. 
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politics. Rather than continue to direct their energies to 

paramilitary activities, in 1981 the exile leadership cre-

ated the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) 

and a Free Cuba political action committee to help the 

Reagan administration and Congress formulate foreign 

policy toward Cuba. CANF was the principal lobbyist 

for Radio Martí and later TV Martí, as well as for suc-

cessive measures to tighten the embargo. 

 Th us, Cubans became infl uential players in domestic 

U.S. politics because of their intense interest in shaping 

policy toward Cuba. In 1976 they only comprised 8 per-

cent of registered voters in Dade County. By 1983 they 

made up 20 percent of registered voters, and their high 

turnout made them a critical swing vote in Florida elec-

tions. Since 1996 Cuban Americans have been the larg-

est voting bloc (over 40 percent) in Dade County. Th is 

produced a boom in the number of Cubans in elected 

positions at all levels of government. By the late 1980s, 

the mayor, city manager, and county manager of Miami-

Dade were all Cubans. By the early 1990s, Cubans held 

seven seats in the Florida House of Representatives and 

three in the Florida Senate. Two émigrés, Ileana Ros-

Lehtinen and Lincoln Diaz-Balarat, and U.S.-born 

Mario Diaz-Balarat had been elected to Congress. Mel 

Martinez, formerly Housing and Urban Development 

secretary in the George W. Bush administration, was 

elected as U.S. senator in 2005. Carlos Gutierrez served 

as secretary of commerce (2005–08) in the Bush admin-

istration. Th e acquisition of such political infl uence by 

fi rst-generation immigrants is unprecedented in Ameri-

can history. 

 Th e passage of time has reduced the proportion of early 

exiles among the Cuban community in the United States. 

While they comprised two-thirds of the Cuban-origin pop-

ulation in 1970, by the end of the century, they accounted for 

less than a third of the Cuban American community. Gen-

erational diff erences have begun to appear, with the U.S.-

born second generation more likely to favor a diplomatic 

solution to the problems in Cuba rather than continued 

military or economic aggression. Some Cuban Americans 

have joined pan-Latino organizations such as LULAC, an 

indication of an emerging ethnic identity. New organiza-

tions such as the National Coalition of Cuban Americans 

are focused on voting rights, employment, housing, edu-

cation, and other domestic concerns. What is clear is that 

regardless of what happens on the island, a signifi cant num-

ber of the Cuban community will remain in the United 

States. Nonetheless, the exile ideology still exerts consid-

erable emotion. Witness the Elián González episode of 

1999–2000—a controversy over whether six-year-old Elián, 

survivor of a tragic crossing of the Florida Straits, should be 

returned to his father in Cuba. For the foreseeable future, 

the homeland concerns of Cuban Americans will continue 

to be injected into local and national politics. 

 The Rise of Latino Politics? 

 Th e results of the 2008 national elections illustrate the 

heightened political infl uence of Latinos in the United 

States. Thirty years ago there were only four Latino 

congressmen—two from Texas, one from California, and 

one from New York. In 2008, 25 Latinos and Latinas—18 

from the Southwest, three from the Northeast, one from 

the Midwest, and three from Florida—were elected to the 

111th Congress. All but four were Democrats. Th e elec-

tion of three Latino senators—Ken Salazar, Democrat of 

Colorado; Robert Menendez, Democrat of New Jersey; 

and Mel Martinez, Republican of Florida—was also a 

“fi rst” in American political history. Even the unsuccess-

ful presidential campaign of New Mexico Governor Bill 

Richardson underscored the increasing prominence of 

Latinos in national politics. In short, in the early twenty-

fi rst century, the presence of Latinos in high offi  ce has 

become an accepted fact of American politics. 

 Such incorporation does not signify a cohesive Latino 

political bloc or agenda. Anyone harboring the illusion 

that there are no signifi cant diff erences among Latinos 

need only look at the identity politics of the Cuban-

origin community in the United States. Most Cuban 

Americans consider themselves to be political refugees 

and draw a sharp distinction between their experience 

and that of Latino economic immigrants. Th ey object 

to being placed under the pan-ethnic label of  Hispanic  
or  Latino . Even within specifi c national groupings, one 

fi nds important identity diff erences, as, for example, be-

tween Nuyoricans and Puerto Ricans or between Mexi-

can Americans and Mexican immigrants. 

 Th ere are, of course, areas of political agreement among 

Latino groups. Policies concerning education, language 

use, and immigration may aff ect all Latino communi-

ties. Often, what brings these distinct groups together 

in common cause is simply the nativist response of non-

Latinos. Yet, aside from a natural interest in their respec-

tive homelands, the interests and problems of Latinos 

are basically the same as those of non-Latinos of similar 

class rank. As it stands, Latino identity remains a general 

identity rather than the basis for political solidarity. 

 In the near future, with the dispersal of Puerto Ri-

cans, Cubans, and Mexicans throughout the United 
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States, along with the relatively recent immigration of 

 Dominicans and Central Americans, it is conceivable that 

a pan-Latino identity may arise. Th e vision of such a unity 

is not new. During his 15-year exile in New York City in 

the late nineteenth century, Cuban lawyer-intellectual José 

Martí wrote about “Nuestra America” and a pan-American 

“Latinidad.” Martí envisioned a hemispheric unity of 

the Spanish-speaking peoples of Latin America. Given 

the long and diffi  cult history of U.S.–Latin American 

relations, the possibility that such a pan-Latino identity 

might in fact be achieved within the United States would 

be most ironic. 

  See also  immigration policy. 
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 liberal consensus and American 
 exceptionalism 

 Th e idea of liberal consensus took hold of the histo-

riography of the 1950s and in some ways refl ected the 

apparent tranquility of the Eisenhower years. After the 

tumultuous 1930s, which saw the radicalization of Amer-

ican intellectual life, and the arduous 1940s, in which 

the American people endured World War II, the 1950s 

seemed to welcome a healthy return to the sane and nor-

mal. Th e moderation in politics matched the homogeni-

zation in historical scholarship, which denied all that had 

been contentious and confl ictual in the American past in 

order to uphold the “the vital center” that the poet W. B. 

Yeats once wrote “cannot hold.” 

 Liberal consensus had also been associated with the 

cold war, and here the chronology needs to be ques-

tioned. Th e fi rst major book that launched the consensus 

school of thought, Richard Hofstadter’s  Th e American 
Political Tradition , appeared in 1948, and the author had 

been composing it years earlier, before the cold war sur-

faced with the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the 

fall of China toward the end of the decade. But consen-

sus theory did have something to do with communism. 

Hofstadter, Daniel J. Boorstin, and Louis Hartz had all 

been Communists or Trotskyists in their college years 

in the 1930s, and they became convinced that American 

capitalism would most likely not survive the stresses of 

the war against Adolf Hitler and the Th ird Reich. Th e as-

sumption was that the United States must move toward 

the left by collectivizing the economy or risk succumb-

ing to some form of fascism in which the U.S. Constitu-

tion would be scrapped and liberty lost. When America 

survived World War II with its political and economic 

institutions intact, historians Hofstadter, Boorstin, and 

Hartz, together with the sociologists Daniel Bell and Sey-

mour Martin Lipset, set out to explain what it was that 

kept the country together when many intellectuals be-

lieved it would fall apart. Th e idea of confl ict, especially 

class confl ict, no longer seemed a viable concept, and out 

of such reconsiderations was born the idea of consensus. 

 Closely related to consensus was the idea of Ameri-

can exceptionalism, and this, too, had its origins in the 

1930s. Th e term was fi rst coined by the followers of Jay 

Lovestone, a Communist leader who opposed the offi  cial 

Communist Party of the USA and claimed, against those 

willing to take orders from Moscow, that America had 



 liberal consensus and American  exceptionalism

 473

a diff erent historical experience from Europe and thus 

had a right to formulate its own policies independently 

of the Comintern. Among the realities America had to 

deal with that set it apart from Europe and the rest of the 

world were the absence of a revolutionary proletariat and 

a strong socialist tradition, the infl ux of immigrant pop-

ulations, and the presence of African Americans, which 

meant that ethnic cultures and race must be dealt with 

apart from the class question. Such issues that America 

had to face confounded Marxism and rendered the coun-

try unique and exceptional. 

 Th e idea of exceptionalism now has various mean-

ings in diff erent fi elds, sometimes with disastrous con-

sequences. Political leaders like to invoke America as the 

“city upon a hill” to claim that their country enjoys the 

blessings of providence and is somehow morally superior 

to the rest of the world—forgetting that the seventeenth-

century Puritan who fi rst uttered the phrase, John Win-

throp, saw the New World as corruptible as the Old 

World unless it shunned “the sins of the fl esh.” Th e idea 

of exceptionalism has also been invoked in recent discus-

sions of international relations, especially to argue that 

America has a right to be exempted from rulings of the 

United Nations and the Geneva Convention.

In the buildup to the war in Iraq in 2003, the idea was 

also cited to persuade the American people that they had 

a responsibility to bring democracy to the Middle East. 

Here the concept of exceptionalism turned into a mis-

leading conceit. Advocates of the war quoted Abraham 

Lincoln describing his country as the “last best hope” for 

liberty, as though America could bring its message to any 

other country for which it wanted a “regime change.” 

But Lincoln was warning, in the 1860s, that if the Union 

broke apart, liberty would die on native ground. In op-

posing the war with Mexico in 1848, Lincoln could not 

believe that America could bring democracy beyond its 

borders even to its next-door neighbors. Properly under-

stood, the idea of American exceptionalism could rein-

force isolationism far more than interventionism. 

 Th e three exponents of liberal consensus, the histori-

ans Hofstadter, Boorstin, and Hartz, rarely wrote about 

diplomatic history as they sought to explain the unique 

structure of American society where many of the condi-

tions of the Old World were lacking. But in the fi nal pas-

sage of Hartz’s  Th e Liberal Tradition in America , the reader 

may appreciate the connection between liberal consen-

sus and American exceptionalism. America had experi-

enced no great social confl icts in its history,  including 

even the Civil War, which was more a sectional struggle 

over the issue of slavery and state sovereignty than of a 

class confl ict between labor and capital that would be 

solved by revolution. Th us Americans, Hartz pointed 

out, are unprepared to sympathize with the need for 

radical change at home and revolutions abroad because 

they have enjoyed freedom almost as a birthright: “Can 

a people ‘born equal’ ever understand peoples elsewhere 

that have to become so? Can it ever understand itself ?” 

To those who regard liberal consensus as part of what so-

ciologist C. Wright Mills called the “great American cel-

ebration,” Hartz must represent an exception, a historian 

who saw little to praise about the past. America off ered 

few answers to the problems facing the country because 

the pervasiveness of consensus soothed over issues and 

left people untroubled, completely contented with a life 

of bovine consumption. In the 1950s, with the “end of 

ideology” proclaimed, historians began to argue whether 

there was anything to argue about. Not so Hartz, who 

wondered how Americans could ever become conscious 

of themselves as a people with a coherent identity rather 

than a series of aimless desires. “Instead of recaptur-

ing our past, we have got to transcend it,” he exhorted. 

“Th ere is no going home for America.” 

 Hartz followed his own advice. Teaching at Harvard 

University, he suff ered a mental breakdown in the 1960s 

and, upon retiring, left America, never to return. He set 

out to discover the third world and spent years studying 

the non-Western religions of Islam, Confuscious, Bud-

dhism, and Hinduism. He died in Ankara, Turkey, in 

1986. His last book,  A Synthesis of World History , verges 

on mysticism as it advocated humankind to “be free to 

be Chinese one day, Indian the next, and European the 

next.” 

 Th e three historians of consensus each approached 

their subject diff erently. Hofstadter dealt with the unre-

lenting continuity of the American value system expressed 

by political leaders and presidents. Hartz examined the 

structural implications of a country that lacked clear-

cut class divisions in society and ideological divisions in 

the American mind. Boorstin, in contrast, was happy to 

report that historians need not deal with the American 

mind since the American people had successfully lived 

without big ideas or ideologies. In reasoning somewhat 

like the pragmatists and contemporary neopragmatists, 

Boorstin argued that it was the philosophy of America 

to have no philosophy, no metaphysical foundations, no 

grounding in fi rst principles, no truths upon which be-

liefs depend. Americans, Boorstin insisted, lived more by 

doing than by thinking. 



liberal consensus and American  exceptionalism

474

 Hofstadter, one of the bright “New York intellectu-

als,” lived by thinking, and his  Th e American Political 
Tradition and the Men Who Made It  came to a conclusion 

that Boorstin reached by other means. As evidenced by 

the positions and speeches taken by their political lead-

ers, the American people did think, but all they thought 

about was their own materialistic concerns that viewed 

liberty as the “pursuit of happiness.” In the preface to 

the book, Hofstadter specifi ed the values Americans 

live by: “Th e sanctity of private property, the right of 

the individual to dispose and invest it, the value of op-

portunity, and the natural evolution of self-interest and 

self-assertion, within broad legal limits, into a benefi cent 

social order.” Th e confl icts and antagonisms in American 

history should not be allowed to mislead us, he argued, 

for individuals and groups compete for the same ends 

even with diff erent means, whether it be wages or prof-

its, or land prices or fi nancial investment, or the mod-

ern trade union or the corporate law fi rm: “Even when 

some property right has been challenged—as it was by 

the followers of Jeff erson or Jackson—in the name of the 

rights of man or the rights of the community, the chal-

lenge, when translated into practical policy, has actually 

been urged on behalf of some other kinds of property.” 

Hofstadter traced this mentality from Th omas Jeff erson 

to Franklin D. Roosevelt, with each and every president 

committed to bourgeois values that frustrated any possi-

bility for the success of socialism in America. Hofstadter 

wrote the book as a democratic socialist, and he made 

readers aware of Wendell Phillips, the New England rad-

ical who believed that the abolition of slavery required 

the redistribution of property in the South to assure that 

free blacks would enjoy self-suffi  ciency. But in capitalist 

America, property remained sacrosanct, the very founda-

tion of the liberal consensus. 

 In  Th e Liberal Tradition in America , Hartz traced 

that consensus to two factors, the absence of feudalism 

and the presence of Lockeanism. In the 1830s, Alexis de 

 Tocqueville visited America and was astonished to dis-

cover (erroneously) that, in their revolution, all Americans 

fought on the same side, and he attributed this to the ab-

sence of class traditions in an America that had skipped 

the feudal stage of history and thus had no aristocracy to 

struggle against and no proletariat to worry about. Hartz 

drew upon Tocqueville, as did Bell, Lipset, and other 

sociologists, to explain the implications of a consensual 

political culture that lacked class tensions.

He also delineated the implications of John Locke’s 

political philosophy that had pervaded America in the 

colonial era. Whereas the classical and Christian tradi-

tions of the past had condemned self-interest as betray-

ing the ideals of civic virtue or the laws of God, Locke 

hailed it as liberating, giving men the right to property 

and women the right to divorce, and making labor the 

source of value in a new environment of possessive in-

dividualism. Americans, Hartz observed, had little re-

spect for history and tradition and, unlike the British 

conservative Edmund Burke, rarely looked to custom to 

bind generations together in an organic compact with 

the dead, the living, and those about to be born.

Yet what Hartz discovered within American liberalism 

turned out to be a conservative time bomb. Although his 

book was written in the 1950s, it anticipated the President 

Ronald Reagan of the 1980s, especially the conservative 

exhortation that Americans should not look to govern-

ment for a solution to their problems since government 

itself is the problem. Th e message would be repeated by 

Democratic president Bill Clinton, who declared in his 

second inaugural address, “Th e era of big government 

is over.” Such stances are what political philosophers 

call “negative liberty,” the Lockean assumption that 

humankind is free to the extent that the government is 

diminished—or, as Jeff erson put it, “Th at government is 

best which governs least”; or, as Henry David Th oreau 

added, “which governs not at all.” 

 Th e most intriguing of the consensus historians 

may have been Boorstin, an uncanny thinker who was 

a member of a Communist cell while at Harvard Uni-

versity as an undergraduate, a barrister in England after 

studying law at Oxford University, a “friendly witness” 

who testifi ed before the House Un-American Activities 

Committee about his political activities, and then be-

came an eminent scholar at the University of Chicago 

and later the Librarian of Congress. Perhaps because 

Boorstin had been seduced by communism’s sparkling 

glitter of ideas, he decided to write a history to argue that 

America had no need of ideas, especially ideologies and 

abstract concepts that defl ected the mind from the prac-

tical tasks of the day. In  Th e Genius of American Politics , 
he insisted that Americans had always been guided by 

the “givenness” of ideas and values, by thoughts that re-

quired no refl ection or mediation but were simply acted 

upon as the country encountered problems to be solved. 

Boorstin believed that America has almost instinctively 

resolved one of the greatest issues in philosophy, how to 

get from factual detail to moral knowledge, from the “is” 

to the “ought.” He argued that moral values were embed-

ded in everyday existence, and thus life as it is “gave the 
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outlines of life as it ought to be, that values were implicit 

in experience.” 

 One wonders what Lincoln would have thought about 

Boorstin’s explanation of America’s “genius.” Lincoln in-

sisted that experience itself was the problem, especially 

the experience of slavery, and, to deal with it, America 

must look to the Bible and return to the values of the 

Declaration of Independence, the “sheet anchor” of the 

republic. But the amazing aspect of Boorstin’s conserva-

tive position of the 1950s is that it anticipated radical po-

sitions taken in the 1980s, especially the neopragmatism 

of the literary scholar Stanley Fish and the philosopher 

Richard Rorty. Th ey, too, insisted that history and soci-

ety have no foundation in philosophy or reason, that we 

are not what we think in any deep refl ective sense but 

simply what we do, and what we do we do culturally 

not intellectually, simply following the contingencies of 

convention. Th at conservatives and radicals can partake 

of the same mental outlook could very well be called the 

cunning of consensus. 

 Th e consensus school of history was challenged dur-

ing the 1960s as students took to the streets to protest 

the Vietnam War; a decade or so later, after the same 

radical students went to graduate school and received 

PhDs, they challenged the idea of consensus in the class-

room and in their scholarship. Everywhere in American 

history they found enclaves of resistance and episodes 

of opposition, continuing moments of confl ict that 

discredited the idea that America could have ever been 

held together by a set of core values, especially capital-

ist values. Everything from a labor strike to a hip-hop 

album was interpreted as subversive and transgressive, 

as though the worker had no desire for higher wages 

and the musician could hardly be motivated by money. 

While professors told their students how radical Amer-

ica was, the polls continually proved how conservative 

the country was. Professors proved confl ict by teaching 

it; the masses of people proved consensus by heading for 

the shopping mall. 

  See also  era of consensus, 1952–64; liberalism. 
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 J O H N  PAT R I C K  D I G G I N S 

 liberalism 

 Liberalism has been a word of multiple meanings and 

valences ever since the late medieval introduction of the 

word  liberal  to English from Latin. On the one hand, 

liberal has indicated an inclination toward freedom, 

open-mindedness, generosity, and the cultivation of in-

tellect; on the other, a shortage of discipline and prac-

ticality. As that cluster of disparate meanings suggests, 

liberalism has been an essentially contested concept, a 

problem made even more nettlesome for historians by 

its constantly changing signifi cance over the last four 

centuries. 

 Puritan Origins 

 Th e Puritans bound for America on the  Arbella  in 1630 

heard John Winthrop urge them to practice a “liber-

ality” of spirit consistent with the Hebrew prophet 

Nehemiah’s exhortations and St. Matthew’s rendering 

of the Christian ideal of benevolence. Winthrop in-

structed his fl ock, as God’s chosen people, to balance a 

prudent concern for their families with an unrestrained 

generosity toward those in need of help. Against the 

temptation of “selfi shness,” he counterposed Christ’s 

injunction of unrestrained love and cheerful “liberal-

ity” to the poor as the surest sign of God’s grace. Th e 

Puritans must be “knitted together in this work” and 

“must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfl ui-

ties for the supply of others’ necessities.” If instead they 

were “seduced” and served “other Gods,” such as “our 

pleasures and profi ts,” Winthrop warned, they would 

“surely perish.” 
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 Th us began the American liberal project. Th e tensions 

between the narrow concern for kin and a broader inter-

est in the community, between the sin of selfi shness and 

the divine injunction to generosity, have persisted ever 

since. Puritans left England to escape religious constraints 

and to establish communities governed by rules devised 

according to their understanding of God’s will. In laying 

those foundations, they demonstrated the inextricable 

ties between liberality and democracy in America. Th ey 

also showed the artifi ciality of separating “negative” from 

“positive” freedom, an empty and misleading but infl u-

ential distinction made familiar in recent decades after 

its introduction in 1958 by the Russian-émigré En glish 

philosopher Isaiah Berlin. Th e Puritans fl ed from the 

constraints of Anglicanism, but their escape was mean-

ingful only because it enabled them to establish their 

own religious and civic institutions. As astute American 

advocates of liberality from Winthrop until today have 

understood, freedom from restraint exists only when in-

dividuals possess a real opportunity to exercise that free-

dom within self-governing communities. Fantasies of 

individual rights independent of the capacity of people 

to exercise them, or outside the boundaries of law that 

both constitute and constrain their use, have no founda-

tion in American history. 

 Th e tensions between selfi shness and generosity 

marked American colonial development up and down 

the Atlantic seaboard. Everywhere in Europe’s Ameri-

can colonies—as everywhere in Europe—women, the 

poor, and members of racial and religious minorities 

were subjected to harsh discipline and excluded from 

decision-making processes. In this world, hierarchy was 

taken for granted as God’s will. Despite his injunctions 

to generosity, even Winthrop assumed that there would 

continue to be rich and poor, powerful and powerless. 

Free men with property existed at one end of a spec-

trum; slaves at the other; women, children, artisans, ser-

vants, religious minorities, native peoples, and the few 

free people of color fell somewhere in between. Open-

mindedness toward those unlike oneself marked a liberal 

sensibility, but in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries, such toleration existed within rigid frameworks 

that dictated what types of treatment suited what sorts of 

people. Sharp distinctions, enforced between slave and 

free, nonwhite and white, women and men, members 

of religious minorities and majorities, and those without 

and with property, curtailed the exercise of the benevo-

lence enjoined by Winthrop. 

 Rights and Duties in the Age 

of Democratic Revolutions 

 Beginning with the Revolution of 1688 in England and 

continuing through the ratifi cation of the U.S. Consti-

tution a century later, a whirlwind of cultural change 

uprooted many of these hierarchical patterns and trans-

formed others. Th ese ideas, which provided the ammuni-

tion for Americans to construct a new national political 

culture on the foundations of earlier colonial thought 

and practice, derived from multiple sources. 

 In American writers’ contributions to transatlantic de-

bates during the age of democratic revolutions, diverse 

traditions of dissenting Protestantism blended with ar-

guments by Samuel Pufendorf and John Locke concern-

ing the relation between individual rights and God’s will, 

with eighteenth-century Scottish common sense moral 

philosophy, and with varieties of republican political 

theory drawn from the ancient world and updated by 

Renaissance humanists. Attempts to disentangle the re-

ligious, liberal, and republican strands of the arguments 

woven during the eighteenth century are futile and 

counterproductive. Americans involved in these furious 

debates cited authorities promiscuously, hijacked argu-

ments for their own particular purposes, and did not 

always see the diff erences between traditions that now 

seem evident to many scholars. 

 Th e American discourses of independence and consti-

tution making displayed the full range of meanings con-

tained in the idea of a liberal disposition. A passionate 

commitment to freedom from British rule inspired the 

local and state declarations of independence on which 

Th omas Jeff erson drew. Versions of that commitment 

also surfaced in the early rumblings of antislavery senti-

ment among African Americans, Quakers, and New En-

glanders and in the scattered calls for women’s rights from 

writers such as Abigail Adams and Judith Sargent Murray. 

A commitment to open-mindedness manifested itself in 

the distinctive American idea of amendable constitutions, 

a federal structure, independent branches of limited gov-

ernment that quickly contested each other’s authority, 

and provisions to protect personal property and the free-

dom of speech and religious belief. Reminders of the im-

portance of benevolence and generosity coursed through 

countless speeches, learned treatises aimed at persuading 

an international reading audience, and informal pam-

phlets directed toward ordinary people. In their eff orts 

to balance the unquestionable desire to prosper and the 

equally genuine concern with advancing what they called 
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the “general interest,” Americans drew on the Hebrew 

Bible and the Christian scriptures, philosophical and legal 

tracts on history and ethics, and new-fangled British and 

French economic ideas about a self-regulating market. 

 Among the state constitutions that appeared dur-

ing the war for independence, the Massachusetts con-

stitution drafted by John Adams in 1779 proved the 

most infl uential; it manifests impulses persisting in the 

American colonies from their early seventeenth-century 

origins. Adams proclaimed the rights to life, liberty, 

property, free expression, and trial by jury; he balanced 

those rights against citizens’ duty to worship God, obey 

the law, and contribute to an educational system that 

extended from elementary schools to the university in 

Cambridge. In a republic, Adams insisted, duties matter 

as much as rights, because “good morals are necessary to 

the preservation of civil society.” A government founded 

on popular sovereignty could fl ourish only through the 

general diff usion of “wisdom and knowledge, as well as 

virtue.” Without “the principles of humanity and general 

benevolence, public and private charity, industry and 

frugality,” some individuals would be tempted to look to 

their own “private interest” instead of the proper end of 

government, “the common good.” Unself-consciously 

echoing John Winthrop, Adams concluded that repub-

lican government must “inculcate the principles of hu-

manity and general benevolence” and inspire “generous 

sentiments among the people.” 

 Easy agreement on a few principles, however, includ-

ing the rights to self-government and to life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness, masked deeper divisions. No 

sooner had Americans won their independence than 

citizens of the new nation began to squabble. Th ose who 

invoked “justice and the general good,” or “the common 

good of society” against the dangers of selfi sh factions, as 

James Madison did in  Th e Federalist , were charged with 

elitist leanings poorly masked by their genufl ections to 

popular government. Many of those who resisted the 

U.S. Constitution claimed it would empower a rising 

metropolitan elite. But the backwoodsmen and farmers 

in western regions, who joined with some urban arti-

sans to oppose the new Constitution, were themselves 

accused of advancing their own narrow self-interest 

against the broadly shared goals of political stability and 

commercial expansion. Th us, the multiple meanings of 

a “liberal” sensibility became apparent as early as the de-

bates that raged over proposed state and national consti-

tutions in the 1780s. 

 The Puzzle of Parties 

 With the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789, 

centuries-old charges that self-government might prove 

undisciplined and ultimately impractical persuaded in-

creasing numbers of anxious Americans. Th e fi rst U.S. 

party system resulted from the contrasting reactions of 

Americans to their erstwhile ally’s dramatically diff erent 

experience with democracy. Federalists reacted in horror 

to the assault on individual rights they saw in the Reign 

of Terror, whereas Jeff ersonian Republicans embraced 

the cause of  liberté ,  égalité , and  fraternité  as their own 

and saw their enemies’ embrace of England as treason-

ous. Both groups embraced ideals of liberality such as 

freedom, equality, and national self-determination. But 

only a few years after George Washington warned that 

political parties would erode Americans’ shared commit-

ments to the general good, Jeff erson ascended to the pres-

idency in a bitterly contested election that was dubbed 

a Second American Revolution by his partisans—and by 

their enemies. 

 Were either the Federalists or the Jeff ersonian Repub-

licans, or were the Whigs or the Jacksonian Democrats 

that followed them several decades later, more “liberal” 

than the other? For nearly two centuries, ever since the 

word  liberal  itself entered Anglo-American discourse 

with a specifi cally political meaning during the early 

nineteenth century, American historians have debated 

that question. If liberalism is thought to involve generous 

support for the disfranchised, including African Ameri-

cans, Indians, and women, and to involve extending 

educational opportunities and enforcing public author-

ity in the economic sphere for the sake of the common 

good, then fi rst the Federalists and later the Whigs might 

deserve to be designated liberals. But if liberalism instead 

means advancing farmers’ and workers’ interests against 

the plutocracy and asserting decentralized local authority 

against national elites threatening to monopolize politi-

cal and economic power, then the followers of Jeff erson 

and Jackson ought to be considered the liberals of the 

antebellum years. To complicate matters even further, 

many Federalists and Whigs worried about the danger 

of lawlessness and defended the principle of privilege, 

hardly a liberal quality, whereas many Jeff ersonians and 

Jacksonians exhibited antiliberal tendencies of their own, 

ignoring the rights of blacks, Indians, and women as they 

trumpeted their commitment to white-male democracy. 

 As those contrasts make clear, both sets of early-nine-

teenth-century American parties invoked principles and 
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championed programs that drew on some of the original 

meanings—both favorable and pejorative—of liberality. 

Only by shoehorning these parties anachronistically into 

categories that emerged later in American history can 

either group be made to embody liberal sensibilities, as 

these were later understood, more fully than the other. 

Th e solution to this problem is not to invoke a “liberal” 

litmus test but to concede that diff erent Americans un-

derstood the constellation of liberal commitments to-

ward freedom, toleration, benevolence, cultivation, and 

popular government in strikingly diff erent ways. Perhaps 

the French visitor Alexis de Tocqueville’s idea of “self-

interest properly understood,” capturing both Americans’ 

concern with individual rights and the robust sense of 

social responsibility that inspired them to create count-

less voluntary organizations, best conveyed the unstable 

amalgam of American values. 

 At no time did a unitary “liberal tradition” ever exist in 

America. Th e dynamics of antebellum American public 

life refl ected instead racial, gendered, economic, religious, 

and ethnocultural tensions that increasingly divided the 

nation along sectional lines. Th at process culminated in 

the emergence of Abraham Lincoln, the towering fi gure 

of nineteenth-century American politics, the individual 

who cemented the nation’s enduring commitment to the 

ideals of liberty, equality, and democracy. 

 Lincoln’s Legacies 

 Only after the Civil War did some American writers and 

politicians enthusiastically and self-consciously embrace 

the designation  liberal . Th ose who called themselves lib-

erals fi rst clustered around Lincoln’s party, the Republi-

can Party that formed in the 1850s from the ashes of the 

Whigs, an awkward fact for those committed to the idea 

that Jackson’s Democratic Party was the authentic carrier 

of a continuous American liberal tradition that began 

with Jeff erson and culminated in Franklin Roosevelt. 

Post–Civil War Republicans called themselves liberals 

to signal several commitments. First, they embraced 

and even extended Lincoln’s plans for reconstructing the 

South. Th ey fought to secure the Fourteenth and the 

 Fifteenth Amendments because they judged the exten-

sion of social, economic, and political rights to the freed-

men crucial to consolidate the triumph of the Union and 

transform race relations forever. Th e unyielding force of 

racism, a tragic legacy of centuries of slavery, doomed 

their plans to failure.

Second, they embraced the cause of education and 

aesthetic cultivation. Together with English liberals such 

as John Stuart Mill, American liberals reasoned that the 

promise of democracy could be redeemed only if all citi-

zens, black and white, women and men, ordinary work-

ers and college-educated professionals, could read and 

write and participate in public deliberation. Charges of 

elitism limited the eff ectiveness of their program of cul-

tural uplift.

Th ird, many of those who embraced liberalism sought 

to exchange the strident sectarianism of American reli-

gious denominations with a less doctrinaire and more 

open-minded emphasis on spirituality. Fierce loyalties 

to particular religious traditions persisted, however, 

and manifested themselves in fervent critiques of  liber-

alism as a new species of godlessness masquerading as 

broadmindedness.

Fourth, liberals championed civil service reform. Lib-

erals worked to end the spoils system and the reign of 

party bosses and urban machines, not because they hated 

immigrants but because they judged political corruption 

among the gravest sins of the republic, a fl aw that some 

of them hyperbolically equated with slavery as an abomi-

nation of democracy. But the Democratic Party loyalty 

of immigrants in northern cities—and of Southerners 

who hated Lincoln as deeply as these liberals revered 

him—combined to thwart their eff orts. 

 Finally, liberals imported the British and French idea 

of laissez-faire. Opposing the legacies of feudal practices 

and the stifl ing mercantilist policies of the nation-state 

on behalf of a free-market economy made sense in Eu-

rope in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

But in the United States, economic regulation had been 

practiced primarily by local and state authorities for the 

benefi t of ordinary people, whether by protecting their 

neighborhoods against “noxious trades” or by regulating 

the fl ow of goods according to the principle  salus populi  
(the people’s welfare). So the late-nineteenth-century 

American campaign to restrict government authority did 

not liberate the energies of shackled entrepreneurs from 

the stranglehold of monarchies and landed aristocracies, 

as British and French liberals had sought to do decades 

earlier. Only in the economic sphere did late-nineteenth-

century American liberals succeed, thereby unleash-

ing a wave of unregulated economic activity that soon 

swamped agricultural and industrial workers alike. 

 The New Liberalism 

 Given the failure of liberals to achieve color-blind de-

mocracy in the South or defeat bosses in the North, and 

given the success of their campaign for laissez-faire, the 
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aging liberal Republicans of the Gilded Age came under 

fi re from a new generation of political and social reform-

ers at the end of the nineteenth century. Emerging fi rst 

in the radicalism of the Knights of Labor, then in diverse 

forms of rural discontent that assumed the name of pop-

ulism, these forms of insurgency gave way to a new co-

alition of reformers who gradually coalesced around the 

label  progressives . Allied as their liberal Republican pre-

decessors had been with like-minded English reformers, 

these progressives likewise adopted a program similar to 

that advanced by their early-twentieth-century English 

counterparts, which they dubbed the “new liberalism.” 

 Th e new liberalism shared with the older version a 

commitment to cultural reforms such as education, tem-

perance, and campaigns against prostitution. American 

new liberals also called for democratic reforms like a 

nonpartisan civil service, the initiative, referendum, re-

call, and the direct election of U.S. senators. Some new 

 liberals—though not all—favored woman suff rage. As 

new liberals continued their predecessors’ calls for dem-

ocratic reform, some understood that commitment to 

mean the elevation of the electorate’s judgment rather 

than the expansion of its size. In the American South, 

self-styled progressives sold the exclusionary practices of 

Jim Crow legislation as a form of democratic “purifi ca-

tion,” just as some English “liberal imperialists” justifi ed 

the expansion of empire and the denial of home rule to 

Ireland as versions of the “White Man’s Burden.” On the 

question of extending American power in the Spanish-

American War, American liberals old and new divided 

bitterly. Some, including aging veterans of the Civil 

War and radical Reconstruction such as New England 

reformer Th omas Wentworth Higginson and cultural 

critic Charles Eliot Norton, and others, including the 

writer Samuel Clemens and the philosopher William 

James, condemned American expansionism as a repu-

diation of the nation’s most precious democratic ideals. 

Certain liberals, such as Th eodore Roosevelt, interpreted 

American empire as the natural extension of Americans’ 

reformist energies. Th e Spanish-American War would 

not be the last time liberals would divide over the issues 

of war and peace. 

 Th e sharpest departure of the new liberalism from the 

old, however, came in the domain of economic regula-

tion. Empowered by a conception of economics brought 

back from Germany by a new generation of scholars 

such as Richard T. Ely and his student John Commons, 

reformers denied the timelessness of classical economics 

and asserted that economic ideas, like all others, develop 

historically and must be scrutinized critically. Th e rise 

of the social gospel shifted the emphasis of prominent 

Protestant clergymen such as Washington Gladden and 

Walter Rauschenbusch from the afterlife to the injustices 

endured by the poor in this life. A new generation of 

women, often college-educated, sought to exert pressure 

in various domains. Some justifi ed their reformist activi-

ties as a form of “social housekeeping” for which women 

were uniquely well suited. Others, such as Jane Addams 

in the settlement house movement, Florence Kelley in 

the realms of industrial regulation and consumer protec-

tion, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman in the broader cam-

paign for women’s equality, worked to reconceive and 

expand women’s roles by reassessing their capacities. 

 In place of laissez-faire, most new liberals called for 

the federal government to intervene in order to restrain 

corporate power and restore the rights and freedoms os-

tensibly secured by law but eff ectively limited by eco-

nomic inequality. Progressives created a new apparatus, 

the regulatory agency, with procedures patterned on the 

model of scientifi c inquiry. Th e offi  cials who staff ed reg-

ulatory agencies were expected to use their expertise to 

fi nd and enforce a nonpartisan public interest. Inspired 

(or shamed) by muckrakers such as Lincoln Steff ens, 

Upton Sinclair, and Ida Tarbell, prominent legislators 

experimented with new forms of government author-

ity designed to address particular economic and social 

problems. 

 Many members of the judiciary abandoned the doc-

trine of laissez-faire and embraced a conception of law 

as a fl exible instrument, an orientation that jurists like 

Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. and Louis Brandeis devel-

oped from the premises of the philosophy of pragma-

tism developed by William James and John Dewey. Th e 

principle animating these reforms descended from the 

eighteenth-century conception of balancing rights and 

duties. As Th eodore Roosevelt put it in 1910, “Every 

man holds his property subject to the general right of 

the community to regulate its use to whatever degree the 

public welfare may require it.” Th ese programs were to 

be fi nanced by the graduated income tax, which many 

considered the quintessential progressive reform because 

it tied the obligation owed to the capacity to contrib-

ute. Th e implementation of these programs, however, 

left much to be desired. Both legislators and regulatory 

commissions proved susceptible to capture by those they 

were empowered to restrain. Business interests proved as 

creative in eluding government oversight as they were in 

exploiting new resources and new markets. 



liberalism

480

 Despite its failures, the new liberalism permanently 

transformed American politics. Affi  rming the princi-

ple that government may intervene in the economy to 

protect the interest of consumers, workers, and other 

disadvantaged groups remained a pillar of liberal doc-

trine throughout the twentieth century, as did a more 

or less self-consciously pragmatist commitment to fl ex-

ible experimentation in public policy. Whereas the old 

liberalism had calcifi ed by 1900 around an unyielding 

commitment to laissez-faire, the new liberalism sub-

stituted what Walter Lippmann called “mastery” for 

now-discredited “drift.” Many new liberals saw in the 

open-endedness of pragmatism not a threat to stability 

but the key to fulfi lling what another central theorist, 

Herbert Croly, called “the promise of American life,” the 

use of democratic means to attain a great national end 

of active government devoted to serving the common 

good. 

 Toward a Second Bill of Rights 

 World War I constituted a cultural watershed in Ameri-

can life, but politically the changes were more subtle. 

Th e war and its aftermath, especially the failure of the 

United States to join the League of Nations, soured 

many progressives such as Lippmann on the possibili-

ties of democracy. So did the fracturing of the progres-

sive coalition between its urban and rural factions. 

Many evangelical Christians supported the prohibi-

tion of alcohol and opposed new ideas such as evolu-

tion; those passionate commitments divided them 

sharply from many of their erstwhile progressive allies 

and opened a new rift between increasingly secular and 

enduringly religious Americans previously linked by a 

shared commitment to principles both groups consid-

ered liberal. An equally fateful rift opened between those 

who embraced government power and sought to silence 

critics of Woodrow Wilson’s war eff ort and those who, 

like the founding members of the American Civil Lib-

erties Union, considered freedom of speech inviolable. 

Both the division between progressive and conservative 

religious groups and the division between civil libertar-

ians and those wary of unregulated speech and behavior 

have become increasingly deep—and more debilitating 

both politically and culturally for liberalism—over the 

last century. 

 In the 1920s, liberals’ pre–World War I interest in 

bringing scientifi c expertise to government continued 

unabated. Th e most celebrated hero of the war, the “great 

engineer” Herbert Hoover, abandoned Woodrow Wil-

son’s internationalism but continued to think of himself 

as a progressive keen on effi  cient management. First as 

secretary of commerce and then as president, Hoover 

oversaw a modifi ed regulatory regime that purported 

to extend the progressives’ approach to government-

business relations while surrendering decision making to 

the private sector. When that experiment in corporatism 

failed dramatically and the nation sank into depression, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt stumbled into half-hearted ver-

sions of progressive economic regulation while forging 

a coalition of voters that sustained his unstable brand 

of  liberalism for several decades. Some members of 

Roosevelt’s administration embraced much more aggres-

sive schemes of economic planning that would have 

expanded public control over the private sector to an 

unprecedented degree. But their eff orts, like those of 

the most ambitious new liberals before them, crumpled 

in Congress under the assault of critics who character-

ized such plans as utopian, medieval, Communist, or 

Fascist. 

 When the United States was forced into World War II 

by Pearl Harbor, doctrinal disagreements no longer mat-

tered as much. Spurred by the urgent need to produce 

military supplies as fast as possible, informal arrange-

ments between government and business facilitated un-

precedented economic growth. In the face of never before 

seen military dangers, government authorities curtailed 

the civil liberties of many Americans, particularly those 

of Japanese descent. At the end of the war, the United 

States faced a new world. Now the richest economy as 

well as the most powerful military in the world, the na-

tion had to decide how to use its wealth and power. For 

several years Roosevelt had been developing a plan to 

meet that challenge, which he outlined in his 1944 State 

of the Union address and on which he campaigned for 

reelection that fall. 

 Th e Second Bill of Rights, as Roosevelt called his plan, 

was to include the right of every American to a job at a 

living wage, adequate food, clothing, housing, medical 

care, education, and “protection from the economic fears 

of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment.” Sim-

ilar programs of social provision took shape throughout 

the industrialized world. In almost all western European 

nations, through the eff orts of liberal and social demo-

cratic coalitions, they came to fruition. Roosevelt griped 

to Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins that the most vis-

ible of these schemes, England’s Beveridge Plan, which 

served as the blueprint for Clement Atlee’s postwar La-

bour government, should have been called the Roosevelt 
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Plan. But the same forces that had stymied earlier lib-

eral programs did the same to the Second Bill of Rights, 

which Congress dismantled in the wake of Roosevelt’s 

death. Only a remnant of the plan survived in the form 

of the G.I. Bill. Th e benefi ts provided by even that lim-

ited measure fueled a sustained wave of prosperity that 

lasted three decades, and scholars of the Second Bill of 

Rights have been left wondering about its eff ect had 

Roosevelt lived to shepherd it into law. 

 Cold War Transformations 

 Th e postwar period never saw the resurrection of 

Roosevelt’s ambitious plan, the unrealized ideal of one 

strand of twentieth-century liberalism. Th e onset of 

the cold war transformed American politics even more 

dramatically than had the Red Scare after World War I. 

Harry Truman presented his Fair Deal as the culmination 

of Roosevelt’s liberal plan for generous social provision, 

a benevolent discharging of comfortable Americans’ du-

ties to their less fortunate fellow citizens. But, given the 

perceived threat from an expansionist Soviet Union, 

such programs were vulnerable to the charge that they 

had become un-American. After three centuries in which 

Americans had worked to balance their rights against 

their responsibilities and the sin of selfi shness against 

the divine command of benevolence, property rights 

metamorphosed under the shadow of communism into 

the essence of America and concern with the poor into 

almost a sign of disloyalty. Consumption replaced gen-

erosity in the national pantheon. New Dealers shifted 

from redistributionist schemes to the stabilizing ideas 

of English economist John Maynard Keynes; conserva-

tives embraced the free-market principles of Ludwig von 

Mises and Friedrich Hayek. Confusingly, both Keynes-

ians who emphasized government intervention through 

monetary and especially fi scal policy and conservatives 

who prized laissez-faire called themselves liberals, as Eu-

ropean champions of free-market capitalism do to this 

day. But whereas the heirs of FDR continued to invoke 

the principle of equality alongside their commitment 

to liberty, American conservatives increasingly branded 

egalitarian ideals as socialist and exchanged the term 

  liberal , which they rejected as tainted by its association 

with progressives’ and New Dealers’ economic programs, 

for the new label  libertarian . 

 Not all American liberals retreated before the wide-

spread enthusiasm for salvation by consumption. Many 

followed the neo-orthodox Protestant minister Reinhold 

Niebuhr. Counterposing a newly chastened realism to 

the ostensibly naïve reformism of earlier liberals such 

as Dewey and his followers in the New Deal (many of 

whom remained committed to the possibilities of radical 

democracy), Niebuhr urged Americans to acknowledge 

the pervasiveness of sin and the ubiquity of evil. Tough 

opponents called for tough-mindedness, and although 

Niebuhr did not entirely renounce Rauschenbusch’s so-

cial gospel, many liberals’ shift in emphasis from possi-

bilities to dangers, and from pragmatic problem solving 

to ironies and tragedies, was unmistakable. Whereas 

Roosevelt had called Americans to an expansive egalitar-

ian mission, liberals such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in-

stead urged them to cluster around “the vital center.” 

For many liberals, as well as most libertarians, ambitious 

egalitarian plans took a backseat to hard-headed geopo-

litical maneuvering. 

 Beneath the tone of cold war realism, though, a more 

subtle shift in liberal focus was taking place. Despite a rhet-

oric of free-market triumphalism, many ostensibly con-

servative mid-century Republicans shared liberals’ belief 

that some version of a government-business alliance was 

in the interest of all Americans. Just as informal gentle-

men’s agreements had enabled war production to go 

forward, so new treaties were struck with labor unions, 

interest groups, and government regulatory agencies in 

the hope that some new American hybrid would emerge 

to dissolve the tensions between labor and management. 

Many liberals shared the confi dence that a new, university-

trained, non- or post-ideological managerial elite could 

staff  the ramparts of the private and public sectors. Where 

earlier progressives had seen inevitable confl ict, new cor-

porate liberals trumpeted a professionally engineered 

consensus forged by voluntary accommodation. 

 So placid (or constricted) did such visions seem 

that some American observers projected them back-

ward across American history. Many scholars argued 

that Americans had always agreed on basic principles, 

but they disagreed in evaluating that consensus. Histo-

rian Daniel Boorstin deemed it “the genius of Ameri-

can politics.” Political scientist Louis Hartz considered 

it a tragedy. Unfortunately, one of the most infl uential 

books ever written about American politics, Hartz’s  Th e 
Liberal Tradition in America , was also among the most 

misleading. Not only did Hartz’s account minimize the 

signifi cance of the nonwhites and women who were still 

ignored by many white male writers in the 1950s, it also 

papered over the fi erce battles that had characterized 

public life in America ever since the founding of the 

English colonies. Hartz’s portrait of a one-dimensional 
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and stifl ing consensus fl attened a much more  confl ictual 

and dynamic record of constant struggles. Liberals grap-

pled with their opponents over the meanings and pur-

poses of American democracy, a confl ict that fl ared into 

violence and culminated in a bloody Civil War, and even 

those who assumed the mantle of liberalism frequently 

disagreed about its meaning. 

 Indeed, no sooner had sociologist Daniel Bell and 

other liberals proclaimed “the end of ideology” than 

dramatic confl icts began breaking out over competing 

principles. Th e fi rst battleground was the South. Afri-

can Americans radicalized by the rhetoric of democracy, 

by the experience of military life, or by knowledge of a 

world outside the segregated South mobilized to chal-

lenge the stifl ing regime of Jim Crow. Th is racial cru-

sade began decades earlier, as signaled by the founding 

of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) in 1909. Booker T. Washing-

ton had already emerged by then as a prominent educa-

tor and writer, and his critic W.E.B. DuBois, the only 

African American among the founders of the NAACP, 

had off ered profound analyses of “the problem of the 

color line” as the central challenge of the twentieth 

century. After simmering for decades without attract-

ing the attention of the mainstream press, the African 

American campaign for civil rights at last awakened the 

consciences of white liberals. When the combustible 

combination of post–World War II agitation, the Su-

preme Court’s 1954 decision in  Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, Kansas  (which declared segregation of 

public facilities unconstitutional), and the Montgom-

ery, Alabama, bus boycott inspired by Rosa Parks and 

led by Martin Luther King Jr. came together, the scat-

tered eff orts of many activists ignited into a national 

movement. 

 Earlier accounts, which centered on the heroic strug-

gles of King and a few visible leaders, have been replaced 

by broader histories of a “long civil rights movement” 

that stretched unbroken from the early twentieth cen-

tury and extended through the eff orts of countless foot 

soldiers who challenged norms of racial subjugation 

across the nation. Coming as it did at the same time that 

social scientists and literary scholars were constructing 

a new paradigm of “human”—as opposed to “national” 

or “racial” or “ethnic” or “gendered”—characteristics, 

the civil rights movement rode a wave of universalism 

that most American liberals took as the harbinger of a 

transformed set of social relations across earlier chasms 

of race, class, and gender. From linguistics to sociology, 

from anthropology to the study of sexuality, from biol-

ogy to philosophy, liberal scholarly investigators joined 

the quest for a common denominator that would link 

all humans. 

 Th ese heady ambitions fueled forms of liberal social 

and political activity that left a permanent imprint on 

American culture and American law. Under pressure from 

liberal and radical reformers, race, gender, and labor rela-

tions gradually shifted. Th ese  changes—piecemeal, par-

tial, and incremental—rarely satisfi ed impatient liberal 

activists, yet they nevertheless transformed the American 

cultural landscape. Campaigns in the 1960s and 1970s 

on behalf of American women, workers, prisoners, and 

those who were poor, mentally or physically disabled, gay, 

lesbian, or aged changed the ways in which employers, 

police, judges, school offi  cials, architects, engineers, so-

cial workers, and physicians worked. In another domain, 

a chorus of environmentalists assailed smug assumptions 

about the consequences of Americans’ profl igate use of 

natural resources and worked to nurture alternative en-

vironmentalist sensibilities. Visionaries saw the dawn of 

a new age. 

 Challenges from Right and Left 

 Within little more than a decade, however, such hopes 

had evaporated. Struggles within the movements for 

black liberation, women’s liberation, the labor move-

ment, and against the war in Vietnam began to seem 

almost as bitter as the struggles fought by the partisans 

in those confl icts against their conservative foes. By the 

time the prolonged economic expansion of the postwar 

decades ended with the oil crisis of 1973–74, liberals’ cul-

tural confi dence had been shattered. Th ey found them-

selves assailed not only from the right but from a new, 

and more radical, left. A newly energized conservative 

movement found a modern leader in the governor of 

California, Ronald Reagan, and additional support from 

disgruntled white ethnics, suburbanites anxious about 

their cultural and religious values and their future, and 

an increasingly vocal segment of Americans antagonized 

by blacks, women, and gay and lesbian Americans de-

manding equal rights. Critics on the left began to as-

sail liberals for their alleged complicity in the forms of 

racism, sexism, and exclusion practiced internally and 

in the nation’s imperialist atrocities abroad, all of which 

were said to derive from the Enlightenment’s shallow 

confi dence in a narrow form of “reason” that promised 

liberating fulfi llment but delivered only confi nement. By 

the time Reagan was elected president in 1980, liberalism 
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had become a term of opprobrium for critics on the left 

as well as the right. 

 In recent decades liberals have struggled to escape 

the dismissive caricatures of both radicals and conserva-

tives. Liberals’ egalitarian dreams were judged unrealistic 

and their cultural leanings elitist, their generosity coun-

terproductive and their confi dence in reasoned debate 

faintly comic. Liberals’ commitment to freedom of ex-

pression also came under attack. By excluding religion 

and tolerating obscenity, critics charged, liberals made 

possible a degrading competition between pornography 

and banality in the value-free zone of popular culture. 

According to critics left and right, liberals were respon-

sible for all that was wrong with America—even though 

those groups off ered diametrically opposite diagnoses of 

the nation’s maladies. 

 When the Soviet Union and its satellite states col-

lapsed in 1989–91, and when the domestic U.S. economy 

began to lose ground relative to both the industrialized 

and the developing world, liberal confi dence was shaken. 

Without a Communist menace or a socialist alternative, 

which had provided the fi xed points against which many 

liberals could measure their economic policies, navigat-

ing the new terrain of domestic and international politics 

became more treacherous. Free-market champions and 

their allies in academic disciplines who were attracted to 

models proclaiming self-interested behavior as the con-

sequence of “rational choice” increasingly set the terms 

of social scientifi c debate. Th e particularistic agendas of 

identity politics challenged the integrationist programs 

of the civil rights movement and the post–World War II 

wave of feminism. Th e earlier liberal emphasis on free-

dom and toleration remained, but in the absence of a 

compelling agenda of economic reforms premised on the 

ideal of equality or the older virtue of benevolence, the 

new liberal critique of a naturalized and thus unassail-

able free-market model seemed vulnerable to libertar-

ians’ charges of impracticality. 

 By the twenty-fi rst century, few candidates for public 

offi  ce embraced the label of liberalism—not surprising 

given that fewer than 25 percent of voters identifi ed 

themselves as liberals. Clearly the momentum had 

shifted: 50 years earlier Boorstin and Hartz had de-

clared all of American history a species of the genus 

liberalism, and liberals confi dently proclaimed that the 

future belonged to them as well. Partisan squabbles 

seemed to be subsiding. New nations were emerging 

from colonial childhood into full membership in the 

United Nations. As partialities and particularities ap-

peared to be giving way to a new universalism, a reign 

of liberal toleration, benevolence, generosity, and cul-

tural cultivation seemed visible on the horizon. One 

decade into the twenty-fi rst century, that world seemed 

very far away. 

 Opposition to the war in Vietnam had prompted liber-

als to associate fl ag-waving patriotism with their hawkish 

opponents, a strategic disaster that enabled conservatives 

to identify their own aggressive foreign policy with the 

national interest and to portray liberals as traitors. Par-

ticularly after September 11, 2001—and with disastrous 

consequences—the charge stuck, which was odd given 

the commitments of earlier American liberals. From 

the birth of the nation through the Civil War to World 

War II, most liberals had rallied to legitimate assertions 

of American power. Relinquishing that tradition proved 

catastrophic, both culturally and politically. Likewise 

from the dawn of the United States through the height 

of the civil rights movement and the opposition to 

the Vietnam War, liberals mobilized alongside—not 

against—people of faith. Surrendering religion to the 

right proved as damaging to the political prospects of 

liberalism as the widespread concern that liberals were 

insuffi  ciently patriotic because they disagreed with con-

servatives over issues of foreign policy. 

 Yet if liberals were able to recover from those strate-

gic blunders or correct those misperceptions, they might 

fi nd their fortunes changing in the twenty-fi rst century. 

Opinion polls demonstrate that the ideals associated 

with liberalism for the last four centuries retain a grip on 

the American imagination. If liberals could regain the 

confi dence to embrace and reassert those ideals, and if 

they could abandon commitments to failed policies 

and programs and construct a new cultural and politi-

cal agenda to advance the principles they embrace, they 

might yet see a brighter horizon. From the early seven-

teenth century until the present, many of those attuned 

to liberality have distrusted selfi shness and parochialism 

and embraced the idea that popular sovereignty could 

enable Americans to replace inherited practices of op-

pression and hierarchy with open-mindedness and 

generosity. Achieving those goals remains the challenge 

facing liberals today. 

    See also conservatism; democracy, radicalism.
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 Libertarian Party 

 Th e Libertarian Party was organized on December 11, 

1971, in Denver, Colorado, at the home of David Nolan 

by a circle of conservative activists furious with the Nixon 

administration’s Keynesian economic policies. In addi-

tion to Nolan, a former Republican activist, its leaders 

included the prominent economist Murray Rothbard, 

philosophy professor John Hospers, and businessman 

Edward Crane (later founder of the Cato Institute, a lib-

ertarian think tank). Th e party quickly became one of the 

most successful alternative entities in twentieth-century 

American politics. It gained a place on the presidential 

ballot of every state by 1980, and as of 2005 had elected 

a total of more than 600 members to public offi  ce on 

various levels across the country. By July 2006, 235,500 

Americans were registered Libertarian Party members. 

Despite these achievements, however, like many inde-

pendent political organizations the Libertarian Party 

has had a greater impact on American political language 

and ideology than on practical policy—a phenomenon 

particularly evident in its troubled relationship with the 

Republican Party. 

 Members of the Libertarian Party understand indi-

vidual liberty to be the fundamental and necessary basis 
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of a moral and just society. Th e “guiding principle” of 

libertarianism as defi ned by the founders of the party 

is “mutual respect for rights.” To that end, libertarians 

argue, the primary role of the government should be 

greatly narrowed, and ultimately, merely twofold: to pro-

vide protection of property rights domestically and a na-

tional defense abroad. Libertarians would greatly reduce 

governmental bureaucracy, eliminating social programs, 

regulation of the economy, and prosecution of “victim-

less crimes” while taking a strong stand in favor of broad 

civil liberties and free trade and isolationism abroad. Th is 

political philosophy has a long pedigree. It has roots in 

the classical liberalism of eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century British thinkers such as John Stuart Mill, and, 

more recently, in the Austrian school of economics rep-

resented most powerfully in the United States by Ludwig 

von Mises and Friedrich Hayek. On a more popular level, 

the novelists Ayn Rand and Robert Heinlein proved ef-

fective propagators of a radical anti-statist, individualist 

ethos, and, according to historian Brian Doherty, more 

than half of the earliest Libertarians cited one of these 

two authors as their primary ideological infl uence. 

 While the platform of the Libertarian Party accepted 

the system of government as laid out in the U.S. Con-

stitution as the best means to achieve its goals, the party 

often was beset with internal dissent and schism. Th e 

most prominent of these was the anarcho-capitalism 

movement Rothbard eventually championed, which 

maintained that the state itself should be eliminated. 

Th e Libertarian Party periodically was torn between 

these advocates of anarchism and supporters of “minar-

chism” (acceptance of a minimal state). Th ough a truce 

between these groups was negotiated in 1974, in 1983 an-

other internal war broke out over the party’s presidential 

nomination. A purist faction led by Rothbard revolted 

against Edward Crane’s “machine,” which had led the 

party to win the most votes it had ever received for presi-

dent in the 1980 election but which Rothbard accused of 

ideological compromise. Crane’s candidate, Earl Rave-

nal, lost at the 1983 convention, and Crane led an exodus 

from the party, taking many resources and wealthy sup-

porters with him. 

 Th e year of the party’s founding, 1971, was the year the 

Republican administration of Richard Nixon abandoned 

the gold standard and implemented price controls in an 

attempt to curb rampant infl ation—this, coming from 

a party that only seven years earlier had nominated the 

fi scal conservative Barry Goldwater for president, con-

vinced Nolan and his adherents that neither major po-

litical party could be trusted to protect the liberties of 

Americans. Th e next year, after Rothbard declined the 

nomination, a convention of 89 delegates in Denver 

named Hospers and Oregon activist Tonie Nathan as 

the Libertarian candidates for the presidency and vice 

presidency. Th ough the Hospers-Nathan ticket gained 

only 2,691 votes, the Virginia Republican elector Roger 

MacBride, disillusioned with Richard Nixon, gave the 

Libertarians their fi rst—and to date, only—electoral 

vote. Since then, the Libertarian Party has nominated 

a candidate for the presidency every year, but only 

once—in 1980, behind the ticket of Ed Clark and David 

Koch—has it gained more than 1 percent of the popu-

lar vote: Clark’s 921,299 votes far outpaced the second 

most successful campaign, the 1996 Harry Browne–Jo 

Jorgensen ticket, which garnered 485,798 votes. Despite 

such promising initial  success in presidential politics, 

after Clark’s campaign, the party stagnated on the presi-

dential level. Between 1984 and 2008, every Libertarian 

presidential candidate won between roughly a quarter 

and a half million votes, one-third to one-half of one 

percent of the total votes cast in a given election. 

 On the local level, Libertarians have achieved more 

success. In 1978 Richard Randolph became the fi rst Lib-

ertarian elected to state offi  ce, gaining a seat in the Alaska 

House of Representatives. Th ree years later, Richard 

Siano won a three-way race, defeating both Republican 

and Democratic candidates to gain a city council seat in 

Kingwood Township, New Jersey. As of 2008, 12 Lib-

ertarians have gained seats in state legislatures. While 

a Libertarian candidate has never won election to na-

tional offi  ce (with the debatable exception of Ron Paul, 

the 1988 Libertarian presidential candidate who gained a 

seat in the House of Representatives as a Republican in 

1996), the party’s rhetoric has to some extent penetrated 

national politics. Many Libertarians were optimistic 

about the election of Ronald Reagan, who skillfully in-

voked libertarian rhetoric during the 1980 presidential 

campaign. Movement fi gures such as Milton Friedman 

and Alan Greenspan (an admirer of Rand), held places 

in Reagan’s circle, and much was made of a 1980 photo-

graph of Reagan reading the libertarian journal  Freeman . 

Th e Cato Institute moved to Washington in 1981, hoping 

to infl uence the administration. However, by 1982, Ed-

ward Crane had lost faith in Reagan for supporting So-

cial Security and engaging in economic protectionism. 

Other Libertarians were disappointed with the presi-

dent’s endorsement of restrictive policies on social issues 

such as abortion and drug use. Similarly, the Contract 
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with America, the banner under which Republicans, led 

by Georgia Representative Newt Gingrich, reclaimed 

Congress in 1994, raised libertarian expectations; several 

of its proposals, such as term limits and deregulation of 

industry, gained strong libertarian support. However, 

hopes were again dashed when the Republican-led Con-

gress ultimately failed to reverse trends toward govern-

ment spending and increased federal power. 

 In 2007 Ron Paul mounted an essentially libertarian 

campaign for the Republican presidential nomination 

and gained a surprising amount of media attention. 

Despite his membership in the Republican Party, 

Paul’s opposition to the war in Iraq (a position largely, 

though not universally, supported in the libertarian 

mainstream, such as in the Cato Institute) gained him 

criticism from many in the GOP, suggesting that the 

ideological diff erences that had motivated former Re-

publicans to found the Libertarian Party had persisted. 

Th e swirl of interest around Paul’s candidacy provided 

a jolt to a movement that had fl agged in the late 1990s, 

when its electoral infl uence declined and the party suf-

fered internal dissension. Paul’s campaign revealed that 

the ideological infl uence of libertarianism was far from 

dead. 

  See also  liberalism; Republican Party, 1968–2008. 
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 Liberty Party 

 A small group of abolitionists formed the Liberty Party 

in Albany, New York, in April 1840. For eight years, the 

party asked antislavery Northerners to “vote as you pray 

and pray as you vote.” Few did. Th e party’s presidential 

candidate, James Birney, won 7,000 votes in the elec-

tion of 1840 and 62,000 in 1844, with more than half of 

the 1844 vote coming from New York, Massachusetts, 

and Ohio. Despite its tepid electoral support, the Lib-

erty Party broke the two major parties’ stranglehold on 

Jacksonian politics and gave the antislavery movement 

an independent political voice. 

 Th e Liberty Party grew out of the radical abolition-

ist movement of the 1830s. While eschewing partisan 

politics, abolitionists engaged in such activities as fl ood-

ing Congress with petitions calling for the abolition of 

slavery in the District of Columbia. But abolitionists 

failed to sway the two major parties toward more vigor-

ous opposition to slavery, since both needed southern 

slaveholders to build a coalition capable of winning na-

tional elections. Th e gag rule instituted in the House of 

Representatives in 1836 to silence debate over antislavery 

petitions to Congress exemplifi ed the two parties’ hostil-

ity to antislavery agitation. 

 Many abolitionists saw the Democrats and the Whigs 

as beholden to the “Slave Power,” but they disagreed 

over what to do about it. Faced with a stubborn political 

system, the abolitionist movement split over principles 

and tactics. One faction, led by William Lloyd Garri-

son, decried politics as inherently corrupt and focused 

instead on the task of swaying northern public opin-

ion against slavery. An anti-Garrisonian faction backed 

by the wealthy New York philanthropist Gerrit Smith, 

equally devoted to abolition but more open to politics, 

organized a new political party with the single goal of 

advancing an antislavery agenda. 

 Th e Liberty Party (as it was soon called) mirrored the 

radical abolitionists’ “come-outer” tendency of breaking 

free from existing organizations tainted by slavery—

especially churches—and creating new ones with an 

antislavery core. Indeed, many of the Liberty Party’s 

strongest supporters were members of antislavery Prot-

estant denominations like the Congregationalists, Free 

Will Baptists, Wesleyan Methodists, and Quakers. Geo-

graphically, support for the party was strongest in New 

England, the “burnt-over” district of intense  evangelical 

activity in upstate New York, and in areas of the old 

northwest (Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, etc.) settled by New 

Englanders. 

 Th e party advocated the “absolute and unqualifi ed 

divorce of the General Government from slavery.” Al-

though some Liberty supporters denied that slavery was 

constitutional anywhere in the Union, the party plat-

form did not call for the abolition of slavery in the states 

where it already existed. It did demand the abolition of 

slavery and the slave trade in the District of Columbia 
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and in other federal territory, a prohibition on the inter-

state slave trade, and a ban on the admission of new slave 

states. It also regarded the fugitive slave clause of the U.S. 

Constitution as “null and void” and disavowed any obli-

gation on the part of northern citizens or state offi  cials to 

help in the capture and return of escaped slaves. 

 Boldly standing for equal rights for African Ameri-

cans, the Liberty Party challenged northern racism at 

a time when black Northerners faced disenfranchise-

ment, legal discrimination, prejudice, and violence. It 

welcomed African Americans into its ranks, and many 

prominent black abolitionists, including Henry High-

land Garnet, actively supported the party. Th e National 

Convention of Colored Men in Buff alo endorsed the 

Liberty Party in 1843. 

 Th e party took a less radical stand on women’s rights, 

especially compared with the Garrisonians. Still, many 

abolitionist women worked actively for the Liberty 

Party, contributing essays to party newspapers and form-

ing auxiliary committees. Some women’s rights activ-

ists received valuable training in Liberty Party circles. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s exposure to a broad network 

of political activists through her husband, Liberty Party 

bigwig Henry Stanton, helped prepare her for a leader-

ship role at the Seneca Falls convention in 1848. 

 As third parties usually discover, peeling voters from 

established parties is diffi  cult, and the fi erce partisan loy-

alties of Jacksonian America made the task even harder 

for the Liberty Party. Th e single-minded spokesmen for 

the party had to fi nd a way to shift voters’ attention away 

from the economic issues that had dominated the 1830s 

and toward slavery. Since northern Whig voters were 

more likely than northern Democrats to sympathize with 

abolition, the Liberty Party’s biggest hurdle was convinc-

ing antislavery Whigs that voting for Liberty would not 

ultimately help the Democrats. 

 Taking the Liberty Party threat seriously, Whigs 

fought back by alleging (and even fabricating documents 

to prove) that the party was a secret Democratic plot to 

weaken the Whigs. After the 1844 presidential election, 

many Whigs bitterly complained that the Liberty Party’s 

more than 15,000 votes in New York had catapulted the 

Democratic candidate, James Polk, to the presidency. 

Th e Democratic Party took the Liberty Party threat 

seriously too, lambasting the party as disunionist and 

pro-black. 

 Liberty strength grew somewhat in the early 1840s, 

 bolstered by victories at state levels and the revival of 

territorial expansion as a hot political issue. Th e par-

ty’s greatest success came in Vermont in 1845, when 

John P. Hale, an antislavery Democratic congressman, 

was dumped by his party for criticizing the annexation 

of Texas. Hale’s Democratic supporters joined with con-

science Whigs and the Liberty Party to capture the state 

legislature early in 1846 and send Hale to the U.S. Senate 

as a cham pion of what was essentially the Liberty Party’s 

agenda. 

 Hale’s success signaled the prospect of a broader anti-

slavery alliance that appealed to some of the Liberty 

Party’s more pragmatic leaders, most notably Salmon P. 

Chase of Ohio. A Cincinnati lawyer who had been in-

strumental in developing the concept of an antislavery 

Constitution, Chase helped to fold the Liberty Party 

into the newly formed Free Soil Party in 1848—a re-

markable turn of events given that the Free Soil can-

didate for president, the Barnburner Democrat Martin 

Van Buren, had been the abolitionists’ chief political 

nemesis a decade earlier. (One vicious political cartoon 

from 1848 depicted the union of the Free Soil and Lib-

erty parties as a marriage between Van Buren and an 

African American woman.) 

 Abolitionist editor Joshua Leavitt told his fellow 

Liberty Party supporters that their movement had been 

“translated” into the Free Soil Party, but some diehards 

thought essential principles were lost in translation. 

Th ey formed the Liberty League to carry on not just 

the  Liberty Party’s opposition to slavery but also its 

concern for black equality. Th e election of 1848 handed 

down a harsh judgment against them: the Liberty 

League’s candidate for president, Gerrit Smith, won 

a mere 2,500 votes, while Van Buren won more than 

291,000. 

 Th e Liberty Party advanced the antislavery cause in 

the United States by developing new constitutional and 

legal strategies and adopting the tactics of a mass party 

organization. Its supporters hoped to build an indepen-

dent northern party committed to racial egalitarianism 

and to pressure the two major parties to resist the south-

ern “slave power.” Th ough an electoral failure, the party 

helped to catalyze the epic realignment of the political 

system that culminated in the Civil War. 

  See also  abolitionism; Democratic Party, 1828–60; Free Soil 

Party; Jacksonian era, 1828–45; Whig Party; women and politics, 

1828–65. 
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local government

 For four centuries Americans have remained devoted to 

grassroots rule and organs of local government. Th ey 

have deemed that government closest to the people as 

most representative of the popular will and thus have 

jealously protected and perpetuated local power. In 

Canada and Great Britain as well as the continental 

European nations, central lawmakers have been able 

to revise and reform local government without submit-

ting their measures to the veto of local referenda. In the 

United States, however, voters have repeatedly blocked 

the path to change, fearful that the destruction of in-

herited local units would diminish their political voice 

and open the door to dreaded centralization. Perhaps 

more than any other nation, the United States is a land 

of local satrapies, a prevailing fear of big, distant gov-

ernment preserving a complex structure of local rule. 

State governments have increasingly imposed a degree 

of supervision over localities. But local institutions per-

sist as perceived bulwarks against central authority, and 

the defensive instincts of the local electorate remain 

strong. 

 Local Rule 1607–1900 

 During the colonial era, Americans fashioned the pri-

mary units of the future nation’s structure of local rule. 

In New England the town was the chief governing unit, 

exercising responsibility for schools, poor relief, and 

roads. Policy-making power rested with the town meet-

ing, a conclave of all enfranchised townspeople, though 

popularly elected selectmen assumed primary authority 

for day-to-day governance. In the South the county court 

and parish vestry of the established Church of England 

were the chief units of local government. Dominated by 

the local gentry, the county courts served both judicial 

and administrative functions, hearing legal suits as well 

as maintaining county roads. Th e parish vestry was gen-

erally responsible for poor relief. Th e middle colonies of 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York combined the 

governmental forms of New England and the South, as-

signing a large share of local responsibility to counties 

but also maintaining town or township governments. In 

this hybrid mix, counties were less powerful than in the 

South, but towns or townships exercised less authority 

than their New England counterparts. 

 To govern their emerging cities, the middle and south-

ern colonies applied the institution of the municipal 

corporation inherited from Great Britain. Some munici-

palities such as Philadelphia, Williamsburg, and Norfolk 

were closed corporations in which the incumbent board 

of aldermen fi lled any vacancies in their governing body; 

the local citizenry had no voice in the selection of city 

offi  cials. In Albany, New York City, and the municipal 

corporations of New Jersey, however, popular election 

of the governing aldermen prevailed. New En gland es-

chewed the institution of the municipal corporation, its 

more populous communities retaining the town form of 

rule and the town meeting. 

 Th e American Revolution wrought some changes in 

the system of local government. New municipal charters 

granted by state legislatures replaced the closed corpora-

tions ruled by a self-chosen elite, with government by 

popularly elected city councils. Th e disestablishment of 

the Church of England also deprived the parish vestry of 

its responsibility for poor relief; henceforth, secular over-

seers of the poor assumed charge of the least fortunate 

members of society. Yet there was also great continuity 

in the forms of local rule. Th e town remained the prin-

cipal unit of local government in New England, though 

in the 1780s fi ve communities in Connecticut, including 

Hartford and New Haven as well as Newport in Rhode 

Island, accepted city charters. Not until 1822 did Boston 
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fi nally abandon town rule and the town meeting, accept-

ing a city form of government with a mayor and munici-

pal legislature. In the middle states, counties and towns 

continued to exercise local authority, and the county 

courts remained supreme in the South. 

 Th e new western states adopted the established forms 

of their eastern neighbors. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 

Michigan, and Wisconsin embraced the hybrid form of 

county-township rule characteristic of Pennsylvania and 

New York, whereas in the new southern states of Ken-

tucky, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi the county 

was the focus of local authority. Th e town or township 

never took root in the South. During the late nine-

teenth century, the states west of the Rockies also found 

diminutive township units unsuited for their sparsely 

settled rural areas. Consequently, the town or township 

remained primarily a northeastern and midwestern unit. 

In these regions, it administered local roads, cemeter-

ies, and poor relief while township justices of the peace 

handled minor off enses and disputes. 

 One new unit of local government that proliferated 

during the nineteenth century was the school district. 

Elected school boards administered education in minis-

cule districts across America. For example, the number 

of school districts in Michigan rose from 3,097 in 1850 

to 7,168 in 1890. By the latter date, there was one school 

district for every 60 pupils enrolled in the state. Over 

1,000 districts could claim less than 25 pupils. In many 

areas of the nation, there was a unit of school govern-

ment for every one-room schoolhouse, each a diminu-

tive educational republic charged with bringing reading, 

writing, and arithmetic to its youth. 

 Meanwhile, municipal corporations had to adapt to 

burgeoning centers of urban population. As New York 

City, Philadelphia, Chicago, and scores of lesser metrop-

olises attracted millions of migrants from Europe and 

rural America, their city governments assumed new and 

expanded duties. In the mid-nineteenth century profes-

sional fi re departments supplanted the volunteer forces 

of the past, and a professional police bureaucracy devel-

oped to preserve the urban peace. An emerging corps 

of professional engineers applied their expertise to water 

supply and sewerage, constructing elaborate systems of 

aqueducts, reservoirs, and drainage tunnels. A body of 

pioneering landscape architects led by Frederick Law 

Olmsted laid out great urban parks, the most notable 

being New York City’s Central Park. 

 Th e adoption of universal manhood suff rage in the 

early nineteenth century shifted the political advantage 

to plebeian leaders who cultivated the loyalty of the im-

migrant masses fl ooding the cities. Tammany Hall, New 

York City’s Democratic organization, became known 

for its steadfast support among Irish immigrants who 

benefi ted from the public jobs and favors that Tam-

many could bestow. Sober citizens who deemed them-

selves the respectable class grew increasingly troubled 

by the rising power of such partisan organizations and 

launched repeated campaigns to reform the structure 

of municipal rule. Consequently, in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century, city councils dominated by 

neighborhood leaders, some of them local saloonkeep-

ers, lost power to mayors who were generally respected 

businessmen. 

 Twentieth-Century Reform 

 Reform demands mounted in the early twentieth cen-

tury, resulting in a major restructuring of many city 

governments. In 1901 Galveston, Texas, pioneered the 

commission form of government, which lodged all 

executive and legislative authority in a small board of 

elected commissioners, each commissioner charged with 

responsibility for one area of municipal administration. 

Th is city commission plan eliminated the ward-based 

councils deemed the source of much local corruption; 

by carefully defi ning the responsibilities of each com-

missioner, the plan also heightened offi  cial accountabil-

ity. By the end of 1913, 337 American municipalities had 

adopted the commission plan. 

 Th e commission scheme, however, did not ensure 

professional, expert administration of municipal ser-

vices. Consequently, during the second decade of the 

twentieth century reformers increasingly turned to an-

other alternative, the city manager plan. First adopted in 

Staunton, Virginia, in 1908, the city manager plan lodged 

policy-making authority in an elected city council, but 

the execution of policy and administration of the city 

was the job of an appointed city manager. Expected to be 

nonpartisan professional administrators, city managers 

were supposed to apply their expertise and guarantee op-

timal effi  ciency in the operation of their municipalities. 

By the close of 1923, 269 cities employed city managers, 

and the number would increase throughout the twenti-

eth century, as the manager plan supplanted commission 

rule as the preferred reform alternative. 

 Meanwhile, some reformers were also turning their 

attention to the antiquated structure of county gov-

ernment. Traditionally, elected boards of supervisors or 

county commissioners had exercised both executive and 
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legislative authority at the county level, and a long list of 

elected offi  cials such as county treasurer, auditor, clerk 

of courts, and sheriff  had performed specifi c administra-

tive functions. Th e concept of separation of powers did 

not exist at the county level, and popularity at the polls 

rather than professional credentials determined who 

would administer these local units. Proponents of the 

manager plan proposed extending it to counties, but not 

until 1927 did Iredell County, North Carolina, appoint 

the nation’s fi rst county manager. By 1950 only 16 of the 

nation’s more than 3,000 counties had hired administra-

tors with duties akin to those of the city manager. In 

the 1930s two populous New York counties, Nassau and 

Westchester, sought to rationalize local rule by creating 

the elected offi  ce of county executive to serve basically as 

mayor of the county. Not until the late twentieth cen-

tury, however, did large numbers of counties create the 

post of elected executive or hire a professional admin-

istrator charged with broad managerial supervision of 

county aff airs. 

 Structural reformers also targeted New England’s ven-

erable town meetings. By the early twentieth century, only 

a small proportion of those eligible actually attended the 

meetings in New England’s largest towns. Consequently, 

an unrepresentative and self-interested minority appeared 

to be determining town policies. To correct this prob-

lem, in 1915 reformers in the populous suburban town of 

Brookline, Massachusetts, secured adoption of the repre-

sentative town meeting form of government. Henceforth, 

Brookline voters would elect 240 town meeting members 

who were to represent them at the meetings. Every town 

voter could attend the meetings and participate in discus-

sion, but only the elected members could vote. By 1930, 

18 Massachusetts towns had opted for the representative 

town meeting form. 

 Local Rule in Metropolitan America 

 Rationalization of local government attracted increasing 

attention from the 1920s onward, as rapid suburbaniza-

tion produced a bewildering array of new governmental 

units in metropolitan areas throughout the nation. Dur-

ing the nineteenth century, states had adopted permis-

sive incorporation procedures, allowing virtually any 

community to become an independent municipality. As 

Americans moved to the suburbs, they took advantage 

of this to create a mass of new municipalities tailor-

made to serve the interests of their residents. In the 

1920s American municipalities acquired zoning pow-

ers in order to protect the interests of homeowners and 

upscale-housing developers. Now municipalities not 

only could provide traditional policing, ensure street 

maintenance, and off er water and sewer services, they 

could also restrict who and what moved into a commu-

nity. For the growing corps of home-owning suburban-

ites, this constituted a strong incentive to incorporate. 

In suburbanizing Nassau County on Long Island, the 

number of municipalities soared from 20 in 1920 to 65 

in 1940, and in suburban Saint Louis County, Missouri, 

the municipal head count rose from 20 in 1930 to 84 

in 1950. 

 Meanwhile, Americans organized thousands of special 

district governments to provide certain services. Unlike 

multipurpose municipalities or townships, special dis-

tricts usually provided only a single service. From 1920 

to 1933, the number of such units in Nassau County 

climbed from 87 to 173; this latter fi gure included 38 

districts charged with water supply, 52 fi re protection 

districts, and 53 lighting districts responsible for the pro-

vision of street lights. Each special district had separate 

taxing powers, and their proliferation markedly aug-

mented the number of hands reaching into taxpayers’ 

pockets. 

 Some metropolitan residents deplored the confusion 

and fragmentation of authority resulting from this mul-

titude of counties, townships, municipalities, and special 

districts. But in the 1920s and early 1930s campaigns for 

the consolidation or federation of local units failed in the 

seriously divided Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Saint Louis 

metropolitan areas. Localism posed a formidable barrier 

to unifi cation, and a renewal of metropolitan govern-

ment crusades in the 1950s again produced no signifi cant 

results. Any consolidation or federation of units in the 

United States required voter approval, and this was not 

forthcoming. Repackaged as the new regionalism, in the 

1990s metropolitan cooperation stirred renewed interest 

among scholars and civic reformers but yielded few re-

sults. During the latter half of the twentieth century in 

a few metropolitan areas such as Jacksonville, Nashville, 

and Indianapolis, civic leaders secured a consolidation 

of city and county governments, thereby attempting to 

streamline local administration and achieve some unity 

in policy making. But consolidation was the exception, 

not the rule. A myriad of township, village, and city gov-

ernments survived, and the number of special districts 

soared. 

 In contrast, states were successful in reducing the 

number of school districts. Whereas village and town-

ship governments could adapt and provide minimal ser-
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vices for twentieth-century small towns and rural areas, 

school districts designed to govern one-room schools 

were outmoded in a nation where a good education was 

perceived as necessary to personal success. Claiming that 

consolidation of districts would improve schooling and 

off er rural residents advantages formerly enjoyed only in 

city schools, state departments of education coerced or 

cajoled Americans to eschew the miniscule districts of the 

past. Th e number of school districts in the United States 

thus dropped from 127,531 in 1932 to 15,781 in 1972. 

 By the last decades of the twentieth century, states 

were also forced to intervene and prop up some falter-

ing central-city municipal regimes as well as distressed 

inner-city school governments. As business investment 

abandoned aging central cities for the suburbs, tax bases 

shrank; at the same time, the expense of providing ser-

vices for the remaining impoverished residents increased. 

In 1975, New York State took charge of the fi nances of 

a virtually bankrupt New York City, and, until the mid-

1980s, the state carefully monitored fi scal decision mak-

ing in the nation’s largest city. Cleveland, Philadelphia, 

Buff alo, and Pittsburgh also became fi scal wards of their 

state governments. Financial diffi  culties as well as poor 

academic performance resulted in state takeovers of some 

city school systems, with state-appointed administrators 

superseding the authority of locally elected school board 

members. 

 Yet such heavy-handed state intervention was not 

the norm. Americans continued to place their faith in 

local elected offi  cials, preferring grassroots rule to cen-

tralized dictation. At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst 

century, there were 87,849 units of local government 

in the United States. In the late twentieth century the 

number of counties remained stable, whereas the fi gure 

for municipalities increased slowly. For decades so-called 

experts had criticized townships as unnecessary relics 

of the horse-and-buggy era, yet there remained 16,506 

of these units in 2002, the number falling only 2 per-

cent in the previous quarter-century. Th e traditional 

New England town meeting survived, with only 38 of 

the 300 Massachusetts towns opting for the representa-

tive town meeting. Th e last half of the twentieth cen-

tury also witnessed a sharp rise in special districts, their 

number almost tripling from 12,340 in 1952 to 35,356 

in 2002. Owing to innovations in transportation and 

communication, the lives of most Americans were no 

longer confi ned to the narrow boundaries of localities. 

In this increasingly cosmopolitan nation, however, the 

government of the village and town remained a jealously 

guarded political legacy. 

  See also  cities and politics; suburbs and politics. 
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M
 Mexican-American War 

 Often called America’s “forgotten” war, the 1846–48 

confl ict with Mexico was brief, bloody, and a great 

short-term success for the United States. After a string 

of impressive military victories under General Zachary 

Taylor in Texas and Mexico’s northeast between May 

1846 and February 1847, General Winfi eld Scott’s troops 

completed an amphibious assault on the port of Vera 

Cruz in Mexico’s south and marched west to the capital, 

ultimately occupying Mexico City in September 1847. 

In early 1848, Mexico ratifi ed the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo, transferring 500,000 square miles, almost half 

of its territory, to the United States in exchange for $15 

million. Th e U.S. states of California, New Mexico, Ne-

vada, and Utah, as well as parts of Arizona, Colorado, 

and Wyoming are all products of the Mexican cession. 

Th e ratifi ed treaty arrived in the United States on the 

Fourth of July in 1848 to ecstatic celebration. Th at the 

nation had “won an empire” in this war seemed provi-

dential to many Americans, proof of the country’s Mani-

fest Destiny to expand across the continent. 

 Th e long-term implications of the war were less than 

positive, however. Th e question of the status of slavery 

in the newly acquired territories greatly exacerbated sec-

tional tensions and eventually contributed to both the 

collapse of the Second Party System and southern se-

cession. Th e war with Mexico was the fi rst war fought 

by America for reasons other than self-defense; it set a 

precedent for military action in Latin America in the 

name of American interests, and permanently damaged 

relations with Mexico. Th is little-remembered war had 

far-reaching eff ects, ultimately transforming America’s 

foreign relations and internal politics almost as dramati-

cally as it altered the nation physically. 

 The Road to War 

 Hostilities between the United States and Mexico of-

fi cially erupted when President James K. Polk ordered 

General Taylor to move his army in Texas into a disputed 

area between the Nueces River and the Río Grande. 

After the Texas rebellion of 1836, both Mexico and the 

newly independent Republic of Texas claimed this area, 

although Texas’s claims were somewhat speculative (the 

republic also claimed Santa Fe, the capital city of Mex-

ico’s province of New Mexico). In fact, Mexico refused 

to recognize the independence of Texas, considering it 

a rebel province. Although most Texans favored joining 

the United States, attempts to annex Texas in the late 

1830s and early 1840s failed because both Democrats and 

Whigs recognized that annexation would infl ame sec-

tional tensions and likely result in a war with Mexico. 

President John Tyler, a Whig in name but Democrat in 

policy, fastened on the idea of annexing Texas in the hope 

that this stance would win him the presidency in 1844. It 

did not, but his proposal was met with an outpouring of 

popular and congressional support. Tyler invited Texas 

to join the union at the close of his presidential term in 

1845. 

 Democrat James K. Polk entered offi  ce immediately 

after on an explicitly expansionist platform and pledged 

himself to gaining Mexico’s Alta California. During his 

fi rst year as president, he unsuccessfully attempted to 

buy California and New Mexico for more than twice 

the amount the United States eventually paid in 1848. 

After Mexican cavalry crossed the Río Grande and at-

tacked a U.S. patrol, Polk addressed Congress on May 11, 

1846, and reported that “Mexico has passed the bound-

ary of the United States, has invaded our territory and 

shed American blood upon the American soil.” Al-

though many representatives had serious doubts about 

Polk’s claims and suspected that the president had pro-

voked war by moving U.S. troops into an area rightfully 
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claimed by Mexico, Congress overwhelmingly supported 

the declaration of war. 

 Dissent 

 Th e Whig minority in Congress opposed territorial ex-

pansion generally and expansion into potential new slave 

territories in particular. But with memories of the di-

sastrous collapse of the Federalist Party over the War of 

1812 fi rmly in mind, the vast majority of congressional 

Whigs supported Polk’s call for volunteers and voted for 

funds to fi ght Mexico. Only 14 members of the House, 

all of whom represented heavily antislavery constituen-

cies in the Northeast and upper Midwest, voted against 

the declaration of war. 

 Th e American public, schooled in the ideology of 

Manifest Destiny and fi rmly convinced of the racial and 

cultural inferiority of Mexicans, largely embraced this 

war. But a vigorous antiwar movement, centered in New 

England and led by abolitionists, off ered sharp critiques 

of its morality. Antiwar activists argued that the war was 
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unjust, that might did not make right, and that the con-

fl ict was evidence of a “slave power” manipulating the 

government in order to expand slavery. Th ese positions 

would ultimately emerge as the consensus view by the 

late nineteenth century. 

 During the fi rst year of the war, the antiwar move-

ment had a limited impact. But as war dragged on, 

dissent became widespread. By late 1847, mainstream con-

gressional Whigs, including some from southern and 

western districts, openly protested the war and called for 

its immediate end. Freshman representative  Abraham 

Lincoln demanded to know the “exact spot” where Amer-

ican blood had supposedly been shed. Presidential hope-

ful Henry Clay gained national attention when he called 

for mass protests against the war. Th e antiwar movement 

has been discounted by some scholars as ineff ective, but it 

played a clear role in pressuring President Polk to come to 

terms with Mexico at the close of the war. 

 Soldiers and the Military Front 

 Polk’s initial call for troops resulted in an outpouring of 

volunteer enthusiasm, but most soldiers found service 

in Mexico disillusioning. Th e Mexican-American War 

had the highest casualty rate of any American confl ict, 

almost 17 percent of the 79,000 American soldiers who 

served in it died, mainly from disease. Although the reg-

ulars in the army did most of the hard fi ghting and both 

Taylor and Scott regularly condemned the volunteers for 

lack of discipline (they were responsible for most of the 

atrocities committed against Mexican civilians), it was 

the volunteers who won most of the acclaim back home. 

Th e working men who made up the bulk of both army 

regulars and volunteers may have believed that service in 

Mexico would result in an increase in their class status 

at home, but their harsh treatment by offi  cers tended 

to reinforce their subservient position in industrializing 

America. Desertion rates were high, particularly among 

Catholic immigrants who felt divided loyalties fi ghting a 

Catholic country under an army openly hostile to their 

faith. Some of these men joined the San Patricio Bat-

talion and fought for Mexico. Many more American 

soldiers embraced the “free soil” political movement 

upon returning home, convinced that democracy and 

economic opportunity could fl ourish only for working 

men in slavery-free territories. 

 At the outset of the war, most European observers 

predicted that Mexico, fi ghting at home with a large 

standing army, would easily defeat the invaders from the 

north. But General Stephen W. Kearny’s troops easily 

conquered New Mexico, Taylor’s troops prevailed in a 

number of bloody clashes in northeastern Mexico, Scott 

battered his way to the capital, and an initial revolt of 

Anglo settlers under the command of Captain John C. 

Frémont in California (known as the Bear Flag Revolt) 

culminated in the surrender of Mexican  Californios  to 

American forces in January 1847. Factors internal to 

Mexico greatly aided the U.S. cause. Chronic political 

instability, a series of popular uprisings against national 

and state governments, wars between Mexican settlers 

and independent Native Americans in the border re-

gion, and the inept military leadership of General Anto-

nio López de Santa Anna all hampered Mexico’s ability 

to repulse the invaders. 

 Polk had secured the northern half of Mexico by the 

end of February 1847, and dispatched diplomat Nicho-

las Trist to negotiate a treaty of peace soon after. But 

the incensed Mexican government refused to come 

to terms, even after the fall of Mexico City. American 

forces in the capital were subject to brutal attacks by 

guerrilla partisans, and General Scott came to believe 

that the long-term occupation of central Mexico by the 

United States was untenable. But extreme Democratic 

expansionists increasingly called for the annexation of 

all of Mexico as spoils of war, and Polk recalled Trist 

in the fall of 1847 in hopes of gaining a larger settle-

ment from Mexico than he had originally authorized. 

With the support of General Scott, and in sympathy 

with Mexico’s plight, Trist disobeyed the president and 

negotiated a treaty on his own. Polk agreed to the terms 

of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, both because of 

growing antiwar sentiment at home and because the 

annexation of the densely populated southern part of 

Mexico was opposed on racial grounds by many in both 

the North and South. 

 War and the Democratic Party 

 Th ere was initial support for the war among northern 

Democrats who believed expansion was healthy for de-

mocracy, desired California’s ports in order to commer-

cially expand into Asia, and saw the annexation of Texas 

and California as the best means of preventing British 

encroachment in North America. Yet many came to view 

Polk’s war with Mexico with suspicion, born of the belief 

that the war was being waged in the interest of southern 

slaveholders. When Pennsylvania Democratic congress-

man David Wilmot off ered a rider to a war appropria-

tions bill in August of 1846 on the fl oor of the House that 

banned slavery from any  territory won from Mexico, he 
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revealed the increasing sectional rift and growing power 

of free soil ideology in the North. 

 Democrats faced other struggles during “their” war. 

Polk had pledged to serve only one term in offi  ce, and 

there was no clear front-runner for the Democratic 

nomination in 1848. Th e two heroes of the engagement, 

Zachary Taylor and Winfi eld Scott, were Whigs. Despite 

Polk’s attempts to brevet Democratic generals, including 

Franklin Pierce, the president’s fears were realized when 

the Whigs won the presidency in 1848 with Taylor at the 

head of the ticket. Th is was the second and last time the 

Whigs would win the presidency before the party col-

lapsed over the issue of slavery in the 1850s. Winfi eld 

Scott, the Whig Party’s fi nal presidential candidate, was 

defeated by Pierce in 1852. 

 Popular Reception of the War 

 In the eyes of many U.S. citizens, virtually every battle 

in the Mexican-American War made manifest the hero-

ism and superior fi ghting abilities of the North Ameri-

can. In the battle of Buena Vista, less than 5,000 U.S. 

soldiers defeated a Mexican army of 15,000. At Cerro 

Gordo, U.S. forces fl anked and drove a much larger 

Mexican army out of a defensive position, clearing the 

way to  march on the capital, where they successfully 

stormed Chapúltepec Castle, which guarded Mexico 

City. 

 Th e fi rst war covered by newspaper correspondents 

was closely followed at home, and these victories became 

cultural events, celebrated not only in the press, but also 

in fi ction, music, and art. Th is war marked the fi rst en-

counter of most white Americans with Mexicans and 

disrupted the reigning division between black and white 

that structured American racism. Dime-novel accounts 

of the war celebrated romance between U.S. soldiers 

and light-skinned Mexican women, while casting dark-

skinned Mexican men as villains. Th e years following 

the war saw an explosion of fi libustering expeditions by 

American men into Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central 

America. American fi libusters were motivated to invade 

foreign countries without governmental sanction by a 

belief that the continued territorial expansion of Amer-

ica was God’s will, by greed for land, and by visions of 

international romance. For these mercenaries, the key 

lessons taught by the Mexican-American War were that 

violence was an acceptable means to gain new territory, 

and that victory was inevitable over the racial inferiors of 

Latin America. 

 Sectional Crises 

 Th e status of slavery in the Mexican cession led to re-

peated sectional crises. Despite its support among north-

ern representatives of both parties, the Wilmot Proviso 

never became law because of southern strength in the 

Senate. Th e question of whether to allow slavery in the 

new territories took on concrete importance when Cali-

fornia applied for statehood in 1849. When President 

Zachary Taylor proposed outlawing slavery from all the 

new territories, including California, furious Southern-

ers threatened to secede from the Union. Only Henry 

Clay’s Compromise of 1850 calmed the storm by off ering 

Southerners a strict fugitive slave law and the possibility 

of a new slave state in the unorganized New Mexico ter-

ritory through the doctrine of “popular sovereignty.” 

 But this compromise was only temporary. Th e Sec-

ond Party System was yet another casualty of the war. 

Th e platforms of both major parties, which studiously 

avoided discussing slavery, began to seem increasingly 

irrelevant to voters in both the North and South, open-

ing up room for the new Republican Party to make a 

strong showing in the North in 1856 with presiden-

tial candidate John C. Frémont, hero of the Bear Flag 

Revolt. 

 Lasting Memory and Hemispheric Impact of the War 

 Both supporters and opponents agreed that the Mexican-

American War marked a turning point in the nation’s 

history. In 1848 Captain James Henry Carleton wrote 

that “the Battle of Buena Vista will probably be re-

garded as the greatest ever fought on this continent.” 

Th e Civil War quickly proved him wrong, however, and 

completely overshadowed the war in Mexico. While in 

Mexico La Invasíon Norteamericana exerted a powerful 

force in the political realignment of the late nineteenth 

century, the creation of a centralized state, and the forg-

ing of a common Mexican identity, the half-life of this 

war north of the border was remarkably short. Represen-

tations of even the most dramatic victories of the confl ict 

disappeared after 1860, and veterans of the 1848 confl ict 

struggled to gain public recognition and fi nancial sup-

port from a society that had no heart for revisiting the 

Halls of the Montezumas. 

 In 1885 former president Ulysses S. Grant, who like 

most Civil War generals had gained key military expe-

rience in the Mexican confl ict, described the war with 

Mexico as “one of the most unjust ever waged by a stron-

ger against a weaker nation.” He declared the Civil War 
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“our punishment” for that “transgression.” At the time 

this view was a mainstream one. While Grant had been 

a member of the pro-war Democratic Party in the 1840s 

and 1850s, he was a Union general and Republican presi-

dent and accepted the antiwar Whig Party as his party’s 

forebear. Although the Democrats promoted and won 

the war with Mexico, it was a pyrrhic victory for the 

party. Ultimately the views of Whigs, who maintained 

that the war was unjust, immoral, and part of a land 

grab on the part of slaveholders, held sway. Th e 1847 

resolution by the Massachusetts House of Representa-

tives that “an off ensive and unnecessary war is one of the 

highest crimes which man can commit against society; 

but when is superadded a war for the extension of slav-

ery, its criminality stands out in the boldest possible 

relief ” had become the dominant belief among Republi-

cans after the Civil War. 

 But white Americans of all parties and all sections of 

the country in the later nineteenth century tried to forget 

the Mexican confl ict and to reimagine the bloody 1840s 

as a peaceful period, when sectional harmony and com-

mon purpose advanced Manifest Destiny. By the fi ftieth 

anniversary of the war in 1898, politicians and historians 

seemed comfortable writing a history of America’s mili-

tary past in which the war with Mexico and its veterans 

were absent. Congress debated whether to fi ght a war for 

empire in 1898 without acknowledging that it was the 

fi ftieth anniversary of the successful conclusion of the 

fi rst war for empire. Th e 1848 war posed some diffi  culties 

for those who endorsed a history in which Americans 

always behaved from selfl ess motives. In 1898 both sup-

porters and opponents of imperialism maintained that 

the United States had always fi rmly and consistently dis-

avowed empire. 

 Since many scholars now explain the war fought by 

the United States in 1898 as part of a regional struggle 

for dominance, a process that started with the Monroe 

Doctrine, this amnesia was signifi cant. Some historians 

have suggested that the war with Mexico was unneces-

sary: Polk could have gained Mexico’s northern territo-

ries through steady diplomatic negotiations and without 

either the loss of life or principle that the war entailed. 

In either case, many would now consider Ralph Waldo 

Emerson prophetic for predicting in 1846 that “the 

United States will conquer Mexico,” but that “Mexico 

will poison us.” 

  See also  sectional confl ict and secession, 1845–65. 
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 A M Y  S .  G R E E N B E R G 

 Middle Atlantic, the 

 Just three Middle Atlantic states, among the most popu-

lous in the nation between 1820 and 1940 and industrial 

leaders for much of American history, have wielded huge 

potential infl uence in American politics, particularly in 

the election of presidents and the make-up of Congress. 

Yet they have realized this potential only intermittently, 

as great wealth and diverse populations have made them 

notorious for political corruption and the politics of 

compromise. 
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 Leading banks, industries, and railroads were the glue 

that held these diverse states together. From the Civil 

War until the mid-twentieth century, Pennsylvania was 

dominated politically by the Pennsylvania Railroad, 

Standard Oil, the great steel and coal companies, the 

Mellon Bank interests (including the Aluminum Cor-

poration of America), and the Pennsylvania Association 

of Manufacturers. In New York during the same period, 

the New York Central and Erie Railroads, along with 

Wall Street bankers, notably J. P. Morgan, wielded the 

most infl uence. In New Jersey, the Camden and Amboy 

Railroad before the Civil War and the Pennsylvania Rail-

road afterward came to dominate the state. In each state, 

the enormous discrepancy between private and public 

wealth ensured that state legislators were almost invari-

ably willing to do the bidding of the capitalists. 

 New York 

 New York was founded as New Netherland in 1624 by 

the Dutch East India Company for two purposes: send-

ing furs, especially for beaver hats, to Holland, and sup-

plying the newly acquired Dutch colony of Brazil with 

provisions such as fi sh and grain. Peter Minuit, the fi rst 

governor, instituted the patroon system in 1629, which 

the English continued under the name of proprietary 

estates, in which wealthy men who brought at least 50 

settlers to the colony received large tracts of land that 

they leased to tenants. 

 New Netherland was governed autocratically by a se-

ries of governors, none of whom could maintain order 

eff ectively among the diverse population of Dutch, En-

glish (on eastern Long Island), and, after 1654, Swedes in 

the Delaware Valley, whom Governor Pieter Stuyvesant 

conquered. Stuyvesant was so unpopular that when an 

English fl eet arrived in 1664, the population refused to 

fi ght. Th e renamed New York was then ruled as a pro-

prietary colony by the Duke of York, the future King 

James II. Confl ict between the infl uential English and 

Anglican minority and the Dutch characterized New 

York politics until the mid-1730s, when the proprietary 

Livingston family of upstate New York and the French 

Huguenot merchant Delanceys of New York City be-

came leading rivals until the American Revolution. 

 New York anticipated the party politics that did not 

develop elsewhere until the 1790s or later. Each faction 

ran complete slates of candidates, distributed literature, 

held rallies, and articulated specifi c policies. 

 As with Pennsylvania and New Jersey, New York’s as-

sembly never supported the American Revolution, and 

leadership before 1775 fell to New York City merchants 

and sea captains, who, in 1766, led the fi ght against Brit-

ish soldiers at what became known as the Battle of Golden 

Hill. But New York’s revolution did not lead to a major 

class confl ict because members of the elite, such as the 

intermarried Jay and Livingston families, took a strong 

stand for resistance and independence. In 1777 John Jay 

(governor, 1795–1801) drafted most of a constitution that 

gave equal political rights to all citizens regardless of re-

ligion. But until 1795, the anti-Federalist supporters of 

states’ rights dominated New York, with George Clinton 

holding the governorship for 18 years. Alexander Hamil-

ton and John Jay, along with James Madison, wrote the 

 Federalist Papers  to convince New Yorkers to support the 

U.S. Constitution, but only the threat to remove heav-

ily Federalist New York City from the state and join the 

union convinced the upstate opposition to support rati-

fi cation. New York was the eleventh state to ratify. 

 New York continued to lead the nation in political mo-

bilization in the nineteenth century. Aaron Burr (sena-

tor, 1791–97) earned his spot as vice president on Th omas 

Jeff erson’s 1800 ticket when he was a principal organizer 

of the nation’s fi rst urban political machine, known as 

Tammany Hall after the meeting place of New York 

Democrats. On the state level, Martin Van Buren (sena-

tor, 1821–28; president, 1837–41) did likewise, earning a 

similar position from Andrew Jackson in 1833. Van Buren 

wrote the fi rst theoretical defense of the two-party sys-

tem as well, arguing that a legitimate opposition encour-

aged voter participation, especially in an era when nearly 

every government job was a political appointment. 

 During the Civil War, New York State, especially the 

New York City area, was the most pro-southern in the 

North. Th e city was the center of the cotton export trade, 

and by 1860, its population was three-fourths immi-

grant or fi rst-generation (mostly Irish) American—poor  

workers who had little sympathy with southern slaves 

and competed for jobs with local African Americans. 

Mayor Fernando Wood hoped the city would secede and 

form the state of Islandia to join the South. In 1863 the 

city descended into chaos for seven days after the draft 

was instituted on July 4, and between 100 and 1,000 peo-

ple died in the ensuing riots. Only the arrival of Union 

troops from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, ended the distur-

bances; had Lee won that pivotal battle, Union control 

over its largest city might have ended. 

 With the most patronage positions up for grabs, 

the New York Republican and Democratic parties led 

the nation in corruption. William M. “Boss” Tweed, a 
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Democrat who dominated the city in the 1860s, had a 

Republican counterpart in Senator Roscoe Conkling 

(1867–81), who persuaded his party to nominate the for-

mer head of the New York customhouse, Chester Arthur, 

for vice president in 1880. Republican president Ruther-

ford Hayes had dismissed Arthur for his willingness to 

overlook corruption where more of the nation’s imports 

landed than anywhere else. Earlier, New Yorkers of both 

parties had joined together and nominated Republican 

editor of the New York  Tribune  Horace Greeley to run for 

president in 1872 against the scandal-ridden administra-

tion of Ulysses S. Grant. Th e Democratic Party endorsed 

him as well. New York Governor Grover Cleveland was 

the only Democratic president between the Civil War 

and Woodrow Wilson, who would become president in 

1913: in 1884 Cleveland defeated the notoriously corrupt 

James G. Blaine, a Maine senator, despite having admit-

ted to fathering and supporting an illegitimate child. 

When a New York Republican minister denounced the 

Democrats as the party of “Rum, Romanism, and Rebel-

lion,” his speech backfi red, giving Cleveland a minuscule 

margin in his home state. 

 With Th eodore and Franklin Roosevelt and Alfred E. 

Smith (governor, 1923–29), New York became a national 

leader in progressive reform in both political parties. Laws 

that protected women and children at work, supported 

labor unions, provided old-age and disability insurance, 

and furthered public education were a model for the New 

Deal; Governor Herbert Lehman (1933–44) was a fi rm 

friend of Franklin Roosevelt and his policies. New York 

public housing and road construction led the nation: by 

the 1930s, New York City had fi ve times the highway 

mileage of any other city, as well as the largest city and 

regional railroad system. 

 Following World War II, New York continued to lead 

the nation in expenditures, including a huge highway 

system, state university, and capitol complex in Albany 

built under Governor Nelson Rockefeller (1959–73), 

which greatly expanded the state’s debt. In the 1960s, 

New York and many of the state’s older cities were 

plagued by poverty, riots, and a fl ight to the suburbs. 

New York City went bankrupt in 1975 and had to be 

bailed out by the state government. Under Mayor Ed 

Koch (1978–89), the city regained much of its prosper-

ity by promoting international tourism and investment, 

but at the expense of the poor and the middle class, who 

found it increasingly hard to pay the astronomical city 

rents. Th e suburbs continued to grow while urban and 

rural areas of upstate New York declined in population. 

 In the twentieth century, New York was the only state 

to have important liberal and conservative parties that 

ran candidates of their own as well as endorsing those 

of the major parties. Liberal Republican John Lindsay 

won election as mayor of New York City (1966–73) when 

conservative Republicans ran candidates—including 

columnist William F. Buckley Jr.—who took votes away 

from the Democratic machine’s choice. Lindsay ran 

on the Republican-Liberal ticket to win his fi rst term 

and Democratic-Liberal for his second. When Buck-

ley’s brother James (senator, 1981–87) defeated longtime 

liberal Republican senator Jacob Javits (1957–81) in the 

1980 primary, Javits refused to give up his Liberal Party 

line, taking enough votes away from Democrat Elizabeth 

Holtzman to cost her the election. 

 New York also attracted celebrity candidates from other 

states: the Buckleys from Connecticut, Senator Robert F. 

Kennedy from Massachusetts, and Senator Hillary Rod-

ham Clinton from Arkansas. In the late twentieth and 

early twenty-fi rst centuries, New York voters were inde-

pendent and unpredictable: they elected two Republi-

can mayors, Rudolph Giuliani (1994–2001) and Michael 

Bloomberg (2001–), in heavily Democratic New York 

City and a conservative Republican governor, George Pa-

taki (1995–2006), to succeed the liberal Democrat Mario 

Cuomo (1983–94). Until the Democrats’ victory in the 

election of 2008, the state senate had been in Republi-

can hands, the assembly in Democratic, since the 1960s. 

Candidates for judges were almost invariably endorsed by 

the Democratic, Republican, Conservative, and Liberal 

parties. 

 Pennsylvania 

 Pennsylvania began in 1682, when William Penn became 

the proprietor of the colony. Penn recruited English 

Quakers as well as German pacifi sts to receive freeholds 

in a colony that would grant religious toleration to all 

peaceful inhabitants (although only Christians could 

vote and hold offi  ce before the constitution of 1790). 

Penn recruited whole communities, which settled to-

gether, thereby preventing serious internal confl ict until 

the Scots-Irish settled the western frontier in the 1750s. 

He bought the western land fairly from the Indians, al-

though the “treaty” made famous in Benjamin West’s 

1771 painting was actually 12 treaties with small groups 

in the Philadelphia area. 

 Penn’s colonists did not appreciate his largesse. Th ey 

opposed his design for an appointed council and did not 

want to pay rents or taxes without an assembly’s consent; 
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Penn lost so much money on Pennsylvania that when he 

tried to sell it in the 1690s to pay off  his debts, there were 

no buyers. After 19 constitutions or instruments of gov-

ernment either proposed or attempted, in 1701 Penn and 

the colonists fi nally settled on a system unique among 

the 13 colonies in having a one-house legislature, the 

assembly. With representation set by county, the three 

original counties that favored the Quaker Party domi-

nated the legislature; their opponents, the Proprietary 

Party, supported the Penn family interests and mostly 

consisted of Presbyterians and Anglicans. 

 When warfare broke out in 1754 over whether the 

French or British should rule what is now western Penn-

sylvania, the Indians from whom Pennsylvania had 

purchased land attacked all along the frontier, driving 

settlement back beyond the Susquehanna River and 

turning Lancaster, York, and Reading into refugee cen-

ters. Th e assembly insisted the proprietors pay taxes for 

frontier defense; eight pacifi st Quakers resigned in 1756 

rather than approve funds for war, but the party kept 

control. It sent Benjamin Franklin to London to lobby 

for Pennsylvania’s becoming a royal province; during 

the 1760s and 1770s, when most colonies were resisting 

British taxes and commercial regulation, leaders of both 

Pennsylvania factions were trying to impress the home 

government with their loyalty. 

 As a result, Philadelphia artisans and politicized Penn-

sylvania German farmers, led by notable Philadelphians 

including Franklin, Th omas Paine (author of  Common 
Sense ), painter Charles Willson Peale, astronomer David 

Rittenhouse, and Dr. Benjamin Rush, took control of 

the revolution, ousted the assembly, and drew up a new 

constitution in 1776. Abolishing the offi  ce of governor 

for a mere “president,” who simply presided over the as-

sembly, the document was both the most and least dem-

ocratic of all the state constitutions: most democratic in 

that tax-paying men could vote and the assembly was 

reapportioned to favor the previously underrepresented 

backcountry, but least democratic in that only those who 

swore an oath to the government on the Bible could par-

ticipate in the new order. Pennsylvania also adopted the 

nation’s fi rst system of rotation in offi  ce (no one could 

serve in the assembly more than four out of seven years), 

authorized the Council of Censors to judge whether 

laws violated the constitution, and required two con-

secutive assemblies to pass nonemergency legislation, to 

give people a chance to look over the new laws. But the 

new government proved both tyrannical in suppressing 

opponents and enforcing price fi xing and ineff ective in 

collecting taxes and keeping order. Businessmen headed 

by U.S. superintendent of fi nance Robert Morris formed 

the Republican (later Federalist) Party to oppose the 

Constitutionalists (later anti-Federalists). Bringing fi scal 

stability to the state with the fi rst bank on the North 

American continent in 1781, they also supported com-

mercial and industrial development. After they took over 

the state in 1786, they brought it into line for the U.S. 

Constitution, and replaced Pennsylvania’s own constitu-

tion in 1790, restoring a strong senate and governor. 

 Aside from the struggle over the nature of its govern-

ment, Pennsylvania endured more unrest than any other 

state between 1750 and 1800. It had fought with three of 

its neighbors—Maryland in the south, Virginia in the 

west, and Connecticut in the north—over its bound-

aries, and only settled them in 1763, 1781, and 1786, 

respectively. Two of the three “rebellions” in the early 

republic (more accurately, cases of tax resistance)—

the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 and Fries’s Rebellion in 

1799—occurred in Pennsylvania when the federal gov-

ernment appointed unpopular individuals to collect 

new taxes. 

 Between 1800 and the Civil War, Pennsylvanians of 

every political persuasion dedicated themselves to eco-

nomic growth. Th ey strongly favored government sup-

port for internal improvements, diff ering primarily over 

whether this should occur through legislative grants, 

borrowing, or assistance to banks. Pennsylvania staked 

its industrial growth on high tariff s, but by the 1850s, 

after most of the schemes for canals and railroads failed, 

the state was controlled by the pro–southern Democratic 

machine headed by James Buchanan. 

 Buchanan’s disastrous presidency and the invasion of 

Pennsylvania twice by Confederate forces (at Gettysburg 

in 1863 and Chambersburg in 1864) led to a Republi-

can ascendancy that even the Great Depression barely 

interrupted, and which ultimately survived until the 

1950s. Th e state legislature became notorious as the ser-

vant of business interests: Pennsylvania was the only state 

in the union that allowed corporations to recruit govern-

ment police forces (the infamous “coal and iron police”) 

and allowed the Pennsylvania Railroad to create corpora-

tions, such as John D. Rockefeller’s South Improvement 

Company, which drilled and processed most of western 

Pennsylvania’s oil. Tom Scott, President of the Pennsylva-

nia Railroad, helped negotiate the deal that in 1876 made 

Republican Rutherford B. Hayes president in a disputed 

election with Samuel Tilden; the next year, Hayes or-

dered federal troops to break the national railroad strike. 
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Even Pennsylvania Democratic reformers such as lawyer 

J. Mitchell Palmer could not defeat boss Boies Penrose 

in the fi rst direct election of a senator held in the state 

in 1914; six years later, Penrose solved an impasse at the 

Republican National Convention and secured the presi-

dential nomination for Warren Harding, with his chief 

supporter Andrew Mellon of Pittsburgh becoming secre-

tary of the treasury. Nor could William Wilson, secretary 

of the United Mine Workers—in whose northeastern 

Pennsylvania strike of 1903 the federal government inter-

vened on the workers’ behalf for the fi rst time —defeat 

William Vare, the boss of Philadelphia, in the dishonest 

senate election of 1926. Vare had previously arranged for 

his wife to be the fi rst woman in the Pennsylvania state 

legislature as a sop to women’s rights. Ultraconservative 

Pennsylvania supported neither woman suff rage nor 

Prohibition. 

 Only in 1922 and again in 1930 was a reformer, Gif-

ford Pinchot, elected governor. Pinchot had won the 

support of the Mellons and the Pennsylvania Association 

of Manufacturers, which, represented by its president 

Joseph Grundy, ran the state most of the time between 

Penrose’s death in 1921 and his own (at the age of 99) 

in 1961. Th e fi rst chief of the National Forest Service, 

Pinchot pushed for conservation of the formerly mag-

nifi cent woods that had allowed Pennsylvania to lead 

the nation in lumber production during the 1860s and 

1870s. He also favored employment projects, especially 

roads and public construction, during the New Deal, 

as did his successor Democrat George Earle (1935–39): 

both men supported unions and the right of workers to 

strike. But the Republican legislature refused even to set 

up a system for distributing much of the New Deal mon-

ies to which the state was entitled, just as, in the 1920s, 

it had refused to enforce Prohibition, leading Pinchot 

to rely on funds from the Women’s Christian Temper-

ance League. Th e Pennsylvania Turnpike, the nation’s 

fi rst limited access high-speed highway, was built only 

when President Roosevelt approved $20 million in fed-

eral funds to do so. 

 After World War II, Pennsylvania became a two-party 

state. Popular governors included Democrats George 

Leader (1955–59), David Lawrence (1959–63), and Ed 

Rendell (2003–) as well as Republicans William Scranton 

(1963–67) and Tom Ridge (1995–2001). Once a leader in 

American industry, Pennsylvania now confronted dein-

dustrialization: numerous small cities as well as Pitts-

burgh and Philadelphia lost one-third to one-half of 

their population between 1960 and 2008. 

 New Jersey 

 New Jersey began as two colonies: East Jersey, with its 

capital at Perth Amboy, opposite New York City, and 

West Jersey, with its capital at Burlington opposite Phila-

delphia, in 1676. Although the colony united in 1702, 

its economy and politics refl ected this geographic divide. 

West Jersey was heavily Quaker, settled with freehold 

farms, and used Philadelphia as its major port; East Jersey 

was settled largely by Scots, had large proprietary estates, 

and fell within New York’s orbit. At fi rst New Jersey was 

considered too insignifi cant to have its own royal gover-

nor, and shared one with New York until 1738. During 

the 1750s, Scottish proprietors attempted to collect their 

rents and control the settlement on their estates, which 

led to land riots. Only the American Revolution and the 

ousting of the largely loyalist owners settled the problem. 

New Jersey accepted the U.S. Constitution with alacrity, 

fearing that otherwise it would be swallowed by its stron-

ger neighbors. But the divisions continued: the state had 

to pass a law in 1790 preventing people from bringing 

their guns to polling places. 

 New Jersey set up one of the weakest state govern-

ments in the nation: the executive had no appointive 

powers, it was the next to last state to have free public 

education, and, as late as 1960, had neither a sales nor an 

income tax. In the nineteenth century, it was overwhelm-

ingly Democratic until the Republicans supplanted the 

Democrats after William McKinley defeated William 

Jennings Bryan in the presidential election of 1896. Con-

servative New Jersey gave African American men the 

vote only when compelled to, along with the South, by 

the Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1870. 

Republican rule was briefl y interrupted when a division 

between Republican reformers and conservatives permit-

ted the election of Woodrow Wilson, a Democratic gov-

ernor (1911–13) who supported such innovations as the 

direct primary, laws protecting workers, and regulation 

of public utilities. Wilson had won election as the choice 

of Boss James Smith of Newark, and infuriated Demo-

cratic regulars when he decided to become a reformer. 

 In later years, New Jersey, like New York, behaved 

unpredictably in state elections, although consistently in 

presidential races, voting Democratic in every national 

contest between 1992 and 2008. Republican moderates 

won election as governor, including Tom Kean (1982–90) 

and Christine Todd Whitman (1994–2001). Democratic 

governor James Florio (1990–94) generated a backlash 

against his party when he raised taxes signifi cantly to 

improve public services. As in Pennsylvania, state taxes 
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were low (New Jersey had some of the lowest gasoline 

prices in the nation), which put the burden of solving 

urban problems on cities. Many New Jersey residents 

lived in suburban areas and were more closely linked, 

economically and psychologically, with the communities 

in Pennsylvania and New York, especially Philadelphia 

and New York City, where they worked. 

 Compromise and Corruption 

 New Jersey and Pennsylvania, and frequently New 

York, have been bastions of corruption and compro-

mise through much of their history, from their refusal 

to endorse independence in 1776 to the vast infl uence 

corporations and railroads exercised over state legisla-

tures. As the nation moved to a service economy, repre-

sentatives of urban ethnic groups, middle-class suburbs, 

business interests, farmers, and post-industrial cities all 

had to cooperate to solve the problems of a region that 

had lost national importance to the South and the West. 

Nevertheless, all three states proved capable of electing 

energetic offi  cials whose civic commitment extended 

beyond enriching corporations and satisfying the wishes 

of political machines. Mayors Giuliani (1994–2001) and 

Bloomberg (2002–) of New York City and Governor Jon 

Corzine (2006–) of New Jersey won national attention 

for their eff orts to control fi scal expenditures, promote 

economic growth, and improve some of the nation’s 

most polluted environments. At the same time, per-

petual squabbling in the state legislatures continued to 

stymie meaningful advances in educational reform and 

improved health care. 

  See also  local government; patronage; state government. 
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 W I L L I A M  P E N C A K 

 Midwest, the 

 In his recent polemic  What’s the Matter with Kansas?  
Th omas Frank examined that state to discover “how 

conservatives won the heart of America.” For many 

Americans, Frank’s assessment that the Midwest is fun-

damentally conservative, unprogressive, and even back-

ward politically is self-evident. An earlier generation, 

however, saw the Midwest as a laboratory for democratic 

ideas and causes. John Barnhart, author of a 1953 his-

tory on the settlement of the Ohio River Valley, applied 

historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s emphasis on the 

frontier’s importance for democracy to that region. Barn-

hart’s thesis was that in Ohio’s territorial period, democ-

racy triumphed over the elitism of the Federalist Party. 

Although it is no longer fashionable among historians 

to see a causal connection between the settlement of the 

frontier and the advance of democracy, many of the is-

sues and problems of U.S. politics have been worked out 

in the Midwest. Even William Allen White, the newspa-

per editor who fi rst asked the question “What’s the mat-

ter with Kansas?” in an 1896 editorial, was ridiculing a 

movement—populism—that many contemporary histo-

rians view as a radical solution to the economic ills of the 

late nineteenth century. And Frank’s maligned conserva-

tives were, in the 1980s, part of a revolution to remake 

American society and politics. Far from being backward, 
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the Midwest has been at the forefront of political debate 

in the nation. 

 Native and Euro-Americans 

 Th e fi rst political systems of the Midwest were the 

consensus-based tribal politics of the Native Americans. 

Th e collective decision making and noncoercive nature 

of the Native American political tradition ran contrary 

to the European colonizers’ hierarchical systems. As Eu-

ropean alliances became important to the tribes, tribal 

politics began to revolve much more around diplomacy 

and trade relations. Historian Richard White has pos-

ited a “middle ground” in which Native Americans and 

Euro-Americans accommodated and adapted to each 

other. Th at relationship eroded, however, when Euro-

Americans achieved dominance in the early nineteenth 

century. Rather than accommodate Native Americans, 

Americans sought to expel them. 

 Th e removal period of the early 1800s saw some tribes 

displaced from certain areas of the Midwest, often to 

more western parts of the region. In states that had 

undergone removal, the families and bands that re-

mained often lost their tribal status. Some, such as the 

Miami, engaged in a long political struggle to regain that 

status. Even among current Native Americans with tribal 

status, resentment at government encroachments on 

tribal sovereignty confl icts with fears that government 

moves toward “self-determination” will mean the end of 

the federal aid the tribes receive. 

 For Euro-Americans in the Midwest, the American 

Revolution brought new forms of government. Th e na-

tional government, under the Articles of Confederation, 

possessed a vast colonial territory: the region between 

the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River. 

Congress resolved the issue of governance through the 

Northwest Ordinance, which established the Northwest 

Territory and provided for stages of government as the 

territory grew in population. In the earliest stages, gov-

ernment was autocratic under a federally appointed gov-

ernor and judges. As population increased, the territory 

acquired an elected legislature, but the governor retained 

absolute veto power. When the population reached a 

certain level, voters could elect a constitutional conven-

tion and apply for statehood. If admitted, the new state 

entered on an equal footing with its predecessors. Th e 

ordinance acknowledged both the democratic underpin-

nings of the American system and a good deal of distrust 

in the pioneers’ capabilities to govern properly. It also, 

however, laid the groundwork for territorial government 

not only in the Midwest but in all regions of future U.S. 

expansion. As well, the trend from the earliest settlement 

of Ohio was for autocratic features to erode in favor of 

democracy. Th e population benchmarks required for the 

government to move to the next stage were often waived, 

governors of future territories lost their absolute veto, 

and the presumption became that settlers were fi t for 

statehood as soon as they desired it. In fact, the national 

government, or political parties that sought to gain elec-

toral votes, would often push for statehood before many 

settlers felt ready to bear the fi nancial burden of extra 

taxation that statehood entailed. 

 Creating the Midwest 

 Th e Midwest achieved statehood during the nineteenth 

century, a period when expanding democracy was the 

norm. James H. Madison, an expert in Midwestern his-

tory, includes the following states in the region: Ohio 

(which achieved statehood in 1803), Indiana (1816), Il-

linois (1818), Missouri (1821), Michigan (1837), Iowa 

(1846), Wisconsin (1848), Minnesota (1858), Kansas 

(1861), Nebraska (1867), South Dakota (1889), and North 

Dakota (1889). State constitutions provided for strong 

legislatures and weak governors. Ohio’s 1803 constitu-

tion did not even give the governor a veto. Some early 

state constitutions gave the legislature extensive control 

over appointments or required frequent elections of both 

the legislative and executive branches. Frequent elections 

gave the people more control over their representatives. 

Nineteenth-century notions of democracy, however, 

were limited only to white men. When Indiana revised 

its constitution in 1851, it specifi cally limited suff rage 

to white males. Many Midwestern states had black ex-

clusion laws that forbade blacks to settle in them or 

required the posting of a bond. Although these laws 

were often fl outed, they demonstrated the pervasive 

hostility to African Americans and became the basis for 

harassing blacks who incurred community wrath—often 

for abolitionist activity. 

 Attitudes toward African Americans depended in part 

on sectional diff erences. New England migrants who set-

tled Ohio’s Western Reserve formed abolition societies 

and voted Whig or Republican, while the Kentuckians 

in the lower North favored the Democrats. In general, 

regional diff erences in housing styles, foodways, and po-

litical culture would be subordinated to a general sense 

of American westernness. Stephen A. Douglas and Abra-

ham Lincoln demonstrated the subordination of region 

of origin to party politics when they clashed in the 1858 
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Illinois senatorial race. Th e Democrat, Douglas, a Ver-

mont native, rejected the East’s confi ning morality and 

deference to hierarchy. Th e Republican, Lincoln, a Ken-

tucky native, rejected the South’s economic backwardness 

and embraced the very movements Douglas abhorred—

temperance and antislavery. Both men, of course, consid-

ered themselves Westerners and believed their positions 

represented the best interests of the Midwest. Th e place 

where this emphasis on westernness failed, perhaps, was 

the Kansas Territory. Since Kansas was at the center of a 

sectional storm over slavery, settlers from New England, 

the Midwest, and Missouri were unable to forget their 

regions of origin and forge a common western identity. 

Rather, they adhered to free soil or proslavery political 

positions, keenly aware of region. 

 Th e Midwest was at the forefront of disputes over 

democracy during the Civil War. Th e Peace Democrats, 

or Copperheads, took their nickname from a poisonous 

snake indigenous to the Midwest. Th e Copperheads ad-

vocated constitutional liberty, which they believed the 

administration of President Abraham Lincoln threat ened. 

Th ey opposed military arrests and trials of ci vilians, the 

suspension of habeas corpus, and the suppression of free 

speech and the press. Deeply racist, they also opposed 

emancipation, as well as civil and political rights for 

African Americans. Many Midwesterners believed that 

Copperhead objections to Republican wartime policy 

constituted active support of the Confederacy. In 1863 

the military’s arrest of the leading Peace Democrat, for-

mer congressman Clement Vallandigham of Ohio, be-

came a cause célèbre. Because Vallandigham had spoken 

against the war, he was arrested and tried by a military 

tribunal. President Lincoln commuted his sentence to 

exile to the Confederacy. While never a threat to the war 

eff ort, the Copperheads represented deep discontent in 

the white Midwest with many of the Lincoln admin-

istration’s policies, particularly on civil liberties and race. 

 African Americans 

 Although the Midwest had long been hostile to blacks, 

African American migration to the Midwestern states 

increased after the Civil War. Th e suppression of Afri-

can American political rights at the end of Reconstruc-

tion prompted a migration of so-called Exodusters (so 

named because of their exodus from the increasingly re-

pressive southern states). Segregation of schools, work-

places, housing, and social venues existed formally and 

informally in the Midwest, but voting was nonetheless 

allowed. By the early 1900s, industrialization stimulated 

black migration. Factory owners sometimes recruited 

black workers as strikebreakers, but, in general, the avail-

ability of jobs just as surely brought African Americans 

A family with their covered 

wagon during the Great 

Western Migration, Loup 

Valley, Nebraska, 1866. 

(National Archives)



 Midwest, the

 505

from the South. Race riots occasionally marred the Mid-

west’s reputation as a refuge from the Jim Crow South. 

In 1908 a race riot erupted in Springfi eld, Illinois—

Abraham Lincoln’s hometown—when whites attacked 

blacks in reaction to their growing presence. During 

World War II, a terrible race riot occurred in Detroit, 

where black and white workers clashed. By contrast, race 

riots during the 1960s were more often associated with 

black frustration at poor housing and menial jobs, as was 

the case with a Detroit riot in 1967. 

 Civil rights leaders worked to improve conditions in 

the Midwest as well as in the South. Th e lead case in the 

U.S. Supreme Court’s groundbreaking school desegrega-

tion case,  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka , was that 

of an African American family, the Browns, against the 

school board of Topeka, Kansas. In the all-white Chicago 

suburb of Cicero, Martin Luther King Jr. drew attention 

to segregation in the North by means of a peaceful march. 

By 2008 the rise of Illinois senator Barack Obama to the 

U.S. presidency indicated the progress that Midwestern 

African Americans had achieved. 

 Ethnocultural versus Economic Issues 

 After the Civil War, the Midwest became a political 

battleground. Several Midwestern states possessed both 

divided electorates and considerable electoral votes. 

Moreover, government’s growing involvement in regulat-

ing the economy was of special interest to residents of 

the region. As a heavily agricultural area, but also one of 

growing industry, the Midwest faced the social and eco-

nomic changes of the age. Th e temperance, Greenback 

(labor), and grange or populist movements all drew great 

attention in the Midwest. 

 Quantitative analyses of Midwestern politics in the 

late nineteenth century argue that voters split along eth-

nic and religious—rather than along class—lines. In this 

formulation, pietists (evangelical Protestants) backed 

the Republican Party, and ritualists (Catholics) backed 

the Democrats. Th e 1896 presidential election between 

William McKinley and William Jennings Bryan, both 

Midwesterners, shifted the dynamic. Pietists embraced 

the Presbyterian Bryan, but ritualists were repelled from 

the Democratic Party. Th e result was a new ascendancy 

for the Republican Party in the Midwest as the “party of 

prosperity.” 

 However, pietism was not dead, and soon saw results 

in the Prohibition movement. Both major anti-alcohol 

organizations, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

and the Anti-Saloon League, originated in the Midwest. 

Th e Eighteenth Amendment to prohibit alcohol was 

ratifi ed by most Midwestern state legislatures, and the 

enforcement legislation, the Volstead Act, took the name 

of Minnesota congressman Andrew Volstead. 

 Th e Midwest also became a center of resistance to 

Prohibition. Al Capone, a Chicago gangster, gained no-

toriety as a supplier of bootleg liquor. Because the le-

galization of alcohol not only promised to undermine 

this fl ourishing criminal subculture but also to stimulate 

a fl agging economy, the Midwest decisively supported 

repealing Prohibition in the early years of the Great 

Depression. 

 Ethnicity was an important element of the struggle 

over Prohibition. Among the bootleggers’ customers were 

ethnic, urban voters who supported the repeal of Prohi-

bition, while native-born, rural Protestant Midwestern-

ers opposed it, embracing the crusade against alcohol. 

Th ese ethnic voters resulted from the waves of migration 

into the Midwest from the early nineteenth century on. 

Irish, Germans, and Scandinavians came fi rst, followed 

by the late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century migra-

tion of southern and eastern Europeans. Democrats wel-

comed the immigrants, but the Whig Party, and later the 

Republican Party—although attractive to some immi-

grant groups such as the Germans—were more hesitant 

to embrace the new constituencies.

Issues such as slavery, alcohol, and economics helped 

determine the partisan split of immigrant groups. Ger-

man voters were more receptive to the middle-class as-

pirations of Republicans than were the Irish. Although 

German voters might have disliked Republican temper-

ance proclivities, they were more likely to appreciate 

Republican moral qualms about slavery and invoca-

tions of the superiority of a free-labor society. In the 

post–Civil War period, Democrats continued to appeal 

to immigrants for their defense of cultural traditions, 

such as drinking alcohol, and their closer identifi ca-

tion with the working class, to which many immigrants 

belonged.

More recently, many political alliances have been re-

shaped by Hispanic migration, especially from Mexi co, 

and by migration from Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa, and 

the Mideast. Federal immigration legislation in 1965, 

which removed quotas that favored western and north-

ern Europeans, coincided with shifting patterns of migra-

tion by bringing more persons from developing nations. 

As immigrants became more involved in civic life, their 
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presence often provoked a nativist backlash. Political 

move ments to deny immigrants the right to hold offi  ce, 

to enforce the legal prohibition of alcohol, or to deny 

amnesty for illegal immigrants have all grown from na-

tivist sentiment. 

 Th e increasing presence of women on the Midwest-

ern public stage in the late nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries dovetailed with the growing movement for 

their own rights. Although the women’s rights move-

ment originated in the northeast, Midwestern women 

took part in meetings before the Civil War. It was at an 

Akron, Ohio, women’s rights gathering that Sojourner 

Truth delivered her famous “Aren’t I a Woman?” speech, 

reminding the audience that nineteenth-century gen-

der roles made no allowance for the situation of black 

women. Clarina Nichols took a notable role at the con-

vention that wrote Kansas’s constitution.

Nonetheless, women’s activism was still seen as an ex-

tension of their role in the home. During the Civil War, 

women supported the war eff ort through aid societ ies, 

sanitary fairs, and nursing. Although Mary Livermore, 

a Chicagoan and organizer of sanitary commission fairs, 

became a suff rage advocate, the movement was not as 

strong in the Midwest. In the post–Civil War period, 

many women turned their activism toward temper-

ance. Midwestern women joined the Women’s Christian 

Temperance Union (WCTU) and participated in its cru-

sades against the saloon. Kansan Carrie Nation and her 

hatchet became national symbols of the WCTU’s cam-

paign against alcohol. 

 Th eir battle against the liquor interests persuaded 

many women of the need for the vote. Midwestern 

states began to permit women to vote, often in local 

elections, before the passage of the Nineteenth Amend-

ment. Th e leader of the campaign for the woman suf-

frage amendment was an Iowan, Carrie Chapman Catt. 

A generation later, the feminist movement would also 

have Midwestern roots. Betty Friedan from Peoria, Il-

linois, was living the life of a suburban housewife and 

mother when she wrote her protest against women’s iso-

lation in the home,  Th e Feminine Mystique , in 1963. All 

the Midwestern states except Illinois ratifi ed the equal 

rights amendment, although Nebraska and South Da-

kota later rescinded their ratifi cations. After the expan-

sion of women’s rights to include reproductive rights, the 

National Abortion Rights Action League was founded in 

Chicago to protect against attacks—both political and 

physical—on abortion rights. 

 Women had, of course, never been entirely isolated in 

the domestic sphere. Economic necessity as well as the 

desire for a career often drove women to work outside the 

home. During the nineteenth century, certain occupa-

tions such as teaching and nursing had become feminized. 

But women also worked in the emerging factories.

Th e new industrial order, in fact, stimulated some of 

the most important political developments in Midwest-

ern history. Early factory labor was dangerous, subject 

to the boom and bust periods of the business cycle, and 

largely unregulated. Manufacturers’ reliance on holding 

companies and trusts allowed them to build near mo-

nopolies in certain industries. Amid a political culture of 

lax ethics, politicians took money and gifts from indus-

trialists, thereby compromising their ability to speak for 

the people. Some of the most famous protests against the 

new industrial order arose out of the Midwest. In 1894 

Jacob Coxey, an Ohio manufacturer, led an army of the 

unemployed in a march on Washington, D.C. Although 

they drew attention to the hardships created by the Panic 

of 1893, they gained little from the government except 

arrest for walking on the grass. 

 Industrialization stimulated the political movement of 

progressivism. Progressives sought to ameliorate its worst 

eff ects through social reform and government regulation. 

Jane Addams pioneered the settlement house movement 

when she and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull House in 

an immigrant neighborhood in Chicago in 1889. Settle-

ment houses provided social services for their neighbors, 

such as day care and vocational training, but they also 

played an active role in civic life. Settlement house work-

ers helped immigrants prepare for naturalization and 

campaigned for regulation and services from city gov-

ernment. Midwestern mayors such as Hazen Pingree of 

Detroit, Samuel Jones of Toledo, and Tom Johnson of 

Cleveland led early reforms against the boss-dominated 

politics of their cities. Samuel M. “Golden Rule” Jones, a 

Christian Socialist, advocated public ownership of utili-

ties. Robert M. “Fighting Bob” La Follette of Wisconsin, 

the great leader of Midwestern progressivism, began his 

career by winning election against his state’s Republican 

machine. By 1900 the machine was broken, and La Fol-

lette and his followers were implementing the “Wiscon-

sin idea” of expanded democracy, whose major reforms 

included direct primaries, initiative and referendum, 

campaign fi nance, civil service, and antilobbying laws; 

government regulation of transportation, public utili-

ties, industry, and banking; state income and inheritance 
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taxes; child labor, industrial safety, pure food and work-

men’s compensation laws. Although La Follette lost 

infl uence in the national party, the Wisconsin reforms 

became a model for national progressivism. 

 Radicalism versus Reaction 

 While Progressives accepted the capitalist economic 

order, some Midwesterners rebelled against it. Th e Mid-

west was the site of labor unrest that galvanized the na-

tion. Chicago, a major railroad hub, was caught up in 

the national railroad strike of 1877. In 1886 strikes in 

Chicago for the eight-hour day panicked middle-class 

residents, who feared the violent rhetoric of many in 

the labor movement. When police fi red into a crowd 

of strikers at the McCormick Harvester plant, labor 

leaders organized a protest meeting at the Haymarket. 

A bomb was thrown among the police who came to the 

meeting, and the police opened fi re. Eight anarchists 

were convicted of conspiracy for murder, although little 

evidence connected them to the bomb.

During the depression of 1893–94, workers in Pull-

man, Illinois—who built railroad cars—went on strike 

over wage cuts. Th e strike became national when the 

American Railway Union agreed to support the Pullman 

workers. Eugene V. Debs, the leader of the American 

Railway Union, converted to socialism while in jail dur-

ing the Pullman strike. Debs emerged from prison deter-

mined to change the economic system. A Hoosier, Debs 

pioneered an indigenous, American version of socialism, 

but socialism still was too radical and—despite Debs—

too foreign for most Midwesterners. 

 Industrial workers were not the only people turning 

to organization to resolve their economic diffi  culties. 

Farmers also adopted cooperative arrangements, such as 

those off ered by the Patrons of Husbandry (also known 

as the Grange) or the Farmers’ Alliance. Th e Granger 

laws, aimed at regulating the railroads on which farm-

ers relied, were passed in many states. Th e Farmers’ Al-

liance, which began in Texas, took hold in the Midwest 

with a program of cooperative marketing and proposals 

for a  government-run subtreasury that was intended to 

expand the money supply. Unable to achieve these re-

forms through the two-party system, the Alliance turned 

to political action with the creation of the Populist Party 

in 1892. It was the strength of the Populists in Kansas that 

provoked White to pose the question “What’s the Mat-

ter with Kansas?” for the fi rst time. However, the Popu-

lists’ venture as a third party was short-lived: when they 

Th e Haymarket Square Riot 

took place on the night of 

May 4, 1886. Published in 

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 

Newspaper, May 15, 1886. 

(C. Bunnell and Chas Upham/

Library of Congress)



Midwest, the

508

 decided to fuse with the Democrats in 1896, they lost both 

the election and their identity as an infl uential party. 

 But Midwestern radicalism did not expire with the 

demise of the Populists. Before World War I, North 

Dakota farmers responded to the monopoly practices 

of grain elevators and railroads by forming the Non-

Partisan League. Radicalism spread to other parts of the 

Midwest, where the Farmer-Labor party allied farmers 

with miners and industrial workers. During the war, the 

party lost power because adherents were accused of being 

pro-German. 

 A reactionary movement saw surprising growth in 

parts of the Midwest with the rise of the Ku Klux Klan 

in the 1920s; this second Klan movement was as much 

anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic as it was antiblack. 

Klansmen, ostensibly representing moral rectitude and 

Americanism, enforced the vice laws, such as Prohibi-

tion, that immigrants often fl outed. Th e Klan reached 

its apex of political power in Indiana, where the governor 

had ties to the group. Ironically, the Indiana Klan col-

lapsed under the weight of a sex scandal when its leader 

kidnapped and raped a young woman who then com-

mitted suicide. 

 Th e Klan was one manifestation of another side of 

Midwestern politics. In contrast to the discontent and 

push for reform demonstrated by farmers and laborers, 

there were powerful impulses of conformity. Th e pio-

neering sociological study by Robert S. Lynd and Helen 

Merrell Lynd,  Middletown , found the Klan to be an 

off shoot of that impulse. Muncie, Indiana—the site of 

 Middletown —possessed a business class that promoted 

civic boosterism, local and national patriotism, and en-

couraged voting a straight ticket. In this environment, 

citizens knew less and less about their candidates and 

their local government. Peer pressure kept those who 

might dissent from the local ethic quiet. In Middletown, 

the emphasis was on “getting a living,” not on political 

activism. 

 While the Midwest saw much protest against the 

emerging industrial-capitalist order, it also saw the 

rise of powerful conservatives who were part of that 

order. William McKinley, the Ohio Republican who 

concentrated on tariff  reform, was bankrolled by Mark 

Hanna, the epitome for many in the Progressive Era 

of the money bag–carrying plutocrat. Herbert Hoover, 

a self-made man, championed a philosophy of “rug-

ged individualism.” Conservative or so-called Bourbon 

Democrats, such as J. Sterling Morton of Nebraska, 

were more comfortable with industrialization than 

their Populist-oriented counterparts. In some parts of 

the Midwest, a more symbiotic than antagonistic rela-

tionship existed between farm and factory. Midwestern 

industrial centers such as Chicago and Omaha, Ne-

braska, provided markets for farmers’ output. 

 Th e Midwestern protest tradition reasserted itself dur-

ing the Great Depression. Th e Farm Holiday Association 

dramatized the plight of farmers through farm strikes 

and by pouring milk onto roads in an attempt to raise 

its price. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal 

brought Midwestern farmers the Agricultural Adjustment 

Act, which paid farmers not to plant and formed the basis 

of much modern farm policy. Th e American Farm Bureau 

emerged as spokesman for the farm interest. Although its 

roots were in the cooperative movements of the nine-

teenth century, it came to represent the farmer as small 

businessman. Th e Farm Bureau became a powerful lobby-

ing force, closely allied to the Farm Bloc—congressmen 

and senators from farm states who have a major say in 

agricultural policy. Th e New Deal thus turned agrarian 

activism in a more conservative direction. 

 Th e Great Depression also renewed labor activism, 

which had been crushed by government suppression 

during and after World War I, and had remained dor-

mant during the affl  uence of the 1920s. Flint, Michigan, 

home to a General Motors factory, became the site of a 

major sit-down strike that inspired similar labor actions 

across the country. Th rough such strikes, and New Deal 

legislation, labor won the right to organize.

World War II brought prosperity that continued into 

the postwar period, and that prosperity brought increased 

conservatism. As white workers could aff ord a middle-

class income, they became increasingly concerned with 

rising taxes that redistributed income to the poor and to 

African Americans. By the 1980s, they became known as 

Reagan Democrats, traditionally working-class Demo-

cratic voters who voted for Republican Ronald Reagan 

because they liked his antitax stance and anticommu-

nism. Ironically, the emergence of Reagan Democrats 

coincided with the decline of industry and working-class 

affl  uence. Filmmaker Michael Moore caught the emer-

gence of the Rust Belt in  Roger & Me , a profi le of Flint’s 

decline as General Motors closed its plants there. Indus-

try’s decline crippled labor’s political power. 

 Liberals and Conservatives 

 During the post–World War II period, the Midwest was 

home to both a vibrant liberalism and a rising conser-

vatism. Iowan Henry A. Wallace, who had a long career 
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as secretary of agriculture under President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and then as his vice president, would run for 

president himself in 1948 as the candidate of the left-

wing Progressive Party. Conservatism would see its tri-

umph with the election of Illinois-born Ronald Reagan 

in 1980. 

 Some of the best-known national spokesmen for post-

war liberalism were from the Midwest. Th roughout his 

long career as mayor of Minneapolis, senator from Min-

nesota, vice president, and presidential candidate, Hu-

bert Humphrey worked for the ideals of the New Deal 

and the Great Society, a social safety net, and civil rights. 

Humphrey, along with the 1972 Democratic presidential 

candidate, South Dakota senator George McGovern, 

embodied the big-government liberalism that conser-

vatives attacked. In addition, McGovern was identifi ed 

with a youth movement that wanted to legalize mari-

juana and end the Vietnam War. 

 Th e student movement had its birth in the Midwest 

with the Port Huron Statement, which was issued by Stu-

dents for a Democratic Society (SDS) in 1962. With roots 

in the Old Left, SDS initially focused on civil rights but 

quickly moved to antiwar protest. Student rallies against 

the Vietnam War at campuses throughout the country 

became a hallmark of the era. On May 4, 1970, a protest 

at Kent State University in Ohio turned deadly when 

National Guardsmen fi red on protesters and bystanders, 

killing four and wounding several others. 

 At the same time, the Midwest was home to much 

dissatisfaction with the direction of liberalism. Th e cold 

war’s animus toward radicals undermined progressivism 

in the Midwest. Senator Robert Taft of Ohio, known 

as “Mr. Republican,” viewed government as the source 

of oppression not social welfare. He not only opposed 

the New Deal but also voted against U.S. entry into the 

North American Treaty Organization. Taft’s fellow sena-

tor, Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, gave his name to the 

era’s anti-Communist preoccupations, making exagger-

ated charges of Communist infi ltration into the federal 

government and the Hollywood entertainment industry. 

One manifestation of the New Right was the John Birch 

Society, founded in Indianapolis in 1958, which advanced 

theories of left-wing subversion and claimed, for a time, 

that President Dwight Eisenhower was a Communist. 

 Although the “Birchers” might be dismissed as cranks, 

the conservative ideals of small government and anti-

communism went mainstream with the election of Ron-

ald Reagan in 1980. Although Reagan built his political 

career in California, he always acknowledged his Mid-

western upbringing as key to his individualistic values. 

As president, he presided over major tax cuts, a military 

buildup, and cuts in social welfare programs. Many Mid-

western politicians carried out Reagan’s philosophy at 

the state level. Governor Tommy Th ompson of Wiscon-

sin, for example, became nationally known for innova-

tive conservative stands on welfare reform, for support of 

school choice and voucher programs, and for using the 

line-item veto—a power Reagan continually lamented 

the president lacked—to cut state spending. 

 As the history of the Midwest in the period after World 

War II reveals, it is a misconception to see the region 

as monolithically liberal or conservative. Just as the fa-

mous 1896 presidential election pit William McKinley of 

Ohio against William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska, who 

were styled as standard-bearers of money power versus 

the people, respectively, late-twentieth-century elections 

have featured Midwesterners of very diff erent viewpoints. 

Th e witty Adlai Stevenson, governor of Illinois and de-

fender of liberal “eggheads,” was twice defeated for the 

presidency by Dwight D. Eisenhower of Kansas. In 1984 

Ronald Reagan defeated a protégé of Hubert Humphrey, 

Minnesota’s Walter Mondale, who crippled his chances 

by pledging to raise taxes. 

 In addition, Midwestern politics is still capable of pro-

ducing its share of candidates who are not easily catego-

rized. Former independent Minnesota governor—and 

former professional wrestler—Jesse Ventura supported 

tax rebates when the state was running a surplus, but 

vetoed a bill to promote recitation of the Pledge of Al-

legiance in public schools—a key test of patriotism for 

many conservatives in the 1990s. 

 Once a stronghold of Republican “red states,” elec-

toral maps of the Midwest off er only a superfi cial un-

derstanding of political divisions. Since World War II, 

Indiana usually voted Republican for president, but 

Minnesota was a Democratic stronghold. At the turn 

of the twenty-fi rst century, the region became increas-

ingly competitive. Minnesota, Michigan, and Ohio were 

battlegrounds during the 2000 and 2004 elections. In 

the Midwest, Democratic U.S. Senate candidates were 

successful almost two-thirds of the time in the last third 

of the twentieth century, while House of Representa-

tive seats split fairly evenly between the two parties. In 

the 2008 presidential primary race, two of the leading 

Democratic candidates, Barack Obama and Hillary 

Clinton, had ties to Illinois, while Republican candidate 

Mitt Romney originally hailed from Michigan. In ad-

dition, the Midwest still plays a crucial role in selecting 
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candidates via the primary and caucus system. Iowa, by 

virtue of its fi rst-in-the-nation place in the presidential 

selection process, has a disproportionate say in picking 

the major party nominees. 

 Indiana, which had not given its electoral vote to a 

Democrat since 1964, went for Obama in 2008. Th is 

deviation from its staunchly Republican record may be 

temporary. It remains to be seen whether Obama will 

emphasize pragmatism or progressivism, but the election 

of the fi rst Midwestern president in a generation reaf-

fi rms the centrality of the region in the nation’s politics. 

  See also  Great Plains; Rocky Mountain region. 
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 N I CO L E  E TC H E S O N 

 Muslims and politics 

 Muslims have lived in the United States for many genera-

tions, yet they have existed at the margins of the nation’s 

political history. As early as the seventeenth century, a 

signifi cant portion of black Africans brought to the 

Americas as slaves were Muslim. Th e rate of voluntary 

immigration from the Muslim world, low between the 

Civil War and World War II, gained momentum after 

U.S. immigration policies were altered in the mid-1960s 

to end the use of a national origins system that favored 

immigration from Europe. Many Muslim arrivals be-

tween 1875 and 1945 were from Arabic-speaking countries 

and were rural, unskilled, or semiskilled laborers. Within 

a generation, most were absorbed into American society, 

sometimes even marrying outside the faith and adopting 

Americanized names (for instance, Mohammed became 

Mo or Mike). Many intended to stay temporarily to earn 

and save money. In more recent decades, however, a new 

wave of immigration—this time of urban elites seeking 

higher education and economic opportunities—resulted 

in unprecedented numbers of Muslims settling perma-

nently in the United States. Th is phenomenon has made 

a Muslim presence more discernible. 

 Muslims are one of the fastest growing minority com-

munities in the nation’s largest cities. Dispersed through-

out the United States, with concentrations on the East 

and West Coasts and in the upper Midwest, Muslims 

comprise a mosaic of ethnic, sectarian, and socioeco-

nomic diversity. Muslims trace their origins to more 

than 80 countries and multiple sectarian orientations. 

Estimates of the size of the U.S. Muslim population vary 

widely, from 1.4 million (0.6 percent of the general pop-

ulation) to 6 million (roughly 2 percent of the general 

population) or more. However, because the U.S. Census 

Bureau does not collect data on religious affi  liation, it is 

diffi  cult to determine exactly how many Muslims reside 

in the United States. A 2007 survey by the Pew Research 

Center estimated that there are at least as many Muslims 

as Buddhists or Hindus in the United States. Other re-

searchers say that their numbers are greater, perhaps sim-

ilar to the population numbers for Jews or Mormons. 

 Th e American Muslim population defi es easy catego-

rization when it comes to political beliefs. Comprised 

largely of persons of Arab, South Asian, and African 

American descent, followed by those of several smaller 

ethnic groups—Turks, Iranians, Bosnians, Indonesians, 
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Malaysians, and others—the population is vast, and the 

umbrella term  American Muslim  is almost too broad to 

describe a coherent group.

It would be diffi  cult to characterize American Muslims 

as predominately conservative or liberal. While a large 

percentage expresses a preference for a larger govern-

ment providing more public services, many are not con-

sistently liberal in their views. A solid majority opposes 

homosexuality and believes that government should do 

more to protect “morality” in society. Th e 9/11 terror-

ist attacks cast a long shadow over American Muslims, 

and many worried about government surveillance, job 

discrimination, and street harassment. In the 2000 presi-

dential election, most voters who identifi ed themselves 

as Muslims supported George W. Bush by a wide mar-

gin, yet in 2004, their preference changed to John Kerry. 

Anxiety and fear about personal liberty in the “war on 

terror” after 9/11 was a likely cause of this realignment, 

since many Muslims felt the brunt of profi ling and dis-

crimination at the hand of government surveillance and 

security agencies as well as extralegal acts by individuals 

and groups. Muslim Americans have been mobilized by 

the backlash against terror and a common tendency to 

confl ate terrorists with Muslims writ large. 

 Still, overall, American Muslims express positive atti-

tudes about living in the United States, and the major-

ity come from the middle class and are highly educated. 

Th e Muslim population is youthful, and the young gen-

eration participates in several Muslim organizations that 

have intensifi ed eff orts to train the next generation’s lead-

ers. Th e vast majority of Muslims believe they should be 

engaged in American political life and civic aff airs, and 

do not see a confl ict between being devout and living in a 

modern society. Political and civic engagement includes 

voting in elections, contributing time and money to vol-

untary associations, participating in interfaith activities, 

supporting political candidates, calling or writing the 

media or an elected offi  cial about an issue, attending a 

rally or convention on behalf of a cause or political can-

didate, and being active in a political party.

Increasing participation by American Muslims in local 

school boards, city councils, interfaith alliances, and elec-

toral politics is evident. A nationwide survey of Ameri-

can Muslims in 2004 reported a high rate of political 

participation when compared to the general population. 

According to this survey, 61 percent of Muslim Ameri-

cans voted in the 2000 elections, compared to slightly 

more than 50 percent of the general voting-age popu-

lation. For the fi rst time, in 2000, both the Democrat 

and Republican nominating conventions opened with 

Muslim prayers included among the rituals of the party 

gatherings. 

 How did American Muslims become relevant in 

American politics? Are they a potential voting bloc? 

Many are deeply vested in civic engagement as individu-

als and through Islamic organizations, local and national 

meetings and conferences, and interfaith dialogue. What 

follows is an overview of the broad contours of the his-

tory of Muslim presence in the United States and its con-

tributions to law and politics. 

 Diversity among the Muslims of America 

 A major challenge to understanding the history of Amer-

ican Muslims is appreciating the wide spectrum of the 

many communities that are considered “Muslim.” Amer-

ican Muslims are a diverse population, one that is largely 

immigrant. Lacking hard numbers, researchers have ap-

proximated that the ratio of foreign-born to U.S.-born 

Muslim Americans is two to one. Of those born in the 

United States, about half are African American (roughly 

20 percent of the total U.S. Muslim population). Th ere 

are diff erences in beliefs and practice between Sunnis 

and Shi’as—two major sectarian groupings—and also a 

range of variation within both affi  liations.  Additionally, 

a growing number of Sufi s who teach mysticism in-

cludes many Euro-American converts. Large numbers of 

native-born Americans of African, Hispanic, and Euro-

pean backgrounds have converted to Islam or, as some 

would have it, “reverted” (returned) to the faith. Th us 

the population can be generally divided between those 

who are called “indigenous” Muslims and those who are 

foreign-born. Finally, there are those born to immigrants 

and converts. Each of these sources accounts for a con-

siderable share of the total U.S. Muslim population, and 

each constitutes an important facet of the political his-

tory of American Muslims. 

 Interrupted by slavery, African American Muslim his-

tory restarted its thread in the early twentieth century, 

with the creation of Islamic organizations as alternatives 

to the racially segregated churches associated with slav-

ery and Jim Crow. Up and down the East Coast and 

in the Midwest, African American Islamic communities 

began to appear in the early 1900s. Th e Moorish Sci-

ence Temple (1913), the Universal Islamic Society (1926), 

and the Nation of Islam (NOI; 1930) developed from 

small communities of black Muslims. Members of these 

groups created self-help philosophies emphasizing the 

value of sustaining economic investment. Th ese nascent 
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communities sought to be self-suffi  cient and avoided 

contact with non-Muslims. Islamic practices of prayer, 

modest dress, and fasting, as well as abstinence from 

“slave behaviors” of eating pork and drinking alcohol, 

were maintained and used to propagate the idea that 

Islam was the true religion for black people (who were, 

it was argued, by nature, Muslims). Th ese communi-

ties grew out of the pan-African movements of the turn 

of the twentieth century; many proclaimed an esoteric 

and sometimes racist theology (for instance, that white 

people were devils). 

 In spite of major doctrinal diff erences with the ortho-

dox or mainstream beliefs and practices of Islam, by the 

middle of the twentieth century, these African American 

Muslim communities had grown rapidly. Th eir popular-

ity was largely based on their particularistic expression of 

black nationalism. In 1964 Malcolm X became the fi rst 

prominent leader of the NOI to repudiate the separatist 

and racist teachings of the group’s leader Elijah Muham-

mad in favor of a broader vision. 

 Elijah Muhammad’s son, Warith Deen Mohammed, 

assumed the leadership of the NOI upon his father’s 

death in 1975. With classical training in Arabic and Is-

lamic sciences, Mohammed moved away from the teach-

ings of his father to align the NOI with a mainstream 

Sunni understanding of Islam. Mohammed’s organiza-

tion is now named the American Society of Muslims 

and is often referred to simply as the ministry of Warith 

Deen Mohammed. After stepping down as leader, Mo-

hammed remained active until his death in 2008 in a 

Chicago-based ministry with an organization dedicated 

to interfaith relations called Th e Mosque Cares. While 

Mohammed forged closer ties with mainstream Muslim 

organizations and Muslims outside the United States, 

Minister Louis Farrakhan split from the group in 1977 

to revive the doctrines and practices of the former NOI 

leader Elijah Muhammad. Minister Farrakhan, now 

leading a small number of members of the NOI, contin-

ues to garner media attention. 

 Th e pioneering eff orts made by African American Mus-

lims to secure political and legal rights have made a sig-

nifi cant contribution to the political history of American 

Muslims. In particular, their struggle in the prisoners’ rights 

movement of the 1960s and 1970s secured for inmates 

the rights to pray, receive services of imams and Muslim 

newsletters, eat halal foods, and wear religious insignia and 

clothing. Th ese courtroom victories opened the way for 

other Muslims to make broader claims on American soci-

ety in further arenas, such as employment discrimination, 

protection from hate crimes, and zoning restrictions on the 

construction of mosques. 

 African American Muslims have had other signifi cant 

fi rsts in public aff airs. In 1991 Imam Siraj Wahaj became 

the fi rst Muslim invited to give the invocation prayer at 

the opening of the U.S. Congress. In 2006 U.S. Repre-

sentative Keith Ellison (Democrat, Minnesota) became 

the fi rst Muslim elected to Congress, followed shortly 

thereafter by the election of the second Muslim con-

gressman, U.S. Representative André Carson (Demo-

crat, Indiana). Th e fi rst American Muslim judges, male 

and female, were also African American. Judge Adam 

Shakoor was also Detroit’s fi rst Muslim deputy mayor. 

Th e fi rst female Muslim judge was Sheila Abdus-Salaam, 

a justice on the New York State Supreme Court. Th ese 

achievements have paved the way for Muslims to partici-

pate more actively in politics and law. 

 American Muslim Nongovernmental Organizations 

 American Muslims were subject to discrimination as 

early as the late nineteenth century. Candidates for pub-

lic offi  ce in some locations proposed that Muslims should 

not be allowed to vote. Federal courts in the early 1900s 

denied citizenship to several Muslim residents because 

of the practice of polygamy, repudiated under American 

law, even when those aspiring toward citizenship neither 

practiced nor supported it. Nativists in the same period 

targeted Muslims, along with Catholics and Jews, as a 

threat to jobs and as a source of cultural defi lement. Pub-

lic anxiety over cultural pollution was used to justify the 

early-twentieth-century legislation of immigration quo-

tas that affi  rmed many of the societal prejudices about 

the supposedly innate characteristics of those from the 

Muslim world (wicked, autocratic, unclean, oversexed), 

among other ethnic and religious minorities. 

 Yet for the most part, Muslims residing in the United 

States remained silent about these violations of their 

civil rights until late in the twentieth century. With a 

few notable exceptions, Muslim engagement with the 

American legal and political systems in any sustained 

way began only a decade or two before the fateful 9/11 at-

tacks. A collective Muslim voice in the policy arena was 

not apparent until the 1980s, when a handful of na-

tional nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) were 

formed. Th e most prominent are the American-Arab 

Anti- Discrimination Committee (established 1980); the 

Islamic Society of North America (founded in 1982) 

and its affi  liated organizations—including the Muslim 

Student Association, the Islamic Medical Association, 
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the American Muslim Engineers and Scientists, and the 

American Muslims Social Scientists; and Warith Deen 

Mohammed’s national ministry. Two local organizations 

established in the 1980s became major national NGOs in 

the 1990s: the Muslim Public Aff airs Council (MPAC), 

founded in southern California in 1988, and the  American 

Muslim Alliance/American Muslim Taskforce, founded 

in northern California in 1989. Subsequently several na-

tional organizations were founded in Washington, D.C. 

(see table 1). Th ese Muslim NGOs represent a variety 

of missions, and, in general, aim to produce leaders in 

media and politics and to articulate policy concerns re-

garding American domestic and foreign policy. 

 What explains the organization building by Ameri-

can Muslims at the close of the twentieth century? By 

then there were suffi  cient numbers of Muslims in the 

United States to achieve momentum behind politiciza-

tion eff orts, and that momentum fueled continued in-

stitutional growth. Confl icts in the 1980s and 1990s in 

Afghanistan, Lebanon, Israel/Palestine, Somalia, and 

Table 1

Major American Muslim Nongovernmental Organizations

Name Date Founded

American Muslim Alliance/American 

Muslim Taskforce on Civil Rights 

and Elections 1989

Council on American Islamic 

Relations (CAIR) 1994

Institute for Social Policy 

Understanding (ISPU) 2002

Islamic Society of North 

America (ISNA) 1982

Muslim Alliance in North 

America (MANA) 2005

Muslim Public Aff airs 

Council (MPAC) 1988

Muslim Student 

Association (MSA) 1963

Muslim Women Lawyers for Human 

Rights (KARAMAH) 1993

National Association of Muslim 

Lawyers (NAML) 2000

South Asian Americans Leading 

Together (SAALT) 2000

the Persian Gulf brought increasing numbers of Muslim 

refugees to the United States. At the same time, negative 

media portrayals of Muslims and Islam were omnipres-

ent, and when a variety of terrorist acts were blamed on 

Muslims, the political goals of the emerging American 

Muslim community began to shift. To compound this, 

ethnogenesis—the process by which minority groups 

foster a sense of common identity by forming panethnic 

coalitions to address a common political problem—was 

underway. In other words, while many people had been 

defi ned by national origins rather than religion—for 

instance, as Arab American, African American, Turkish 

American, and the like—an overarching strategy of con-

structing a  Muslim  narrative began to emerge. Growth 

in mosques and Islamic centers, Islamic schools, social 

service organizations, charities, and fi nance companies 

attests to the multiethnic coalition building going on 

and the increased salience of  Muslim  as a public identity. 

Newly organized Muslim American political coalitions 

began to expand their goals and audiences, to engage 

in political lobbying, and to encourage Muslims to run 

for electoral offi  ce. Th ey mobilized their constituents to 

work on the future of civil and human rights, partici-

pation in the electoral process, media campaigns, and 

interfaith cooperation with Jewish and Christian leaders 

regarding U.S. policy in the Middle East. 

 Political Action 

 In 2000 many of these organizations mobilized the 

“Muslim vote” to support Republican presidential can-

didate George W. Bush because he was perceived to be 

more equitable in the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict than 

Democratic candidate Al Gore and his running mate Joe 

Lieberman. A signifi cant moment in solidifying Ameri-

can Muslim support occurred during the election cam-

paign when Bush announced his opposition to the secret 

evidence provision of the 1996 Antiterrorism and Eff ec-

tive Death Penalty Act, a federal law that allowed law 

enforcement to use evidence in prosecuting terrorism 

suspects without showing it to the defendant (ironically 

a precursor of the Bush-supported 2001 USA PATRIOT 

Act, which once again reinstated strict surveillance and 

secret evidence measures). 

 Many of these Muslim NGOs responded to the post-

9/11 backlash against American Muslims by drawing 

media attention to hate crimes, employment discrimina-

tion, and school expulsions of young students for wear-

ing clothing that expressed their Islamic faith. Key issues 

these organizations face include Islamophobia; advocacy 
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for due-process protections in the justice system, in par-

ticular for terrorism suspects; cultural awareness training 

for law enforcement, politicians, and court offi  cers; and 

U.S. foreign policy regarding Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Is-

rael, and Kashmir. 

 Like other Americans, many Muslims in the United 

States are divided about the appropriate role for reli-

gion in the nation’s public life. Approximately half of 

American Muslims believe that members of religious 

congregations (including mosques) should stay out of 

political matters, while roughly the same number believe 

they should express their views on social and political 

questions. Nearly two-thirds of American Muslims lean 

toward or identify with the Democratic Party, compared 

with just over half the general public. Some American 

Muslims oppose gay rights and abortion, and have joined 

Orthodox Jews and evangelical Protestants and Catho-

lics on these issues. Others are more concerned about the 

environment, poverty, and the rights of minorities and 

women around the world. 

 Th e ability of American Muslims to participate in and 

aff ect civic life has been infl uenced by a variety of factors. 

Unlike more homogeneous groups, American Muslims 

do not share a common language or historical experi-

ence, which makes the adoption of a collective group 

consciousness more challenging. Until the end of the 

twentieth century, ethno-linguistic, class, and sectarian 

divisions among Muslims hindered the development of 

shared civic interests. Th e articulation of what it means 

to be a Muslim American in a secular and pluralist pol-

ity has been highly variegated due to the circumstances 

of history and the disjuncture between indigenous and 

immigrant Islam. Th is articulation also has been chal-

lenging because the sense of a collective identity has 

been imposed from outside by circumstances that thrust 

American Muslims into the center of the civic arena. 

When the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City 

was destroyed in 1995 and suspicion automatically fell 

on Islamist radicals, American Muslims responded by 

advocating civil rights and improving the public image 

of Islam in America. Such organizations as the Coun-

cil on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) were formed 

and, more recently, responded to the negative backlash 

after the 9/11 attacks by Muslim extremists on American 

targets. 

 Th e role of Muslims in U.S. political history has not 

been limited to political action groups and civil rights 

advocacy. Since the 1990s, a renewed sense of volun-

tarism and increasing congregationalism characterize 

the development of a Muslim American public identity. 

A connection between religious duties and civic inter-

ests has translated into the establishment of several com-

munity-based service providers that identify as Muslim, 

including domestic violence shelters, family counsel-

ing centers, low-income housing projects, foster care 

placement agencies, and clinics providing physical and 

mental health care. Muslim philanthropies and fi nancial 

institutions providing “sharia-compliant” mortgages 

and insurance also demonstrate the desire to contribute 

Islamic values and norms to a wider notion of Muslim 

American citizenship. Th ese institutions represent the 

integration of individual piety, communal identity, and 

citizenship in a manner that enables Muslim Ameri-

cans to participate in the American political system 

while maintaining a connection to the broader Muslim 

world. 

  See also  religion and politics since 1945. 
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N
 National Republican Party 

 Th e National Republican Party took its name in late 

1830 and served until 1834 as the main opposition to the 

Jacksonian Democrats. It found its electoral base among 

those who had supported the reelection of John Quincy 

Adams in 1828, and ran the campaign opposing Andrew 

Jackson’s reelection in 1832. Some modern historians 

claim that the National Republicans did not constitute a 

real party, but in many northern and border states they 

proved eff ective and popular forerunners of the later 

Whig Party. 

 Th e origins of the party may be found in two ten-

dencies apparent by 1824: the hostile reaction, especially 

among New Englanders, to the extension of slavery con-

ceded in the Missouri Compromise; and the powerful 

demand among farming communities in the middle At-

lantic, border, and northwestern states to strengthen the 

home market through the so-called American System—

encouraging industry with protective tariff s and improv-

ing communications by building roads and canals with 

federal money. When the confused presidential election 

of 1824 had to be decided by the House of Representatives, 

the two tendencies came together in the election of John 

Quincy Adams, with the support of Henry Clay. Presi-

dent Adams advocated an ambitious program of internal 

improvements, and Congress voted an unprecedented 

amount of money for such improvements. Th ough the 

administration lost control of the House of Represen-

tatives in 1827, a highly protective tariff  was passed in 

1828, with the assistance of northern Jacksonians. Th us, 

the campaign to reelect Adams could reasonably claim 

to have delivered on its policies, in the face of strong op-

position from southern Jacksonians. 

 In the 1828 presidential election, Adams’s support-

ers demonstrated a degree of party organization and a 

willingness to cultivate popular appeals that historians 

have sometimes denied. A small central committee in 

Washington organized the interchange of information, 

raised money to fi nance local party newspapers, and es-

tablished a Washington-based campaign paper titled  We 
the People . In 12 states, state management committees or-

ganized state delegate conventions to name a pro-Adams 

“People’s Ticket” for the Electoral College, and ensured 

that a clearly identifi ed Adams man ran in each congres-

sional district. Th ey defended their record as democrats, 

stressed the importance of the American System to all 

“laboring men,” and condemned Jackson for his record 

of violence, supposed adultery, and scorn for constitu-

tional restraints. In the election, the Adams-Clay coali-

tion held on to its earlier support, but apparently the 

preferences of new voters, notably in some critical north-

ern states, gave the election to Jackson. 

 After 1828 the disillusioned Adams-Clay men trans-

formed themselves into an opposition party, taking the 

title  National Republican  for the midterm elections. Ini-

tially they criticized Jackson’s administration as weak 

and corrupt and then denounced his major policies: the 

Maysville Road Veto of 1830 destroyed the American 

System; his Indian Removal Act of 1830 betrayed treaty 

obligations to native peoples and would expand slavery 

within the Old South; his veto of the bill rechartering 

the second Bank of the United States disregarded estab-

lished constitutional principles and endangered the na-

tion’s prosperity. Th is powerful focus on national politics 

was weakened in several northern states by the distrac-

tion of Anti-Masonry. 

 Many National Republicans resisted on principle 

the Anti-Masons’ demand that no one who was affi  li-

ated with Masonry should be nominated for offi  ce, and 

so the many Anti-Masons in the National Republican 

ranks could pursue their political objectives only by 

forming a third party. Inevitably, in many northern 

states, this new party opposed the National  Republicans 
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in state and local elections, associating them with Free-

masonry and secret aristocratic advantage. However, this 

cleavage did not greatly weaken the National Republi-

can campaign in the 1832 presidential election, because 

most Anti-Masons who had opposed Jackson in 1828 

were unwilling to support the Anti-Masonic presiden-

tial ticket if it would assist Jackson’s reelection. In New 

York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, the National Republicans 

made formal coalitions with the Anti- Masons, conced-

ing the state election to the Anti-Masons in return for 

their agreement on a joint presidential ticket that would 

vote in the Electoral College for whoever could defeat 

Jackson. 

 In the 1832 campaign, the National Republicans ex-

panded on the measures used in 1828. In December 1831, 

they held the fi rst national nominating convention, 

complete with keynote address and fl oor demonstrations 

on behalf of their candidate, Henry Clay. In May 1832, 

they issued the fi rst formal party platform, which laid 

down what would later be regarded as Whig principles. 

A vigorous populistic campaign, notable for the innova-

tive use of political cartoons, pulled out a popular vote 

that correlated closely with that of 1828, but Jackson 

again won the popular vote and a majority in the Elec-

toral College. 

 Th e National Republicans failed in both presiden-

tial campaigns partly because of Jackson’s charisma but 

mainly because the anti-southern issues that gave them 

life restricted their reach. Th e party ran powerfully in 12 

northern and border states, which together elected over 

half of both the U.S. House of Representatives and the 

Electoral College. It won its largest majorities in New 

England, regularly secured about half the vote in the large 

states of New York and Ohio (though not Pennsylvania), 

and found substantial support in the border states, in 

Louisiana and parts of Appalachia. But it never broke 

signifi cantly into the older seaboard South, the Cotton 

Kingdom, or the far frontiers of Missouri and Illinois. 

Exclusion from much of the South meant that, unlike the 

Jacksonians, National Republicans had to carry almost all 

the marginal constituencies to win a national election. 

 In 1833 President Jackson’s renewed attack on the na-

tional bank brought on a crisis that emphasized the ur-

gency of strengthening the anti-Jacksonian opposition. 

Leading Anti-Masons, such as William Henry Seward 

and Th urlow Weed, saw the need to rejoin old allies but 

recognized that antagonism between Anti-Masons and 

National Republicans in state contests obstructed the road 

to reunion. Similarly, the appearance within the South 

of discontent with Jackson’s actions in the nullifi cation 

and bank crises created the opportunity for a  genuinely 

national opposition party, but only if the National Re-

publicans could shake off  their identifi cation with anti-

southernism. So, in 1834 the name  National Republican  

was quietly dropped and all elements began to adopt 

the name  Whig . Th e Whigs would become the major 

national party opposing the Democrats over the next 

20 years, but the party was not an entirely new creation. 

In the 12 states where a competitive anti-Jacksonian op-

position had existed from 1827 through 1833, the Whigs 

drew on the National Republicans’ organizational experi-

ence, adopted their program, and built upon the body of 

popular support for them. 

  See also  Anti-Masonic Party; Jacksonian era, 1828–45; Whig Party. 
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 D O N A L D  J .  R ATC L I F F E 

 Native Americans and politics 

 An understanding of Native Americans and politics be-

gins with recognition of the sovereignty of tribal nations 

and the limits of this sovereignty under U.S. colonial-

ism. Sovereignty is grounded in the fact of indigenous 

self-government and autonomy prior to the European 

invasion of North America. Although the United States 

has affi  rmed tribal sovereignty through treaties, federal 

legislation, and court decisions, these affi  rmations, even 

at their most expansive, have always entailed restrictions 

on sovereignty, while segments of American society have 

consistently sought to undermine even the most circum-

scribed theories and practices of sovereignty. From 1776 
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to the present, Native American tribes that have become 

subject to U.S. rule have fought to preserve their com-

munities and reclaim their sovereignty. 

 Treaties and Removal 

 After winning independence, the United States regarded 

tribes that had supported the British as conquered peo-

ples, unilaterally imposing treaties that stipulated land 

cessions. Realizing that these treaties threatened to pro-

voke costly resistance, U.S. leaders soon modifi ed this ap-

proach. By the late 1780s, the federal government  adopted 

a policy of negotiating treaties with tribes in which they 

would exchange their land for payment, usually in the 

form of assistance toward becoming “civilized.” Govern-

ment offi  cials asserted federal, over state, authority in 

tribal relations. To regulate the pace of settlement and 

trade, Congress passed the Northwest Ordinance in 1787 

and the Trade and Intercourse Act in 1790. Th e ultimate 

goal, as articulated by Th omas Jeff erson and other poli-

cymakers, was for Indians to become “assimilated” into 

American civilization. 

 Federal policy was ineff ective in preventing specula-

tors, slave owners, and settlers from overrunning aborigi-

nal lands. In the early 1790s, native leaders undertook the 

political work of building a multitribal alliance to resist 

U.S. expansion. Inspired by prophets like the Shawnee 

Painted Pole and a Mohawk woman named Coocoochee, 

who denounced the ways of Europeans and urged unity, 

tribes from the Southeast to the Great Lakes formed an 

alliance to drive out the Americans and restore full sov-

ereignty. Although this alliance routed federal forces in 

1790–91, a U.S. military expedition broke the movement’s 

back in 1794. Some native leaders made accommodations 

to U.S. power, signing treaties that ceded land, while oth-

ers advocated continued resistance. In the early 1810s, a 

new generation of prophets and politicians, most notably 

the Shawnee brothers Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa (Th e 

Prophet), forged a new alliance, drawing support from 

several tribes. Although resisters achieved some military 

successes, U.S. forces, commanded by William Henry 

Harrison and Andrew Jackson, delivered crushing blows 

between 1811 and 1814. Harrison’s and Jackson’s military 

successes helped them build their political careers, and 

both eventually became president. 

 Th e defeat of the militants set the stage for a policy 

of removal. Although U.S. offi  cials emphasized assimila-

tion as the preferred route by which tribes would cease to 

exist, pressures from land-hungry Americans increased 

momentum to force tribes east of the Mississippi River 

to Indian Territory. Under the Indian Removal Act of 

1830, the government pressed tribes to sign treaties agree-

ing to abandon their homelands. Th e politics of removal 

were complex. In Congress, many Northerners opposed 

removal (the 1830 legislation passed by a narrow margin). 

In Indian country, the implementation of removal be-

came a deeply divisive process that aggravated factional-

ism within tribal communities. 

 To coerce Cherokees to leave lands recognized under 

prior treaty, Georgia passed legislation in 1829 extending 

its jurisdiction over Cherokee lands within its bound-

aries. Th e Cherokees challenged Georgia in court. In 

 Cherokee Nation v. Georgia  (1831) and  Worcester v. Georgia  

(1832), the Supreme Court upheld the Cherokees’ posi-

tion that they were a sovereign nation and that Georgia’s 

extension of state law over their territory was unconsti-

tutional. Th e Court, however, limited tribal sovereignty 

by defi ning the Cherokees as a “domestic dependent na-

tion.” An earlier decision,  Johnson v. McIntosh  (1823), had 

also diminished sovereignty by upholding the “doctrine 

of discovery.” Th is gave European nation-states “absolute 

title” to the continent’s lands, leaving Native American 

nations only a “right of occupancy.” Taken together, 

these three foundational cases set the parameters of sov-

ereignty under colonialism. Tribes would try to expand 

the boundaries of practical sovereignty, while facing re-

peated eff orts to reduce or eliminate their autonomy. 

For tribes forced to relocate, the Court’s recognition of 

limited sovereignty was of little immediate value. In the 

1830s thousands of Native Americans died as the govern-

ment forced them from their homes. 

 Reservations and the “Peace Policy” 

 Little time passed before Americans encroached on the 

lands of the relocated tribes and those already in the 

West. In the 1840s, slave owners and free settlers poured 

into Texas, Arkansas, Missouri, and Kansas, while emi-

grants to Oregon, California, and Utah cut through the 

Great Plains and beyond. Federal offi  cials began to ar-

ticulate a “reservation policy.” Like removal, this policy, 

cloaked in paternalism, was designed to take aboriginal 

lands. In exchange for assistance toward assimilation, 

tribes would sign treaties confi ning them to increasingly 

smaller reservations. 

 From the government’s perspective, the reservation 

policy was humane. Th e tribes, however, saw it diff erently. 

No tribe truly wanted to part with its land, but many lead-

ers feared the consequences of refusal. Indeed, govern-

ment offi  cials frequently threatened dire consequences 
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during treaty negotiations. Th ese included genocide, as 

when Washington territorial governor Isaac Stevens in-

formed Columbia Plateau tribes in 1855 that “if they re-

fused to make a treaty with him, soldiers would be sent 

into their country to wipe them off  the earth.” In addi-

tion to facing physical annihilation, tribal leaders feared 

that if they did not agree to reservations, they would lose 

all their land and be without government assistance at 

a time when game and other resources were becoming 

precariously scarce. 

 Some tribes pursued strategies of accommodation. 

Th e Crows, for example, a small people threatened by 

other tribes, decided to make an alliance with the U.S. 

military for self-preservation. On the other hand, many 

tribes (or segments of tribes) opposed treaties altogether 

and took up arms in defense of their lands. War broke 

out for this and other reasons, all stemming from the re-

lentlessness of U.S. expansion. During the Civil War, the 

situation was further complicated by the emergence of 

two contending colonial powers, the United States and 

the Confederate States. In Indian Territory, the prac-

tice of slavery among the recently removed tribes tilted 

them toward an alliance with the Confederacy, though 

factions within these tribes opposed repudiating earlier 

treaties with the United States. 

 During the Civil War, the U.S. Army had a free hand 

in the West and undertook several military operations, 

including the removal of the Navajos to a bleak reserva-

tion at Bosque Redondo in New Mexico and the sup-

pression of the Dakotas’ uprising against oppressive 

reservation conditions in Minnesota. As the war ended, 

reformers with links to abolitionism pointed to these and 

other events, especially the 1864 Sand Creek Massacre, in 

which Colorado militia forces slaughtered over a hun-

dred Cheyennes, to argue for a new “peace policy.” Th e 

peace policy was not a departure from the reservation 

policy but rather a call for applying Christian principles 

and personnel to its implementation and maintenance. 

In the early 1870s, the peace policy foundered, as Indians 

rejected its paternalist premises by continuing to defend 

their land and resisting programs of assimilation. Par-

alleling their retreat from radical Reconstruction of the 

South, liberals increasingly advocated warfare and other 

punitive measures. 

 Coercive Assimilation 

 By the late 1870s, with most tribes confi ned to reserva-

tions, the government began several initiatives to pro-

mote assimilation. Some involved eff orts to destroy 

non-Christian religious practices, break up communal 

property, and disrupt existing forms of tribal government. 

Others entailed eff orts to remake Native Americans by 

educating them and converting them to Christianity. 

 Th is program of coercive assimilation was accompa-

nied by legal and judicial attacks on sovereignty. In 1871 

Congress abolished treaty making. Although pledging 

to honor previous treaties and negotiate “agreements” 

with tribes in the future, this legislation signaled a re-

treat from recognizing tribes as nations. Th rough the 

Major Crimes Act (1885), Congress asserted U.S. legal 

jurisdiction over Native Americans who committed seri-

ous crimes. In  United States v. Kagama  (1886), the Su-

preme Court upheld this legislation on the grounds that 

Congress possessed “plenary power” (meaning, in this 

context, absolute and unlimited power) over tribes. Th e 

Dawes General Allotment Act (1887) initiated a fi nal as-

sault on aboriginal lands by outlining the goal of allot-

ting communal lands to individual tribal members and 

opening what remained to settlers. In 1901 Kiowas fi led 

suit to overturn a congressional act requiring allotment 

of their reservation in violation of an earlier treaty. In a 

serious blow to tribal sovereignty, the Supreme Court in 

 Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock  (1903) upheld a doctrine of unlim-

ited congressional authority to abrogate treaties. 

 As the reservation system tightened in the late 1880s, 

a Paiute prophet named Wovoka forecast a cataclysm 

that would remove or destroy European Americans and 

renew the earth so that Native American communities 

could fl ourish once again. Wovoka’s teachings inspired a 

movement known as the Ghost Dance, which attracted 

adherents from several tribes in the West. In late 1890, 

the U.S. Army, falsely claiming that the Lakota Ghost 

Dancers had turned Wovoka’s message into a doctrine of 

war, sent several thousand troops to suppress the Ghost 

Dance on the Lakota reservations in South Dakota. 

Th is led to the slaughter of more than 300 Lakotas at 

Wounded Knee in late 1890. Although the Ghost Dance 

persisted on some reservations into the twentieth cen-

tury, its political dimensions subsided. 

 Overt resistance to colonialism continued in the early 

twentieth century. Th e Crazy Snake rebellion, named 

after Chitto Harjo (Muskogee), resisted allotment. But 

most Native American political activity tacitly accepted 

allotment and other aspects of colonialism and tried to 

limit their damaging eff ects. On the Crow reservation, 

for example, a new generation of leaders, many educated 
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at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, 

responded to government eff orts to open their reservation 

to settlement by proposing to divide their land into indi-

vidual shares to keep property in Crow hands. Another 

issue was the protection of a new religion in which adher-

ents ritually ingested the peyote cactus. As government 

offi  cials cracked down on the peyote religion, leaders 

like Quanah Parker (Comanche) appealed to the United 

States’s ostensible commitment to religious freedom and 

formed the Native American Church. Other leaders, 

however, regarded the peyote religion as detrimental to 

their people’s progress. As this example highlights, Native 

Americans remained divided over the issues they faced. 

 In theory, the crowning achievement of assimilation 

was citizenship. Allotment and military service opened 

routes to citizenship, but it was not until 1924 that the 

United States granted citizenship to all Native Ameri-

cans. While citizenship’s recognition of equality was in 

one sense a great advance, in practice citizenship was 

limited. Just as southern states restricted voting rights of 

African Americans, so did western states restrict those of 

Native Americans. In this way, the Native American ex-

perience was similar to those of other racialized groups in 

American society. But for Native Americans, citizenship 

carried a unique ambivalence because the logic behind it 

ran counter to tribal sovereignty. Although many Native 

Americans embraced citizenship, others were indiff erent 

and suspicious. 

 Indian New Deal and World War II 

 In the early 1930s, the United States retreated from a 

policy of coercive assimilation. New ideas favoring cul-

tural pluralism, a greater awareness of the poor condi-

tions of reservations, and the fact that Native Americans 

had successfully resisted assimilation suggested the need 

for an “Indian New Deal.” Th e new approach was for-

malized in the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (IRA). 

In some respects, the IRA advanced tribal sovereignty. 

Th e legislation ended allotment, allowed tribes to re-

cover lost lands, funded tribal economic development, 

and encouraged tribes to adopt constitutions and orga-

nize governments. Yet, tribal constitutions were subject 

to government approval and imposed what many Native 

Americans regarded as alien forms of political organiza-

tion. Several tribes rejected the IRA, while many of those 

that approved did so by narrow margins. 

 U.S. entry into World War II pulled Native Ameri-

can people in diff erent directions. Many tribes, though 

supportive of the war eff ort, argued that conscription 

violated tribal sovereignty. Some individuals resisted the 

draft, but thousands enlisted, both to defend the United 

States and serve their tribes in the traditional role of war-

riors. For most government offi  cials, Native Americans’ 

military service and labor on the home front implied 

postwar policies to promote assimilation. Tribal leaders, 

however, thought their people’s sacrifi ces required the 

United States to redress past injustices and respect tribal 

Native American boys and 

girls stand in front of the 

Indian School in Cantonment, 

 Oklahoma, circa 1909. (Library 

of Congress)
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sovereignty. In 1944 these leaders organized the National 

Congress of American Indians (NCAI), the fi rst modern 

intertribal political organization. Th e NCAI supported 

the Indian Claims Commission (established in 1946) 

and worked closely with tribes on various issues aff ecting 

their welfare. 

 Termination and Revitalization 

 Despite tribes’ eff orts to advance their sovereignty, they 

were thrown on the defensive by a growing movement 

to terminate the federal government’s trust responsibil-

ity for Native American people. In 1953 Congress passed 

legislation allowing for termination, extending state 

criminal jurisdiction over reservations, and encourag-

ing the relocation of tribal people to urban areas. Two 

years later, in  Tee-Hit-Ton Indians v. United States , the 

Supreme Court invoked the discovery doctrine to hold 

that the government could take Native American lands 

without having to pay just compensation under the 

Fifth Amendment. Although several tribes were termi-

nated and their lands liquidated, termination had the 

unintended consequence of inspiring tenacious political 

organizing. In the early 1960s, new organizations like the 

National Indian Youth Council contested termination. 

Terminated tribes like the Menominees of Wisconsin, 

led by Ada Deer, began to lobby for restoration. 

 Th ese initiatives signaled the emergence of a robust 

movement for Native American self-determination. Th e 

struggle for fi shing rights in the Pacifi c Northwest, the 

organization of the American Indian Movement (AIM) 

in 1968, and the occupations of Alcatraz (1969), the Bu-

reau of Indian Aff airs (1972), and Wounded Knee (1973) 

marked the revival of an oppositional politics that had 

not been seen since early in the century. In the 1970s, 

Native Americans won several important victories. Con-

gress reversed termination, returned the sacred Blue 

Lake to the Taos Pueblo tribe, adopted the American 

Indian Religious Freedom Act, and passed legislation to 

promote Native American education and child welfare. 

Congress also enacted the Alaska Native Claims Settle-

ment Act (1971), which established Alaska’s Indian, Inuit, 

and Aleut communities as corporations and recognized 

their title to 45 million acres of land. In addition to these 

national developments, Native American people under-

took an enormous amount of political work within their 

communities—urban and reservation—on a broad array 

of issues, including health care, education, cultural revi-

talization, economic development, and land restoration. 

 Since 1980 Native Americans have continued to fi ght to 

rebuild their communities and extend self-determination, 

while remaining subject to U.S. colonialism. Tribal gov-

ernments have greater authority than in the past to de-

American Indian Movement 

members and U.S. 

authorities meet to resolve 

the 1973  standoff  at Wounded 

Knee, South Dakota. ( Jim 

Mone/Associated Press)
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fi ne their own procedures, establish courts, provide social 

services, levy taxes, exclude nontribal members, regulate 

hunting and fi shing, and promote economic develop-

ment. Th e Native American Graves Protection Act (1990) 

facilitated repatriation of ancestors’ remains and cultural 

patrimony, while casino revenues under the Indian Gam-

ing Regulatory Act (1988) improved reservation economic 

conditions and expanded the power of tribes to infl uence 

local, state, and national politics. Yet, tribal welfare and 

sovereignty remain precarious. As Native American people 

have made gains, they have been subject to “backlash” from 

groups equating the exercise of their rights with special 

privilege. Tribal governments remain subject to adverse 

court decisions and interference from state  governments, 

federal agencies, and Congress. Despite casino revenues, 

most tribal governments still lack the resources to ad-

dress daunting social problems. Nonetheless, the local 

and national political achievements of Native Americans 

in recent decades suggest that their prospects are brighter 

than at any time since 1776. Building on a long history of 

struggles against colonialism, Native Americans continue 

the political work of restoring the sovereignty they once 

possessed. 

see also race and politics.
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 J E F F R E Y  O S T L E R 

 nativism 

 Fear of “the other,” of minority groups seen as alien 

peoples threatening a dominant population, is present 

in many lands.  Nativism  is the term used to describe 

this hostile view of such alleged outsiders. Scholars have 

identifi ed nativist movements in Nigeria and Australia, 

Japan and Brazil, Iran, China, Zimbabwe, and across the 

planet and history. But it is in the United States that the 

term emerged, and it is there that nativism has had it 

most profound impact. Th is should not be surprising, 

for the United States is the world’s preeminent example 

of a great multiethnic, multireligious, multiracial society. 

It is the continent-sized “land of immigrants,” a democ-

racy that for much of its history has been the great mag-

net for those seeking a better life in a New World. And 

so inevitably it also has been the setting for resistance 

to these waves of newcomers, seen as incapable of being 

assimilated, as destructive and dangerous to the stable 

order created by the heirs of the earlier settlers, the “real 

Americans.” 

 Th ese real Americans, of course, were not Native 

Americans, dismissed by the fi rst nativists as primitives, 

aboriginal peoples who must be pushed aside and later 

fi t only for reservations. Native Americans were seen as 

racial inferiors, a breed apart. Certainly this was also 

true—and most profoundly the case—with African 

slaves and their heirs. Surely, African Americans, Native 

Americans (and some other “people of color”) would be 

the objects of particular fear and contempt across his-

tory. Th ey would be the victims of racism. And racism, 

while linked to nativism, has had its own peculiar char-

acteristics and chronology in the story of America. 

 But so powerful has been the heritage of racism in 

this nation that some recent historians have suggested 

that nativism should be seen only as a relatively minor 

subtext of the racist past. Th e objects of nativist animus, 
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it is argued, needed only to calculate how they could 

use America’s real hatred of the feared “other,” racism, 

to overcome their own ethnic and/or religious outsider 

status. Th us, there are works that describe how the 

Irish, the Italians, or the Jews “became white.” But these 

works, while useful correctives to simplistic explana-

tions concerning the fate of anti-alien movements, can 

be misleading if used to denigrate the enormous impact 

of nativist attitudes and nativist actions on millions of 

Americans across much of the nation’s history. Such at-

titudes and actions darkened the lives of Catholics for 

centuries. Th ey also created severe obstacles to social, 

economic, and political mobility for Irish, Italian, Jew-

ish, and Slavic immigrants—and their descendents—for 

generations. 

 Nativism became the dark underbelly of the Ameri-

can dream of equality and opportunity beckoning im-

migrants to the New World. Yet it was the decline of 

nativism—at least in the ways it aff ected the lives of 

the Catholic and Jewish white ethnic groups who were 

traditional objects of such hatred—that can off er en-

couragement, not only for those groups still victimized 

and marginalized in American society but also for such 

groups in other nations troubled by religious, ethnic, 

and racial hostilities. 

 American nativism, which one scholar has defi ned 

as “the intense opposition to an internal minority on 

the grounds of its allegedly un-American characteris-

tics,” aff ected not only the lives of its victims but also of 

the victimizers, the nativists. By attacking the “other,” 

some people were able to identify themselves by what 

they were not; the alien enemy was crucial to their self-

image. Th e common foe, the “un-Americans” in their 

midst, allowed many anti-aliens to fi nd community, for 

in polarization there was bonding. Here was a way to 

overcome other diff erences inside the favored circle of 

“real” Americans, people who did not carry the mark of 

religious or ethnic inferiority. Moreover, by projecting or 

displacing anger and hatred on the enemy within, nativ-

ists could more easily deal with the tragic dissonances in 

their own lives and in their moment in history. 

 Yet to view nativism only as a psychological crutch for 

hostile bullies and unexamined bigots does an injustice to 

the complexity of this American story. Many anti-aliens 

perceived real threats to the health and comity of their 

national community. Th e newcomers brought wrench-

ing social and economic problems to the New World. 

Many nativists seriously grappled with the question of 

what it meant to be an American, and their fears were 

not merely the product of arrogance, ignorance, and ha-

tred. Th e history of nativism in America is a complex 

story that begins with the very dawn of white settlement 

in the New World. 

 In Colonial America 

 Th e earliest targets of anti-alien hostility were Roman 

Catholics. Anti-Catholicism was widespread in Eng-

land for decades before the fi rst colonists arrived in 

America. It was the product of the rival imperial ambi-

tions of Catholic Spain and France and was a continu-

ous feature of English society across the late sixteenth 

and  seventeenth centuries, after the Elizabethan Acts 

of Supremacy and Uniformity had put the kingdom 

permanently in the Protestant camp. Th e colonists ar-

rived in the wilderness across the ocean having spent 

their lives with “no- Popery” laws proscribing the role of 

Catholics. 

 Particularly in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, where 

Calvinists would build a “city upon a hill,” the goal 

was a church “purged of Romish corruptions.” Catholi-

cism was a destructive element that threatened “God’s 

American Israel.” Th ese settlers had despised the Angli-

can Church because they saw it as a mirror image of the 

Church of Rome. 

 In the seventeenth century, the Catholic mass could 

not be celebrated anywhere except Pennsylvania. All En-

glishmen save Roman Catholics enjoyed the franchise in 

several colonies, and there were repeated anti-Catholic 

demonstrations in many places. In the Bay Colony, Cath-

olics were banished and priests returned only on pain of 

execution. Even Roger Williams, founder of Rhode Is-

land, the great enemy of religious persecution and the 

man who had demanded freedom of worship for Quak-

ers, conducted his dispute with Puritan divines of Mas-

sachusetts in the terminology of antipapal hatred, writing 

of the “Romish wolf gorging herself with huge bowls of 

the blood of saints.” 

 Th ere was no toleration for Catholics in colonial 

America, and the eighteenth century brought new as-

saults on religious freedom. In Maryland, founded by 

a Catholic who had encouraged Catholic settlement 

before the proprietor’s charter was voided and it be-

came another royal colony with an established Anglican 

church, the governor in 1704 assailed the “Irish Papists” 

and their “false . . . superstitious worship.” In New Eng-

land, Elisha Williams, a famously learned fi gure who 

had supported religious conscience, wrote of “the Pope, 

who has deluged the Earth with the Blood of Christians 
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and is the most detestable Monster the Earth ever had 

upon it.” 

 In a land where wars against France and Spain had led 

to rumors of Catholic conspiracy, the papist was seen as 

an enemy agent. Nativism became fi rmly rooted in the 

conventional wisdom. In communities where children 

learned to write by use of rhymed couplets beginning 

with the letter “A,” public school primers instructed 

them to “abhor that arrant Whore of Rome and all her 

Blasphemies.” “Pope Night” festivals showed how the 

Devil was aligned with the Catholics. Fireside games 

bore such names as “Break the Pope’s Kneck.” 

 It was bizarre that so many felt so threatened by such 

a tiny minority. Th ere were fewer than 35,000 Roman 

Catholics, half of them in Maryland, among the 3 mil-

lion Americans at the end of the colonial period. 

 But the coming of the Revolution ameliorated the 

hostility. If anti-Catholic activism in the colonial era 

served to unite a disparate people, creating a sense of 

community in a vast and threatening continent, the con-

fl ict with England suddenly made all this counterpro-

ductive. Th e Revolution was a great unifying force for 

“true” patriots; the test of loyalty was whether one sup-

ported the new government or the Crown, not whether 

one practiced Catholicism or some other “false” religion. 

General George Washington quashed the Pope Day fes-

tivals in 1775. 

 In fact, success in the Revolutionary War seemed to 

signal an end to anti-Catholic nativism. In 1790 Presi-

dent Washington told clerical and lay leaders in Mary-

land that he believed America would become an example 

to the nations of the world in advancing justice and free-

dom, noting that “your fellow-citizens will not forget the 

patriotic part which you took in the accomplishment of 

their Revolution and the establishment of their Govern-

ment, or the important assistance which they received 

from a nation [France] in which the Roman Catholic 

faith is professed.” But it was not to be. Th e next cen-

tury would bring the most intense nativist activities in 

American history. 

 Nineteenth-Century America: Immigration 

Leads to Nativism 

 In the period just after the birth of the new United States 

and through the depression of 1819, immigration to the 

new nation remained relatively low. But by 1830 condi-

tions had changed. At least 60,000 foreigners a year ar-

rived through the mid-1830s and the numbers escalated 

in the early 1840s. By 1840 there 660,000 Roman Catho-

lics in the United States, and this number tripled in the 

next decade. More than a third of the new arrivals were 

from Ireland. 

 Th e newcomers arrived in an expanding nation un-

dergoing political and social upheaval. Th e Jacksonian 

era was a time of opportunity but also a disorienting one. 

In grappling with its challenges, many sought commu-

nity in zealous new Protestant groups caught up in the 

revivalism of the age. Soon, anti-Catholic newspapers 

proliferated, with such titles as  Anti-Romanist ,  Priestcraft 
Unmasked , and  Downfall of Babylon, or Triumph of Truth 
over Popery . Th e fear was that Catholics could not be citi-

zens of a democracy because they owed fealty to a foreign 

sovereign, the “Pope in Rome.” 

 Th ere were widespread clashes between Protestant and 

Catholic, native and “foreigner.” In 1834 the imposing 

brick Ursuline Convent in Charlestown, Massachusetts, 

was attacked by an angry mob of Protestant workmen 

shouting anti-Catholic slogans; furniture was smashed 

and the vast building sacked and set afl ame. Th e con-

vent burners were acquitted. In New York City, Prot-

estant gangs—the True Blue Americans, the American 

Guards—fought street battles with Irish rivals. 

 In these years, Samuel F. B. Morse, inventor of the 

telegraph, wrote two books warning of an international 

conspiracy by European Catholics to infi ltrate Jesuits 

into the trans-Mississippi region, with plans to annex the 

land and deny America expansion to the west. Mean-

while, publications in the East printed Catholic immi-

gration statistics, sounding alarm at an infl ux of foreign 

criminals and paupers. 

 Catholic priests and nuns—such as those in the Ur-

suline Convent—were seen as particularly despicable de-

viants, as sadists and murderers. In 1836 a slim volume 

published in New York became an immediate sensation, 

the best-selling book in American history (save the Bible) 

until  Uncle Tom’s Cabin .  Th e Awful Disclosures of Maria 
Monk  purported to tell the story of a Protestant girl con-

verted to Catholicism and, after entering a convent, bru-

tally abused by nuns and priests. Th e work sold 300,000 

copies and, with its explicit detail of torture and sexual 

assault, became a classic in pornographic literature. Yet 

it was only one of a growing number of “convent books” 

with similar messages printed during the nineteenth cen-

tury. And its fabricated tales were widely believed. When 

nativists gained control of the Massachusetts legislature 

in the succeeding years, their “nunnery committee” de-

manded access to convents, digging up cellars in hopes 

of locating the bleaching bones of babies who had been 
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killed and buried following the rapes of innocent girls by 

Jesuits secretly brought to the convents by evil nuns. 

 In this context, nativist party organizations emerged 

to check the power of the newcomers. Th e American Re-

publican Party’s leaders talked of election fraud, voting 

by noncitizens, corrupt political machines manipulating 

the votes of credulous, dull-witted Irish Catholics. When 

the issue became the “school controversy,” that perennial 

nativist fear of new parochial schools educating children 

in a doctrine imposed by “a foreign ecclesiastical power,” 

the party played a major role in an 1845 Fourth of July 

confrontation in Philadelphia. Th ousands of nativists 

clashed with groups of Irish laborers and fi re brigades; 

buildings were set ablaze, cannons exchanged fi re, and 

the city was ravaged by intergroup violence. 

 All this occurred months before the huge wave of 

Irish immigration that began in 1847. It was in that year 

that the Great Famine—the failure of the potato crop, 

with its devastating impact on millions in Ireland and 

Europe—sent a huge wave of starving Irish immigrants 

to America. In 1844 there were 75,000 immigrants; in 

1847 the number swelled to 234,000, and by 1851 it 

reached 380,000. In an eight-year period, 2.75 million 

newcomers arrived, the vast majority of them Roman 

Catholic. While many came from Germany, most were 

from Ireland. And they brought with them what the na-

tivists saw as critical and dangerous social problems. 

 Th ere was some substance to nativist concerns. Th e 

immigrants arrived at port cities in the Northeast in des-

perate straits. Th e vessels were fi lled with the sick and 

the dying—victims of “ship fever” (a form of typhus), 

smallpox, cholera, and dysentery. Epidemics erupted in 

all ports of disembarkation, and quarantine hospitals 

had to be fi nanced. Most newcomers were postfeudal 

peasants, people who knew only farming and lacked 

the capital or skills to head west; they found themselves 

housed in some of the fi rst (and worst) slums in the his-

tory of urban America. 

 In New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, and other 

communities where the immigrants settled, crime rates 

immediately escalated (half of those arrested in New York 

by 1850 were of Irish ancestry) and state penal institutions 

had to be expanded. Th e number of “paupers”—those in 

need of “pecuniary assistance” or refuge in almshouses—

grew apace and there was a striking rise in the number 

of “truant and vagabond children.”  Th e Report on Insan-
ity and Idiocy in Massachusetts  charted a huge increase of 

“foreign lunatics” in state asylums. And everywhere the 

new immigrants settled, the number of “gin houses” and 

arrests for public drunkenness skyrocketed. 

 Nativists clearly linked the social problems of the im-

migrant ethnic group to their ancient fears of religious 

diff erence. Irish Catholics were seen as a cancer in the 

New World. Th ey were penniless alien intruders, sick, 

drunk, violent, and dangerous. Th ey had come to steal 

American jobs and bring dirt and chaos to communi-

ties. An ignorant and illiterate mob of fi st-fi ghting thugs, 

the Irish were aggressive and clannish and would stay 

that way because they were controlled by priests who op-

posed the public school system. 

 Th e response was the creation of new nativist organi-

zations. A series of secret societies were shaped, and from 

one—the Organization of the Star Spangled Banner—a 

new political party emerged, bearing a name “real Amer-

icans” could rally to: the American Party. But so fearful 

were its leaders of the secret power of “Jesuitical con-

spirators” that members were instructed to say “I Know 

Nothing” if asked about the party. 

 Because this was the critical decade in which the slav-

ery issue would rip apart so many American institutions, 

including mainline Protestant churches and the major 

political parties, the Know-Nothing Party would gain in 

strength beyond the appeal of its potent nativist rheto-

ric. As the Whig Party was sundered into northern and 

southern factions and the Democrats were stretched to 

the breaking point, many political leaders and members 

of the older organizations found refuge in a new party 

insisting that the real division in America was not be-

tween those who diff ered on the questions of free soil 

and abolition but on the threat of alien immigrants. 

 Th e Know-Nothings were briefl y the second largest 

political party in America, their presidential candidate 

a formidable contender in 1856. But the growth was an 

illusion. Soon the Know-Nothing Party was split apart 

by the same intractable forces dividing the nation North 

and South. By 1860 the party had appeal only in some 

border states. Fear of the alien “other” had enormous im-

pact in the 1850s, but the great crisis that led to the Civil 

War swept everything aside—including nativism. 

 As the Civil War neared its end, Abraham Lincoln, 

no friend of the nativists, seemed to promise the immi-

grant Catholic population what Washington had at the 

conclusion of the Revolutionary War. Perhaps anti-alien 

hostility would soon fade away. But, as in decades past, 

nativism would fi nd new life in the years following a 

great and unifying struggle. 
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 Once again, a fl oodtide of new immigrants stimu-

lated nativist activism. From 1870 to the middle of the 

next decade, new settlers headed to a booming, postwar 

America. Most newcomers were from familiar locales, 

including large numbers from Germany and Ireland. 

But by 1887 the “new immigration” began, and by 1900, 

southeastern European émigrés were by far the domi-

nant element in the huge waves transforming the nation. 

Th ree-quarters of the almost 450,000 arrivals in 1900 

were from Italy, the Russian Empire, or Austria-Hungary 

(the Hapsburg Monarchy); by 1907 of the 1.2 million 

immigrants, 285,000 were from Italy, 258,000 from Rus-

sia, 338,000 from the Hapsburg Monarchy—many of 

them south Slavs or Jews. Between 1880 and 1915, when 

the Great War in Europe arrested the process, more than 

20 million had arrived, the majority “new immigrants.” 

Most were Catholics, many were Jewish, and few spoke 

English. Th ey represented almost a quarter of the popu-

lation of a nation that had doubled in size from 50 mil-

lion to 100 million in those years. 

 Violent resistance to newcomers fl ared in some areas. 

In California, fear of the “Yellow Peril” marked anti-

Chinese and anti-Japanese activism. But the émigrés 

from Asia were a tiny population compared to those ar-

riving from southeastern Europe and settling in the East 

and Midwest. Th ese new immigrants became the target 

of hostility by intellectual and social elites as well by as 

the ordinary folk—merchants, laborers, small farmers—

who were the traditional members of anti-alien groups. 

 Princeton professor Woodrow Wilson contrasted the 

“men of the sturdy stocks of the north of Europe” with 

the “more sordid and hopeless elements which the south 

of Europe was disburdening . . . men out of the ranks 

where there was neither skill nor energy nor quick intelli-

gence.” Other major academic and political fi gures, some 

of whom would become leaders of the Progressive move-

ment, shared his contempt. Stanford professor E. A. Ross 

wrote of “their pigsty mode of life, their brawls and crimi-

nal pleasures, their coarse, peasant philosophy of sex.” 

One writer noted that Italians were “largely composed . . . 

of the most vicious, ignorant, degraded and fi lthy paupers 

with an admixture of the criminal element . . . the lowest 

Irish are far above these creatures.” Other prominent writ-

ers described Jews as “dirty, bearded, lecherous, foreign 

degenerates”; this “squat Slavonic” people were “pushy, 

money-grubbing materialists.” 

 With the huge numbers of new immigrants came 

poverty, crime, and teeming urban slums—and renewed 

interest in nativist fraternal organizations. Dozens of 

anti-alien associations were organized, with such names 

as Patriotic Order of the Sons of America, the American 

Patriotic League, the Red, White and Blue Organization, 

and United Organization of the Pilgrim Fathers. Some 

had were little more than a few passionate activists, but 

many had growing memberships and boasted dozens or 

even hundreds of chapters. One organizaion, the Ameri-

can Protective Association (APA), would become a na-

tional phenomenon. 

 Founded in a small Iowa railroad and mill town in 

1887, the APA was created to combat “political Roman-

ism.” As it grew through the 1890s, it continued to focus 

on anti-Catholic themes but also assailed, in the words 

of one of its publications, the “pauper and criminal riff -

raff  of Europe . . . every ignorant Dago and Pole, Hun 

and Slav.” APA writers warned of the “Jews who have 

been brought in to wage war with Rome against America 

and Americans.” 

 Th e APA—and the other nativist sects—lost members 

and infl uence after 1896. New political and social forces 

were stirring across the land: the Populist movement and 

progressive reformers in state and local government as 

well as in the media. Populism, with its concern for the 

struggle against predatory economic interests, created a 

dramatic new cause that made the anti-alien crusade sud-

denly seem much less signifi cant. Its emergence helped 

ensure that the APA and the entire resurgent nativism of 

the post–Civil War era—which never enjoyed the po-

litical success of the Know-Nothings—would pass into 

history. 

 Although the Populist Party declined in the late 1890s, 

with the Progressive movement dominating the national 

scene in the fi rst decade and a half of the new century, 

it would be a generation before even a modest revival of 

nativism occurred. 

 Into the Twentieth Century 

 Th e most notable progressive leaders, including pres-

i dents Th eodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, 

be lieved in the natural superiority of Teutonic, Anglo-

 Saxon people. Th ey accepted the fashionable views of 

European writers like Count Gobineau and Houston 

Stuart Chamberlain as well as the American Madison 

Grant, who insisted on the inferiority of those “degraded 

savages” who had arrived at nineteenth-century immi-

gration stations. But the reform agenda of the Progres-

sive movement, with its goal of adjusting capitalism to 
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democracy after the excesses of industrial expansion, 

made nativism seem irrelevant. 

 World War I changed that. When America entered the 

Great War on the side of the Allies in 1917, German Amer-

icans suff ered. Before the Civil War, it had been Irish, not 

German, immigrants who were the central focus of the 

most virulent anti-alien activity. Now, German Ameri-

cans were accused of poisoning food, spoiling medical 

supplies, and undermining public support for the war 

eff ort. German names were changed, German dishes dis-

appeared from restaurants, German-language newspapers 

were burned in the streets. Private “patriotic” groups, the 

Knights of Liberty and the American Protective League, 

played a role in the harassment of German Americans. 

 Th e end of the war in November 1918 brought an end 

to much of this hysteria. But 1919 was a time of social 

upheaval in America. Postwar infl ation led to massive 

strikes and brutal repression by corporate managers, 

some of whom blamed “these foreigners” for the wide-

spread labor unrest. Th e Bolshevik Revolution in Russia 

had rekindled fears of radical activists and when a se-

ries of anarchist bombs were discovered, the “Red Scare” 

led to wholesale violations of civil liberties. With Presi-

dent Wilson disabled by a stroke, hundreds of alleged 

“un-Americans” were arrested in Palmer Raids, named 

after the attorney general, A. Mitchell Palmer. Palmer, 

defending his action in an article entitled “Where Do 

the Reds Come From? Chiefl y Imported and So Are 

Th eir Red Th eories,” pointed to the new immigrants 

from southeastern Europe, “these aliens, not of our sort,” 

particularly a “small clique of autocrats from the East 

Side of New York.” He was referring, of course, to Jewish 

radicals. 

 Th e Red Scare was over by the summer of 1920. Labor 

unrest receded and the postwar era boom would soon be 

underway. But nativism did not disappear in the Roaring 

Twenties. Across much of the decade, anti-Jewish rheto-

ric was found in the pages of the  Dearborn Independent , 
the newspaper purchased by billionaire auto pioneer 

Henry Ford, a fanatical anti-Semite. Ford’s eff orts had 

limited impact; the major nativist development in the 

1920s was the growth of the Ku Klux Klan. 

 Th e modern Klan, founded in 1915 by fraternal or-

ganizer William J. Simmons, had little to do with the 

post–Civil War Ku Klux Klan (KKK), whose hooded 

vigilantes repressed black freedmen and helped to restore 

native white supremacy in the South. After a period of 

slow growth and little interest, this new Klan grew to 

enormous size in the 1920s. 

 Simmons soon lost control of the organization to 

shrewder promoters. Th e KKK prospered as an anti-

Catholic, anti-Semitic, and anti-ethnic immigrant cru-

sade. Using the white garb and the bizarre titles of the old 

Klan (the magical “K” for ranks such as Klud, Kluxter, 

Klabee), the organization soon spread across America. It 

had strength in the South, but it was stronger still in the 

Midwest and had many active chapters in several west-

ern states as well as some urban areas in the Northeast. 

Th e Klan left fragmentary local records and no national 

archives; estimates of its total membership at the high 

point of its meteoric rise range from 2.5 to 5 million. 

 Th e Klan off ered community to many left behind 

or left out in the boom years of the Roaring Twenties. 

It was a fraternal movement that sponsored picnics, 

ballgames, and “konklaves” for the like-minded. It at-

tacked the decline of traditional values in the “modern 

Sodoms and Gomorrahs” that were the skyscraper cities 

of the new age, and assailed the immigrant drinking 

masses violating Prohibition and the urban elites with 

their depraved sexual practices. Th e old convent tales 

found a new readership. Hiram Wesley Evans, the im-

perial wizard, explained: “We are a movement of the 

plain people . . . we demand a return to power of the 

everyday, not highly cultured, not overly intellectual-

ized but entirely unspoiled and not de-Americanized 

average citizens of the old stock.” 

 Th ere were only a few notable instances of repressive 

violence involving this KKK. While it had a powerful 

political presence in some areas and played a role in 

checking the early presidential aspirations of Al Smith 

(a Catholic who was governor of New York), the Klan 

had limited political infl uence on the national scene. 

But it attracted many ambitious and unsavory fi gures, 

men who saw in it a road to wealth and infl uence. And 

it disappeared rapidly after allegations of corruption in 

some states weakened its appeal. Th e fi nal blow was a sex 

scandal involving the most powerful Klan state leader 

(in Indiana) in mid-decade, which put a lie to the or-

ganization’s defense of traditional family values. After 

the Klan’s collapse, no powerful new nativist movements 

would emerge in the twentieth century. 

 The Decline of Nativism 

 Th e Great Depression was not a fertile ground for na-

tivism. Extremist groups that off ered to save Americans 

facing economic ruin by emulating the work of Euro-

pean Fascists, blaming Jews and foreigners for the crisis, 

attracted only tiny followings. 
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 Th en, during World War II and the postwar era, na-

tivism in America seemed to fade away. What explains its 

decline? Th e fi rst important factor was the end of unlim-

ited immigration. Since a series of congressional actions 

passed from 1917 to 1924, over a generation had passed in 

which the golden door was essentially closed. Millions of 

newcomers no longer arrived yearly, with their poverty 

and language diffi  culties. Earlier arrivals had settled in, 

and many were beginning to achieve mobility and real-

ization of their own American success story. As assimi-

lation proceeded, the reasons for anti-alien movements 

withered away. 

 President Franklin D. Roosevelt also played a key role. 

He shrewdly appealed to groups that had been victim-

ized in the past by nativists, off ering support and politi-

cal patronage in the diffi  cult Depression decade. It was 

the “Roosevelt coalition,” embracing Catholics, Jews, 

and a variety of former immigrant subcultures, that not 

only empowered ethnic political constituencies and “mi-

nority” religious groups but celebrated the glories of the 

melting pot. 

 Th e programs of Roosevelt’s administration also helped 

to bury the old hatreds. In earlier eras, the anxieties and 

dislocations accompanying economic and social upheaval 

had led many to displace or project their anger onto “the 

aliens,” symbolic scapegoats for the troubles of the mo-

ment, the New Deal insisted it was not villains but the 

vagaries of the capitalist system that had placed so many 

at economic risk. Th ere was no need this time to blame 

Catholics or Jews, Irish, Italians, or Asians for the crisis; 

strong federal policies would save America. 

 Th ere were also other factors at work. In the pre-war 

decade, the menace of Hitler helped discredit fashion-

able racial theories that had infl uenced elites and oth-

ers in previous years. Th e work of a new generation of 

infl uential academics, led by anthropologist Franz Boas, 

assailed the “scientifi c” racism of Gobineau, Grant, and 

others. In a series of resolutions passed at national meet-

ings of sociologists, psychologists, and biologists as well 

as anthropologists, racist ideologies were reviled by a vast 

cross section of scientifi c professionals. Th ey demolished 

the argument that certain people were destined to be 

inferior, that Anglo-Saxons were intellectually superior, 

that there were “racial” cultures or racial “moralities.” By 

the 1940s, nativist ideas could no longer be defended in 

rational discourse. 

 Another critical factor in the decline of nativism was 

the impact of World War II. Not only was the war a 

bonding experience for many Americans, but it also pro-

vided a full-employment boom during the confl ict and 

the setting for postwar prosperity, removing some of the 

economic anxieties in which the old anti-alienism had 

taken root. More important, perhaps, the war marked 

the accelerated growth of a more complex business and 

professional culture that had been emerging in America 

for years before Pearl Harbor. 

 Signifi cant changes transformed fi nance, marketing, 

law, medicine, advertising, and other specialized fi elds. 

Large corporations increasingly were directed not by the 

risk-taking entrepreneurs who had given them birth but 

by a new class of managers trained and certifi ed to han-

dle complex problems of a new age. In the war—when it 

was essential to get the job done right—and in the post-

war era, a person’s occupational credentials, not religion 

or ethnicity, increasingly became the central variable in 

judging acceptability. Skills, not culture, became the 

standard of admission to elites. And the G.I. Bill allowed 

many to move more quickly on the path to such status. 

 Th e toleration of ethnic diversity widened as strict 

professional rules took hold. Making it in America more 

and more became a matter of not who you were but how 

skilled and educated you appeared to be. In a new age 

of access and opportunity after the war, barriers to entry 

into elite colleges and professional schools weakened. 

Opinion leaders turned to pluralism in their defi nition 

of success. Ethnic diff erence soon seemed to be disap-

pearing everywhere. In food and clothing, in language 

and even religion, distinctions were blurred and the old 

animus seemed out of place, even un-American. As the 

twentieth century neared its conclusion, nativism had all 

but disappeared. But in the next decade, some would 

argue it found renewed life in a time of terrorist threats 

and a new wave of immigration. 

 Toward a New Millenium: A Return of Nativism? 

 In the last years of the twentieth century, a few extremist 

sects with miniscule membership continued to focus on 

the old hatreds. Th ere were fragmentary Klan chapters, 

unconnected to the great Klan of the 1920s. Christian 

identity groups such as Aryan Nations and the Order 

viewed Jews as children of the Devil who dominated the 

nation through a Zionist Occupied Government. Th eir 

rhetoric had only marginal impact, and only in a few 

remote areas. 

 Nativist-inspired restrictions on immigration, in 

place for over 40 years, were fi nally eliminated in 1965, 

with the abolition of the national origins quota sys-

tem that created overt discrimination against Asian 
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immigrants and a historic preference for western Euro-

peans. But then large numbers of illegal aliens arrived 

in the 1970s and 1980s, and there were eff orts to arrest 

this fl ow. Opponents of such modest but restrictive leg-

islation characterized it as grossly nativistic, inspired by 

“the spirit of the Know-Nothings.” However, even large 

numbers of Hispanic Americans supported the success-

ful passage of the Simpson-Rodino Act in 1986, which 

sought—unsuccessfully—to deal with illegal immigra-

tion through employer sanctions. 

 Into the new millennium, nativist animus seemed a 

thing of the past. But the 2001 terrorist attack on 9/11 

was followed by the U.S. Patriot Act. New immigration 

restrictions were put in place. Some Muslim Americans 

complained of harassment by law enforcement agencies. 

Th ere were reports that Muslim men and women had 

been insulted and shunned in the weeks following the 

attack. Still, with an unpopular war in Iraq dragging on 

for over fi ve years, and no further terrorist incidents in 

the United States during this period, fear of widespread 

anti-Muslim discrimination waned. 

 Yet, at the same time, there was renewed debate about 

undocumented aliens. Early in 2008, with the numbers of 

such immigrants in the nation reaching over 12 million, 

with thousands of people from Asia, Central America, 

and—most signifi cantly—from Mexico illegally crossing 

the southern border daily, immigration became a major 

political issue. Certain media commentators and mem-

bers of Congress used infl ammatory nativist rhetoric. 

But many who endorsed immigration restriction avoided 

and condemned such arguments. Some of the old fears 

mixed with new concerns: newcomers had broken the 

law, had not waited to be included in an immigration 

quota, would not be assimilated and insisted on speaking 

Spanish, were stealing American jobs, and were illegally 

using services provided by U.S. taxpayers. 

 Of course, there were powerful counterarguments by 

those calling for immigration reform that would not re-

sult in draconian sanctions on those already in the United 

States. And, during the 2008 election campaign, the im-

migration issue was eclipsed by other concerns. Even the 

brief touch of nativist rhetoric disappeared from public 

debate. Nativism, it seemed, was no longer a meaningful 

issue in America. 

  See also  African Americans and politics; American (Know-

 Nothing) Party; Asian immigrants and politics; Catholics 

and politics; European immigrants and politics; immigration 

policy; Jews and politics; Protestants and politics. 
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 D AV I D  H .  B E N N E T T 

 New Deal Era, 1932–52 

 By 1932 the United States was in the third year of the 

worst economic depression in its history. Industrial pro-

duction stood at half the level of 1929. Nearly one in 

four Americans was unemployed. For those lucky 

enough to still be employed, average weekly earnings 

dropped from $25 to $15. Under such circumstances, the 

outcome of the 1932 presidential election was never in 

serious doubt: voters would hold the party in power re-

sponsible for the economic debacle. On Election Day, 

the Democratic challenger, New York State governor 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, handily defeated the incumbent 

Republican in the White House, Herbert Hoover, with 

57.4 percent of the popular vote and the electoral votes of 

42 of the 48 states. Th e previous summer, accepting the 

nomination for the presidency, Roosevelt had pledged 

to his audience to devote his administration to securing 

“a new deal for the American people.” But what a “New 

Deal” would mean in practice was something neither the 

voters nor even the candidate himself had a very clear 

idea of on Election Day. 

 A Crisis of Abundance 

 Th e New Deal is often associated with the ideas of Brit-

ish economist John Maynard Keynes, who in 1932 urged 
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policy makers to recognize that the worldwide economic 

downturn was “not a crisis of poverty, but a crisis of 

abundance.” Modern capitalism, Keynes argued, had in 

a sense become too effi  cient by producing vast quantities 

of consumer goods that, due to inequalities in income 

distribution, outstripped eff ective demand—a “crisis of 

abundance.” In Keynes’s view, it was irresponsible for 

a government to rely on market forces alone to restore 

prosperity, which might require years of mass suff ering 

and political and economic instability. Instead, he ad-

vocated increasing demand by consumers through gov-

ernment spending on public works projects and relief 

programs. Th is strategy was known as “pump-priming.” 

It would be costly, and rather than raise taxes (which 

would decrease demand), Keynes also advocated the gov-

ernment embrace defi cit spending. 

 Yet there was nothing like a coherent economic theory 

or plan guiding Roosevelt’s policy choices. If in time he 

became a Keynesian in practice, FDR was never a com-

mitted one in theory. Raymond Moley, a Barnard Col-

lege economist, served as a campaign adviser to Roosevelt 

and briefl y as a member of his administration, before 

leaving over political diff erences. In a critical memoir 

of his experiences with Roosevelt, published in 1939, 

Moley complained about the president’s eclectic ap-

proach to ending the Depression, noting, “To look upon 

[Roosevelt’s] policies as the result of a unifi ed plan was to 

believe that the accumulation of stuff ed snakes, baseball 

pictures, school fl ags, old tennis shoes, carpenter’s tools, 

geometry books, and chemistry sets in a boy’s bedroom 

could have been put there by an interior decorator.” 

 Such criticisms did not bother Roosevelt, a self-

 assured politician who prided himself on pragmatism, 

not ideological or intellectual consistency. His willing-

ness to embrace varied and even contradictory policies, 

keeping those that worked and discarding those that 

failed, proved a hallmark of his administration. 

 Two New Deals 

 Some historians of the 1930s, in an eff ort to bring at least 

a measure of order to the “boy’s bedroom” concept of 

Roosevelt’s policies, speak of two New Deals: the fi rst an 

attempt to end the Depression from the top down, the 

second an attempt to end it from the bottom up. At the 

risk of oversimplifi cation (because policies and periods 

overlapped), the fi rst New Deal could be said to have run 

from Roosevelt’s inauguration in March 1933 to mid-1935. 

It was represented in the policies of the National Recov-

ery Administration, and the Agricultural Adjustment 

Administration, new federal agencies that encouraged 

large producers in industry and agriculture to restrict 

production and fi x prices to restore profi tability, and 

thus encourage increased production and the rehiring of 

laid-off  workers. Th e second New Deal, which came to 

the fore from 1935 through 1938, was represented in the 

policies of the Public Works Administration, the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA), the Civilian Conser-

vation Corps, and the Farm Security Administration. 

Th ese agencies followed what amounted to a Keynesian 

strategy of putting money into the pockets of the un-

employed through federally sponsored work projects and 

the like, intended to end the “underconsumption” that 

since 1929 had kept consumer demand low. 

 Th ere were important political as well as policy dif-

ferences between the two New Deals. Th e language of 

the early New Deal stressed “unity”—“We Do Our Part” 

was the slogan of the National Recovery Administration. 

Th e language of the later New Deal shifted toward an 

acknowledgment of the confl icts and divisions in Ameri-

can society; in his 1936 reelection campaign, Roosevelt 

directed his appeal to the “ill-housed, ill-clothed, ill-fed” 

of the nation while denouncing his Republican oppo-

nents as “economic royalists.” Despite this whiff  of rhe-

torical class warfare, and despite the fanatical hatred the 

president inspired among some wealthier Americans, 

Roosevelt was no radical. His goal was to save capital-

ism from its own excesses through the judicious appli-

cation of a combination of government regulation and 

economic stimulus. 

 Revolution or Reform? 

 Of course, some Americans in the 1930s—Socialists, 

Communists, and other left-wing activists—did actively 

seek the downfall of capitalism. Th e Depression brought 

them some political gains, at least in the short run. So-

cialist Party presidential candidate Norman Th omas 

received nearly 900,000 votes in the 1932 election. Com-

munists led demonstrations of the unemployed that 

often ended in clashes with the police but also brought 

them new recruits. And, beginning in 1935, a powerful 

new trade union federation, the Committee of Industrial 

Organizations, began organizing mass-production work-

ers in the auto, steel, electrical manufacturing, maritime, 

and other major industries. Th e most devoted organiz-

ers, and some of the leaders of those new unions, were 

often radicals of one stripe or another. Th e new union 

militancy was certainly one factor that pushed the New 

Deal “leftward” in the mid-1930s, and helped bring 
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passage of new laws ensuring the right of workers to col-

lective bargaining (the National Labor Relations Act), 

and securing old age pensions (Social Security) and un-

employment insurance. 

 However, those who hoped that such reforms were 

merely the prelude to a socialist transformation of the 

United States (either through peaceful or violent means), 

would be disappointed. American politics were indeed 

transformed in the 1930s—but by a realignment, not a 

revolution. Political scientists use the term  realignment  to 

describe a decisive and long-term shift in political power 

from one party or coalition to another in a democratic 

electoral system. From the mid-1890s through the end of 

the 1920s, the Republican Party had been the majority 

party in U.S. politics, winning all but two presidential 

elections in those years. Roosevelt’s 1932 victory, which 

also saw the Democrats gain control of both houses of 

Congress for the fi rst time since 1916, ushered in sev-

eral decades when the Democratic Party took over as the 

majority party. Roosevelt’s sweeping reelection victory in 

1936, when he won 60.8 percent of the popular vote, and 

the electoral votes of all but the two rock-ribbed Repub-

lican states of Maine and Vermont, illustrate the extent 

of the dramatic political changes brought by the Great 

Depression. Voter turnout increased dramatically in the 

1930s, with most of the new voters supporting the Dem-

ocratic Party. For the fi rst time, white, urban working-

class voters in the big industrial states in the Northeast 

and Midwest, many of them immigrants or the children 

of immigrants, overwhelmingly backed the Democrats. 

To give one example, in 1928 Democratic presidential 

candidate Alfred E. Smith received 19 percent of the vote 

in the auto-producing city of Flint, Michigan; in 1936 

Roosevelt got 72 percent of Flint’s vote. Black voters, tra-

ditionally suspicious of Democrats (historically the party 

of white supremacy in the South), gave three-quarters 

of their votes to Roosevelt in 1936. Th e white South 

remained solidly Democratic, as it had since the Civil 

War. Th ese three broad groups of voters—white work-

ers, blacks, and white Southerners, were the core of the 

New Deal coalition that propelled the Democrats to the 

White House and control of both houses of Congress in 

the 1930s and for some years thereafter. 

 Second Term Blues 

 During Roosevelt’s second term in offi  ce, he secured 

some signifi cant reforms, including the Fair Labor Stan-

dards Act of 1938 that established a minimum wage and a 

40-hour workweek and curtailed the employment of 

child labor. But the pace of reform slowed in the later 

1930s, in part because of Roosevelt’s own political and 

fi scal miscalculations. In his fi rst term in the White 

House, the president had frequently clashed with the 

conservative majority of the Supreme Court, who de-

clared his National Industrial Recovery Act unconsti-

tutional in 1935. After his reelection, he retaliated with 

an ill-fated proposal to expand the number of Supreme 

Court justices, widely condemned as a “court-packing” 

scheme that failed in Congress (although it did push the 

Supreme Court to take a more lenient attitude toward 

the New Deal, as a majority of justices subsequently 

upheld the constitutionality of the Social Security and 

National Labor Relations Acts). 

 In what amounted to a self-infl icted political wound, 

Roosevelt decided to cut spending in 1937 on social 

welfare and public works programs. Here was another 

example of the contradictions at the heart of the New 

Deal. Despite the sizable sums appropriated for his New 

Deal programs, Roosevelt was still no Keynesian. He 

remained a fi scal conservative uncomfortable with the 

idea of defi cit spending. As soon as a more favorable 

economic climate began to develop, he was determined 

to balance the budget by getting government out of 

the role of employer of last resort. And by 1937, New 

Deal programs like the WPA had succeeded in rolling 

back the worst eff ects of the Depression: between 1933 

and 1937, the economy expanded by an annual rate of 

9 to 10 percent, and the unemployment rate dropped 

from 25 percent to 14.3 percent of the workforce. But 

when Roosevelt pushed through cuts in spending for 

programs like the WPA, it quickly became apparent that 

the Depression had not yet run its course, and that the 

private sector remained incapable of provide anything 

like full employment. Between 1937 and 1938, unem-

ployment jumped back up to 19 percent in an economic 

downturn dubbed the “Roosevelt recession.” His popu-

larity suff ered, and he seemed to be losing his political 

touch. 

 Foreign Challenges 

 Yet Roosevelt would go on to serve an unprecedented 

third term in offi  ce and be elected to a fourth one, 

chiefl y because of ominous developments overseas. Nazi 

leader Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933. 

He had rebuilt Germany’s military might, and by 1938, 

was using it to force territorial concessions in central 
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and eastern Europe. Th e Germans invaded Poland in 

1939, precipitating World War II. Meanwhile, in Asia 

the imperial Japanese government was waging a brutal 

military campaign to extend its power over mainland 

China. In 1940 Germany, Japan, and Italy (led by fascist 

dictator Benito Mussolini, who had his own territorial 

ambitions) joined together in a military alliance known 

as the Axis powers. 

 Although the United States remained offi  cially neutral 

at the beginning of World War II, Roosevelt was deter-

mined to do all he could to shore up the  Allied  powers, 

while building up American military forces. In doing 

so, he fi nally managed to end the Depression. American 

factories converted from producing civilian consumer 

goods to military weapons, and hired millions of for-

merly unemployed workers, with millions more joining 

the armed forces. As Keynes wrote from an embattled 

Britain in an article for an American magazine in July 

1940, “Your war preparations . . . far from requiring a 

sacrifi ce, will be the stimulus, which neither the victory 

nor the defeat of the New Deal could give to you, to 

greater individual consumption and a higher standard 

of life.” 

 Dr. Win the War 

 On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Har-

bor, and the United States went to war, both in the 

Pacifi c Ocean and in Europe. President Roosevelt an-

nounced that “Dr. New Deal” was being replaced for 

the duration by “Dr. Win the War.” New Deal agen-

cies like the WPA were shut down. Full employment in 

defense industries, combined with growing trade union 

strength, brought dramatic gains in the living standards 

of American workers, even with wartime rationing and 

higher taxes. 

 Many Americans feared that when the war ended the 

Depression would resume. To forestall such a possibility, 

Roosevelt oversaw one fi nal expansion of federal social 

welfare spending. In a 1943 speech, he declared that 

America’s “gallant men and women in the armed ser-

vices . . . must not be demobilized . . . to a place on the 

breadline or on a corner selling apples.” Th e following 

year Congress passed the GI Bill of Rights, which guar-

anteed fi nancial assistance to returning veterans seek-

ing to pursue an education, purchase a home, or start a 

business. With over 13 million men and women serving 

in the U.S. military during the war, that represented a 

commitment to expanding opportunities for ordinary 

Americans larger than any undertaken during the New 

Deal (the WPA, at its height, had never employed more 

than 3.5 million people). 

 Truman’s Fair Deal 

 President Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, just weeks 

before the Allies prevailed over Nazi Germany. His suc-

cessor, Harry S. Truman, sought to protect and expand 

the reform legacy of the New Deal. But in doing so, he 

faced stiff  political opposition. In 1946 American voters 

signaled their impatience with lingering wartime auster-

ity and government regulation by electing a Republi-

can majority to both houses of Congress. Th eir success 

proved short-lived; in a hard-fought campaign in 1948, 

the Democrats regained control of Congress, and Tru-

man was elected to the presidency in his own right. 

 In his 1949 State of the Union address, Truman an-

nounced plans for a “Fair Deal” that would expand the 

existing American social welfare state to include new 

programs like a system of national health insurance. But 

that proposal went down to defeat, along with other 

reform measures. Since the late 1930s, southern Demo-

crats (labeled “Dixiecrats”) had grown increasingly 

unreliable as partners in the New Deal coalition, and 

often made common cause with conservative Repub-

licans. White Southerners feared that a more powerful 

federal government would inevitably try to extend full 

civil rights to African Americans in the South (indeed, 

in 1948 Truman issued an executive order desegregating 

the armed forces). Increasingly, confl ict about race rather 

than economics became the new dividing line in Ameri-

can politics. 

 President Truman also had to contend with another 

world crisis, the cold war between the United States and 

the Soviet Union. Republicans exploited fears that the 

Soviets were winning that confl ict, supposedly aided by 

spies and subversives within the Truman administration. 

In 1952 Truman chose not to run for reelection. Republi-

can presidential candidate Dwight D. Eisenhower swept 

into offi  ce, bringing along with him Republican majori-

ties in the House of Representatives and the Senate. And 

here is where the durability of the New Deal became ap-

parent, because during his two terms in offi  ce neither 

President Eisenhower nor congressional Republicans 

made any serious eff ort to dismantle the social welfare 

programs instituted under Roosevelt. Th e New Deal had 

become a seemingly permanent part of the American po-

litical landscape. 
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    See also Democratic Party, 1932–68; Republican Party, 

1932–68.
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 M AU R I C E  I S S E R M A N     

 New England 

 New England is America’s most clear-cut region, hang-

ing appendage-like into the North Atlantic. Maine, 

whose top-heavy bulk dominates the region geographi-

cally, is precariously bolted to the nation by only one 

state, New Hampshire. Maine is thus the only contigu-

ous state that borders but one state. Similarly, the en-

tire six-state region is attached to the United States by a 

single state, New York. Th us America’s only land route 

to or from New England is through but one state. Th e 

only other way in or out of New England is by Canada 

or by sea. 

 New England is only about the size of the state of 

Washington and accounts for only 2 percent of the land 

mass of America. Fewer than 5 of every 100 Americans 

live there. Yet in New England, history runs deep: back 

to the very beginnings of America, the United States, 

and the New England town meeting, the Western world’s 

fi rst real democracy since the experiment in ancient Ath-

ens. In New England, the sinews of culture have been 

toughened by the natural adversity of a hard land and 

a still harder sea. Patterns of human events have been 

defi ned by rhythms of ethnic settlement that, in micro-

cosm, refl ect those of the nation as a whole. 

 New England is a geography set apart, but its human 

base and its politics have traditionally been as eclectic 

as the nation’s. Here the boredom and the drama, the 

growth and the decline, the despair and the hope of the 

American experiment in self-government are laid bare. 

 Th e Connecticut River valley, which splits the region, 

from the Canadian border to Long Island Sound, marks 

the complexity of New England in ways political as well 

as economic. West of the river in Connecticut and Mas-

sachusetts, the land is apt to be rolling and hilly in the 

south, growing more mountainous as one goes north 

into Vermont. Its towns west of the river are accordingly 

smaller and more defi ned and its culture tends to be 

more rural and radical. From this region of Connecticut 

came Ethan Allen, who published the fi rst anti-Christian 

book on the continent. From the hills of western Mas-

sachusetts came Daniel Shays and his agrarian revolu-

tionaries. And when convention (in Shays’s case, made 

manifest by an army from eastern Massachusetts) drove 

these men out, they didn’t go west in what was to be-

come the American way of radicalism. Th ey went  north  

and stayed on the same side of the river—Allen to agitate 

in and Shays to hole up in western Vermont. 

 Although in the north the Connecticut River valley 

on both sides was settled by more conservative church-

goers from southern New England, by 1840 the river 

marked important political divisions—mainly, the bor-

der between Vermont and New Hampshire. During 

the presidential election of that year, in what historian 

Richard McCormick calls “a conundrum for political 

analysis,” Whig William Henry Harrison received a 2 to 1 

majority in Vermont and Democrat Martin Van Buren 

a 3 to 1 majority in New Hampshire. By the end of the 

twentieth century, no two adjacent American states were 

more diff erent politically than Vermont, to the west of 

the river, and New Hampshire, to the east. Vermont’s 

southern border abuts Massachusetts’ Berkshire Hills 

(an extension of Vermont’s Green Mountains) where 

town meetings are still strong and local currencies seek 

to compete with the dollar. New Hampshire’s southern 

border abuts metropolitan Boston and the northern end 

of the vast East Coast megalopolis, where cities, casinos, 

and commerce abound. 

 Moreover, important divisions exist within the six 

states themselves. Southeastern Maine is profoundly 

dissimilar from the thick, wet, and rolling timberlands 

to the northwest or the fertile open potato fi elds of Ar-

rostic County to the northeast. Vermont’s Green Moun-

tains divided the state’s development and politics for a 
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century; today its Northeast Kingdom remains a place 

apart where one can still fi nd the older Vermont, ungen-

trifi ed, hard-sledding, sometimes defi ant. Northeastern 

and southwestern Connecticut are cultures apart. Its 

two major cities are oriented in diff erent directions: 

Hartford looks toward Boston, New Haven toward 

New York City. Southern New Hampshire has always 

been an extension of industrial New England, which 

thrust itself northward from Boston along an axis of 

small factory cities like Nashua, Manchester, and the 

state capital, Concord. Less than an hour north of Con-

cord abruptly rise the White Mountains, cold, lonely, 

and dangerous. Following them the great northern 

hardwood forest region stretches uninterrupted to the 

Canadian border. 

 Th en there is Boston itself; its massive metropolitan 

presence creating its own region—a cultural overlay, 

which aff ects all six states. Boston is to New England 

what Chicago is to the Midwest—and more. In the little 

towns of northern New England radios are often set to 

WTIC hundreds of miles away in Hartford, Connecti-

cut, to hear (almost eerily—so far the distance and so 

rugged the topography in between) baseball games of the 

Boston Red Sox. For New England, especially northern 

New England, there is something important and accu-

rate in the euphemism “Red Sox Nation.” 

 Even so, when Robert Frost—clearly New England’s 

(and perhaps America’s) greatest poet of the twentieth 

century—titled his famous book of poems  North of Bos-
ton,  he identifi ed the most important division of all in 

New England. One is in the north, the other the south. 

One is old; one is new. One contains the three states 

north of Boston and the other Massachusetts and the 

two states below it, Connecticut and Rhode Island. 

Above the line is postcard New England, below it is 

urban-industrial New England. In the northern half one 

is most likely to be “Yankee”; in the southern half one is 

more likely to be “ethnic.” 

 In 1960 the six-state region of New England con-

tained three of the ten most urban states in America and 

two of the ten most rural. Th e two most urban states in 

America (Rhode Island and Massachusetts) along with 

the eighth most urban (Connecticut) were in southern 

New En gland. Of the two most rural states in the na-

tion, two were in northern New England: Vermont (the 

most rural) and Maine (the ninth most rural). Politi-

cal diff erences—north to south—also prevailed. Before 

the landslide election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936, 

Maine was called the bellwether state: “As Maine goes, 

so goes the nation.” In 1936, when Maine and Vermont 

were the only two states to vote against Roosevelt, the 

phrase was changed to “As Maine goes, so goes Ver-

mont.”   At midcentury the three New England states 

classifi ed as “two-party competitive” were in southern 

New England, and the three one-party states in north-

ern New England. 

 By the 1980s, however, along with the completion of 

the interstate highway system and during the beginnings 

of the information superhighway, the north-south dis-

tinction was fading like a September morning fog along 

the Connecticut River. 

 Th e decline of the north-south division began in ear-

nest with the passage of the Interstate Highway Act of 

1958. Since then, the federal government has squeezed 

four north-south interstate highways into the area north 

of Boston that hook the two New Englands together. 

Th ese highways have changed the regional character of 

northern New England profoundly. A key component of 

New England’s current political culture took the high-

way north so that many could live rural, clean, and easy 

lives—and still be within three hours’ driving distance 

of Boston. 

 New England’s Political Past 

 In its mix of peoples, in the variety of their social and 

economic arrangements, in the kinds of issues that arise, 

and in the political expression of all three, New England 

has long been (in varying degrees and with the inevitable 

nuisances) a microcosm of America. Th is development is 

refl ected in the dynamics of its political past. Bernard De 

Voto called it “the fi rst fi nished place” in America. 

 Th e Revolution began in New England. But New 

England had begun there a century and a half earlier. In-

deed, as much American history transpired in that time 

as transpired between the adoption of the U.S. Constitu-

tion and the end of World War II. Prior to 1789, New 

England had worked through a westward expansion 

(from the Atlantic Ocean to the Connecticut River), set-

tled a northern frontier (up the Connecticut to Canada), 

and endured a series of wars with native populations, 

which in their viciousness to civilian and combatants 

alike on both sides make the battle Little Bighorn seem 

tame. Had the dime novel existed in the mid-seventeenth 

century, Robert Rogers, not Buff alo Bill, would be the 

fi rst popular male American frontier hero and Susanna 

Johnson, not Annie Oakley, the fi rst female hero. 

 Most of all during this time, before the beginning of the 

United States, New England planted and then cultivated 
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democracy in North America. Th e transition from fun-

damentally democratic economic arrangements like the 

Mayfl ower Compact and religious institutions like Puri-

tanism to a secular, liberal institution of governance still 

operating democratically—the town meeting—was in 

all its agony, its fi ts and starts, and its warts and roses 

the most unique contribution America has made to the 

science of governance. Indeed, political historians agree 

that the representative republic fashioned in Philadel-

phia owes its creation to the mind of Europe as much or 

more than to the mind of America. 

 But the Greeks were  not  to New England what the 

English theorists, especially John Locke, were to Amer-

ica. Moreover, no genetic connection between town 

meeting and Athens exists. And while the antecedents of 

the town meeting, especially the English vestry tradition, 

were obviously European, their transition into a purely 

political structure was worked out in the wilderness dur-

ing the settlement of New England. In fact, the origins 

of the Constitutional Convention can be traced in part 

to the actions of town meeting democracies in western 

New England as, indeed, was the American Revolu-

tion itself a result of town meetings in eastern New En-

gland. When the king’s secretary for the  colonies, Lord 

Germaine, heard about the Boston Tea Party, his re-

sponse was: “Th is is what comes of their wretched town 

meetings—these are the proceedings of a tumultuous 

and riotous rabble, who ought, if they had the least pro-

duce, to follow their mercantile employment and not 

trouble themselves with politics and government, which 

they do not understand.” 

 Th e town meeting, this uniquely American institution 

in which every voting citizen is a legislator and laws are 

made in face-to-face assemblies of the whole, remained 

the fundamental governing institution in New England 

for the fi rst three centuries of its existence. In his classic 

 Th e City in History , Lewis Mumford called the “Ameri-

can failure” to incorporate town meeting democracy “in 

both the federal and state constitutions” a “tragic over-

sight in postrevolutionary political development.” Th us 

the most  unique  thing about New England as a politi-

cal region in America is its town meeting tradition—

a tradition that did not spread westward. 

 Th e fi rst impediment to the westward expansion of 

the New England town meeting was the aristocratic New 

York county system. Th is roadblock appeared as early as 

1644 with the attempt to carry the town meeting across 

the Long Island Sound and implant it in Hempstead, 

New York, where it withered and died under the infl u-

ence of fi rst the Dutch and then the Duke of York. Over 

a century later, opposition to the county system was an 

important ingredient in the confl ict between Vermont 

and New York over the latter’s land claims. Th e eastern 

towns of Vermont, which were more sympathetic to New 

York than the western towns led by Ethan Allen, became 

very concerned when the proposed New York county 

system failed to recognize town meeting government. 

 Th e second and ultimately more signifi cant factor in 

the failure of the New England town meeting to take 

hold elsewhere in America was the face of the land west 

of New England. It was too broad, too fl anked by dis-

tant horizons, lacking the ups and downs, the nooks 

and crannies of topography that typify most of New 

England. Where was the natural bumpiness essential to 

communal governance in village and town? Representa-

tion was the solution and face-to-face democracy, even 

in the places where attempts to transplant it were ener-

getic, did not survive in meaningful measure. In short, 

most of the Midwest, the middle border, and the Far 

West were simply physically inhospitable to deliberative, 

communal enterprise. 

 Within New England, town meetings remained domi-

nant until the urban industrial revolution took fi rm hold 

of the region. Th en they began to fall to the one variable 

they could not accommodate: numerical size. Th is dy-

namic had begun modestly in Connecticut in 1784 when 

Hartford and New Haven adopted city councils within 

the towns themselves. It continued with a jolt when, in 

1822, Boston deliberated for three days to abandon its 

town meeting. Providence, Rhode Island, followed suit 

in 1830 and Portland, Maine, in 1832. 

 Still, town meetings defi ned the great majority of local 

governance in New England throughout the nineteenth 

century, remained strong during the fi rst half of the 

twentieth century, and continue to govern most small 

towns in the region. And although the great majority 

of New Englanders no longer practice town meeting 

democracy because they live in cities, the spirit of the 

face-to-face original meaning of democracy pervades the 

region’s consciousness. As late as 1948, a town meeting in 

a southwestern Connecticut town thwarted an attempt 

to place the headquarters of the United Nations within 

its town boundaries. 

 New England’s politics are tied to its past via the town 

meeting in several other ways beyond the political culture 

of face-to-face communal decision making. Most impor-

tant is the structural heritage of the town. Since the town 

and its town meeting were sacrosanct, they received insti-
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tutional protection. Towns were given geographical rep-

resentation  as towns  in the state legislatures. Th is meant 

that several New England states violated the democratic 

principle of “one person, one vote” in the extreme. By 

1950, in Vermont and Connecticut, the situation was as 

bad as it got in America. In both these states, only 12 per-

cent of the population held 51 percent of the seats in the 

lower body of the legislature. In Rhode Island, 18 percent 

of the population could control the state senate. Since 

the towns of New England tended to be so powerful in 

the legislatures, these bodies felt little need to protect the 

towns with “home rule” provisions in their state constitu-

tions. Town representation also meant that state legisla-

tures were huge. In 1950, 4 of the 50 state legislatures with 

more than 200 members were in New England. 

 Moreover, the constitutions of New England, being 

examples of late-eighteenth-century constitutions in 

this, America’s “most fi nished” region, were short, diffi  -

cult to amend, and gave great power to the legislature. In 

turn, the legislatures, which represented towns or at least 

combinations of towns (the counties are very weak in 

New England), were happy to leave local politics alone. 

For example, the organizing bases of the political par-

ties themselves were apt to be town-based. Th ere were 

 exceptions, of course, but by the middle decades of the 

twentieth century (as Duane Lockard put it), the “town 

meeting and the concomitant emphasis on local auton-

omy” were still unique New England phenomena. 

 It is no accident, therefore, that the phrase “all politics 

is local” was made famous by a New Englander, Th omas 

Phillip “Tip” O’Neill, who, when he said it, was speaker 

of the House of Representatives in Washington. By the 

end of World War II, these localities in New England 

represented a profound mix of ethnic populations, rural 

and urban lifestyles, topographical settings, commer-

cial enterprises, and socioeconomic class structures. Th is 

com plexity was (and remains) manifest in the region’s 

politics. Th e passion of these politics was most often 

found in the locality, and the spark that most often trig-

gered it was ethnicity. 

 Beginning in 1620, New England experienced two 

centuries of nearly universal Yankee/Puritan homogene-

ity. But aggressive commercial growth and diversifi cation 

and the resulting need for labor, followed by the Irish po-

tato famine in the middle decades of the nineteenth cen-

tury, brought newcomers in increasing numbers and from 

increasingly varied places. At the same time, many Yan-

kees headed west (often preceded by a trip south in blue 

uniforms). By 1850 only one in ten New Englanders was 

foreign born. By 1920 almost 25 percent were. No other 

region in America had become more ethnically diverse. 

 Vermont, the coldest, most isolated state of the region 

and the only one without a seacoast, places the ethnic 

base of New England and its linkage to politics in sharp 

relief. Prior to the 1960s, the Democratic Party in New 

England’s (indeed, America’s) most rural and most one-

party (Republican) state was almost exclusively located 

in the larger towns and tiny (by national standards) cit-

ies. And it was securely tied to ethnic politics. In the 

city of Winooski, French Canadian Catholic Democrats 

worked in the mills; in the city of Barre, the Italian Cath-

olic Democrats quarried and carved granite; in other 

larger towns and little cities, the Irish Catholic Demo-

crats did what they could. 

 Elsewhere in New England, this urban, ethnic, Catho-

lic base, fi rst united against the “Yankee Stock” and then 

taking the form of interethnic rivalry, was, throughout 

the fi rst half of the twentieth century, the prime source 

of political and partisan confl ict in New England. In its 

intensity and longevity, ethnicity has been to New En-

gland what water has been to the West. 

 In Maine and New Hampshire, the Democratic 

Party was strengthened by French Canadians and the 

Irish in the cities. In the southern half of the region, the 

Democrat- urban-ethnic versus the Republican-rural-

suburban relationship was starkly more powerful. By 

1950 ethnic names outnumbered Yankee names among 

Democrat representatives 78 percent to 22 percent in the 

lower body of Rhode Island’s legislature. Among Repub-

lican legislators, however, the percentages were Yankees 

84 percent and ethnics 16 percent. In Connecticut in 

1951, ethnic names outnumbered Yankee names in the 

lower chamber of the state house 72 percent to 28 per cent 

among Democrats, while, among Republicans, Yankees 

outnumbered ethnics 84 percent to 16 percent. 

 Nowhere was ethnic politics more dramatically played 

out than in Massachusetts. Beginning in 1884, when the 

Irish Catholic James Michael Curley was elected mayor 

of Boston, and continuing beyond his career (portrayed 

in Edward O’Connor’s  Th e Last Hurrah ), the struggle 

between the Yankee Republicans (most notably repre-

sented by the “Boston Brahmins”) and ethnic minorities 

within the Democratic Party dominated politics. By the 

1950s, only 9 percent of the Republicans serving in the 

Massachusetts house of representatives had either Irish 

or Italian surnames, while 64 percent of the Democrats 

did. It would be a mistake, however, to believe that the 

“ethnic” alternative was totally monolithic. Th e confl ict 
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between eastern and western Democrats in Massachu-

setts, for instance, is refl ected in the important division 

between David Walsh from the western part of the state, 

who was the fi rst Irish Catholic elected governor, and 

Curley himself to the east. Th e rise of the Kennedy fam-

ily as “Green Brahmins” is symbolized by the graduation 

of Joseph Kennedy (father of John F. Kennedy) from 

Harvard University. His subsequent penetration of many 

Yankee economic and cultural institutions also speaks to 

the complexity of ethnic politics in Massachusetts and 

throughout New England. 

 Political Transition 

 Locating political watersheds in time is a tricky business, 

but several factors emerged during the fi rst two decades 

following World War II that, in (rough) combination, 

contributed to a new politics in New England. 

 First, a series of U.S. Supreme Court decisions be-

ginning with  Baker v. Carr  in 1962 forever changed the 

nature of locality in American state politics, and espe-

cially in New England. Th ese decisions demanded that 

geographical representation in  both  houses of all state 

legislatures (unlike the U.S. Congress) must be based on 

the principle of “one person, one vote.” Th is decision 

democratized state politics in that it gave those living in 

cities their rightful share of political power. In New En-

gland, the decision’s eff ect was to shift power away from 

places that practiced town-meeting, communitarian, 

and face-to-face politics to those that practiced big-city, 

liberal, and representative politics. It also shifted power 

away from the Republican Party and toward the Demo-

cratic Party. 

 In Connecticut in 1960, the city of Hartford had a 

population of 177,397 and two seats in the state’s house 

of representatives. Th e town of Union, with a population 

of 261, had one seat. In Vermont, the largest city, Bur-

lington, had one seat in the legislature representing 35,531 

people and the town of Victory, with a population of 46, 

also had one. By 1970, however, all this had changed. 

Local units everywhere received representation based on 

their population in  both  houses of the legislature. Th e 

partisan impact of what was then called “the reappor-

tionment revolution” did not happen overnight and var-

ied from state to state. But no doubt exists that a region 

in which the partisan balance was often defi ned in rural-

versus-urban terms was signifi cantly aff ected when the 

cities got their fair share of the votes in the legislatures. 

In New England (as elsewhere in America), the partisan 

advantage was to the Democrats and the cultural advan-

tage was to the cities, and perhaps more importantly to 

the growing suburbs attached to them. 

 Second, the New Deal Democratic coalition that 

dominated national politics—especially in Congress—

beginning with the Great Depression and featuring the 

urban-industrial north in combination with the “Solid 

South” disappeared when the Deep South shifted sides 

and began voting Republican in 1964. New England’s 

involvement in this coalition, called “Austin to Boston” 

ticket balancing (  John F. Kennedy and Lyndon John-

son in 1960 and Michael Dukakis and Lloyd Bentsen in 

1988), began when the tactic was still strong and ended 

as it became weaker. As New England has increasingly 

become a Democrat/liberal region and the national pat-

tern has shifted to a bicoastal/heartland split, the region’s 

national leverage has declined accordingly. 

 Th ird, the electronic revolution, which replaced the 

mechanical urban-industrial revolution, has diminished 

the importance of planetary variables in politics: riv-

ers, oceans, mountains, valleys, watersheds, soil, and—

most important—climate. In short, as air conditioning 

changed the politics of the Deep South, so too has 

central heating changed the politics of New England—

especially northern New England. Moreover, variables 

tied to people matter more than variables tied to place. 

Within states, regions have become less important politi-

cally as they have become more culturally homogenized. 

Th is has tended to weaken traditional factional patterns 

within the political parties. Th is is especially important 

in New England, where geography traditionally played 

such an important role in political organization. 

 Fourth, no pattern has declined more sharply as 

a result of these changes than ethnic politics. Duane 

Lockard, in his seminal work on New England politics 

through the 1950s, proclaimed that ethnic names on the 

ballot were important only when the quality of the can-

didates was near equal and the election close. In such 

cases “the right kind of name” might be “the fi llip needed 

for success.” Two decades later, Neal Peirce would write, 

in regard to Massachusetts, that “everyone seemed to 

agree that a lot of the juice had been drained out of the 

old ethnic issue.” 

 Democrats Become Dominant 

 Against this backdrop, and as the twenty-fi rst century 

began, more specifi c sources of confl ict had developed that 

are more typical of politics everywhere in America: en-

ergy, land use, an increasingly isolated low-income work-

ing class and wider issues of growth and environmental 
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protection. Although these problems add to the decline 

in the importance of ethnic politics— especially the spa-

tial (urban/rural) distribution of its core components—

the current debates over social issues such as civil unions 

for same-sex couples (fi rst allowed in Vermont) and same-

sex marriage (fi rst instituted in Massachusetts) demon-

strate that ethnicity (when it is linked to traditional 

religious identities) still can play a role in New England. 

Yet whatever the issue, it seems increasingly likely that 

a solution will need to please Democrats and/or liberal 

causes. 

 It was only symbolic at the time but it mattered. In 

1972, when 49 of the 50 American states cast their elec-

toral votes for the soon-to-be-disgraced president Rich-

ard Nixon, the lone dissenting state was in New England. 

Soon after the Watergate scandal forced Nixon to resign, 

bumper stickers appeared on automobiles with Massa-

chusetts license plates reading “Don’t Blame Us!” 

 In national politics, New England had held forth 

as a bastion of Republicanism after the party’s imprint 

was embedded by America’s most profound and endur-

ing political realignment—which itself was caused by 

the fi rst serious national crisis, the Civil War. Although 

New England  as a region  had itself posed an early and 

dangerous secessionist threat to the Union during the 

War of 1812, New England had subsequently become 

the epicenter of abolitionism. Antislavery and recurrent 

economic diff erences had made it a fi erce enemy of the 

South by 1860; the election of Abraham Lincoln sealed 

the deal. 

 It took a century for New England’s attachment to the 

Republican Party to change. Th e key moment was the 

election of New Englander Kennedy in 1960. Kennedy’s 

Catholicism refl ected the ethnic component of Yankee 

New England. Prior to Kennedy’s victory, the only other 

time New England exceeded the national percentage for 

the Democrat candidate for president was in 1928, when 

the fi rst Catholic to run for president, Alfred E. Smith, 

lost to Herbert Hoover. Smith actually carried Massa-

chusetts and Rhode Island, the fi rst two New England 

states in the twentieth century to cast more than half 

their votes for a Democrat. Yet, despite New England’s 

signifi cant urban base and ethnic diversity, it lagged be-

hind the realignment triggered by the second national 

apocalypse, the Great Depression—the “New Deal/Solid 

South/urban-industrial North” Democratic coalition. 

 Kennedy closed this gap. His victory nationally, how-

ever, was based in part on the old (and soon to disappear) 

north-south alignment of strange political bedfellows. 

Yet in New England, the old coalition was more a catalyst 

than a cause. By the end of the twentieth century, the 

New Deal Democratic Coalition was only a memory. 

Th e Republicans had walked off  with the Solid South. 

As they did, New England continued to unify against 

them. It had cast its lot with the Democrats. 

 Th e key to this regional transformation is the north-

ern half of the old “two New Englands.” Whereas in 

1936, Vermont and Maine would buck the nation as the 

only two states to vote against Roosevelt, now these two 

states vote solidly Democratic. Indeed, in the last four 

presidential elections the six New England states have 

had in the aggregate 24 chances to cast their votes for the 

Republican candidate. Th ey did so only once, when New 

Hampshire cast its votes for George W. Bush in 2000. 

Of the three northern New England states, only New 

Hampshire trails behind. Vermont and Maine voted 

more heavily Democratic than Connecticut in the last 

four presidential elections, although Rhode Island and 

Massachusetts (so close in so many ways) tip the Demo-

cratic totals in favor of southern New England. Since 

1988, of the six New England states, Vermont (which 

stuck with the GOP without a hitch from 1860 to 1960) 

now ranks third in its percentage-point diff erential for 

Democratic presidential candidates in New England. 

 In the 1980s, the New England delegation in the U.S. 

Senate was almost perfectly balanced between Democrats 

and Republicans. Since 2000 the Democrats have gained 

only a slight advantage there. In the House, however, Re-

publicans have taken a severe hit since the 1980s. In that 

decade they averaged 37 percent of the New England 

delegation. Since the turn of the century this percentage 

has dropped to 18. 

 More important, perhaps, is the New England trend 

in state legislative elections; it clearly favors the Demo-

crats. Of these 1,290 state representatives serving in 2008, 

875 (over two-thirds) were Democrats. None of the 12 

legislative chambers in New England had a Republican 

majority. Th e closest the GOP came to controlling even 1 

house of the 12 is in the Maine senate, where they lacked 

but one seat. In all the other states Democratic majori-

ties are substantial to massive. Even in New Hampshire, 

the Democrats controlled the state senate 14 to 10, and 

in the New Hampshire house of representatives, num-

bering 400 members, they had a 237 to 158 majority.  

 As is the trend across America, New England voters 

seem more apt to elect Republicans to governorships than 

they are to legislative offi  ces. In 61 diff erent gubernatorial 

elections between 1980 and 2007, New Englanders chose 
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32 Republicans, 26 Democrats, and 3 independents. Be-

tween 2000 and 2007, they chose 9 Republicans and 7 

Democrats. Th us, the New England states often experi-

ence divided government. In 2007 Connecticut, Rhode 

Island, and Vermont had Republican governors facing 

Democratic legislatures. 

 But the New England shift in partisanship is only part 

of the story. New England’s political ideology is chang-

ing as well. Between 1996 and 2006 public opinion polls 

demonstrate that, while the percentage of Americans 

identifying themselves as liberals held steady, fi ve of the 

six New England states increased their liberal scores. In 

short, New England was signifi cantly more liberal than 

the nation in 1996 and, by 2006, this gap had widened. 

Moreover, the percentage of New Englanders identify-

ing themselves as conservatives decreased an average of 

6 percentage points while, at the national level, conserva-

tives have declined by only 1 percentage point. 

 Another, perhaps more poignant, measure of the po-

litical character of the New England states is how the 

region votes in the U.S. Congress, especially in the 

Senate. Th e composite voting index of political ideol-

ogy prepared by the  National Journal  (which combines 

key votes on social, economic, and foreign policy issues) 

documents the solid and increasing liberal posture of the 

New England region. In nine of ten years of voting in 

the Senate (1998–2007), the New England average for 

liberalism was above the 60th percentile of all the sena-

tors combined. Moreover the New England delegation’s 

liberal position is rising dramatically (see fi gure 1).   

 Th e shift in New England’s partisan and ideological 

balance away from the American mainstream (becoming 

increasingly liberal) coupled with New England’s down-

ward slide in Electoral College votes in national elections 

may spell an increasing marginalization of New En-

gland’s infl uence in national politics. Indeed, it may 

mean a return to the midpoint of American life (1860–

1960), when New England became so Republican it was 

taken for granted by the prevailing majority. 

 When the Census of 1790 was taken, New England 

controlled 29 percent of the electoral votes. Th e Cen-

sus of 2000 gave it 6 percent (see fi gure 2). Electoral 

votes refl ect power in Congress. With the closing of the 

 continent and the statehood of Alaska and Hawaii, New 

En gland’s share of Senate seats has ceased to decline. But 

its share of House seats still drops slowly downward. 

Clearly there is a bottom limit that precludes precipitous 

losses in the future. Yet it is likely New England will lose 

another seat with the 2010 Census. 

 Th is decline in New England’s mathematical share 

of the republic and its increasing ideological margin-

alization is revealed by the success rates of presiden-

tial and vice presidential candidacies from the region 

in the last half century. Since the success of Kennedy, 

none of the ten presidential or vice presidential candi-

dates who (like Kennedy) were both  of  New England 

and ran  from  New England were successful. Nor were 

the candidacies of Howard Dean or Mitt Romney, 

who were born elsewhere but ran from New England. 

Th us, Kennedy was the last president of the United 
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States who was a child of New England and stayed in 

New England. 

 Establishing causality in matters political is a danger-

ous business. Th e linkage between the blending of the 

two New Englands and the region’s increasing political 

homogeneity as a Democratic stronghold is far from clear; 

nor is the longevity of this new political posture. Most 

problematic of all is the extent to which regional his-

torical habits and cultural imperatives can withstand the 

overarching changes (both national and global) caused 

by third-wave, postindustrial, electronic technology. 

 What is clear, however, is that if regional values can 

survive the present technological revolution, then New 

England’s heritage featuring classical liberalism (equal 

rights for all under law) and classical democracy (citi-

zens making law face-to-face) may be a useful model for 

the future. No other region in America had as much to 

do with the formation of the American liberal, national 

enterprise (its representative and federal republic) as did 

New England. At the same time, only New England cre-

ated and preserved America’s most profoundly important 

local institution, the town meeting. Th us, as an architect 

of the machinery to operate a continental government 

and provider of a local means to train a citizen base to 

sustain it, New England’s endowment for the future of 

American democracy is precious indeed. 

  See also  liberalism; state government. 
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 New Left 

 Since the time of the French Revolution, people agitat-

ing for radical change in the direction of human equality 

have been known as “the Left.” In the United States, from 
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the late nineteenth century through World War II, left-

ists focused on the problems of economic inequality and 

exploitation. Th ey identifi ed the industrial  working class 

and its allies as the main agents of progressive change, 

and ultimately they hoped to replace capitalism with 

socialism. In the 1960s, however, a new left-wing move-

ment arose in America—as in other wealthy countries, 

such as England, France, and West Germany—so diff er-

ent from the labor-oriented socialist left that it became 

known as a “New Left,” to distinguish it from what sud-

denly was called the “Old Left.” Th e New Left enjoyed a 

meteoric career in American politics, becoming large and 

disruptive in the late 1960s and then ebbing rapidly as an 

organized force for political change in the early 1970s. 

 Th e New Left was a youth movement, largely middle 

class and white, whose analysis of American society fo-

cused on the political and cultural problems of power 

and alienation, rather than on economic questions. 

Compared to the Old Left, the New Left was loosely 

organized, although it featured one important national 

organization, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), 

which existed from 1960 to 1969. Early on, New Left 

radicals declined to identify capitalism as American soci-

ety’s affl  iction and to embrace socialism as the cure, but 

this reluctance diminished as time passed, and late-1960s 

radicals expressed a more traditional leftist perspective. 

Th e New Left shared with the Old Left an antipathy to 

imperialism, understood as the control by wealthy na-

tions over the resources and aff airs of poor nations, a 

system that often involved large-scale violence. Th e 

New Left viewed racial domination by whites as key to 

understanding both U.S. society and the wider world, 

and New Left radicals took inspiration from the African 

American struggle of the post–World War II era. 

 Origins 

 American leftists were few in the late 1950s, and their 

eff orts to recruit new adherents to their creed bore little 

fruit before 1960. In that year, the Student League for 

Industrial Democracy (SLID), a small organization with 

a long history in the non-Communist Left, changed its 

name to Students for a Democratic Society. “Sit-ins” 

in 1960 protesting racial segregation spread rapidly at 

lunch counters in the American South. Also in 1960, a 

largely African American gathering of civil rights orga-

nizers established the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), which became the youth vanguard 

of civil rights militancy. Idealistic young white people 

around the country found SNCC members compelling 

as models of moral integrity, devotion to social change, 

and political courage. 

 SDS convened a conference on human rights in 

the North in 1960. Participants had been active in the 

National Student Association, the Young Men’s and 

Women’s Christian Associations, and other groups. Th e 

conference featured presentations about poverty, civil 

rights, and militant nonviolence. For SDS members, 

the urgency surrounding race relations in the American 

South had become a lever that might pry open a wide-

ranging contemplation of social change throughout the 

United States. Th ey wished to play a key role in pushing 

such change forward. 

 In the early 1960s, New Left activists sometimes 

talked and wrote as if they mostly wanted American 

liberals to pursue the liberal agenda—creating equal 

opportunity and social equity within the structure of 

American capitalism—with increased zeal. But at other 

times, the New Left gave the impression that it embraced 

a diff erent, more destabilizing agenda. Some aspects of 

conventional liberal politics, as embodied by activists 

in the Democratic Party, repelled many in SDS from 

the start. According to the New Left, liberals made too 

many compromises with powerful conservative forces, 

such as white southern congressmen, business concerns, 

and the U.S. military. Liberals seemed like insiders, 

not outsiders calling for fundamental change. Whether 

this indictment was fair or not, it proved compelling to 

many of the most energetic activists among American 

youth. 

 New Left radicals wished to see power more widely 

dispersed in contemporary society. Th ey called their 

vision of American society “participatory democracy.” 

In their view, most Americans played little or no role 

in ruling America, or even in ruling their own lives. 

New Left radicals focused their attention on political 

structures that, they believed, kept individuals iso-

lated and powerless. Th ese structures included social 

welfare agencies that monitored the behavior of the 

poor, corporations and unions that together managed 

American workers, governments that repressed African 

Americans, and universities that trained young people 

to become establishmentarian “yes men.” New Left 

criticisms of bureaucracy as an impediment to freedom 

sometimes echoed conservative themes. But this was 

misleading. Th e New Left supported the very social 

forces, such as militant African American protest and 
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radical third world nationalism, which conservatives 

fi ercely opposed. 

 In Search of Insurgencies 

 New Left activists saw themselves as intellectuals who 

could support and help to guide insurgencies against the 

political and social status quo, insurgencies that might 

force the citadels of power to yield important concessions 

to the cause of increased political and social democracy. 

Th ey spent the 1960s in a search for such insurgencies. 

Th is roving quest for a battering ram that might smash 

open the doors of the power structure led radicals to 

embrace the slogan “Th e issue is not the issue,” which 

sounded cynical to some, but which expressed the New 

Left belief that specifi c controversies were important 

mainly if they could lead Americans toward a radical 

perspective on society. 

 Between 1962 and 1964, SDS members worked as 

political organizers in poor, mainly urban communities 

around the country, seeking to build what they called “an 

interracial movement of the poor” that would agitate for 

basic changes in how wealth and power were distributed 

in America. Th ey cared about the problem of poverty, 

but the key to their activity was a view that the poor, as a 

politically and socially excluded group, formed a potent 

force for change. In contrast, the New Left viewed labor 

unions and the relatively comfortable working class as 

too deeply invested in “the system” to work for funda-

mental change. After two or three years, though, SDS 

members became pessimistic about their strategy and 

abandoned the eff ort. 

 SDS spent most of its energies between 1964 and 1968 

organizing university students as a force for change and 

working against the Vietnam War from a radical left-

wing perspective. In 1964 and 1965, when New Left 

activists were reexamining their priorities, SNCC and 

other militant black groups became infl uenced by Black 

Power thinking, which held that whites should cease in-

volving themselves in the movement for African Ameri-

can freedom. Th is ensured that the New Left would not 

fulfi ll its mission through a deeper participation in any 

movement of people of color. In these same years, Presi-

dent Lyndon Johnson escalated the U.S. war in Vietnam. 

Th ese developments set the stage for the direction that 

the New Left took in the late 1960s. 

 In the fall of 1964, political protest among white stu-

dents in California introduced the theme of “student 

power” to the American scene. Th e Free Speech Move-

ment (FSM) protested restrictions on dissident political 

activity on the campus of the University of California in 

Berkeley, and it sought to expose ties between this major 

research university and conservative political forces. Th e 

FSM established a model that student radicals used to 

foment confrontations with university administrators 

for the rest of the 1960s, including a tumultuous series of 

events at Columbia University in 1968. 

 Research universities in the cold war era eagerly put 

themselves at the service of large corporations and the 

U.S. Department of Defense, so there was plenty of 

muck for leftists to rake. Demands for greater democ-

racy in the internal workings of universities addressed 

the longing young people in this era often expressed for 

greater control over their own lives. New Left radicals 

hoped to use universities as instructive case studies in the 

corruption of supposedly idealistic institutions by pow-

erful forces. Th ey hoped to transform universities into 

engines of dissident thought and action. 

 Anti-Imperialism and Militancy 

 Protest against universities’ involvement in the military-

industrial complex would have commanded less atten-

tion in a time of peace, but the late 1960s was a time 

of war. Th e New Left came early to protest against the 

Vietnam War. Unlike many in the Old Left, the New 

Left disdained the Soviet Union as a progressive force in 

the world. However, New Left radicals sympathized with 

the Vietnamese revolution, as with the Cuban revolution 

and other national-liberation movements, often led by 

Communists, across the third world. Radicals did not 

view the Vietnam War as a mistake made by U.S. policy 

makers. Rather, they concluded that America’s cold war 

rhetoric of uncompromising anticommunism, and its 

commitment to maintaining the international  economic 

status quo, fated the United States to try to defeat revo-

lution in the third world. In April 1965, after President 

Lyndon Johnson commenced sustained bombing of 

North Vietnam and a major U.S. land war in South 

Vietnam, SDS organized the fi rst major demonstration 

against the war inside the United States, attracting more 

than 20,000 people to Washington, D.C. 

 Th e New Left’s early leadership role in the antiwar 

movement soon slipped away. Th e escalation of the war 

made it a mainstream youth issue, and, after 1968, liber-

als swamped radicals in the ranks of antiwar protest. New 

Left thinkers tried, with some success, to persuade their 

peers that the war’s brutality could be explained only 
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through a radical analysis of America’s role in the world. 

Why else would U.S. leaders prosecute such a seemingly 

disproportionate war, in such a far-off  land, if not be-

cause they cast America in the role of a global enforcer 

of the conditions that third world revolutionaries were 

seeking to change? Th e New Left’s searching attempts to 

explain the role of the United States in the contempo-

rary world produced a large body of stimulating, often 

controversial “revisionist” scholarship about the history 

and nature of the nation’s foreign relations. In this area, 

as in others, the New Left succeeded in carving out a 

place for dissident, socially critical thought in American 

intellectual life. 

 In the late 1960s and early 1970s, some radicals en-

gaged in increasingly militant protest tactics. In the most 

notorious developments of the New Left’s career, small 

groups, including the so-called Weather Underground, 

engaged in property destruction, such as sporadic bomb-

ings of police stations and the U.S. Capitol. Such groups 

helped to wreck SDS by demanding its members fol-

low a course that most of them found unattractive, and 

then splitting the organization, which quickly expired. 

Th e importance of SDS by that time is debatable; it had 

become more a “brand name” than the actual source of 

youth radicalism. Individual campus chapters organized 

activities as they saw fi t in their local environments. 

However, even as the ranks of youth radicalism contin-

ued to grow, the demise of SDS revealed a crisis of direc-

tion within the New Left. Th e radicals had failed to fi nd 

a way to push conventional politics sharply to the left, 

and when they sought to chart a strategy for political 

change, they displayed a volatility that suggested confu-

sion and frustration. 

 Evaluations 

 After SDS dissolved, New Left radicals continued along 

the path that had emerged by 1965: they worked to ex-

pand the presence of radicalism among college-educated, 

white American youth. Th is movement’s erratic behav-

ior in the late 1960s refl ected the embarrassment that 

some radicals felt over the fact that the contemporary 

left’s primary constituency was a relatively privileged 

group. Th e main path of activism for the New Left, 

from the mid-1960s until the movement disintegrated 

in the early 1970s, was to cultivate islands of radical-

ism within a conservative sea. Th ey attempted to live 

as they thought people would live in a diff erent, better 

society. Th is was not a conventional strategy for political 

change, although many New Left radicals hoped that, 

in the long term, they would sow the seeds of a new 

America. 

 Women within the New Left, frustrated at the sexism 

they encountered among male comrades who suppos-

edly believed in radical democracy, and inspired by the 

rising discussion of women’s place in American society 

during the 1960s, found a way out of the New Left’s 

moral discomfi ture by working for their own empower-

ment. Some radical feminists stayed active in the po-

litical left, while others abandoned it as irredeemably 

sexist. Some male radicals reveled in the freer sexual-

ity of the 1960s and 1970s but failed to question ei-

ther the subjection of women to an inferior social role 

or the objectifi cation of women that was endemic in 

American culture. Young feminists had ample cause for 

complaint. In the 1970s, some women and men tried 

to sustain and revive the New Left as a radical cam-

paign that embraced feminism, but this eff ort came too 

late for the movement, which had entered a terminal 

phase. 

 Some view the later years of the New Left as a de-

cline into muddled thinking, moral error, and political 

irrelevance. Others see the late 1960s and early 1970s as 

an impressive era in American radicalism, fi lled with 

worthy, hopeful experiments, marred by the mistakes 

of a mere handful of militants. Both views have merit. 

Alienated from the mainstream political system, lacking 

a strong organizational framework, and with no political 

strategy for creating progressive change, it was diffi  cult 

for the New Left to have a clear impact on other Ameri-

cans in its later years, and it could not sustain itself as a 

coherent enterprise. It scattered into innumerable local 

and individual activities, and soon the phrase “New 

Left” referred only to a school of political analysis, not 

to an active movement. On the other hand, the New 

Left in its later years fulfi lled its deepest mission, rather 

than forsaking its original path. Th is movement was one 

expression of the collective experience of Americans of a 

particular racial, class, and generational identity. More-

over, its failure to upend American society does not 

distinguish it from the Old Left or from other radical 

movements in U.S. history. For a time, its members im-

pressed themselves on the awareness of Americans, made 

many people think deeply about the nature of their so-

ciety, and left behind a provocative set of questions and 

answers about that society that far outlived the move-

ment itself. 
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 See also        era of confrontation and decline, 1964–80; era of con-

sensus, 1952–64; liberalism; radicalism.  
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 Pacifi c Coast, the 

 California, Oregon, and Washington had dissimilar po-

litical origins and came to statehood in diff erent ways 

and at diff erent times. Nonetheless, the three states came 

to share several common political characteristics, nota-

bly experiences with progressivism in the early twentieth 

century, the frequent use of direct democracy in state 

and local politics since then, and, recently, strong Demo-

cratic majorities in most urban areas along the coast and 

Republican majorities in inland areas. 

 American Acquisition 

 Several European nations laid claim to the Pacifi c Coast. 

Spanish explorers established settlements in Alta Califor-

nia after 1769, and a Russian settlement in what is now 

northern California lasted from 1812 to 1841. Spanish, 

British, and American ships visited the Pacifi c Northwest 

in the late eighteenth century. In 1804 President Th omas 

Jeff erson dispatched the Lewis and Clark expedition in 

part to fi nd a route to the Pacifi c and strengthen the 

American claim to the Northwest. 

 In 1818, the United States and Great Britain created a 

“joint occupancy” for the Oregon country—everything 

west of the Rocky Mountains between Alta California 

and Russian North America. Th e Adams-Onís Treaty 

(1819), between the United States and Spain, set the 

northern boundary of Alta California at the forty-second 

parallel. Missionaries from the United States began work 

in the Willamette Valley in 1834, and settlers soon fol-

lowed along the Oregon Trail. American settlers created 

a provisional government in 1843, and it functioned as 

the civil government until 1848. 

 In the 1844 presidential campaign, Democrats some-

times invoked Manifest Destiny to demand annexa-

tion of Texas and the Oregon country. Th eir candidate, 

James K. Polk, won the election and began to carry out 

his party’s platform. Some Oregon enthusiasts insisted 

on “54–40 or Fight,” meaning the entire jointly occu-

pied region, but in 1846 the United States and Britain 

compromised on the forty-ninth parallel. In 1848 Con-

gress organized the region as Oregon Territory. 

 Congress annexed the Republic of Texas in 1845. Th e 

same year, Polk asked Mexico to sell Alta California and 

Nuevo México to the United States. A major attraction 

was the Bay of San Francisco, the best natural harbor on 

the Pacifi c Coast. Th e Mexican government refused to 

sell and continued to claim Texas. War was declared on 

May 13, 1846. 

 Earlier, a U.S. Army unit commanded by John C. 

Frémont had entered California, allegedly on a map-

ping expedition. By then, northern California included 

several American and European settlers, some of whom 

held Mexican land grants. In mid-June 1846, not know-

ing that war had been declared, American settlers at 

Sonoma proclaimed a California Republic and raised a 

crude fl ag that included a grizzly bear in its design. Soon 

after, a U.S. Navy detachment sailed into San Francisco 

Bay with news of the war. Th e Bear Flaggers, Frémont’s 

troops, and the Navy took control of northern Califor-

nia. Mexicans off ered sharper resistance in southern Cali-

fornia, but U.S. forces took control there by mid-January 

1847. 

 By the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), ending the 

war, the United States purchased all of Alta California 

and Nuevo México, including all or parts of Texas, New 

Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, 

and Wyoming, for less than half the price Polk had of-

fered before the war. 

 In 1849, when gold seekers began to pour into north-

ern California, the region was under Navy control and 

not yet organized as a territory. A convention soon met 

to draft a state constitution. Th e constitution, written 

in both English and Spanish, included a provision from 
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Mexican law permitting a married woman to own prop-

erty in her own name, the fi rst such guarantee in any 

state constitution. Congress in 1850 approved statehood 

for California, with its modern boundaries. 

 Admission of California was hotly contested because 

the proposed constitution barred slavery, and admis-

sion of California as a free state would break the balance 

between slave states and free states. Th e Compromise 

of 1850 included admission of California as a free state 

among its many provisions but provided only a lull in 

the regional confl ict over slavery. 

 1850–1900 

 Both Oregon Territory and the new state of California 

faced questions regarding land titles. In creating Oregon 

Territory, Congress voided laws passed by the provisional 

government, thereby calling into question the validity of 

land titles. Under pressure from settlers, in 1850 Con-

gress approved the Oregon Donation Land Act, which 

provided for the award of up to 320 acres per person. 

 Th e land question in California involved Spanish and 

Mexican land grants, which often were large and vaguely 

defi ned. Congress in 1851 set up a commission to review 

land titles. Over fi ve years the commissioners heard 

more than 800 claims and confi rmed more than 600. 

Nearly all were appealed through the courts. Th e legal 

proceedings dragged on interminably, and many success-

ful applicants sold their land to pay costs. Further com-

plicating matters, squatters settled on some ranchos and 

refused to leave. Most scholars of the subject have agreed 

with Henry George, a journalist, who in 1871 called it a 

“history of greed, of perjury, of corruption, of spoliation 

and high-handed robbery.” 

 In San Francisco, the largest city in the West, politi-

cal processes broke down twice in the 1850s. In 1851, re-

sponding to a rash of robberies, burglaries, and arson, 

merchants and ship captains formed a Committee of 

Vigilance. Despite opposition from city and state offi  -

cials, the committee constituted itself as an impromptu 

court and hanged four alleged wrongdoers, whipped one, 

and banished several. In 1856 the Committee of Vigi-

lance revived and took control of the city, establishing a 

force of nearly 6,000 well-armed men, mostly merchants 

and businessmen. City offi  cials, the major general of the 

militia (William T. Sherman), the governor, and other 

prominent political fi gures all opposed the committee, 

but it disarmed the state militia, hanged four men, and 

banished about 20. Th e committee then established a 

political party and yielded power only after its candi-

dates won the next election. 

 In California and Oregon Territory, a new approach 

to Indian reservations evolved in the 1850s. Native Amer-

icans in the east had usually been moved westward and 

given a reservation for each tribe. In the far west, reser-

vations often were established by region, not tribe, and 

peoples from various tribes were put together regardless 

of the relations between them. In the 1850s, California 

offi  cials approved stringent regulations over the many 

California Indians outside the reservations. California 

Indians were frequently the victims of random violence. 

More than one historian has concluded that genocide 

is the only appropriate term for the experience of Cali-

fornia Indians during the 1850s and 1860s, and similar 

violent episodes took place in Oregon. 

 In 1853 Congress divided Oregon Territory along the 

Columbia River and forty-sixth parallel into Oregon and 

Washington territories. Four years later, Oregonians seek-

ing statehood submitted a constitution and two other 

questions to voters. Th e voters approved the proposed 

Artists’ depictions of California, like the panorama advertised 

here, attracted large audiences curious about life in the West. 

(Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections 

Division)
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constitution, decided by nearly 3 to 1 to ban slavery in 

the new state, and chose by an even larger margin to bar 

free African Americans from living in Oregon. Given the 

close balance in Congress, approval for statehood was 

uncertain but fi nally came in 1859. 

 Slavery roiled politics through the 1850s. Prompted by 

Democrats with southern proclivities, the California leg-

islature prohibited African Americans from voting, serv-

ing on juries, marrying whites, or testifying in state courts, 

and applied similar restrictions to American Indians and 

Chinese immigrants. By 1859 California Democrats split 

into two camps, each led by a U.S. senator. David Brod-

erick’s faction opposed slavery; William Gwin’s faction 

had southern sympathies. Tension ran even higher when 

a Gwin supporter killed Broderick in a duel. In 1860 Cal-

ifornia voted for Abraham Lincoln, as did Oregon. 

 When secession led to civil war, the two Pacifi c Coast 

states were securely committed to the Union. Th ough 

comprising just 2 percent of the Union’s population, Cali-

fornians donated a quarter of all funds raised by the Sani-

tary Commission, the humanitarian organization that 

assisted Union troops, and raised more volunteers per 

capita than any other state. California volunteers helped 

to rout a Confederate army from New Mexico Territory 

and occupied much of the West. 

 During the war, Republicans moved to tie the Union 

together with iron rails. Th e Pacifi c Railroad Act (1862) 

incorporated the Union Pacifi c (UP) company to build 

a railroad westward and permitted the Central Pacifi c 

company to build eastward to meet the UP. Th e Central 

Pacifi c was controlled by four Sacramento merchants, all 

Republicans, including Leland Stanford, who was elected 

governor in 1861. For a quarter-century, the Central Pa-

cifi c and its successor, the Southern Pacifi c (SP), domi-

nated rail transportation in California and elsewhere in 

the West. Most Californians also understood the SP to 

be the most powerful force in state and local politics. 

 In 1871 Newton Booth, a Republican opponent of the 

SP, won the California governorship just as the Granger 

movement began to aff ect state politics. Grangers joined 

other SP critics in 1873 to create the People’s Indepen-

dent Party, which did well in the elections of 1873 and 

helped elect Booth to the U.S. Senate in 1875. After 1875, 

however, the Granger movement quickly faded. 

 A Granger party also appeared in Oregon, where 

Republicans had been in control since the early 1860s. 

Oregon Republican leaders were generally conservative 

and business-minded, and intraparty confl icts stemmed 

more from personalities than principles. In 1874, though, 

Grangers and other farmer groups formed a short-lived 

Independent Party that showed substantial strength in 

state legislative elections. 

 Th e 1876 presidential election thrust Oregon into na-

tional headlines. Th e Republican, Rutherford B. Hayes, 

carried Oregon, but national returns showed him trailing 

Samuel Tilden, the Democrat. Republicans challenged 

the returns from Louisiana and Florida; if successful, 

Hayes would have a one-vote majority in the Electoral 

College. Democrats then challenged one Oregon elector 

as unqualifi ed; if successful, their ploy would have thrust 

the election into the House of Representatives, which 

had a majority of Democrats. Ultimately, a congres-

sional election commission with a Republican majority 

accepted all of Oregon’s electoral votes as Republican, 

along with the electoral votes of Louisiana and Florida, 

giving Hayes a one-vote majority. 

 After 1877, teamster Denis Kearney attracted a politi-

cal following in San Francisco by condemning the mo-

nopoly power of the SP and arguing that monopolists 

used Chinese workers to drive down wages. He soon 

led the Workingmen’s Party of California (WPC) and 

provided its slogan, “Th e Chinese Must Go.” Th e WPC 

briefl y dominated San Francisco politics, winning elec-

tions in 1878 and 1879. Oakland and Sacramento also 

elected WPC mayors. 

 Th e WPC’s greatest statewide success came in 1878, 

in elections for a constitutional convention. WPC and 

Granger delegates comprised a majority and wrote into 

the new constitution an elected railroad commission to 

regulate rates and restrictions on Chinese immigrants. 

Th e constitution also declared water subject to state 

regulation and guaranteed equal access for women to 

any legal occupation and to public colleges and univer-

sities. Controversial for its restrictions on corporations, 

the new constitution nonetheless won a majority from 

voters. Many of the provisions restricting Asians were 

invalidated by the courts. 

 Anti-Chinese agitation also appeared in Oregon and 

Washington Territory. In 1882 such western opposition 

to Chinese immigration led Congress to ban further im-

migration of laborers from China. In the mid-1880s anti-

Chinese mobs appeared throughout the West, sometimes 

associated with the Knights of Labor. In Washington Ter-

ritory the anti-Chinese movement spawned a short-lived 

largely unsuccessful reform party. 

 In California during the 1880s, voters divided closely 

between the Republicans and Democrats. Th e SP contin-

ued its prominence in state politics—symbolized in 1885 
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when Stanford won election to the U.S. Senate amid al-

legations of vote buying. Th at decade marked the politi-

cal apogee of Christopher Buckley, a blind San Francisco 

saloon keeper who emerged as “boss” of the city’s Demo-

crats and a power in state Democratic politics. In 1891 

charges of bribery led Buckley to leave the country, and 

his organization fell apart. 

 Washington Territory grew slowly until the 1880s, 

when railroad construction fi nally connected Puget 

Sound directly with the Midwest. Washington statehood 

was delayed not only by slow population growth but also 

by partisan maneuvering in Congress, where the Demo-

cratic majority in the House feared that Washington 

statehood would mean more Republican electoral votes. 

When Republicans won secure control of both houses 

and the presidency in 1888, statehood for Washington 

followed in 1889. 

 Populism aff ected all three states. In 1891 the California 

Farmers’ Alliance launched a state Populist Party, focusing 

their campaign against the SP. Th ey took 9 percent of the 

1892 presidential vote and won one congressional seat and 

eight seats in the state legislature. Populist candidates later 

won the mayor’s offi  ce in San Francisco and Oakland. In 

the 1896 presidential election, however, Republicans took 

California by a tiny margin. Th at margin soon widened. 

Between 1898 and 1938 no Democrat won the California 

governorship, and Republicans typically had large majori-

ties in the state legislature, as California became one of 

the most Republican states in the nation. 

 In Oregon delegates from farmers’ organizations, 

prohibitionists, and trade unions formed a new party 

in 1889, and the new party promoted the Farmers’ Alli-

ance. By 1892 these groups had aligned with the national 

Populist Party. Th e most prominent Populist in Or-

egon was Governor Sylvester Pennoyer, elected in 1886 

as a Democrat and reelected in 1890 as a Democratic-

 Populist fusionist. In the 1892 presidential election, Or-

egon cast one of its electoral votes for Populist James B. 

Weaver because a Democratic-Populist candidate for 

elector received enough votes to edge out a Republican. 

Republicans won the other three electoral votes. Popu-

lists won some seats in the Oregon legislature in 1892 

and 1894 but accomplished little. Republicans swept the 

Oregon elections in 1896 and usually dominated state 

politics thereafter. 

 As in California, Populists made a decent showing in 

Washington’s major cities, and Spokane elected a Popu-

list mayor in 1895. Not until 1896, however, did Populists 

win more than local elections; that year, in fusion with 

the Democrats, they carried Washington for William 

Chinese immigrants work 

on the North Pacifi c Coast 

Railroad at Corte Madera, 

California, 1898. (Library of 

Congress)
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Jennings Bryan, elected the governor and a majority of 

the legislature, and then sent a Silver Republican fusion-

ist to the U.S. Senate. Th e party soon died out, however, 

and Republicans dominated the Washington statehouse 

in the early twentieth century. 

 During the late nineteenth century, women promoted 

a range of reform issues, including woman suff rage. In 

1878 California’s U.S. senator Aaron A. Sargent intro-

duced, for the fi rst time, a proposed federal constitu-

tional amendment for woman suff rage. Th e Washington 

territorial legislature approved woman suff rage in 1883, 

but it was ruled unconstitutional by the territorial su-

preme court in 1888. Woman suff rage came before Cali-

fornia voters in 1896, but a large negative vote in San 

Francisco and Oakland overcame the small favorable 

majority elsewhere. 

 1900 through World War II 

 Th e three Pacifi c Coast states moved in similar political 

directions in the early twentieth century. All experienced 

progressivism, became more conservative in the 1920s, 

and moved toward the Democrats and the New Deal in 

the 1930s. 

 Much of Oregon progressivism centered on William 

U’Ren, a Populist turned Republican. U’Ren was at-

tracted to the single-tax proposed by Henry George but 

concluded that it was unlikely to be adopted without a 

popular vote, so he began to promote the initiative and 

referendum (I&R), part of the Populist platform. U’Ren 

pushed and prodded until voters approved I&R through 

a constitutional amendment in 1902. Between 1904 

and 1914, Oregonians voted on 136 initiatives, approv-

ing 49, and I&R became known as the Oregon System. 

Successful initiatives included a railroad commission, 

bank regulation, a child labor law, recall, a minimum 

wage, home rule for cities, and a direct primary. Gover-

nor Oswald West, a Democrat elected in 1910, frequently 

resorted to the initiative when the legislature refused re-

forms he sought. 

 When an Oregon law mandating protection for 

women workers was challenged, the Supreme Court’s de-

cision upholding protection, in  Muller  v.  Oregon  (1908), 

set an important precedent. 

 Events in Oregon infl uenced Washington progressives, 

especially I&R and recall, which were adopted early and 

used regularly, including recall of the mayors of Seattle 

and Tacoma in 1911. Th e Washington legislature also cre-

ated regulatory commissions for railroads and other in-

dustries and established minimum wages for women and 

children, maximum hours for women, limits on child 

labor, workman’s compensation, and the direct primary. 

 California came late to progressivism, but legislators 

fi nally adopted the direct primary in 1909, which led to 

the nomination of Hiram Johnson for governor in 1910. 

Johnson, a Republican, lambasted the SP and won, as 

did other progressives. Th e 1911 legislature produced 

more than 800 new laws and 23 constitutional amend-

ments, including I&R, recall, regulation of railroads and 

public utility companies, the eight-hour day for women, 

restrictions on child labor, workman’s compensation, 

and an investigation of corruption and ineffi  ciency in 

state government. 

 In 1912 Th eodore Roosevelt ran for president as candi-

date of the new Progressive Party, and he chose Johnson 

as his running mate. Roosevelt carried six states, includ-

ing California and Washington. 

 All three Pacifi c Coast states were in the vanguard of 

states adopting woman suff rage. Washington became the 

fi fth state to do so, in 1910. California followed in 1911, 

and Oregon in 1912. 

 California experienced another round of progressive 

reform in 1913, including laws restricting political par-

ties. After 1913 California had more nonpartisan elected 

offi  ces than any other state. Other legislation that year 

included reforms promoted by women’s groups and the 

creation of three new commissions: Industrial Welfare 

(health, safety, and welfare of women and children), 

Industrial Accidents, and Immigration and Housing 

(migrant farm labor). Th e Alien Land Act, prohibiting 

immigrants ineligible for citizenship (those from Asia) 

from owning land, was intended in part to embarrass 

President Woodrow Wilson and the Democrats. John-

son carried the progressive banner into the U.S. Senate 

in 1917 and served until his death in 1945. 

 Progressivism transformed politics and government in 

all three states, adding new functions, especially the reg-

ulation of public utilities and protection of workers and 

consumers. Th e progressives’ assault on political parties 

transformed the ground rules of state politics. Th e initia-

tive became an important source of policy making. And 

women entered the political arena in a signifi cant way. 

 Many progressives decried any role for economic class 

in politics, but class-based political groups appeared in 

all three states. Between 1901 and 1905, in San Francisco 

the Union Labor party won the mayoralty three times 

and took other local offi  ces, then returned to power in 
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1909, despite revelations of earlier corruption. Socialists 

won local offi  ces in several places; in 1912 Eugene Debs, 

the Socialist presidential candidate, received 12 percent 

in California and Washington and 10 percent in Oregon, 

compared to 6 percent nationwide. Th e Industrial Work-

ers of the World established a signifi cant presence in the 

lumbering areas of Oregon and Washington. World War I 

brought a surge of wartime patriotism, and these radical 

groups drew strong opposition. 

 Opposition to radicals continued after the war. In 

1919 the Seattle Central Labor Council (unions affi  liated 

with the American Federation of Labor) called a general 

strike in support of striking shipyard workers. Largely 

successful, the general strike lasted three days, but con-

servatives and antilabor groups held it up as an example 

of the dangers posed by radicals. 

 Progressivism waned after the war but did not disap-

pear. Hiram Johnson continued as a strong progressive 

voice in the U.S. Senate and also staunchly opposed the 

League of Nations. Th roughout the 1920s, a large ma-

jority of California voters registered as Republicans but 

divided closely between the progressive and conservative 

wings, making the Republican primary more important 

than the general election. Similar patterns appeared in 

Oregon and Washington, but Republican progressives 

there rarely mounted signifi cant challenges to conserva-

tive dominance. Nonetheless, in 1924 Robert La Follette 

drew a third of the vote in California and Washington, 

double his national average, and a quarter of the vote in 

Oregon, edging the Democrats out of second place in all 

three states. 

 Th e Ku Klux Klan appeared in all three Pacifi c Coast 

states in the 1920s. In Oregon the Klan and other groups 

promoted a 1922 initiative requiring children to attend 

public school. Passed by a large margin, the law aimed 

at closing Catholic parochial schools, but the state su-

preme court declared it unconstitutional in 1924, and 

the U.S. Supreme Court did the same in  Pierce  v.  Society 
of Sisters  (1925). Also in 1922, Walter Pierce, a Democrat, 

received Klan support in his campaign for governor and 

won by a large margin. A prohibitionist and progres-

sive, committed to public ownership of the electrical 

industry, Pierce nonetheless got little support from Re-

publican progressives. In Washington in 1924, voters 

overwhelmingly defeated a Klan-sponsored initiative, 

modeled on the Oregon law, to require all children to 

attend public schools. Th e Klan showed strength in sev-

eral California cities but played no signifi cant role in 

state politics. 

 Th e Great Depression and the New Deal of Franklin D. 

Roosevelt revived Democratic fortunes. Roosevelt car-

ried the three states by 57–58 percent in 1932 and 64–67 

percent in 1936. During the 1930s, Democrats won U.S. 

Senate seats in California and Washington and took the 

governorship in all three states. 

 Th e California gubernatorial election of 1934 drew 

national attention, but electoral politics were pushed 

out of the headlines earlier that year by the three-state 

longshore and maritime strikes, which shut down ship-

ping for three months, and by the four-day San Fran-

cisco general strike, all of which conservatives blamed 

on Communists. Upton Sinclair, author of  Th e Jungle  
(1906) and a former Socialist, won the Democratic nom-

ination for governor with a program called End Poverty 

In California (EPIC). Th ough voters fl ocked to register 

as Democrats, Sinclair lost after a torrent of attacks that 

broke new ground in negative campaigning. Th e win-

ner, Republican Frank Merriam, disappointed conserva-

tives by supporting a new income tax and increasing the 

sales tax. A referendum to repeal the new taxes failed. 

Th e 1938 election marked the high point of Commu-

nist support for the Democrats, but Democrats’ success 

rested primarily on a base of EPIC organizing and strong 

support from AFL and CIO unions, brought together 

by an antilabor initiative. Led by Culbert Olson, their 

gubernatorial candidate, Democrats swept nearly every 

statewide offi  ce and took a majority of the state assem-

bly. Th e Senate, however, remained Republican. A broad 

liberal legislative agenda, including health care for nearly 

all workers and their families, wages and hours legisla-

tion, civil rights, and other initiatives, was defeated. Olson 

lost in 1942, Democrats in most other races. 

 Clarence Martin, a Democrat, won the governorship 

of Washington in 1932. As in California, the state legisla-

ture completely revised the tax code, shifting the major 

revenue source from property taxes to sales, income, and 

excise taxes. Th e income tax, however, was ruled uncon-

stitutional. In 1935 leftist, labor, and farm organizations 

formed the Washington Commonwealth Federation 

(WCF), drawing inspiration from EPIC. Th e WCF was 

so active and successful in pushing Washington to the 

left that Postmaster General James Farley in 1936 jok-

ingly referred to the “the forty-seven states . . . and the 

Soviet of Washington.” Communist Party members did 

take an active part in the WCF, and a few were elected to 

offi  ce as Democrats. 

 In Oregon, Julius Meier, running as an independent 

candidate, committed to public development of hydro-
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electric power, won the governorship in 1930 but failed 

to accomplish his goal. He was succeeded by Charles 

Martin, a conservative Democrat, who increasingly 

 attacked the New Deal and was not renominated in 1938. 

Republican governor Charles Sprague, in turn, proved to 

be such a progressive that he lost his renomination bid in 

1942 to a conservative. An Oregon Commonwealth Fed-

eration, modeled on the WCF, was less successful than 

its Washington counterpart. 

 Th e New Deal brought important changes to Pacifi c 

Coast states. Th e Bonneville, Grand Coulee, and other 

dams gave the Pacifi c Northwest a bonanza of cheap, 

publicly generated electricity, which stimulated indus-

trial development and prompted the creation of public 

power districts. New Deal labor policies brought many 

new members into unions; most voted Democratic and 

pushed the party to the left. In California Democrats have 

consistently outnumbered Republicans among registered 

voters since 1934. Democratic registered voters in Oregon 

increased sharply in the 1930s, fi rst outnumbered Repub-

licans in the early 1950s, and have consistently outnum-

bered Republicans since 1958. Similar data does not exist 

for Washington, but election results suggest a pattern more 

like California than Oregon. 

 By the late 1930s and early 1940s, support for the 

New Deal and the Democrats ebbed, especially among 

the middle class and farmers, even as war industries 

contributed to a boom in manufacturing and union 

membership. Republicans won the Oregon governor-

ship in 1938 and held it and the state legislature until 

1956. Republicans won the Washington governorship in 

1940 and held it for 12 of the next 16 years, although 

Democrats usually controlled at least one house of the 

legislature. In California, the gubernatorial victory of 

Earl Warren in 1942 launched 16 years of Republican 

control in Sacramento. Similar patterns appeared in the 

region’s congressional delegations, although Democrats 

held more seats than before the New Deal. 

 Since World War II 

 After World War II, Democrats began to accumulate 

considerable congressional seniority, notably the two 

Washington senators, Warren Magnuson (1944–81) and 

Henry “Scoop” Jackson (1953–83). Both held signifi cant 

leadership positions, as did Alan Cranston (1969–93) from 

California. Wayne Morse, from Oregon, fi rst a Republican, 

then an independent, and fi nally a Democrat, served from 

1945 to 1969. Beginning in the late 1960s, Oregon voters 

repeatedly returned moderate Republicans to the Senate: 

Mark Hatfi eld (1967–97) and Robert Packwood (1969–95), 

both of whom held leadership positions. Similar patterns 

characterized some members of the House; two House 

members, both Democrats, served as Speaker: Th omas 

Foley, from Washington, who was Speaker from 1989 to 

1995, and Nancy Pelosi, from California, who was fi rst 

elected Speaker in 2007. 

 Th e late 1950s marked an important turning point 

for Democrats. In California, Edmund G. “Pat” Brown 

won the governorship in 1958, and, for the fi rst time 

since the 1880s, Democrats controlled both houses of 

the legislature. Brown and the Democrats enacted a 

massive water project, a major expansion of higher edu-

cation, highway construction, and a fair employment 

practices act. A controversial fair housing act and dem-

onstrations at the University of California, Berkeley, 

contributed to Brown’s defeat for a third term in 1966. 

In Washington a Democrat, Albert Rosellini, won the 

governorship in 1956 and, with a Democratic legisla-

ture, adopted a long list of administrative reforms and 

expanded higher education and highways. A Democrat, 

Robert Holmes, won the governorship in Oregon in 

1956 but was defeated in 1958, and Republicans led the 

state for the next 16 years. 

 Republicans held the governorships in all three 

states by the mid-1960s. Elected governor of California 

in 1966 and reelected in 1970, Ronald Reagan cham-

pioned conservative values but proved more pragmatic 

in practice. Promising to “cut, squeeze, and trim” the 

budget, he made deep cuts in higher education and 

mental health funding but nonetheless produced the 

largest budgets up to that time, requiring signifi cant 

tax increases. He sent the National Guard to Berkeley 

to suppress demonstrations but signed the most liberal 

abortion bill in the country. His commitment to cut-

ting taxes and reducing welfare forecast his presidency. 

Reagan was succeeded by the sometimes enigmatic 

Edmund G. “Jerry” Brown, son of Pat Brown and a 

Democrat, but voters then turned to Republicans for 

the next 16 years. 

 Daniel Evans won the Washington governorship in 

1964, despite a nationwide Democratic landslide, and 

served three terms. A Republican, he promoted liberal en-

vironmental policies, endorsed legal abortions, expanded 

higher education, and supported an income tax. 

 In Oregon Democrats took a majority in the state 

legislature in 1958, for the fi rst time in the twentieth 

century, but Mark Hatfi eld, a moderate Republican, 

won a closely contested election for governor. Hatfi eld 
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worked to expand higher education and to bring a more 

diversifi ed economy to Oregon. His successor, Tom Mc-

Call, also a moderate Republican, served two terms and 

initiated policies to clean up the environment and cre-

ate the fi rst state-level land-use planning system. In 1973 

Oregon became the fi rst state to decriminalize posses-

sion of small amounts of marijuana, and was followed 

by California and a few other states.   

 Recent decades have brought increasing ethnic and 

gender diversity among elected offi  cials, especially in 

California. Since 1970 African Americans have served 

as mayors of Los Angeles, Oakland, San Francisco, and 

Seattle; Latinos as mayors of Los Angeles and San José; 

and Asian Americans as mayors of Long Beach, Sacra-

mento, and San José. Asian Americans have served as 

U.S. senator from California and governor of Wash-

ington. Willie Brown, an African American, holds the 

record as longest-serving Speaker of the California As-

sembly, and the most recent three speakers include two 

Latinos and an African American woman. Since 1970 

women have served as governors of Oregon and Wash-

ington, and California and Washington were the fi rst 

states to have two women simultaneously serving as 

U.S. senators. From 1993 to 2004, Washington led the 

nation in the percentage of women in the state legisla-

ture. Women have been elected as mayors of most of the 

region’s major cities. Gays and lesbians have served on 

city councils and in state legislatures, but not as mayor 

of a major city, member of Congress, or governor. 

A dramatic breakthrough in gay and lesbian rights came 

in 2008, when the California Supreme Court ruled that 

restricting marriage to heterosexual couples violated 

the state constitution’s guarantee of equal rights. In re-

sponse, evangelical Christians, Catholics, and Mormons 

mobilized to pass a constitutional amendment defi ning 

marriage as between a man and a women; advocates of 

same-sex marriage vowed to continue the fi ght for equal 

treatment. 

 Th e three Pacifi c Coast states remain distinctive in 

their reliance on direct democracy. Most elections in-

clude a list of initiative measures. California’s Proposi-

tion 13 of 1978 launched a “taxpayer revolt” that spread 

to other states, and California’s Proposition 45 of 1990 

established term limits and inspired similar measures 

elsewhere, including Washington in 1992. Oregon’s 

Proposition 16 of 1994 legalized physician-assisted sui-

cide; similar initiatives have appeared on the ballot 

elsewhere but none passed until Washington’s measure 

in 2008. California’s Proposition 215 of 1996 legalized 

marijuana use for medical purposes; voters passed simi-

lar measures elsewhere, including Washington. Califor-

nia Republicans used the recall in 1994–95 to punish 

members of their party for crossing party lines in the 

legislature, and, in 2003, California voters grabbed inter-

national headlines when they recalled Governor Joseph 

“Gray” Davis and replaced him with movie star Arnold 

Schwarzenegger. 

 In California, Proposition 13 also generated a revo-

lution in the  use  of the initiative. In Proposition 98 of 

1988, the California Teachers Association used the ini-

tiative to mandate funding for public K–14 education. 

Taken together, Propositions 13 and 98 presented a new 

version of direct democracy: people could vote not to 

tax themselves but could mandate expenditure of public 

funds. By the end of the 1990s, some political observers 

pointed to the initiative as a central culprit in creating a 

dysfunctional state government. 

 During the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, 

patterns that began in the 1980s continued to mark state 

politics in the Pacifi c Coast. Democratic presidential can-

didates John Kerry in 2004 and Barack Obama in 2008 

carried all three states, and Democrats did well in the 

2006 elections, although Schwarzenegger won a second 

term against a weak Democratic candidate. In Oregon 

in 2008, Jeff  Merkley, a Democrat, defeated incumbent 

Senator Gordon Smith, one of the last remaining mod-

erate Republicans in Congress. A map of voting behavior 

in those elections shows all three states with blue (Demo-

cratic) counties along the coast, especially in urban areas, 

and red (Republican) counties, typically more rural and 

inland. Voting on initiatives and referenda often refl ected 

the same confi guration. Th us, interior voters, especially 

in agricultural areas, behave politically more like vot-

ers in agricultural areas in parts of the Midwest or like 

the voters to their east, in Idaho and Nevada. Coastal 

and urban voters behave much like urban voters in the 

northeastern United States. 
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 pacifi sm 

 Pacifi sm, the rejection of violence as a means of solv-

ing disputes, is a broad doctrine that encompasses a va-

riety of ideas and practices and dates back to the earliest 

settlements in colonial America. Th roughout much of 

American history, pacifi sm has been closely associated 

with religion, particularly the so-called historic peace 

churches (the Quakers, Mennonites, and Church of the 

Brethren). Pacifi sm has found a home in other religions 

as well. 

 Arguably, the earliest pacifi sts in American history 

were religious dissenters such as Roger Williams and 

Anne Hutchinson, who were banished in 1635 and 1638, 

respectively, from the Massachusetts Bay Colony for 

their heretical beliefs. Other, less prominent dissidents 

adhered strictly to nonviolent practices, even when they 

faced death sentences for their beliefs. 

 Historians such as Peter Brock, Charles Chatfi eld, and 

Meredith Baldwin Weddle have explored the history of 

pacifi sm in colonial America and found it to be a vi-

brant tradition that borrowed heavily from transatlantic 

ideas rooted in the Enlightenment and religious dissent. 

Some Quakers, such as itinerant eighteenth-century 

preacher John Woolman, preached against conscription 

and condemned the use of tax revenues for war purposes. 

Pennsylvania, with its policies of religious tolerance and 

separation of church and state, became a haven for a 

number of colonial pacifi st sects. 

 During the American Revolution, nonviolent resis-

tance, such as boycotts, public protests, petition drives, 

and other acts of noncooperation, coexisted with more 

violent forms of anti-British resistance. While pacifi sts 

enjoyed only a marginal presence in the Revolution, 

their cultural bark would prove much more powerful 

than their political bite, and ultimately helped infl u-

ence the restrained treatment of Loyalists after the 

confl ict. 

 Peace movements fl ourished in antebellum America, 

dovetailing with the broader landscape of pre–Civil War 

reform eff orts. In 1815 David Low Dodge, a pacifi st mer-

chant, founded the New York Peace Society, the fi rst of 

many such organizations formed during the fi rst half 

of the nineteenth century. His 1809 tract  Th e Media-
tor’s Kingdom, not of this world, but Spiritual  inspired the 

creation of similar groups across the United States. Rev-

erend Noah Worcester, a New Hampshire–born Unitar-

ian and tireless advocate of peace, worked so hard to 

promote pacifi st ideas that he earned the title “father of 

the American peace movement.” Pioneering American 

antiwar activist William Ladd, also a New Hampshire 

native, was a sea captain, chaplain, and author. Dur-

ing his life, Ladd was called the “Apostle of Peace.” His 

newspaper,  Harbinger of Peace , brought a wide variety of 

pacifi sts together from several states and territories, and 

Ladd was one of the founders in 1828 of the American 

Peace Society. Twenty years later, in 1848, blacksmith 

Elihu Burritt founded the fi rst secular pacifi st organiza-

tion, the League of Universal Brotherhood. 

 Much of the antebellum abolitionist movement, while 

militant, remained nonviolent between the 1830s and the 

eve of the Civil War. For practical more than doctrinal 

reasons, abolitionists seldom took up arms against lynch-

ings, mob violence, arson, and shootings carried out 

by their foes. Infl uenced by the work of Henry David 

Th oreau and other pacifi st writings of the New En-

gland renaissance, abolitionist leaders such as William 

Lloyd Garrison, Maria Chapman, and Frederick Doug-

lass preached restraint. Still, most abolitionists refused 
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to condemn the violence used by foes of slavery in the 

1850s, most notably in Kansas in mid-decade and by 

John Brown at Harpers Ferry in 1859. 

 As Th omas Curran documented in  Soldiers of Peace: 
Civil War Pacifi sm and the Postwar Radical Peace Move-
ment  (2004), pacifi sts confronted a number of challenges 

during the Civil War and ultimately emerged from the 

confl ict somewhat less robust than before. But the Uni-

versal Peace Union fl ourished in the late nineteenth cen-

tury, attracting thousands of members, and it eventually 

joined the chorus of anti-imperialist voices in protest-

ing America’s involvement in the Spanish-American War 

(1898). 

 American pacifi sm in the twentieth century became 

increasingly secularized, although religious pacifi sm re-

mained strong. Antiwar sentiments, robust before World 

War I, persisted on a smaller scale after President Wood-

row Wilson declared war in 1917. More radical antiwar 

advocates in the Socialist Party and Industrial Workers 

of the World sometimes endured harsh treatment, such 

as prison sentences, loss of mail privileges, and in certain 

cases a loss of citizenship. 

 Despite the repression of antiwar activists in World 

War I, the American peace movement reemerged stron-

ger than ever during the interwar period, especially in 

the Great Depression. Th e heyday of pre–World War II 

isolationism also created fertile ground for pacifi sm, es-

pecially on college campuses and in cities. Opinion polls 

from the era painted a portrait of an American public 

more receptive than ever to pacifi st ideas. 

 World War II abruptly reversed that situation. Paci-

fi sm went into full retreat during the war. Tiny enclaves 

of pacifi sts working in government-run Civilian Public 

Service (CPS) camps or languishing in prison kept the 

movement alive through the war. In the postwar era, 

small groups of intrepid “radical pacifi sts” attempted to 

breathe new life into the movement. Even though the 

cold war chilled dissent, pacifi sts such as A. J. Muste, 

Bayard Rustin, Dorothy Day, David Dellinger, George 

Houser continued to organize protests against war and 

the arms race. Th is small but committed group developed 

a more sophisticated and nuanced theoretical framework 

for pacifi sm and nonviolent direct action. 

 Pacifi sts exercised tremendous infl uence within the 

civil rights movement. Arguably, the most famous paci-

fi st in American history was Martin Luther King Jr., who 

constantly sought to keep the movement nonviolent. Th e 

Vietnam War also ushered in another brief golden age for 

pacifi sm. Th e anti–Vietnam War movement, thriving by 

1967, was a boon for the American pacifi st movement. 

During the 1960s and early 1970s, it found new life, col-

orful adherents, and a restored purpose. While pacifi sts 

were always a minority within the antiwar struggle, they 

exercised tremendous infl uence over the direction and 

tempo of the movement. 

 In the last quarter of the twentieth century and open-

ing years of the new millennium, pacifi sm experienced 

many setbacks. While it enjoyed a temporary post–

Vietnam War resurgence in the early 1980s around the 

nuclear arms race of the Reagan era and the looming 

prospect of U.S. intervention in Central America, it was 

once again in retreat by the 1990s. Th e antiglobalization 

movement fanned the embers of pacifi sm again, how-

ever, and it attracted a new, if small, number of follow-

ers in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist 

attacks and the war in Iraq launched in 2003. Widen-

ing resistance against the Iraq War jump-started several 

moribund pacifi st groups. While pacifi sm as a protest 

movement remains tiny, confi ned mostly to large urban 

centers, pacifi sm’s core ideas continue to capture the 

imagination of those Americans who envision a more 

peaceful future. 

  See also  radicalism; religion and politics. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Brock, Peter.  Pacifi sm in the United States: From the Colonial Era 

to the First World War.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1968. 

 Cooney, Robert, and Helen Michalowski.  Th e Power of the 

People: Active Nonviolence in the United States.  Culver City, 

CA: Peace Press, 1977. 

 Lynd, Staughton, and Alice Lynd, eds.  Nonviolence in America: 

A Documentary History.  Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995. 

 Tracy, James.  Direct Action: Radical Pacifi sm from the Union 

Eight to the Chicago Seven.  Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1996. 

 Ziegler, Valarie H.  Th e Advocates of  Peace in Antebellum America.  

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992. 

 A N D R E W  H U N T 

 party nominating conventions 

 Political party conventions perform a number of tasks. 

Th ey generally meet every four years, several months in 
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advance of a presidential election. Th e modern conven-

tion meets over several days to achieve various procedural 

and political goals. Leaders compose and approve the 

party platform, a policy statement including “planks,” 

or specifi c proposals, on which the party’s candidates 

run, as well as set rules for party procedure. In addi-

tion, leaders use the convention to address the party en 

masse. Minor fi gures are often given the opportunity to 

address the convention during the day while most del-

egates are in meetings; evening addresses, however, are 

heavily publicized and often delivered by major fi gures. 

Th e keynote speaker is often selected to fulfi ll some sym-

bolic or political goal. For example, Zell Miller, a Demo-

cratic senator from Georgia endorsed George W. Bush 

at the 2004 Republican convention for president based 

on his national security credentials. Often a party’s ris-

ing stars are chosen to deliver prominent addresses. Two 

such speakers between 1988 and 2004—Bill Clinton and 

Barack Obama—were subsequently nominated as presi-

dental candidates in their own right. Th e most visible 

and historically important task of the convention is the 

nomination of that party’s candidates for president and 

vice president. 

 Conventions are composed of delegates, apportioned 

among various state and territorial party organizations. 

Delegates vote for presidential and vice presidential 

nominees and on other procedural matters. Since the 

early 1970s, delegates of the two major parties have gen-

erally been bound to follow the results of state caucuses 

or primaries when they vote for candidates. Th erefore, 

the identity of each party’s eventual nominee is often 

known weeks or even months before the conventions 

begin; primaries have historically been held over several 

months during the fi rst half of the year, and the conven-

tions not until late summer. Th e events themselves have 

increasingly become mere formalities, serving primarily 

as publicized launching pads for the fi nal weeks of the 

presidential campaign. 

 Early History 

 Th e earliest conventions wielded a great deal of infl uence. 

By the early 1830s, the party founded by Th omas Jeff er-

son had dominated American national politics for three 

decades. Contemporary Democratic political operatives 

like Martin Van Buren thought of a party as a system 

of offi  ceholders who dispensed patronage. A caucus of 

prominent party leaders, therefore, generally selected each 

presidential candidate. President Andrew Jackson, who 

had held offi  ce since defeating incumbent John Quincy 

Adams in 1828, however, was a controversial fi gure, and 

opposition to him meant that schism and a viable two-

party system would soon emerge. Th e appearance of the 

political convention facilitated the transformation. 

 In September 1831, the Anti-Masons—an insurgent 

northern group particularly powerful in New York that 

was fearful of what it imagined was a secret yet pow-

erful Masonic infl uence on politics—organized a na-

tional convention. Th e Anti-Masons were imitating not 

American politicians (who had never held conventions) 

but social reformers and benevolent organizations (who 

had). Th e Anti-Masons, however, reconceived the sys-

tem; their party was a mass movement, and a convention 

was a way to attract popular participation and establish 

egalitarian (as opposed to the imagined Masonic con-

spiracy) credentials. 

In Baltimore,  the Anti-Masons nominated William 

Wirt, a former attorney general, as their presidential can-

didate. Th e convention attracted a great deal of public 

attention, and mainstream politicians quickly followed 

suit. Later that year, a group calling themselves National 

Republicans (disaff ected Democrats who hoped to un-

seat Jackson) met in convention, hoping to gain both 

popular attention and legitimacy as a viable opposition 

party; they nominated Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky. 

Jackson’s Democrats, however, did not let Clay’s conven-

tion stand unmatched. In early 1832, they also met in 

Baltimore and nominated Jackson for a second term with 

Van Buren as his running mate. Th e convention also es-

tablished the “two-thirds” rule, requiring any candidate 

to receive that proportion of the party vote and each 

state’s delegation to vote unanimously. Both rules were 

designed to preserve the infl uence of the southern states. 

Democrats repeated the process in 1836, nominating Van 

Buren in Baltimore, and easily won the election, defeat-

ing three opposition candidates. In 1840 Van Buren had 

settled into the convention system enough to tinker with 

the format, directing the Democratic convention to issue 

the fi rst party platform in history. 

I n 1836 the Whigs failed to organize anti-Jacksonian 

elements well enough to hold a convention; they were 

determined not to repeat the error. Th e 1839 Whig con-

vention was held well in advance of the next election 

to give the party publicity and time to organize. It was 

the fi rst convention to see jockeying for position, as the 

military hero William Henry Harrison outmaneuvered 

Winfi eld Scott and Clay for the nomination and then 

defeated Van Buren in the general election. In 1844, the 

Democratic convention was deeply divided over the 
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proposed annexation of Texas. Th e fi rst eight ballots failed 

to give any candidate the required two-thirds proportion 

of delegates, including former president Van Buren, who 

had the support of the majority of delegates but who had 

alienated the southern wing of the party by opposing an-

nexation. James Polk, a relatively minor party fi gure and 

former governor of Tennessee, was unexpectedly nomi-

nated on the ninth ballot. 

 By the 1850s conventions were fi rmly established as 

a technique for gaining publicity, interest, and party le-

gitimacy. As the Whig Party fl agged, divided between 

northern and southern factions over the expansion of 

slavery, disaff ected Whigs held mass meetings in Ripon, 

Wisconsin, and Jackson, Michigan, early in 1854. In June 

1856, a national Republican Party was born at a conven-

tion in Philadelphia, which appointed a national com-

mittee, drew up a platform, and nominated John C. 

Fremont for president.

On the other hand, the fragmentation of the Demo-

cratic convention in 1860 signaled the collapse of that 

party. At the national convention held in April in Charles-

ton, South Carolina, 50 southern delegates walked out, 

and after 57 ballots, the convention failed to produce a 

candidate. Two months later, Democrats met again in 

Baltimore. Again, southern delegates abandoned the 

convention; however, in desperation, the remaining del-

egates nominated Stephen Douglas for the presidency. 

Th e southern faction reconvened in Richmond, Virginia, 

and nominated John Breckenridge. Th e Republicans met 

in Chicago in May, and nominated Abraham Lincoln on 

only the third ballot. Lincoln went on to win the presi-

dency. Four years later, in the midst of the Civil War, 

Lincoln declared the 1864 Republican convention would 

be renamed the National Union convention, and invited 

Democrats who opposed southern secession to attend. 

Th e convention nominated one of these men, Andrew 

Johnson, for vice president. 

 Conventions in Ascendency 

 Th e post–Civil War era saw several transformations in 

national conventions. Baltimore, then strategically lo-

cated at the midpoint of the nation, had long been the 

preferred location; the Anti-Masons had met there, as 

had the fi rst six Democratic conventions and nearly all 

the Whig conventions (including the last convention of 

that party in 1860). After the war, however, the nation 

began to look west, and the conventions followed shift-

ing patterns of settlement, economy, and transportation. 

For its fi rst 60 years, from 1856 to 1920, the Republican 

Party held most of its conventions in the midwestern 

center of Chicago, only occasionally diverting to Phila-

delphia (three times, in 1856, 1872, and 1900) and once 

each in St. Louis (1896), Cincinnati (1876), Minneapo-

lis (1892), and New York (1916). By the early twentieth 

century, the Democrats were going even farther across 

the nation, visiting Denver in 1908 and San Francisco 

in 1920.

Th e host city increasingly became a strategic selec-

tion, chosen to highlight an aspect of a party’s campaign 

or to appeal to a particular region or state. Both par-

ties moved to increase their appeal across the nation. 

Th e 1924 Democratic convention took 103 ballots before 

nominating John Davis, a compromise candidate vari-

ous party factions could agree upon. In 1936 the conven-

tion decided to drop the two-thirds rule. Additionally, 

the 1940 Republican primary in Philadelphia was the 

fi rst to be televised, and the dramatic victory of dark-

horse businessman Wendall Willkie on the sixth ballot 

count boosted public interest in the candidate selection 

process. 

 Th e Progressive movement of the early twentieth cen-

tury also encouraged popular infl uence at conventions, 

beginning a series of political reforms to curb the power 

of convention delegates. Several conventions in the late 

nineteenth century included bitter candidate battles over 

delegates and surprise nominees. A 36-year-old represen-

tative from Nebraska, William Jennings Bryan, seized the 

Democratic nomination at a divided Chicago conven-

tion in 1896 on the power of his “Cross of Gold” speech, 

delivered in favor of adding the free coinage of silver to 

the party platform. Similarly, in 1880 the Republicans 

took 36 ballots to select dark horse James Garfi eld of 

Ohio, nominated primarily as an alternative to unpopu-

lar former president Ulysses S. Grant, who was seeking a 

nonconsecutive third term. In 1910 Oregon became the 

fi rst state to establish a primary system for apportioning 

its delegates. By 1912, 11 other states had followed suit. 

Further, that year former president Th eodore Roosevelt 

challenged incumbent William Howard Taft for the Re-

publican nomination. Roosevelt swept the primaries, 

winning 9 out of 12, versus Taft’s single primary win, and 

278 delegates to Taft’s 48 (Robert La Follette, another 

candidate, secured 36 delegates and 2 primaries). Taft, 

however, controlled the party machinery.

At the convention, Roosevelt was denied more than 

half the delegates he had won, and Taft easily secured 

the nomination. Following the tradition of dissatisfi ed 

convention dissenters, Roosevelt led his followers from 
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the Republican convention to the Auditorium Th eatre, 

where they voted to establish the Progressive Party, com-

plete with a platform and endorsements for a number of 

local and state candidates. Both Taft and Roosevelt were 

defeated by Democrat Woodrow Wilson in the general 

election, and when Roosevelt refused to attend or accept 

the Progressive Party’s nomination at the 1916 conven-

tion, the party dissolved. 

 Following the tradition of the Anti-Mason Party, 

several other minor parties have held conventions 

throughout history both to attract publicity and rally 

their faithful. Th e Populist Party, born of an alliance be-

tween dissatisfi ed farmers and part of the union move-

ment in the early 1890s, held a convention every four 

years between 1892 and 1908, nominating candidates for 

the presidency and other offi  ces. Th e Prohibition Party, 

which primarily opposed the consumption of alcohol 

but also endorsed other social reforms, gained its widest 

support in the same period, though it held a convention 

as early as 1872. Th e Libertarian Party held a conven-

tion in Washington, D.C., every four years from 1972 

to 2004, moving to Denver in 2008. Beginning in the 

1990s, the Green Party and the Constitution Party also 

began holding conventions, the Greens most frequently 

in Los Angeles. 

 The Rise of Primaries and the Decline of Conventions 

 After World War II, primaries, though still limited in 

number, grew increasingly infl uential as a demonstra-

tion of a candidate’s ability to attract votes. In 1952 New 

Hampshire held an early primary, an event that became 

a tradition. Th e supporters of former general Dwight D. 

Eisenhower waged a surrogate campaign that defeated 

Senator Robert Taft. Th ough the primary was nonbind-

ing, the defeat weakened the conservative Taft, who 

had been the presumed front runner for the nomination. 

Following New Hampshire, Eisenhower demonstrated 

enough electoral strength in the primaries to defeat Taft 

on the fi rst ballot at the convention. Th e former general 

allowed the convention to choose his running mate, the 

conservative Richard Nixon of California. Similarly, in 

1964 the insurgent conservative senator Barry Goldwater 

shocked party leaders, defeating Nelson Rockefeller, the 

governor of New York, as well as William Scranton, the 

governor of Pennsylvania, whom frantic moderates had 

convinced to run after Rockefeller’s weaknesses became 

evident. Th e 1964 convention was bitter, with Rockefeller 

and his supporters aiming rhetorical barbs at Goldwater 

and vice versa. But as with Eisenhower, Goldwater—the 

candidate who triumphed in the primaries—won the 

nomination on the fi rst ballot. 

 In the same decade, the Democrats had virtually the 

opposite experience. In 1968 the party was in turmoil. 

President Lyndon Johnson, whose rigorous pursuit of 

the war in Vietnam made him extremely unpopular, de-

clined to run for reelection. In the primaries, two candi-

dates opposed to the war, Robert Kennedy and Eugene 

McCarthy, struggled for victories, a battle that ended 

with Kennedy’s assassination shortly after winning the 

California primary on June 4. Many of Kennedy’s sup-

porters rallied to either McCarthy or Senator George 

McGovern; however, despite having not run in any of 

the 13 primaries, Vice President Hubert Humphrey con-

trolled much of the remaining party organization and 

easily secured the nomination on the fi rst ballot, out-

raging many McCarthy and Kennedy supporters. Hum-

phrey maintained his support for the Vietnam War; his 

nomination was therefore unacceptable to many of the 

antiwar activists who rallied in the Chicago streets out-

side the convention. Th e demonstrations turned brutal 

when the Chicago police assailed protesters with clubs 

and tear gas; meanwhile, on the convention fl oor, Sena-

tor Abraham Ribicoff  and Chicago Mayor Richard Daley 

clashed over the behavior of the police. Th at year, 1968, 

was the last time a major party held a convention in Chi-

cago until 1996. 

 After Humphrey’s defeat at the hands of Richard 

Nixon in the general election, McGovern headed a 

commission that reformed the Democratic nominating 

system; primaries became vastly more infl uential and nu-

merous. McGovern himself rode a string of primary victo-

ries to the nomination at the 1972 Democratic convention 

in Miami. McGovern’s commission had implemented 

several new rules, including a delegate quota system that 

guaranteed a certain number of seats to minority groups. 

Th is system was unpopular among such Democratic cen-

ters of power as organized labor; McGovern’s supporters, 

however, won a number of credential battles at the con-

vention and easily defeated Senator Henry Jackson for the 

nomination on the fi rst ballot. However, this was not the 

end of the convention’s troubles. McGovern’s selection of 

a vice president was protracted and poorly run; Senator 

Th omas Eagleton of Missouri was selected well behind 

schedule, which meant that the nominees’ acceptance 

speeches were given long after prime television hours. 

McGovern failed to receive the “bounce” in the polls 

that generally follows a convention, and overwhelmingly 

lost the general election to the incumbent Nixon. 
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 Despite the failures of his convention and campaign, 

McGovern’s system of primaries generally worked well. 

In subsequent years, only in 1980, when Senator Edward 

Kennedy challenged the incumbent president Jimmy 

Carter in the Democratic primaries and forced a fl oor 

vote at the convention in New York City before con-

ceding, was the identity of the Democratic nominee 

even theoretically in question when the convention 

began. In 2008 Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton, who 

had narrowly lost the race for delegates to Senator Ba-

rack Obama, was granted the formality of a fl oor vote. 

However, unlike Kennedy, she had already conceded the 

nomination to Obama. 

 A similar state of aff airs prevailed among Republicans 

after the 1970s. In 1976, former governor Ronald Rea-

gan of California had managed to force President Gerald 

Ford into a deadlock; Ford had won more delegates in 

the primaries, but neither he nor Reagan had secured 

enough to win the nomination outright at the conven-

tion in Kansas City. Reagan, who had the support of the 

party’s conservative wing, bid for the moderates’ support 

by announcing that he would select Senator Richard 

Schweiker as his running mate. Th e move backfi red, 

however, and Reagan lost the support of many conserva-

tives. Ford narrowly won the nomination on the fi rst bal-

lot, with 1,187 votes to Reagan’s 1,070, but conservatives 

managed to insert several planks in the party platform, 

including a call for an amendment to the U.S. Constitu-

tion that would outlaw abortion. Since then, the identity 

of the Republican nominee has been known by the end 

of the primary season. 

 Conventions as Spectacle 

 In recent decades, the conventions have become lit-

tle more than publicity events. In 2008, for example, 

Democratic nominee Barack Obama chose to deliver 

his acceptance speech to the general public in a football 

stadium, rather than solely to the party delegates in the 

convention hall. For this reason, the conventions have 

come under increasing criticism, particularly since both 

major parties receive public aid to fund the events. 

  See also  campaigning; Democratic Party; elections and 

electoral eras; political advertising;  Republican Party.
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 M AT T H E W  B O W M A N 

 patronage 

 Patronage is as old as politics itself. Indeed, since Roman 

times, diff erent kinds of patronage arrangements have 

existed in a range of societies, and many theorists have 

remarked upon their connection to the practice of poli-

tics. In writing  Th e Prince , for example, Niccolò Machia-

velli set out to craft a manual of governance that would 

encourage his Medici sponsors to transcend relations of 

patronage in order to construct a more robust form of 

statecraft that could increase and consolidate their au-

thority. In general, historians, sociologists, and anthro-

pologists have studied patronage as a set of relationships 

that are personal, reciprocal, asymmetrical, and informal 

in nature. While today, patronage is often viewed as ex-

ternal to formal political practice, during much of U.S. 

history, patronage is better thought of as crucial to the 

functioning of politics and the evolution of governance. 

It usually encompasses the practice of politicians (or a 

political party) distributing government jobs or public 

contracts as rewards to their supporters. Patronage was 

not something that existed on the margins of Ameri-

can society. Rather, for many years, it was central to its 

functioning. 

 The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 

 Before the American Revolution, patronage played an 

important role in the evolution of relations between Brit-

ish colonies in North America and the London metro-

pole, as well as within the colonies themselves. In many 

colonies, the relationship between the king and the gover-

nors was one in which patronage was crucial. Gaining an 
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appointment to the offi  ce of governor usually depended 

on successfully cultivating a set of personal relationships 

with powerful fi gures in London. From the perspective 

of the British monarchy, governorships in the colonies 

could be distributed to reward and maintain loyalty. 

(Once appointed, of course, a governor had to maintain 

his relationships with the crown over a great distance, 

over which news traveled slowly and irregularly.) 

 After taking offi  ce, a royally appointed governor faced 

a number of offi  cial public duties that were layered with 

patronage considerations. While maintaining ties with 

London, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British 

North America, a governor had to balance these exter-

nal concerns while dealing with colonial legislatures that 

were becoming increasingly powerful. Before the end 

of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, British colonies were 

treated with benign neglect by the imperial bureaucracy. 

During this period colonial legislatures often frustrated 

governors by gradually claiming a number of important 

public powers (particularly the power to set and col-

lect taxes) as their own prerogative. Many of the public 

policy-making activities of colonial legislatures thus piv-

oted around questions of patronage: Who would be ap-

pointed to collect revenues? Where would public works 

projects be built? To whom would public printing con-

tracts be awarded? How would judicial appointments 

be handled? How would public lands be distributed? 

Even appointments to Anglican Church positions in 

the colonies were dealt with within the framework of 

patronage. 

 Th e resulting colonial political culture in British North 

America was one of constant jockeying, as elites sought 

favors from assembly members, who in turn wrangled 

with colonial governors, who in turn strove to deal with 

the crown. In many colonies, voting also took on aspects 

of a patron-client relationship. In Virginia, for example, 

members of the gentry reluctantly stood for offi  ce and so-

licited the support of yeomen farmers through the prac-

tice of “treating,” providing free and copious amounts of 

alcohol in exchange for votes. Th is common social ritual 

of deference was satirized in Robert Munford’s play  Th e 
Candidates  (1770), which featured two elite candidates 

(named Worthy and Wou’dbe) competing for the sup-

port of the common people (one character, a yeoman 

with a particular enthusiasm for the attentions of the 

candidates, was named Guzzle). 

 As the colonies gradually grew apart from Great Brit-

ain, much of the rhetoric adopted by citizens of the 

colonies refl ected anxiety and concern over the con-

nection between patronage and corruption in public 

life. As J.G.A. Pocock has observed, by the time of the 

American Revolution many Americans came to think 

that patronage, when wielded by the English monarchy, 

greatly increased “the incidence in society of individuals 

whose modes of social and political existence entailed a 

dependence upon government that made them a men-

ace to their neighbors.” In order to secure liberty from 

tyranny, in the framework of Republican thought, citi-

zens were to be independent from the corrupting infl u-

ence of patronage. In practice, this warning was not 

always followed. Alexander Hamilton used the patron-

age resources of the U.S. Treasury Department to help 

secure support for the Federalists during the fi rst years 

of the new nation. In the early national period, friction 

between Hamilton’s Federalists and Th omas Jeff erson’s 

Democratic Republicans hardened into the First Party 

System. Subsequently, American politics between 1789 

and 1840 underwent a major transition, from an earlier 

deferential style of relationships to a politics organized 

around formal parties, one that focused on mobilizing 

the electorate in a more egalitarian fashion. 

 The Nineteenth Century 

 Th e rise of mass political parties in the nineteenth cen-

tury led to an era of strong partisan rivalry with pa-

tronage at its core. Th e Democratic Party, particularly 

under the leadership of Andrew Jackson, stood astride 

the political landscape, while the opponents of “King 

Andrew” labeled themselves Whigs, in a nod to English 

opponents of the monarchy. Despite their diff erences, 

however, both Democrats and Whigs strove to distribute 

patronage to solidify the loyalties of their supporters. At 

both the local and national levels, each party rewarded 

its faithful with jobs. Th e federal postal system, with its 

national scope, became a prime site for this exchange, 

as loyalists contributed funds to the parties with hopes 

of securing employment from their legislators, who con-

trolled access to postal patronage at the district and state 

level. Th e growing departments of War and Treasury pre-

sented politicians with job openings as well. 

 Jackson’s “spoils system” refl ected a close integration of 

party structure and the bureaucratic framework of gov-

ernment. Following his election, the president replaced 

many offi  cials from the previous administration with 

political loyalists. To the victor, in short, belonged the 

spoils. Th ese new offi  ceholders, in turn, were required 

to donate part of their salaries directly to the party—a 

“political assessment,” as it was termed. Th is constant 
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turnover of administrative positions led Alexis de Toc-

queville to note that in the United States a “revolution” 

in government came with regularity—every four years. 

It also served to consolidate the power of political party 

“bosses” while knitting mass political parties (and mass 

political participation) into the fabric of American life. 

 Th is American system of “campaign fi nance,” based 

on patronage, began to end in the late nineteenth cen-

tury, with the rise of the cause of civil service reform. 

Led by urban professionals from the Northeast, mer-

chants concerned about customhouse corruption, and 

intellectuals, the drumbeat for reform began in the years 

following the Civil War. Reform-minded Republicans, 

including Senator Carl Schurz,  Nation  editor Edwin 

Godkin, and  Harper’s Weekly  editor George William 

Curtis, became active in the National Civil-Service Re-

form League, seeking to eliminate the blatant corruption 

of their party under the presidencies of Ulysses S. Grant 

and James Blaine. Th e voices of these reformers were un-

heard until the assassination of President James Garfi eld 

in 1881. Garfi eld was killed by a mentally unbalanced of-

fi ce seeker, Charles Guiteau, whose eff orts to obtain a 

government job had been unsuccessful. In the wake of 

this shocking event, the U.S. Congress responded in 1883 

by passing the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act, a 

small, yet important, fi rst step toward curbing patron-

age in the federal government. Th e Pendleton Act cre-

ated the U.S. Civil Service Commission, an important 

addition to the federal bureaucracy, but at fi rst only a 

relatively small number of federal jobs were awarded on 

the basis of merit examinations. 

 While patronage was crucial to national politics dur-

ing much of the nineteenth century, it was also a central 

feature of urban politics. In many American cities, ma-

chine politics and the rule of political bosses refl ected the 

social stresses infl icted upon municipalities by the growth 

of immigration, urbanization, and industrialization. 

Th us, bosses like New York City’s George Washington 

Plunkitt, of the Tammany Hall machine, held political 

meetings in neighborhood saloons, provided jobs, and 

distributed food, clothing, and favors in return for votes 

and reciprocal “donations” of money. Often sharing 

the same immigrant background as their working- class 

constituents, these bosses viewed their position as help-

ing the less fortunate while helping themselves—what 

Plunkitt referred to as “honest graft.” Indeed, Plunkitt 

observed, “As a rule [the boss] has no business or oc-

cupation other than politics. He plays politics every day 

and night . . . and his headquarters bears the inscription, 

‘Never closed.’ ” Not surprisingly, most urban bosses 

had little patience for the moralistic pieties of reformers, 

whom they viewed as disconnected from the realities of 

urban life. Reformers, according to Plunkitt, were deli-

cate fl owers, like morning glories: Th ey “looked lovely 

in the mornin’ and withered up in a short time, while 

the regular machines went on fl ourishin’ forever, like fi ne 

old oaks.” 

 The Twentieth Century 

 Despite the skepticism of urban bosses like Plunkitt, the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed 

the growth of various movements to reform urban poli-

tics and curb the power of the patronage system. Re-

sponding to the worries of native-born middle-class 

Americans, reformers and their allies worked to elect 

leaders who would, unlike the urban bosses, profes-

sionalize government and run it like a business. Th ese 

reformers called for balanced municipal budgets and 

lower taxes, for citywide instead of neighborhood-based 

elections, and for newer forms of government incorpo-

rating nonpartisan city managers and commissions—all 

to weaken the power of urban boss rule and enhance 

the standing of apolitical experts. Th is movement met 

with some success, as a number of cities elected reform-

minded mayors, as in Cleveland, Ohio (Tom Johnson), 

Detroit, Michigan (Hazen S. Pingree), and New York 

City (Fiorello LaGuardia). While patronage was gradu-

ally losing its sway in urban politics in the fi rst half of 

the twentieth century, it remained a factor in a num-

ber of cities, including Chicago, under Mayor “Big” 

Bill Th ompson in the 1920s, and Kansas City, Missouri, 

where the machine of Tom Pendergast remained impor-

tant into the late 1930s. 

 At the federal level during the Great Depression, pa-

tronage also played an important part in Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal. Retaking the White House in 1933 

after 12 years of Republican control of the presidency, 

Democrats were eager for patronage appointments when 

FDR took offi  ce. Offi  ce- and favor-seekers, as well as their 

champions, descended upon the newly created programs 

of the New Deal, each seeking gains, whether employ-

ment for a loyal constituent or a new public works proj-

ect for their district or locality. James Farley, chair of the 

Democratic Party and, after Roosevelt’s inauguration, the 

new postmaster general, coordinated the distribution of 

federal patronage. Relying on the careful record keeping 

of his assistant, Emil Hurja, Farley kept track of an ap-

plicant’s loyalty to Roosevelt and sought to award federal 
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largesse in a proportionate fashion. For such conduct, 

Farley earned the nickname “Jobmaster General” from 

his critics. As had been the case with politicians in the 

past, New Dealers also sought to use patronage to reward 

loyalists and punish opponents. In the ill-fated attempt 

to push the Judicial Reorganization Act through Con-

gress in 1937, Roosevelt advisor Th omas Corcoran tried 

to recruit congressional supporters with the carrots of pa-

tronage and the promise of federal public works dollars, 

as well as with the stick of threatened political reprisals. 

 In 1938–39, continued controversy over public works 

programs, a central undertaking of the New Deal, brought 

the twin issues of patronage and civil service reform back 

into the newspaper headlines. Harry Hopkins, the head of 

the Works Progress Administration, commanded attention 

when he reportedly ascribed the success of the New Deal 

to the fact that it could “tax and tax, spend and spend, and 

elect and elect.” Troubled by the issue of “politics in relief,” 

reform-minded Democrats and conservative Republicans 

joined together to prevent federal public works monies 

from being deployed to infl uence electoral outcomes.

Th is eff ort culminated in the passage of the 1939 Hatch 

Act, named for Senator Carl Hatch, a Democrat from 

New Mexico. Designed to prevent “pernicious political 

activities,” the act prohibited public funds intended for 

relief from being used in connection with electoral cam-

paigns and made illegal the use of these funds (and the 

jobs they provided) to pressure workers to vote for a par-

ticular candidate. In these ways, the Hatch Act served as 

the culmination of earlier civil service reform eff orts. At 

the same time, the increase of federal social spending dur-

ing the Great Depression also served to weaken the power 

of local urban bosses, who did not have the resources to 

compete with the programs of the New Deal. As chron-

icled in Edwin O’Connor’s novel  Th e Last Hurrah , the 

events of the Great Depression, taken together, signaled 

the end of an era for urban bosses, and for the power of 

patronage, more generally. 

 Since World War II, patronage has played a much less 

important role in American political life. In large part, 

this decline is related to a decrease in the number of public 

jobs not controlled by the civil service system. However, 

the continued presence of certain features of political life 

has helped to ensure that concerns over patronage have 

not vanished altogether. For example, the distribution 

of public spending for items like federal shipyards, the 

construction of bridges, the maintenance of military 

bases, and the like, as well as concerns over campaign fi -

nance reform, indicate that while patronage’s importance 

has waned substantially, its echoes continue to resonate 

within the U.S. political system. 
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 J A S O N  S COT T  S M I T H     

 political advertising 

 Political advertising refers to communications intended 

to infl uence the electorate. Advertising has been a feature 

of virtually all political campaigns in the United States, 

electoral and otherwise. Th e dominant media have 

changed over time, though, as have the relationships be-

tween candidates and ad makers. 
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 One can distinguish political advertising from other 

forms of campaign communication by two criteria. First, 

political advertising is mediated; speaker and audience 

are physically separate. Second, the sponsor—typically 

the campaign, though sometimes a supporter—controls 

the content and timing of the communication. 

 Observers commonly categorize a political ad as posi-

tive or negative, depending on whether it principally 

promotes the favored candidate or position or, by con-

trast, principally denigrates the opposing candidate or 

position. Since the 1980s, negative ads have grown in-

creasingly prevalent, and journalists and scholars have 

grown increasingly critical of them. 

 Printed Materials, Medals, Buttons, Trinkets 

 Political advocacy is older than the nation. During the 

1760s and 1770s, Patriots and Tories—that is, those who 

opposed British rule and those who favored it—debated 

events and principles in brief handbills and longer pam-

phlets. Magnifying their audience, popular handbills and 

pamphlets passed from hand to hand, and some people 

read them aloud in taverns and elsewhere. Another me-

dium, the broadside, served as the billboard of the day 

(printed on one side and posted where passersby could 

read it). 

 Th e landmark pamphlet of the Revolutionary era was 

 Common Sense,  Th omas Paine’s argument for indepen-

dence. Published on January 10, 1776,  Common Sense  sold 

1,000 copies within two weeks, 150,000 copies within a 

year, and perhaps half a million by the end of the Revo-

lutionary War.  Common Sense,  like many political ads 

throughout American history, tried to evoke fear. Paine 

wrote that British soldiers in Boston had murdered fami-

lies, plundered houses, and left citizens on the brink of 

starvation. Th e goals of “tyrant” King George, further, 

were nothing less than “laying a country desolate with 

fi re and sword, declaring war against the natural rights of 

all mankind, and extirpating the defenders thereof from 

the face of the earth.” 

 Pamphlets, broadsides, and other printed material 

entered American political campaigns around 1800. 

Some were hyperbolic, if not hysterical. In a pamphlet 

published in 1798, Timothy Dwight, the president of 

Yale University, declared that if Th omas Jeff erson were 

elected president in 1800, Jeff erson’s supporters would 

burn Bibles and force “our wives and daughters” into 

prostitution. 

 Printed materials themselves could become campaign 

issues. In a letter to the  Gazette of the United States  in 1796, 

a writer complained that “lies, abuse, and slander” target-

ing presidential candidate John Adams were being spread 

by “one hundred thousand” broadsides and other printed 

sheets, plastered all over “the trees on the road, and the 

door and gate posts of every house through the country.” 

Another letter writer wondered, “At whose expense is this 

business conducted?” Th e sponsor’s identity mattered, in 

part, because self-promotion could suggest unseemly am-

bition. A North Carolina voter wrote of a congressional 

candidate in 1800, “Th e hand bills which he has industri-

ously posted along every road, seem to pronounce to all 

that he is at least of a suspicious character.” 

 One of the more notorious print ads of the twentieth 

century promoted Richard Nixon in the 1950 Califor-

nia campaign for U.S. Senate. A legal-sized fl yer, the ad 

listed instances in which Nixon’s Democratic opponent, 

Representative Helen Gahagan Douglas, had voted with 

Vito Marcantonio, a member of the left-wing American 

Labor Party. Th e fl yer omitted the fact that on most of 

the votes Douglas and Marcantonio had followed the 

Democratic Party line. To underscore the implication 

that Douglas was a soft-on-communism pinko, the 

Nixon campaign printed the fl yer on pink paper. 

 Print also provided a vehicle for authorized biogra-

phies of candidates. Some historians consider the fi rst 

biography of a presidential candidate to be a pamphlet 

published in 1800,  Address to the People of the United 
States; with an Epitome and vindication of the Public Life 
and Character of Th omas Jeff erson . Starting in the 1820s, 

book-length biographies featured in many presidential 

campaigns. In New York City in 1852, supporters of 

Franklin Pierce gave away some 5,000 copies of a biog-

raphy written by Pierce’s college classmate, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne. By the last decades of the twentieth century, 

though, autobiographies had come to outnumber au-

thorized biographies. Autobiographies of candidates or 

future candidates include  Six Crises  (1962), by Richard 

Nixon;  Why Not the Best?  (1976), by Jimmy Carter; and 

 Looking Forward  (1987), by George H. W. Bush. 

 Political advertising reached clothing starting in the 

1820s. Some voters pinned silk ribbons, lithographed 

with the candidate’s picture or slogan, to their lapels, 

or wore medallions hanging from ribbons. Changes in 

technology made lapel-worn advertisements more attrac-

tive and less expensive. Medallions of 1860 held tintype 

photographs, which let voters see the presidential can-

didates, often for the fi rst time. In 1896 the presidential 

campaigns produced more than a thousand diff erent but-

tons, using a new and cheaper manufacturing method. 
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Th e cost of buttons dropped further in the 1920s. Today, 

buttons seem to be losing out to a still-cheaper form, 

round stickers.   Candidates’ names, images, and slo-

gans have appeared on other items as well. Nineteenth-

 century campaigns distributed fl asks, bowls, mirrors, belt 

buckles, toothpick holders, and umbrellas. 

 Some buttons and other promotional materials rein-

forced a campaign’s positive themes. In 1860 the presi-

dential campaign of “rail-splitter” Abraham Lincoln 

distributed wooden axes. Campaign gewgaws served as 

negative advertisements, too. A button opposing Frank-

lin Delano Roosevelt’s campaign for a third term in 

1940 asserted No Man Is Good Th ree Times. In other 

instances, campaign trinkets addressed issues. Tokens 

distributed in 1860 by presidential candidate Stephen 

Douglas told slavery opponents to mind their own busi-

ness: Intervention Is Disunion 1860 / M.Y.O.B. 

 Like other new forms of advertising, these materials 

provoked criticism. In 1836 Senator Th omas Hart Ben-

ton denounced “derisory manufactures” that were de-

signed “to act on the thoughtless and ignorant through 

appeals to their eyes and passions.” 

 New Creators, New Media 

 Around the turn of the twentieth century, the landscape 

of political advertising started to change—not just the 

media, but the people who created the ads as well. Previ-

ously, candidates, their aides, or party offi  cials had de-

veloped advertisements. Now, experts in public opinion 

began to craft ad campaigns, though these professionals 

might have no connection to the candidate or to politics 

in general. Th e infl uence and visibility of these outsiders 

steadily increased during the twentieth century. 

 Outside experts fi rst entered political campaigns as a 

result of three intertwined developments in the late nine-

teenth century. New machinery allowed mass production; 

new railroad lines allowed mass distribution; and new 

periodicals off ered mass communications for disseminat-

ing promotional messages through advertisements and 

news coverage. Th ese developments created a niche for 

specialists. Corporate executives might know their prod-

ucts, but they did not know the public mind—or so the 

new experts maintained. Advertising agencies and public 

relations fi rms multiplied and fl ourished. 

 Public opinion specialists gradually entered poli-

tics. Before attaining prominence as a public relations 

pioneer, Ivy Ledbetter Lee worked for New York City 

mayor Seth Low’s unsuccessful campaign for reelection 

in 1903 and then for the Democratic National Com-

mittee. Albert Lasker headed a major advertising fi rm, 

Lord & Th omas, when he oversaw advertising and other 

communications in the 1920 presidential campaign of 

Warren G. Harding. By 1952 ad agencies were virtually 

ubiquitous in presidential politics, and public relations 

fi rms played a prominent role as well. 

 For these companies, political work was a sideline. 

One group of specialists, political consultants, devoted 

themselves solely to politics. Th e fi rst consulting fi rm, 

Campaigns Inc., was founded by Clem Whitaker and 

Leone Baxter in California in 1933. By the 1970s, politi-

cal consultants had overshadowed ad agencies in presi-

dential campaigns. Th e consultants themselves became 

newsworthy, too. Like party bosses of the late nineteenth 

century, some consultants had the clout to confer legiti-

macy on candidates. 

 Th e rise of promotional experts, market research, 

and new advertising media both refl ected and hastened 

changes in American politics. Participatory politics of 

Since 1896, buttons have allowed voters to wear their politics 

on their sleeves. (University of Wisconsin-River Falls Archives)
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the nineteenth century—rallies, bonfi res, well-attended 

speeches, and other modes of face-to-face campaigning—

gradually gave way to campaigns built around advertis-

ing. Whereas political parties once orchestrated electoral 

campaigns, party affi  liation gradually became little more 

than a brand for candidates. Individuals’ party loyalties 

likewise diminished, with more and more voters calling 

themselves independents. In addition, polls and other 

forms of market research enabled campaigns to identify 

the most compelling positions on the most salient issues. 

As a consequence, party-run, ideology-dominated, par-

ticipatory-voter campaigns gave way to consultant-run, 

research-dominated, passive-voter campaigns. 

 Broadcast advertising contributed substantially to the 

shift. In the presidential election of 1924, both major-

party campaigns bought radio time to broadcast the can-

didates’ speeches. Th e 1928 campaigns made far heavier 

use of radio, mostly in one-hour time slots. Whereas 

the major parties had spent some $100,000 on radio in 

1924, expenditures in 1928 exceeded $2 million. As the 

1928 campaign approached its end,  the New York Times  
proclaimed radio “a new instrument of democratic gov-

ernment,” and added that “the town meeting of New 

England has been made national.” 

 To Franklin D. Roosevelt, radio played to the voter’s 

reason and rationality. “In the olden days,” presidential 

candidate Roosevelt said in 1932, “campaigns were con-

ducted amid surroundings of brass bands and red lights. 

Oratory was an appeal primarily to the emotions and 

sometimes to the passions. . . . With the advent of the 

radio, mere oratory and mere emotions are having less to 

do with the determination of public questions. . . . Com-

mon sense plays the greater part and fi nal opinions are 

arrived at in the quiet of the home.” In 1933 President 

Roosevelt’s “fi reside chats” established him as a master 

of the medium. 

 In a precursor of television, some presidential candi-

dates starred in short fi lms that were shown in content-

hungry movie theaters. Under the guidance of advertising 

expert Lasker, the Republicans in 1920 produced silent 

fi lms showing nominee Harding and his supporters. 

“I do not subscribe to the idea of selling a candidate,” 

Democratic nominee James Cox declared in October 

1920, a few weeks before losing the election. 

 Television and Its Critics 

 In 1952 television reached some two-fi fths of American 

households, enough to attract attention and money from 

political campaign. Th e Democrats spent nearly all of 

their funds on half-hour segments in which they aired 

speeches by nominee Adlai Stevenson and his backers. 

To save money, the Democrats bought late-evening time 

slots, 10:30 to 11 p.m., which mainly attracted Stevenson 

diehards. Th e Republicans, by contrast, devoted much 

of their money to short commercials, a minute or less, 

shown in various time slots, which reached undecided 

voters. Stevenson, though he too had used advertising 

and promotional specialists, declared that Eisenhower’s 

reliance on ad agencies showed “contempt for the intel-

ligence of the American people.” 

 Since the 1960s, television has dominated political ad-

vertising. Many ads try to evoke emotion—either fear, as 

with Paine’s pamphlet  Common Sense,  or national pride. 

 Th e reelection campaign of President Lyndon B. John-

son aired the paradigmatic fear ad in 1964, “Daisy.” Th e 

ad capitalized on Republican nominee Barry Goldwater’s 

suggestion that he might use tactical nuclear weapons 

in Vietnam. In an open fi eld, a little girl counts as she 

plucks petals from a daisy. Just before she reaches ten, a 

stern voice begins a countdown from ten to zero. Th e girl 

looks up, the frame freezes, and the camera closes in on 

the pupil of one of her eyes, until the screen is black. At 

zero, an atomic bomb explodes. As the mushroom cloud 

fi lls the screen, the viewer hears President Johnson say: 

“Th ese are the stakes—to make a world in which all of 

God’s children can live, or to go into the dark. We must 

either love each other, or we must die.” Th e ad closes with 

the voice-over “Vote for President Johnson on November 

third. Th e stakes are too high for you to stay home.” 

 One of the most noteworthy national-pride ads, 

“Morning again in America,” aired during Ronald Rea-

gan’s campaign for reelection in 1984. To quiet, upbeat 

music, the ad shows a harbor at dawn, a man going to 

work, a farmer atop a tractor, a couple getting married, 

and other images, some in slow motion, each gently fad-

ing into the next. Th e voice-over—Hal Riney, one of the 

leading TV voices of the 1980s—recites evidence that 

the country has prospered since Reagan took offi  ce. “It’s 

morning again in America,” Riney says. “And, under the 

leadership of President Reagan, our country is prouder, 

and stronger, and better. Why would we ever want 

to return to where we were, less than four short years 

ago?” With the mention of President Reagan’s name, the 

viewer sees a series of Americans raising fl ags. Reagan 

himself appears only on the fi nal screen, in a small photo 

alongside a fl ag. 
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 As televised ads have come to dominate American 

political campaigns, critics have increasingly denounced 

the form. Since the 1980s, academics and journalists have 

especially targeted negative commercials. According to 

critics, negative ads diminish trust in government, re-

duce voter turnout, and spread half-truths and lies. 

 As critics charge, negative ads have become more 

prevalent. In some recent presidential elections, negative 

ads have accounted for nearly 70 percent of advertising. 

Studies have found, not surprisingly, that challengers 

are more likely to air negative ads than incumbents are: 

challengers must make the case for change, which, more 

often than not, requires criticism of the incumbent. 

Researchers have also found that negative ads generally 

address issues rather than personalities. In presidential 

campaigns, fi nally, Democrats have aired more negative 

ads than have Republicans. 

 Some critics favor a law requiring the candidate to ad-

dress the camera throughout the duration of every TV 

ad, on the theory that few candidates would directly as-

sociate themselves with attacks on opponents. Congress 

enacted a weaker version of the proposal in 2002, which 

requires each commercial in a federal campaign to in-

clude the candidate’s name and a statement that he or 

she has approved the ad. 

 In a related development, news media since the late 

1980s have increasingly featured “ad watches,” which 

analyze political ads, especially negative ones, and assess 

their accuracy. Although scholars continue to debate the 

point, some studies have found that a televised ad watch 

can reinforce an ad’s misleading message, because some 

viewers focus on imagery rather than critique. 

 The Internet and Beyond 

 Th e Internet has played an increasingly prominent role 

in political campaigns since 1992, when Jerry Brown 

took part in online questions and answers and Bill Clin-

ton’s campaign e-mailed supporters. Th e fi rst campaign 

Web sites appeared in 1994. Internet-focused political 

organizations, most notably MoveOn.org, formed later 

in the 1990s. In 2004 a candidate for the Democratic 

presidential nomination, Howard Dean, attracted an 

unprecedented number of volunteers and contributions 

through a Web site and e-mail lists. 

 With its capacity for two-way communication, the 

Internet may help revive the sort of participatory politics 

that largely died away during the twentieth century. But 

the Internet appears most eff ective in reaching a candi-

date’s existing supporters. Broadcasting, by contrast, 

brings the campaign’s message to undecided and antago-

nistic voters. 

 From broadsides to Web sites, campaign advertise-

ments have been as varied as campaigns themselves. 

Nonetheless, a few generalizations can be made. First, 

old media forms generally exist even after new ones 

dominate. Buttons, print advertisements, and radio ads 

live on in an age of television. Th e basic forms—print, 

audio, and video—will endure even if, as some antici-

pate, they increasingly originate online. 

 Second, political advertisements are controversial, and 

they always have been. Th eir producers have been accused 

of selling candidates like consumer products, manipulat-

ing the public, distorting the truth, and demeaning the 

process. Although losing candidates have always been 

prominent detractors of political ads, journalists and aca-

demics have been vocal critics since the 1980s. 

 Finally, despite their controversial nature, political ads 

will not disappear. As long as Americans vote, advocates 

of candidates and issues will work to persuade them. In 

the United States political persuasion requires political 

advertising. 

  See also  campaign consultants; campaigning; Internet and 

politics; press and politics; radio and politics; television and 

politics. 
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 S T E P H E N  B AT E S 

 political culture 

 Germans believe in a national “culture of solidarity.” Th e 

French profess a faith in  liberté, égalité, fraternité.  Citi-

zens of Th ailand cling to elaborate networks of patronage 

and deference. Americans boast of rugged individualism 

(which some Europeans derogate as “cowboy culture”). 

Every nation has a shared set of attitudes, assumptions, 

aspirations, and norms that are rooted in history and leg-

end. We call this shared vision a people’s culture, and it 

forms the essential backdrop to politics and society. 

 Culture can be elusive—one historian described cul-

tural studies as nailing jelly to a post. British anthro-

pologist Sir E. B. Tylor proff ered a defi nition in 1871: 

Culture is “that complex whole which includes knowl-

edge, belief, art, morals, law, customs, and other capa-

bilities and habits acquired by [people] as member[s] 

of society.” Margaret Mead boiled it down to a simple 

phrase: “Culture is the learned behavior of a society.” 

Cliff ord Geertz, an anthropologist at Princeton Univer-

sity, off ered an even more direct and useful defi nition: 

“Culture is simply the ensemble of stories we tell our-

selves about ourselves.” 

 Every people has its “ensemble of stories.” However, the 

shape and meaning of those stories is often contested—

sometimes fi ercely. After all, important events benefi t 

some people and harm others; each group recalls a dif-

ferent tale, draws diff erent lessons, and champions it own 

version over others. 

 Do Americans share a set of attitudes and assumptions 

embedded in myths about the past? Not long ago most 

social scientists thought so. Th ey described a national 

consensus stretching back to the American founding. 

Important books bore titles like Henry Steel Com-

mager’s  Th e American Mind  (published in 1950), Rich-

ard Hofstadter’s  Th e American Political Tradition  (1948), 

and Daniel Boorstein’s  Th e Americans  (1965). Critics oc-

casionally damned the cultural consensus for its suff o-

cating homogeneity, but few questioned its existence or 

challenged its content. 

 Today, agreement over a shared American culture 

has vanished, and three very diff erent perspectives have 

emerged. First, some scholars insist that the traditional 

American culture is still going strong. Americans, they 

argue, remain deeply committed to core values like in-

dividualism, political rights, equal opportunity, and a 

wariness of government power. Th ese add up, say propo-

nents, to a great American Creed originally set down by 

Th omas Jeff erson in the Declaration of Independence. 

Of course, the people of the United States have never 

fully lived up to their high-fl ying ideals, but each genera-

tion fi ghts to close the gap between quotidian life and 

creedal aspirations. 

 Others mournfully view the American Creed as a fad-

ing relic of the past. Centrifugal forces press on our so-

ciety and bode serious trouble for the grand old culture. 

Today, the United States “belittles  unum  and glorifi es 

 pluribus ,” wrote Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in 1991. Almost 

40 million people in the United States (or about one in 

eight) were born abroad. Th ey cling to foreign values and 

resist the purifying fi re of America’s melting pot. Ethnic 

militancy “nourishes prejudices, magnifi es diff erences 

and stirs antagonisms.” Proponents of this view fret that a 

fi erce politics of identity challenges traditional American 

culture. “Will the center hold?” asksed Schlesinger. “Or 

will the melting pot give way to the tower of Babel?” 

 A third view cheers the diversity. Proponents of this 

perspective reject the traditional accounts of Ameri-

can political culture. Images of consensus, they argue, 

chronicled the perspective of wealth and power while 

ignoring alternative voices. Perhaps the most popular 

exhibition in the brief against the old school lies in a 

fear expressed during the 1962 presidential address of the 

American Historical Association. Carl Bridenbaugh of 

Brown University warned his colleagues about a gather-

ing storm. Once upon a time, scholars shared a common 

culture. Now, he fretted, historians were increasingly 

“products of lower middle class or foreign origins, and 

their emotions not infrequently get in the way of histori-

cal reconstruction. Th ey fi nd themselves in a very real 

sense outsiders on our past.” Bridenbaugh’s fears proved 

prophetic. A new generation of scholars began to read 

the nation in a fresh way: the real American culture, they 

argued—and argue still—lies in a rich amalgamation of 

immigrant voices, African American blues, and songs 
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from the urban alleys. Th is perspective celebrates the 

American “Babel” as the welcome sounds of diversity. 

It sees cultural pluralism as nothing less than the main-

spring of national renewal. 

 Th e debate continues. Did the Americans really share 

a political culture? If they had it, did they lose it? If they 

lost it, should they feel distressed or liberated? Th e an-

swer is simple and refl ects the central fact of every cul-

ture: contestation. Yes, the United States has a vibrant 

political culture. Where many observers go wrong is 

to search for a static conception celebrated on all sides. 

American culture is constantly debated and continuously 

evolving. Each generation of immigrants brings new per-

spectives to the ensemble of stories. African Americans 

insist that the black experience lies at the heart of the 

American experience—challenging past generations that 

shrugged aside slavery as, in Frederick Jackson Turn-

er’s phrase, a mere “incident.” Liminal groups of every 

sort remake American culture as they struggle for legiti-

macy. Th e uproar over the national story reminds us that 

there is nothing inevitable or permanent about the ideas 

and groups that win a hearing and become part of the 

mainstream—or those that lose and fall to the margins. 

 Ironically, a notorious jeremiad got the bottom line 

exactly right. In a speech to the Republican National 

Convention of 1992, Patrick Buchanan rattled the main-

stream media with his ferocious declaration: “We are . . . 

in a culture war . . . for the soul of America.” He failed to 

add that the “war” has waxed and waned for 300 years. 

What is most distinctive and timeless about American 

political culture is not the desire for freedom or the de-

mand for rights or even the irresistible rise of Wal-Mart 

across the countryside, but the lively debate over each of 

those topics and many more. In short, American politi-

cal culture was and is a constant work in progress. 

 Like every national culture, debates about the United 

States turn on a series of great national myths. Each pow-

erfully resonates with at least some of the population. 

Each carries its own set of lessons. Th e central question 

is always the same: How do the stories add up? What do 

they tell Americans about America? 

 Consider three classic tales and lessons they bear. 

 Brave Pilgrims 

 Perhaps the best-known story that people in the United 

States tell about themselves begins with a legend made 

famous by Alexis de Tocqueville: the fi rst Americans 

sailed away from Old World tyrannies and came to a vast, 

unpopulated land. In contrast to the people in Europe, 

those early Americans did not face powerful political or 

economic elites. Here there were no rigid social classes 

or repressive political authorities. Instead, as Tocqueville 

put it, “Americans were born equal instead of becom-

ing so.” White men (this story gets a bit shaky once you 

include women or people of color) faced extraordinary 

opportunities. Th e land and its riches awaited them. 

Anybody could become a success—all it took was a little 

capital and a lot of work. 

 In this context, continues the famous American legend, 

the early settlers soon became unabashed individualists. 

After all, if success and failure lay in every individual’s 

own hands, there would be no need for government as-

sistance or collective action. European serfs  had  to band 

together to fi ght for political rights and economic mobil-

ity. But Americans were free from the start. 

 Th is story helps explain why Americans are so quick 

to denigrate their government and to celebrate markets. 

After all, the legend comes with an unambiguous exhor-

tation repeated down through history: hard work leads 

to economic success; the poor have no one to blame 

but themselves. Abraham Lincoln famously recited the 

upside of the market credo when he declared that any 

man who was “industrious, honest, sober, and prudent” 

would soon have other men working for him. He left the 

inevitable corollary to nineteenth-century preachers like 

Henry Ward Beecher: “If men have not enough it is from 

want of . . . foresight, industry and frugality. No man in 

this land suff ers from poverty unless it be more than his 

fault—unless it be his  sin .” 

 Band of Brothers (and Sisters) 

 When contemporary historians began to examine the 

myths of rugged individualism, they discovered precisely 

the contrary—a robust collective life. Early Americans 

lived hard lives on a sparsely populated land and relied 

on one another for almost everything. When a barn 

burned down, the neighbors gathered and helped raise 

a new one. Public buildings—churches and meeting 

houses—were built by citizens working together. His-

torian Laura Ulrich Th atcher pored over household 

inventories and discovered that families even shared 

ownership of expensive cooking utensils—the lists of 

family possessions often include one-half or one-third of 

an iron pot or pan. Forget the legends about individuals 

on the frontier succeeding or failing on their own. Early 

Americans relied on their neighbors a great deal. Th ey 
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were communitarians more than individualists, republi-

cans as much as liberals. 

 A focus on our common life off ers a counter to the 

vigorous individualism and voracious markets that 

spring out of the fi rst story. American idealists of every 

political persuasion invoke the nation’s fragile, recurring 

communal values. Conservatives see the American com-

munal legacy as an opportunity to restore “traditional 

values”; leftists stress our obligations to one another and 

suggest programs like national health insurance. 

 At the same time, there is a more troubling aspect em-

bedded in the communal tradition. Defi ning “us” also 

identifi es “them.” In fact, the United States long ago 

developed a distinctive kind of American outsider—the 

un-American. Th e popular communal story, symbol-

ized by the congenial melting pot, imagines a nation 

constantly cooking up a richer democracy with thicker 

rights. Th e darker alternative counters with a less cheer-

ful story: Many Americans have faced repression simply 

for their ascriptive traits—their race, gender, ethnicity, 

or religion. 

 Th e two visions of community mingle in a long cul-

tural dialectic. Generous American visions of equality 

and inclusion face off  against prejudice and exclusion. 

Th e two impulses are evenly matched, Manichean twins 

wrestling for control of each historical moment. As Wil-

liam Carlos Williams put it in 1925, always poised against 

the  Mayfl ower  (a symbol of the quest for freedom) sails a 

slave ship (symbol of racial repression). 

 City on a Hill 

 Still another story goes back to the Puritans sailing to 

New England in 1630. Th ose early settlers arrived in the 

New World facing the essential communal question: 

Who are we? Th e Puritans concocted an extraordinary 

answer: they were the community of Saints. Leader-

ship, in both state and church, went to individuals who 

could prove that they were pre-ordained for salvation. 

Th e saints could vote, hold offi  ce, and enjoy full church 

membership. Citizens who had not demonstrated sal-

vation (through elaborate rituals) were expected to 

follow the saints; they could not vote, hold offi  ce, or 

become full church members. And the irreparably 

damned had to be driven from the community—the 

settlers hung witches, slaughtered Native Americans, 

and sent heretics packing to Rhode Island. In short, 

moral standing defi ned leaders, allocated political 

privileges, defi ned the communities, and identifi ed the 

dangerous “others.” 

 Th e Puritan legend concludes with a dynamic turn. 

Even before the settlers landed, Governor John Winthrop 

delivered one of the most famous sermons in American 

history. “We shall be as a city on a hill, the eyes of all peo-

ple are upon us.” Th is strange idea—the tiny settlement 

at the edge of the Western world was on a mission from 

God and the eyes of all people were fi xed on them—stuck 

and grew. Th e American lesson for the world has evolved 

over time —religious faith, political freedom, unfettered 

economic markets. But 350 years after John Winthrop 

delivered his sermon, Sacvan Berkovitch, a scholar spe-

cializing in early America, described the “astonishing” 

consequence: “a population that despite its bewildering 

mixture of race and creed . . . believe[s] in something 

called the American mission and . . . invest[s] that patent 

fi ction with all the emotional, spiritual and intellectual 

appeal of a religious quest.” 

 Each of these three stories packs a diff erent moral 

charge: Americans are rugged individuals, they wrestle 

over their common lives, they populate an international 

exemplar, a city on a hill. Th ese are all the stuff  of the 

national culture. Th ey suggest national norms, serve 

up fodder for primal debates, and establish a setting 

for domestic debates, social policies, and international 

adventures. 

 Today, however, many political scientists dismiss the 

entire notion of political culture. Political cultures, they 

say, change slowly across the generations, while political 

events move fast. How can a constant (culture) explain a 

variable (politics)? Besides, the idea of national cultures 

imposes a kind of determinism on politics. Leftists have 

grown especially agitated about the ways conservatives 

have deployed cultural arguments; progressives resist the 

notion that poverty stems from “a cultural of poverty” 

(which blames and denigrates poor people regardless of 

the broader economic circumstances), and they reject ef-

forts to ascribe tensions with the Arab world to a clash 

of cultures (which lets the United States off  the hook for 

blundering international policies and writes off  all the 

friction as the inevitable “clash between civilizations”). 

 In dismissing the idea of political culture, however, 

political scientists fall into an old error. Culture is not an 

unyielding political fact, cast in granite. It is vibrant and 

dynamic; it refl ects a constant debate over what it means 

to be an American. Th e stories we tell about ourselves 

do not belong to either left or right, to the powerful, or 

the poor. Th ey are, however, formidable weapons. Th ey 

shape the ways in which people see themselves; they 

shape the national aspirations. 
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 Still, the critics have a point. National culture can-

not off er a complete picture of political developments. 

It cannot, by itself, explain why the American welfare 

state looks so diff erent from Sweden’s or why Iraqis 

view the United States with suspicion. Politics also 

moves through constitutions and laws, leaders and po-

litical movements, exogenous shocks and the caprice of 

chance. Of course, those dynamics are also incomplete. 

We cannot fully explain political events without un-

derstanding political culture. It forms the backdrop 

for events in every nation. Leaders who seek to reshape 

welfare programs or remake foreign nations without 

heeding the national “ensemble of stories” rapidly come 

to rue their ignorance. 

 In short, the United States, like every other nation, 

has a rich national culture that should be read as a per-

petual work in progress. Americans have been contesting 

their ensemble of stories since the fi rst settlers stepped 

ashore and began to defi ne themselves and their colo-

nies. Th e battle heats up when the society appears in 

fl ux; moments of large-scale immigration, broad eco-

nomic change, and shifting social relations (especially if 

they agitate race or gender norms) seem to foment par-

ticularly keen culture clashes. Still, every era witnesses its 

own exuberant debate about what the nation has been, 

what it is, and what it ought to be. 
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 politics in American fi lm 

 Movies and politics were bound together from the start 

of the fi lm industry. From the opening of the fi rst nick-

elodeon in 1905, silent fi lms represented a new means of 

political communication that bypassed traditional au-

thorities and spoke directly to millions of viewers. Mov-

ies reached a larger and more diverse array of people than 

any mass medium of the time. By 1910 nearly one-third 

of the nation’s population fl ocked to the movies each 

week; ten years later nearly half attended movies, and 

by the 1930s, admission fi gures approached 100 percent 

of the nation’s population. Th roughout their history, 

movies simultaneously shaped and refl ected the public’s 

understanding of American political culture. Emerg-

ing in the midst of the Progressive Era, silent fi lms ad-

dressed the most contentious issues of the day—poverty, 

immigration, racism, sexism, class confl ict, child labor, 

women’s rights, birth control, judicial corruption—

and off ered viewers possible solutions to these vexing 

problems. 

 Political fi lms are about more than just politicians, po-

litical parties, and organized political activity. Th ey deal 

with power and power relations, and depict the uses and 

abuses of power by one individual, group, or class against 

another. Th ey explore power as practiced in government, 

society, households, and between individuals. Th e politi-

cal focus of American fi lms depended on the nature of 

an era’s problems and the economic state of the motion 

picture industry itself. 

 Between 1905 and April 1917, when the United States 

entered World War I, fi lmmakers such as Edwin Porter, 

D. W. Griffi  th, Lois Weber, Charlie Chaplin, and others 

made thousands of social problem fi lms that depicted 

a broad range of controversial issues. Th ese polemical 

productions often refl ected the reformist hopes—and 

limitations—of progressive thought and its largely 

 middle-class, male view of the world. Th ey deplored ex-

tremes in class conditions and denounced both excessive 

wealth and abject poverty. Th ey condemned individual 

capitalists but never capitalism. Th ey called for reform 

but denounced radical solutions. Th ey were sympathetic 

to the hardships working people suff ered at the hands of 

employers and police but rarely endorsed collective action 

by the exploited as a means of solving those problems. 

Nevertheless, these early social problem fi lms raised pub-

lic consciousness and often helped politicians pass bills 

aimed at remedying contemporary ills. Likewise, Char-

lie Chaplin’s Tramp, the most popular comic character 

of the silent era, delighted working-class and immigrant 

audiences by mocking the power and legitimacy of those 

who continually gave ordinary Americans a hard time. 

 Although commercial companies produced the bulk 

of these fi lms, the low cost of making movies allowed 
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capitalists, reformers, government agencies, and labor 

and radical organizations to make fi lms intended to 

shape public perceptions about a wide range of issues. 

Class-conscious fi lmmakers on both left and right 

transformed labor-capital struggles previously hidden 

from sight into highly visible parts of a new public 

sphere. Tragedies such as the fi re at the New York Tri-

angle Waist Company that left 146 seamstresses dead in 

March 1911 and the massacre of 24 men, women, and 

children at John D. Rockefeller’s Colorado Fuel and 

Iron Company in Ludlow, Colorado, on April 20, 1914, 

were recreated and reinterpreted on the screen. Th e 

National Association of Manufacturers produced two 

fi lms in 1912,  Th e Crime of Carelessness  and  Th e Work-
man’s Lesson , that blamed the aforementioned tragedies 

on careless employees and portrayed employers, not 

unions, as the group most concerned with the welfare 

of workers. Radicals and  working-class organizations 

responded by producing popular melodramas such 

as  A Martyr to His Cause  (1911),  From Dusk to Dawn  

(1913), and  What Is to Be Done?  (1914) that depicted 

their struggles in a positive light and off ered viewers vi-

able alternatives to the politics of both the Democrats 

and the Republicans. 

 Th e outbreak of World War I precipitated dramatic 

changes in the American movie industry and the politics 

of American fi lm. In 1914 the United States produced 

approximately half of the world’s movies; by 1919, with 

European fi lm production in shambles, that fi gure rose 

to 90 percent. During the 1920s, Hollywood assumed 

its modern identity and, in so doing, altered the po-

litical character of American fi lm. Th e geographically 

scattered array of small- and medium-size producers, 

distributors, and exhibitors gave way to an increasingly 

oligarchic, vertically integrated studio system centered 

in Los Angeles and fi nanced by some of the largest in-

dustrial and fi nancial institutions in the nation. By the 

end of the 1920s, eight major studios controlled over 

90 percent of the fi lms made and distributed in the 

United States. 

 Far from being a bastion of liberalism, the corporate 

studio system known as Hollywood pushed the politics 

of American fi lms in increasingly conservative directions. 

Looking to increase profi ts rather than solve controversies, 

studios abandoned the politically engaged social problem 

fi lms of the Progressive Era in favor of more conserva-

tive “society fi lms” that helped moviegoers forget about 

the horrors of the war years. Audiences, director William 

de Mille observed in his autobiography  Hollywood Saga , 

wanted fi lms that off ered “a sumptuous and spectacular 

dramatization of the age of jazz, prohibition, and fl aming 

youth.” Movies about class confl ict, racism, sexism, and 

exploitation did not disappear from the screen during the 

1920s but were fewer in number and rarely appeared in 

the studio-owned fi rst-run theaters that earned fi lms 

their greatest visibility and profi ts. 

 Anti-Communist fi lms proved an exception to this 

rule. Between 1917 and 1922, in the wake of the Rus-

sian Revolution and ensuing Red Scare, motion picture 

industry leaders, the  Los Angeles Times  reported on Janu-

ary 3, 1920, joined the government’s Americanization 

campaign to combat “Bolshevism and radicalism” by 

using “the Power of the Motion-Picture screen to spread 

anti-Red teachings all over the country.” Films such as 

 Bolshevism on Trial  (1919),  Dangerous Hours  (1920), and 

 Th e Stranger’s Banquet  (1922) echoed capitalist propa-

ganda that attributed postwar labor unrest to the work 

of Bolshevik agents and the corrupt labor leaders who 

aided them. Labor and radical groups such as New York’s 

Labor Film Services, Seattle’s Federation Film Corpora-

tion, and the American Federation of Labor responded 

by making feature fi lms and documentaries—including 

 Th e Contrast  (1921),  Th e New Disciple  (1921),  Labor’s Re-
ward  (1925), and  Th e Passaic Textile Strike  (1926)—that 

promoted their political agenda for the 1920s: union 

organizing, worker cooperatives, support for continu-

ing strikes, and exposing the lawless actions of employers 

and their private armies. Federal Bureau of Investigation 

head J. Edgar Hoover considered these fi lms so danger-

ous that he assigned secret agents to monitor the activi-

ties of radical fi lmmakers and give extensive summaries 

of their productions. 

 Depression, War, and Reaction 

 Th e impact of the Great Depression and the high cost 

of making “talking” pictures in the early 1930s drove 

many smaller studios and independent groups (like 

labor fi lmmakers) out of business. Hard times led sur-

viving studios and independents to move in two politi-

cal directions, one taken by Warner Brothers, the other 

by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM). No studio was 

more self-consciously political during the 1930s and 

early 1940s than Warner Brothers. In addition to mak-

ing a wide array of social problem fi lms often based on 

contemporary headlines, Warners attempted to warn 

the nation of the dangers posed by fascists abroad and 

by Nazi sympathizers at home. Th is was no small task: 

a Gallup Poll taken in November 1936 revealed that 
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95 percent of Americans opposed U.S. participation in 

any potential war.

Prohibited by the Production Code Administration 

(PCA) from making any fi lm that directly attacked for-

eign leaders, the studio produced antifascist features 

based on real events.  Black Legion  (1937) told the story 

of a domestic fascist organization that wrought terror 

throughout the Midwest during the early 1930s. In 1939 

Warners produced the nation’s fi rst overtly anti-Nazi fi lm, 

 Confessions of a Nazi Spy , which revealed how the FBI 

broke a Nazi spy ring operating out of New York. When 

the PCA dropped its prohibition, the studio quickly 

made a number of antifascist fi lms between Hitler’s in-

vasion of Poland in September 1939 and the Japanese 

bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. Warners’ 

eff orts to curry sympathy for the Allies prompted isola-

tionist and anti-Semitic senators Gerald Nye and Ben-

nett Clark to launch an investigation of propaganda in 

motion pictures in September 1941 that charged “Jew-

ish” Hollywood with warmongering. Th e investigation 

ended after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, 

when the United States entered the war. 

 Unwilling to jeopardize lucrative foreign business by 

producing anti-Nazi fi lms, studios nevertheless released 

movies off ering sympathetic depictions of the various in-

justices faced by Depression-era Americans. Films like 

 Modern Times  (1936),  Th e Grapes of Wrath  (1940), and  

Th e Devil and Miss Jones  (1941) empathized with the 

plight of individuals but did not explicitly endorse ef-

forts at collective action; nor did they attempt to explain 

the larger forces responsible for the hardships endured 

by millions of people. Th ese productions portrayed class 

and political problems in terms of corrupt individuals 

rather than a corrupt system. Frank Capra’s populist ro-

mances  Mr. Smith Goes to Washington  (1939) and  Meet 
John Doe  (1941) may have made viewers feel good about 

the ultimate justice of a political system in which David 

could beat Goliath, but they proposed solutions that had 

little chance of succeeding against real foes off screen. 

 MGM’s cinematic ideology proved a stark contrast to 

the progressive fi lms coming out of the Warner Broth-

ers studio. While Warners repeatedly exposed what was 

wrong in American life—poverty, corruption, lack of 

opportunity—MGM turned out lavish productions 

that stressed the conservative values favored by its head, 

Republican power player Louis B. Mayer. Th e patriotic 

Russian-born mogul who claimed the Fourth of July as 

his birthday produced political visions brimming with 

optimism and heralded everything that was right with 

America. MGM’s most successful series—the Andy 

Hardy fi lms made between 1937 and 1943—created an 

updated Victorian world where anything was possible as 

long as one subscribed to family, country, and God. Suc-

cess was a matter of individual eff ort and not collective 

action. Although these may seem like old-fashioned val-

ues today, at the time MGM went against the tide of the 

New Deal’s vision of increased reliance on the govern-

ment. Indeed, fi lms such as  Judge Hardy’s Children  (1938) 

denounced federally owned corporations such as the 

Tennessee Valley Authority. 

 Studio domination of American cinema in the early 

sound era did not signal the end of oppositional fi lm-

making. During the 1930s and 1940s, leftist fi lm organiza-

tions like the Workers’ Film and Photo League, Nykino, 

and Frontier Films produced feature fi lms, documenta-

ries, and newsreels—such as  Millions of Us  (1936),  People 
of the Cumberland  (1937), and  Native Land  (1942)—that 

exposed audiences to scenes of strikes, demonstrations, 

and multiracial organizing eff orts they were unlikely to 

see anywhere else. Yet, with most fi rst- and second-run 

theaters controlled by studios, these fi lms were pushed to 

the margins of mass culture. 

 During Word War II, studios emphasized themes 

of national unity, harmony, patriotism, and the heroic 

struggles of men and women fi ghting abroad. After the 

war, the rabidly anti-Communist House Un-American 

Activities Committee (HUAC) quickly forgot Holly-

wood’s vital contribution to the “Good War” and 

launched an investigation that linked earlier antifascist 

fi lms with Communist eff orts to undermine democracy. 

Movie industry personnel who helped the war eff ort by 

making fi lms that heralded cooperation with the coun-

try’s Russian allies— Mission to Moscow  (1943),  Th e North 
Star  (1943), and  Song of Russia  (1944)—found themselves 

accused of being Communists or at least “fellow trav-

elers” who aided them. Dalton Trumbo, John How-

ard Lawson, and the eight other writers, directors, and 

producers who refused to answer HUAC questions—

known as the Hollywood Ten—were sent to prison for 

contempt of Congress. Worried that the hearings would 

taint their industry and hurt profi ts, studio heads issued 

a statement in December 1947 requiring loyalty oaths 

for all employees and pledging to fi re any known Com-

munists. Under pressure to prove their own patriotism, 

studios turned out a series of anti-Communist fi lms— -

Th e Red Menace  (1949),  I Married a Communist  (1949), 

and  Big Jim McLain  (1952)—that all proved box-offi  ce 

disasters. 
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 Postwar Promises and Problems 

 Despite setbacks from HUAC, fi lmmakers nevertheless 

grappled with controversial issues dealing with the dif-

fi culties of postwar readjustment, brilliantly explored in 

 Th e Best Years of Our Lives  (1946); the problems of anti-

Semitism in  Gentleman’s Agreement  (1947) and  Crossfi re  
(1947); and the persistence of racism in the post-Hitler 

world in  Pinky  (1949) and  No Way Out  (1950). Th e Hol-

lywood studio system dominated the world market until 

the late 1940s and early 1950s, when challenges from the 

new medium of television and a court decision ordering 

the separation of studio production and exhibition weak-

ened their near monopolistic hold over the industry. 

 During the mid-1950s, fi lmmakers turned their atten-

tion to exploring the disparities between the promises 

and problems of daily life in President Dwight D. Eisen-

hower’s America. Among the spate of juvenile delin-

quency fi lms released during the decade,  Rebel Without a 
Cause  (1955) proved the most provocative. Set in a seem-

ingly ideal wealthy suburban community where families 

lived in homes with white picket fences and teenagers 

drove their own cars, this story of discontent and death 

challenged dominant ideas about family, sexuality, gen-

der roles, and the meaning of success. 

 In the wake of the Supreme Court’s momentous 1954 

 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka  decision, which 

ruled against segregation in U.S. schools, fi lmmakers in-

creasingly focused on the vexing issue of race. Despite 

fears of losing 20 percent in revenues because of boycotts 

by southern exhibitors and moviegoers, studios produced 

a spate of fi lms that ventured beyond stereotypical por-

trayals of African Americans as anything other than slaves, 

domestics, or Pullman porters. While Sidney Poitier 

starred in popular fi lms such as  Edge of the City  (1957) and 

 Th e Defi ant Ones  (1958), his close friend, the more radical 

Harry Belafonte, organized his own fi lm company in 1957 

with the goal of using the screen to reshape ideas about 

race. As he explained to the  New York Times  on March 15, 

1959, “I intend to show the Negro in confl icts that stem 

from the general human condition and not solely from 

the fact of his race.” At a moment when southern blacks 

were under siege and when most civil rights leaders were 

clergy, Belafonte’s two fi lms,  Th e World, the Flesh, and the 
Devil  (1959) and  Odds Against Tomorrow  (1959), off ered 

audiences a model of a secular, tough-minded yet fl awed 

black man who always stood up for himself. 

 Th e most politically progressive fi lm of the 1950s did 

not come out of Hollywood but from a partnership be-

tween the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter 

Workers, and the leftist Independent Productions Cor-

poration. Written, directed, and produced, respectively, 

by prominent blacklisted fi gures Michael Wilson, Her-

bert Biberman, and Paul Jarrico,  Salt of the Earth  (1954) 

used a true story to show how a strike at a New Mexico 

copper mine transformed the strikers, their families, and 

their community. Th e fi lm proved so provocative that 

conservative politicians denounced it, unions refused to 

work on it, and exhibitors refused to show it. After a 

brief run at a small New York theater, the fi lm virtually 

disappeared until the late 1960s, when it was shown on 

college campuses across the country. 

 Cold war fears also prompted the release of a num-

ber of allegorical features such as  Th e Ten Command-
ments  (1956), in which the struggle between Pharaoh and 

Moses mirrored the struggle between the Soviet Union 

and the United States. To make sure audiences under-

stood his intentions, director Cecil B. DeMille appeared 

in the fi lm’s two-minute prologue to explain, “Th e theme 

of this picture is whether men ought to be ruled by God’s 

law or whether they are to be ruled by the whims of a 

dictator like Ramses. Are men the property of the state 

or are they free souls under God? Th is same battle con-

tinues throughout the world today.” In the wake of the 

Korean War, fi lmmakers played upon fears of a possible 

Soviet attack by making science-fi ction thrillers— Th e 
Th ing  (1951),  Invaders from Mars  (1953),  Invasion of the 
Body Snatchers  (1956)—in which alien invaders (substi-

tuting for “Reds”) took over the minds and bodies of 

helpless Americans. Th ese fantasies continued into the 

1960s, when in 1964, following the Cuban Missile Crisis, 

fi lmmakers released a number of dramatic ( Fail-Safe  and 

 Seven Days in May ) and comedic ( Dr. Strangelove ) views 

of potential nuclear war with the Soviet Union. 

 Politics in the New Hollywood 

 In the “new Hollywood” of the 1960s and 1970s, stu-

dios struggled to reverse declining box-offi  ce receipts by 

exposing audiences to lively debates about civil rights, 

black militancy, the Vietnam War, and gender roles. 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 March on Washington and 

the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 inspired a 

number of integrationist fi lms, many of them starring 

Sidney Poitier, such as  To Sir, with Love ,  In the Heat of 
the Night , and  Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?  (all 1967). 

Although militant African Americans found Poitier’s 

saintly image hard to take, especially in the midst of calls 

for black nationalism, many white Americans found the 

interracial romance in  Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?  
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disturbing enough to precipitate violent incidents at a 

number of theaters in both the North and South. 

 Angry at the way African Americans were portrayed 

on the screen, black fi lmmakers—and later studios eager 

to replicate their box-offi  ce success—created a new 

genre known as blaxploitation fi lms. Aimed specifi cally 

at African American audiences, and especially inner-

city youths, features such as  Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasss 
Song  (1971),  Superfl y  (1972), and  Cleopatra Jones  (1973) 

revealed an urban world fi lled with drugs, money, and 

violence that had rarely been seen on the screen by white 

America. Yet, while these fi lms were popular with young 

African Americans, older leaders worried that they cre-

ated new negative stereotypes of blacks and, more im-

portant, shifted the political focus of their community 

toward more individualist, self-indulgent activities and 

away from the collective struggles that marked the civil 

rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 

 Willing to engage changing ideas about race, Holly-

wood proved hesitant to confront the war in Vietnam. 

Th e fi rst major Vietnam fi lm, John Wayne’s  Th e Green 
Berets  (1968), which off ered a staunch defense of Ameri-

can involvement, did not appear until well into the con-

fl ict and came at a time when domestic opposition to 

the war was growing stronger. Reluctant to be seen as 

unpatriotic during wartime, studios had far less trouble 

releasing a number of conspiracy thrillers that ques-

tioned the integrity of the government. Given the abuses 

of power that led to President Richard Nixon’s resigna-

tion, including his illegal use of government agencies to 

persecute people on his “enemies list,” it is hardly sur-

prising that paranoia about government surveillance and 

deception emerged as a major theme in fi lms such as  Th e 
Conversation  (1974),  Th e Parallax View  (1974), and  Th ree 
Days of the Condor  (1975). 

 Once the Vietnam War ended in April 1975, pro-

ducers began turning out antiwar fi lms— Th e Deer 
Hunter  (1978),  Coming Home  (1978), and  Apocalypse 
Now  (1979)—that questioned American involvement in 

the confl ict. Opening with the Doors’ song “Th is Is the 

End,”  Apocalypse Now  portrayed the war as an exercise 

in madness—a confl ict in which no one was in charge, 

where troops fought to make the beaches safe for surf-

ing, and where the U.S. Army’s rising star offi  cer went 

mad in the jungles of Vietnam. Although the personal 

politics of many industry leaders was decidedly liberal, 

their studios were ultimately in the business of making 

money, not raising public consciousness. Consequently, 

as the New Right rose to power in the 1980s, Hollywood 

produced fi lms like  Red Dawn  (1984),  Missing in Action  

(1984), and  Rambo: First Blood Part II  (1985) that helped 

renew the nation’s faith in the military and pave the way 

for greater public acceptance of military actions taken 

by presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. 

 Th e political activism of the 1960s and early 1970s did, 

however, inspire fi lms— Th e Front  (1976),  Th e China Syn-
drome  (1979),  Norma Rae  (1979),  Reds  (1981), and  Matewan  

(1987)—that attacked “Red-baiters,” warned against the 

dangers of nuclear power, and off ered positive visions of 

unions and radicals. Left-oriented independent fi lmmak-

ers supplemented these features with documentaries that 

presented moving accounts of strikes, organizing eff orts, 

and corporate greed:  Union Maids  (1976),  Harlan County, 
U.S.A.  (1977), and  Roger and Me  (1989). On the other 

hand, as conservative movements gained large numbers 

of new adherents, Hollywood produced fi lms— F.I.S.T.  
(1978) and  Hoff a  (1992)—that disparaged working-class 

organizations, their leaders, and their goals. 

 Th e dramatically changing domestic political climate 

of the 1970s and 1980s led to confl icting left and right 

depictions of gender. Infl uenced by the women’s move-

ment, feminist fi lms of the 1970s— Alice Doesn’t Live 
Here Anymore  (1974),  Th e Turning Point  (1977), and  An 
Unmarried Woman  (1978)—showed men and women 

struggling to see each other in ways that transcended tra-

ditional gender roles. For women, this meant being able 

to choose whatever kind of career or personal status—

single, married, divorced, parenting, or childless—they 

wanted. Th e 1980s, however, proved a tough decade for 

strong-minded independent women—on and off  the 

screen. Th e conservative climate of the Reagan era mani-

fested itself in a spate of antifeminist fi lms that called 

for a return to more traditional gender roles, for men as 

well as women. Films like  Th e War of the Roses  (1989),  Th e 
Hand that Rocks the Cradle  (1992), and especially  Fatal 
Attraction  (1987), which featured Glenn Close as a homi-

cidal career woman gone mad, used fear to send a clear 

message that straying outside of “normal” behavior led to 

dire consequences. 

 The 1990s and Beyond 

 Cynicism marked American politics and political fi lms of 

the 1990s and the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century. 

Democratic president Bill Clinton outmaneuvered Repub-

licans by adopting many of their conservative positions, 

and Hollywood responded with fi lms that off ered dispar-

aging views of electoral politics:  Bob Roberts  (1992),  Wag 
the Dog  (1997), and especially  Bulworth  (1998). Th e latter 
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fi lm—written, directed, and starring Warren Beatty— 

highlighted the hypocrisy of the Democratic Party and the 

unwillingness of African American voters to hold politi-

cians to their promises. Th is climate of skepticism helped 

Michael Moore take the documentary from the margins 

to the center of American fi lm with three surprising hits— -

Bowling for Columbine  (2002),  Fahrenheit 9/11  (2004), and 

 Sicko  (2006).  Fahrenheit 9/11  returned $111.2 million by 

October 2004—making it the most commercially suc-

cessful documentary in American history. Moore’s fi lms 

marked a return to the humorous but biting antiauthori-

tarian politics of Charlie Chaplin. Like the Tramp, Moore 

skewered a wide range of powerful individuals and organi-

zations: the National Rifl e Association, George W. Bush, 

Congress, and the American health care system. 

 Th e events of September 11, 2001, marked a turning 

point in American history, yet fears of terrorism made 

it to the screen well before the destruction of the World 

Trade Center towers.  Navy Seals  (1990),  True Lies  (1994), 

and  Executive Decision  (1996) all featured threats by ne-

farious Middle Eastern forces, while  Th e Siege  (1998) 

showed Islamic terrorists plotting an attack on New York 

City. Unlike the war in Vietnam, Hollywood studios did 

not wait a decade before dealing with the second Gulf 

War, begun in March 2003. Th is time, however, fi lms 

such as  Home of the Brave  (2006),  Redacted  (2007), and 

 Stop-Loss  (2008) focused on the diffi  culties faced by mili-

tary troops rather than on the government and military 

leaders who botched the war. 

 For more than 100 years, movies have served as a pow-

erful means of disseminating ideas to millions of peo-

ple who eagerly watch on the screen things they might 

hesitate to read about. People who had little daily con-

tact with unionists, radicals, feminists, politicians, gay 

men and lesbians, African Americans, Latinos, Asians, 

and various minority groups were most likely to be in-

fl uenced by what they saw on the screen— especially if 

exposed to the same kinds of images repeatedly until 

they came to assume the appearance of “reality.” 

 In the future, the globalization of Hollywood is likely 

to diminish the number of fi lms that examine the com plex 

political issues of American life. In 1993 U.S. fi lms gener-

ated $13 billion in revenues, $8 billion (61.5 percent) of 

which came from foreign markets; that percentage of for-

eign revenue held constant through 2006. With the bulk 

of profi ts increasingly coming from abroad, studios are 

inclined to put out blockbuster action fi lms that contain 

little dialogue and that non-English speaking audiences 

throughout the world can understand. Films exploring 

controversial issues continue to be made, but they tend to 

focus on political events of international concern (such as 

terrorism), or, if uniquely American, come out of smaller 

independent companies. Th e challenge is to understand 

how these fi lms—past and present— continue to aff ect 

visions of American society and politics. 

  See also  television and politics. 
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 politics in the American novel 

 Th e political novel in America does not directly fol-

low divisions in party politics, and party politics, in 
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America, have rarely been infl uenced by novels or po-

etry. Th e American republic was called into being by 

lawyers, soldiers, and politicians: the national poem—

rather than lines by Dante, or J. W. von Goethe, or 

Aleksandr Pushkin—is the Declaration of Indepen-

dence (1776). Th e republic was remade by Abraham 

Lin coln (1809–65) in his 1863 Gettysburg Address, and 

re made again by Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–68) in his 

“I Have a Dream” speech (1963): stirring oratory built 

upon well-chosen words, with its own civic poetry and 

richness of language, but in form and content unrelated 

to novels. Abstract concepts like conservatism and radi-

calism do little to explain the political novel’s career in 

America. 

 A more salient contrast is between novels that pro-

test existing social and political conditions and those 

that protest the ideology or posture of protest. Two 

lines of literary activity can be traced forward from the 

nineteenth to the twentieth centuries. One runs from 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s  Uncle Tom’s Cabin  to Upton 

Sinclair’s  Th e Jungle  to Richard Wright’s  Native Son —

the canonical literature of protest, a staple of left-wing 

culture by the twentieth century; these are books that 

cry out for political reform or revolution. Th e other line 

runs from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s  Th e Blithedale Ro-
mance  to Lionel Trilling’s  Th e Middle of the Journey  to 

Saul Bellow’s  Mr. Sammler’s Planet —novels that address 

the “ideology of protest” and take a skeptical look at lit-

erature’s quixotic resources and its capacity to transform 

readers into self-proclaimed knights; these writers worry 

about literature’s power to stir political fantasy and to 

confuse the grim business of politics with the imagi-

native pleasures of literature. By the twentieth century, 

the ideology of protest had been interwoven with the 

fl uctuating fortunes of the American left, though it 

does not necessarily follow that Hawthorne, Trilling, or 

Bellow enshrined the political right in their novels. 

Th ere is a conservative literature of protest. Ayn Rand’s 

popular novels, for example, critiqued New Deal Amer-

ica and its socialist-infl ected cultural elite; but the fruits 

of this particular tree are not as bright or as beautiful, 

in literary terms, as the fruits from Hawthorne’s or 

Wright’s respective trees. 

 The Literature of Protest 

 Th e literature of protest forms a contract with the reader. 

If the reader assents to the political logic of the novel, 

this logic should hold for the society at large: the ills 

chronicled in the political novel are our ills, and we have 

the power to purge them from ourselves and our polity. 

Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–96) exploited this power 

in the fi rst major protest novel in American literature, 

 Uncle Tom’s Cabin  (1852): some even credited Stowe with 

“starting” the Civil War, with the spread of the abolition-

ist movement, and with the election of Abraham Lincoln 

in 1860. Her novel arose out of mid-century Protestant-

ism, out of the soil of mainstream American culture, a 

novel conceived in a church and written to redeem a 

sinful republic. Stowe felt that America was corrupting 

the virtuous Christian family by condemning whites and 

blacks to live with slavery. Th e reader can begin the work 

of redemption by reading, and over time the political 

order will honor such Protestant faith in the marriage of 

moral individual with truthful text.  Uncle Tom’s Cabin  

resonated with its readers because it traced a motif of 

Christian redemption. America could simultaneously go 

forward toward the abolition of slavery and back to the 

purity of the Christian family, a template of the good 

society, housed in an Uncle Tom’s cabin undefi led by 

slavery. 

 As Christianity’s hold on American literary culture 

began to fade in the late nineteenth century, novelists 

explored other avenues to redemption. Socialism en-

joyed cultural and intellectual prestige in America from 

the 1890s to the 1930s. If America’s sins—after the Civil 

War, in the Gilded Age, and beyond—were the sins of 

avarice or, in more modern language, the sins of capital-

ism, they could be redeemed by socialism. Th e political 

novelist could be political by making the literary case for 

socialism. For a relatively short time, this was a potent 

politicoliterary formula. 

 Two novels describe the arc of the socialist idea: Ed-

ward Bellamy’s  Looking Backward  (1888) and Upton Sin-

clair’s  Th e Jungle  (1906). Bellamy’s utopian novel codifi es 

the spirit of nineteenth-century socialism, fascinated by 

whole-scale alternatives to known societies, excited by 

the mechanics of technical and industrial development, 

and optimistic that an age of reason might well be dawn-

ing. Bellamy (1850–98) bypassed a competing strain of 

socialism articulated by Karl Marx (1818–83), the social-

ism or communism that took its inspiration from class 

confl ict, with a bleak present haunted, as Marx stated 

in  Th e Communist Manifesto  (1848), by the “specter” of 

communism and with revolution the midwife of a won-

drous future. In the utopia pictured in  Looking Backward  

(1888), voluble residents of the future refl ect with amused 

condescension on the disorganization and backwardness 

of the late nineteenth century. Bellamy’s novel could be 
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read almost as a good-natured capitalist fantasy, as if the 

profi t motive, the appetite for consumer goods, and the 

American preoccupation with technological progress 

could be harmonized and private virtue united with a 

quasi-socialist public good. Redemption, on this pat-

tern, carries no hint of apocalypse, no premonition of 

“the fi re next time.” Bellamy’s will to protest had very 

soft edges. 

  Th e Jungle  (1906), in contrast, has the hard edges of 

class-conscious socialism. Like Stowe, Sinclair (1878–

1968) delves deep into the horrors of American life—in 

this case, the jungle of American capitalism and of the 

modern American city. Literary realism serves Sinclair’s 

purposes well: he does not moralize as Stowe does, nor 

does he speculate in the manner of Bellamy. Instead Sin-

clair forms his contract with the reader through a barrage 

of disturbing verisimilitude, lingering in horrifi c detail 

over the Chicago stockyards, confronting the reader with 

the misery of those condemned to work in such places. 

Th e French writer Emile Zola (1840–1902) had done the 

same with his masterful protest novel,  Germinal  (1885), 

stripping the capitalist world bare of lyricism and its at-

tendant political illusions and immersing the reader in 

the details of mining work. Sinclair’s ideal reader was 

compelled to fi nd political fortitude in social fact, amass-

ing the strength to resist capitalism’s logic by facing the 

capitalist system directly; the ugliness of Sinclair’s liter-

ary world—its aesthetic of ugliness—carries a political 

judgment. Th e title is a metaphor: the jungle would have 

to be subdued, tamed, cleared; the job of civilization is 

at its beginning, given the barbarism of the industrial 

age, the ancient repression and primitive struggle that 

capitalism had reintroduced; and the job of civilization 

is equivalent to the creation of socialism. Sinclair makes 

his political vision manifest in  Th e Jungle : the darkness 

of the capitalist jungle yields to the socialist light, and 

socialism will guide America out of its modern under-

world. Th e reader is to be persuaded, at the novel’s end, 

that socialism will prevail. 

  Native Son  (1940) by Richard Wright is a postsocial-

ist novel. Th e essay that Wright (1908–60) later contrib-

uted to the bible of political disillusionment,  Th e God 
that Failed  (1950), a compendium of writing by authors 

who had left the Communist Party, was a melancholy 

postscript to the radical novel.  Native Son  is alive with 

social detail, an indictment of American racism for the 

poverty, and poverty of opportunity, it imposes upon 

African Americans; but it devotes more novelistic en-

ergy to the psychological cataclysm of American racial 

prejudice. Th e novel’s hero, a young black man, fulfi lls 

the expectation of pathology that a racist America had 

set for him at birth. Th e pathology of whites, expressed 

in their disgust for blacks, inverts the ethical lives of Af-

rican Americans, who harm themselves when doing the 

“good” that whites ask of them; Wright’s hero achieves 

a kind of ethical stature by killing—and killing bru-

tally. Wright’s political world is blurred with uncer-

tainty, and here he diff ers from classic protest writers 

like Stowe and Sinclair. Th e Communists who appear 

toward the end of the novel are not the agents of re-

demption. Th e Christian God has failed long ago, and 

the radical gods will not succeed. To be a native son of 

America, white or black, is to circulate in a political 

predicament (Wright, himself lived much of his adult 

life in Paris). 

 After the death of socialism, a fragmentation of po-

litical protest set in. Th e literary Old Left, which cher-

ished high modernism as much as it did the gritty prose 

of a Communist writer like Mike Gold (1893–1967), 

gave way to a New Left that was more musical than 

literary. Bob Dylan (1941–) was a dominant fi gure for 

this later generation, a poet and singer with a liter-

ary sensibility but not a novelist. In the late twentieth 

century, Th omas Pynchon (1937–) and Don DeLillo 

(1936–) fashioned voices of protest, capturing, in nov-

els, a cold war America that was a danger to itself, 

and each of the various New Left agendas—from the 

women’s movement to the gay rights movement to the 

environmental movement—had novels to its credit; but 

these novels were not the lifeblood of the New Left, 

which dissipated in the 1970s. Th e literary aspirations 

of the New Left found their true home not in the novel 

but in the academic literary criticism of the 1980s and 

1990s, to which novels were still important. Th e passion 

for political change, the preoccupation with alterna-

tives to the dismal present, and the emotional peaks of 

vigorous protest all fi gured in literary scholarship that 

came to be known as postmodern. Postmodern scholar-

ship, an endeavor from the left, grew in radicalism in 

the 1980s and 1990s as the political scene itself became 

more conservative, as if to compensate for the defi cits 

of the Reagan era by rigorously fashioning a theoretical 

progressivism. 

 Protesting Protest 

 Th e symmetrical opposite of protest would be acquies-

cence or celebration, but this is the stuff  of great litera-

ture only in discreet episodes and moments, not as the 
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governing impetus for a novel. Th us, literary alternatives 

to the protest novel are novels that take up the question 

of protest, subjecting it to the kind of critical scrutiny 

that protest novels apply to society at large or to some 

failing part of it. If outrage is the predominant mood 

of the protest novel, novels that protest protest are satu-

rated with ambiguity, which is itself a political gesture. 

Ambiguity can favor political moderation, implying that 

politics consists of a yes and a no; that both negation 

and celebration, the will to change and the will to con-

serve, deserve a hearing in the novel; that the novel is no 

monologue of discontent but a dialogue, encompassing 

multiple, confl icting voices; that American democracy 

demands novels that are pluralist and not, in the lan-

guage of the  Federalist Papers  (1787–88), the product of 

faction. Ambiguity can also be a proxy for conservatism, 

and novels that affi  rm “the politics of ambiguity” open 

the door to conservatism in all its mercurial American 

confi gurations. 

 Th e  Uncle Tom’s Cabin  of the antiprotest genre is 

 Th e Blithedale Romance  (1852) by Nathaniel Hawthorne 

(1804–64). It is, typically, a novel of intellectuals and a 

novel of ideas far more than a novel of social fact, like 

 Th e Jungle . Th e ideas in question belong to the Transcen-

dentalist movement. Hawthorne depicts a radical world 

overburdened with world-changing fervor, with models 

and platforms and programs for reform. Th e reforming 

impulse starts with political economy and comes to in-

clude domestic habits, speech, and the categories of male 

and female. Hawthorne rejects the very ambitiousness 

of such reform, and  Th e Blithedale Romance  is a tale of 

political disillusionment. Th e novel’s protagonist joins a 

utopian community only to realize that it may be worse 

off  than the society or polity it is struggling to improve. 

Hawthorne uses a tool that “protest novelists” employ 

sparingly or avoid altogether: mockery. Hawthorne 

knows that protest must be serious and, to be sustained, 

must be taken seriously, and he mocks the protester’s ear-

nestness, tacitly arguing that politics does not begin and 

end in social problems, in poverty or inequality, as the 

politically engaged are likely to believe. Hawthorne de-

taches politics from abstract idealism and roots political 

appetite in the individual personality, often in personal 

problems that are resolved through political engagement. 

Th e protagonist of  Th e Blithedale Romance  settles on the 

word  aloof  in his reckoning with a utopian experiment 

that leaves him cold. He is too much the intellectual to be 

a conservative, and too conservative—too skeptical of the 

reforming impulse—to stand with the progressive elect. 

 A twentieth-century variant upon Hawthorne’s theme 

is  Th e Middle of the Journey  (1947) by Lionel Trilling 

(1905–75), a novel informed by the epochal Russian Rev-

olution of 1917 and not just by a preoccupation with in-

tellectuals. Here the political stakes are higher than in  Th e 
Blithedale Romance : nineteenth-century dreams of reform 

are a charming relic of the past; in their place are fear-

some twentieth-century ideologies. Right and left both 

have aspirations to make the world anew. Trilling’s friend, 

the British poet W. H. Auden (1907–73) had labeled the 

1930s a “low, dishonest decade,” a decade when Adolf 

Hitler and Joseph Stalin were ubiquitous and when intel-

lectual life traded in passions on the edge of homicide.

In  Th e Middle of the Journey , Trilling attacks what 

he saw as the Stalinism of the 1930s. Th e novel is set in 

this decade, when intellectuals arrived at their romance 

with the Soviet Union and their complicity with Soviet 

crimes, according to Trilling, via an intoxication with the 

righteousness of protest. For the sake of ideological bal-

ance,  Th e Middle of the Journey  off ers a complex portrait 

of an American conservative, based on a historical fi g-

ure, Whittaker Chambers (1901–61), a Soviet spy turned 

Christian conservative. In an age of zealotry, the conser-

vative has mostly zeal to contribute; left and right are 

alternating forms of fanaticism. Th e novel’s many ambi-

guities belong to a liberal spirit that favors self-criticism 

and even weakness, as opposed to ideological certainty 

and self-confi dence. 

 Saul Bellow (1915–2005) puts ambiguity to a diff erent 

political purpose in  Mr. Sammler’s Planet  (1970), conclud-

ing his novel on an ambiguous note of affi  rmation and 

celebrating America’s banal moderation. Th e twentieth 

century—under its Nazi and Soviet stars—had uprooted 

all bourgeois certainty, Bellow felt. Modern novelists con-

tributed to this uprooting with their cultural war on the 

middle class, their protesting of everything, which spread, 

in the delirious 1960s, to the educated classes. Bellow set 

his novel in the New York City of the 1970s, a metaphor 

for Western civilization in crisis, awash in cultural deca-

dence, crime, and sexual perversion. Th e novelistic con-

sciousness belongs to a world-weary Holocaust survivor. 

Born in Poland, he had once been an optimistic liberal; 

trauma turns him into a knower of civilization’s frailty 

who is surely no Republican but who is conservative in 

his loathing of radical change. He lends the moral author-

ity of his European past to a critique of America’s troubled 

present. Th e novel ends with the death of the protagonist’s 

nephew, who knows his responsibilities, carrying them 

out unheroically, without high distinction, grandeur, or 
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protest, but with the knowledge that such responsibilities 

are the bedrock of the public good. Th is old-fashioned, 

middle-class message is embedded in a novel carefully de-

signed to provoke—even outrage—its readers, a political 

novel immoderate in its plea for moderation. 

 Th e left has no premium on American fi ction, and with 

Bellow and Trilling the left has been dissected, picked to 

pieces, put alongside and at times beneath conservative 

principles. Yet the left remains the point of political ori-

entation for most American writers and therefore for the 

political novel in America. Autobiography is the literary 

métier of the modern conservative movement, beginning 

with  Witness  (1952) by Whittaker Chambers (1901–61) 

and continuing with  Breaking Ranks  (1979) by Nor-

man Podhoretz (1930–) and  Radical Son  (1998) by David 

Horowtiz (1939–). Conservative autobiography has fl our-

ished with the many biographical shifts from left to right, 

a commonplace of twentieth-century political history. 

Fiction matters to conservatives for the continuity it can 

off er, for its canonical majesty, circumscribing the con-

tours of Western civilization; immediate political content 

is peripheral to the project of defending civilization. Th e 

left, the godfather of the political novel, has sought a fu-

sion of culture with immediate political content in nov-

els, poems, and fi lms. If the left is to be the sponsor of 

future political novels, it will have to face the challenge 

confronting all contemporary novelists—the challenge of 

connecting novel to reader, of ensuring that literature has 

a social context outside a few major cities and academia, 

as the cult of the text fades further and further into the 

American past. Th e novel has long been losing a battle 

against fi lm and television, a gentle irony of the late 

twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries, when—from 

the Monica Lewinsky scandal to the September 11 terror-

ist attacks to the 2008 presidential campaign—American 

politics has never been more novelistic. 

    See also politics in American fi lm.

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Baldwin, James.  Notes of a Native Son . Boston: Beacon Press, 

1990. 

 Buell, Lawrence.  Th e Environmental Imagination: Th oreau, Na-

ture Writing and the Formation of American Culture . Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995. 

 Butler, Judith.  Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 

Identity . New York: Routledge, 1990. 

 Howe, Irving.  Politics and the Novel . Chicago: Ivan Dee, 2002. 

 Jameson, Frederic.  Th e Political Unconsciousness: Narrative as a 

Socially Symbolic Act . London: Routledge, 2002. 

 Riss, Arthur.  Race, Slavery and Liberalism in the Nineteenth 

Century . New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

 Stauff er, John.  Th e Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionism 

and the Transformation of Race . Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2001. 

 Trilling, Lionel.  Th e Liberal Imagination: Essays on Literature 

and Society . New York: New York Review of Books, 2008. 

 White, Hayden.  Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism . 

Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986. 

 M I C H A E L  K I M M AG E       

 popular music and politics 

 It is impossible to imagine twentieth-century American 

culture without the various strands of popular music that 

have both enlivened and confounded it. To be sure, the 

industry of American popular music, as we currently un-

derstand it, was created in the nineteenth century, before 

the advent of electronically reproduced sound. Tin Pan 

Alley, home of the American pop song; race music or the 

racialized categorization of commercial music based in 

minstrelsy; the creation of American patriotic music—

from “Th e Star Spangled Banner” to “Dixie” as the na-

tional anthem of the confederacy; American folk music, 

from Shaker hymns to Negro Spirituals; and the cult of 

“genius” popular composer (Stephen Foster), the popu-

lar band leader (John Phillip Sousa) and the prodigiously 

popular pop singer (Jenny Lind) were all products of the 

nineteenth century. 

 Yet in the twentieth century, music has reigned su-

preme in American cultural life. No other country has 

been more shaped by its popular music or more entranced 

and disturbed by the music industry’s fi nancial success, 

the course of its aesthetic expression, and the unpredict-

able ends of its social possibilities. Historian Jacques Bar-

zun called the transformation in the public reception of 

music in the twentieth century “a cultural revolution,” as 

amateur passion, unbridled zeal, and wearisome ubiquity 

characterize the presence of music—particularly popular 

music—in public life. Popular music became impossible 

to escape in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries as it 

fell upon the public in torrents, from the sonic wallpa-

per of piped-in music heard everywhere from sporting 

events to the grocery store to the doctor’s offi  ce, to the 

music videos of MTV and VH1 that have made the pub-
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lic think that every image or picture requires a sound-

track, to the obsession with portable “personal” music 

players: there is music not just for every major occasion 

in life but for every moment of it. 

 Indeed, American popular music—from ragtime, 

jazz, and swing, to Broadway show tunes and standards, 

to country, to blues, rhythm and blues, rock, punk, hip-

hop and beyond—is arguably the single most impressive 

of America’s cultural exports and among its most infl u-

ential. Th e young everywhere seem to admire American 

popular music, and that appeal is what gives it such 

power. Even many stodgy American leaders recognized 

this in the cold war era when they used popular music as 

a cultural and ideological tool in the fi ght against com-

munism. (In the current war on terrorism, Islamic ex-

tremists have pointed to American popular music as a 

sign of decadence and moral corruption, an opinion held 

by more than a few Americans.) 

 Th e dramatic impact of U.S. popular music has re-

sulted from a set of circumstances that are not unique 

to the United States but are indeed unique in their 

combination: 

 •  the introduction of recorded sound at the turn 

of the twentieth century, which transformed the 

music industry and spread music faster than ever 

before 

 •  the rising number of immigrants—especially 

Jewish, and to a lesser extent, Irish immigrants 

who, because of their status of being not quite 

the equal of white Protestants and thus frequently 

condemned to the cultural margins, played an 

essential role in the creation and marketing of 

popular music 

 •  a signifi cant population of African Americans—for 

whom music always had important cultural and 

social functions—that has helped to shape Ameri-

can musical tastes and dance forms 

 •  the advent of radio, which exposed millions of 

people to a variety of music 

 •  the advent of the long-playing record album, 

which changed the way artists conceived of 

recorded music and the way the music business 

packaged and marketed it 

 •  the infl uence of Latin America from musical 

forms like the tango and the mambo to musi-

cians, including the Cuban bandleader Xavier 

Cugat, who appeared in a number of American 

movies in the 1930s and 1940s; Brazilian singer, 

guitarist, pianist, and songwriter Antonio Carlos 

Jobim, who helped invent the bossa nova craze of 

the 1960s; and Mexican American guitarist Carlos 

Santana, who was among the fi rst to create the 

genre now known as Latin rock via his blend of 

rock, salsa, and jazz 

 •  the rise of American urban life at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, with the resulting expansion 

of the machinery of American popular culture into 

music 

 No country developed such an extensive and inten-

sive commercial “mass” culture as the United States, and 

music was its centerpiece, as important to Hollywood 

fi lm as it was to social dance, important as a program-

matic art meant to accompany or explain or contain a 

narrative and as an art form referring purely to itself as 

music with no narrative references. Th e power of popu-

lar music to arouse an emotional response helps explain 

its strong appeal to young people and its use as an erotic 

or romantic stimulant. 

 Popular Music and Politics 

 Although little American popular music is explicitly po-

litical in the sense of advocating a specifi c political ideol-

ogy or interpreting current events in an overtly political 

way, 1930s leftist folk music by performers like Pete 

Seeger, Josh White, Woody Guthrie, the Almanac Sing-

ers, and others made songs like “United Front,” “On the 

Picket Line,” “Jim Crow Train,” “Bad Housing Blues,” 

“Hard, Ain’t It Hard,” “No, No, No Discrimination,” 

and “Th e Hammer Song” popular. Folk music had a 

resurgence in the late 1950s through the mid-1960s, 

with performers like Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, the Chad 

Mitchell Trio, Odetta, and Phil Ochs making, on oc-

casion, explicitly political music, spurred largely by the 

civil rights movement and protests against the war in 

Vietnam. Some of these songs—“I Ain’t Marching Any-

more,” “Blowing in the Wind,” “Th e Times, Th ey Are 

a-Changin’,” “Alice’s Restaurant,” and “Where Have All 

the Flowers Gone?”—became famous and commercially 

successful. But it would be incorrect to characterize the 

folk resurgence of this period as preoccupied solely or 

mostly with political music or, more accurately, songs 

with politicized lyrics. Dylan, for example, infl uenced 

other musicians more with his poetic and cryptic lyrics 

than with any political implications his lyrics may have 

borne. He liberated the pop song more than he politi-

cized it. 
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 Th e 1960s folk revival is more rightly understood as a 

“roots” movement, or an attempt to return to “authentic” 

American music, which was always the claim for this music 

by its adherents. Th is return to the “primitive church,” as 

it were, happens from time to time in American popular 

music as a revolt against commercialism and the formu-

laic. (In jazz, bebop was much the same kind of “primi-

tive church” creative reaction to the big band swing that 

preceded it. In black dance music, rap was a “primitive 

church” creative reaction to the commercialism of disco.) 

 Such movements, though, are not purely aesthetic in 

nature. Th ere is an underlining political impulse that 

informs most “roots” challenges against what is seen as 

an illegitimate hegemony that has both stolen the music 

from its rightful owners and creators and debased it in 

a process that dilutes or contains the music’s original in-

surgent implications. Bebop as a self-consciously black 

music created by black musicians is a good example of 

this sort of roots revolt against the whiteness of swing. 

 Other overtly political songs appeared occasionally in 

popular music genres throughout the twentieth century— 

including jazz singer Billie Holiday’s performance of the 

anti-lynching song “Strange Fruit” in 1939; folk-rock 

singer Barry McGuire’s “Eve of Destruction” in 1965, a 

song protesting political violence; Mac Davis’s “In the 

Ghetto” (1969), sung by Elvis Presley; and pop-folk singer 

Tracy Chapman’s “Talkin’ ’bout a Revolution” in 1988—

but never consistently or in large numbers. Not even rap, 

a music whose appeal was in part based on the reality of 

the street and implicit protest against the hypocrisy of the 

status quo, produced many overtly political songs. 

 Popular music creators never thought it was a good 

idea to make “political” music as it did not, in most in-

stances, sell well. “If you want to send a message, call 

Western Union,” was the common retort of most music 

creators and businesspeople when asked about making 

music with an obvious or clear political slant. (Elvis Pres-

ley was reluctant to record “In the Ghetto,” a huge hit for 

him, for that very reason: he did not want to be associated 

with “message” music.) Th e assumption was that people 

listened to popular music for escape or entertainment, 

not for political indoctrination, to shape their politi-

cal consciousnesses, or to become politically aware—

although, to be sure, people may go to some explicitly 

political music to have their political beliefs affi  rmed. 

 What Is Political Music? 

 Th e existence of political music—or, more accurately, 

politicized popular music—raises two questions. Th e 

fi rst is whether politically oriented popular music is 

largely protest and leftist oriented. Irving Berlin’s “God 

Bless America” (written in 1918 and revised in 1938) is 

a political song, even though it is clearly not a protest 

or leftist piece. George M. Cohan’s jaunty World War I 

song “Over Th ere” (1917) is clearly political, as is Ser-

geant Barry Sadler’s “Ballad of the Green Berets” (1966), 

but neither is leftist nor antiestablishment. Th e same can 

be said for more recent patriotic songs like country singer 

Toby Keith’s “Courtesy of the Red, White, and Blue” 

(2003), Neil Diamond’s “America” (1980), Dan Hartman 

and Charlie Midnight’s “Living in America” (1985; sung 

by James Brown), and Sammy Johns’ “America,” (1986; 

sung by Waylon Jennings). 

 James and Rosamond Johnson’s “Lift Every Voice and 

Sing” (1900), also known at the “black national anthem,” 

is not leftist; its lyrics tell the story of endurance and 

triumph rather than protest, and it is thus essentially a 

patriotic song for African Americans. And James Brown’s 

paean to staying in school, “Don’t Be a Dropout” (1966), 

or his antidrug song “King Heroin” (1972), or Chuck 

Berry’s “Back in the USA” (1959) are not ironic or “edgy” 

in the obvious way that Jewel’s “America” (2003) is, but 

all have political messages. Political popular music is 

more likely to be patriotic or conventionally bourgeois 

liberal in its sentiments than leftist in orientation. 

 In short, what constitutes the political in popular 

music may be more complex and varied than many people 

think. Th e great bulk of political music in the nineteenth 

century, some of John Phillip Sousa’s marching tunes or 

“Th e Battle Hymn of the Republic,” among other ex-

amples, are not protest pieces but patriotic ones. 

 Th e second question is whether political music can 

only be political per se if a song has intelligible lyrics. If 

political music depends on its lyrics to convey its mes-

sage, how can any musician be sure that listeners even 

understand the lyrics, much less the intended message of 

the words? Studies have discovered that most people do 

not fully understand the lyrics to most of the songs they 

like, except for those written for musical shows or fi lms. 

If listeners misunderstand many of the lyrics they hear, 

do lyrics really contribute to the emotional impact of a 

particular tune? Even more important, can instrumental 

music be political? When jazz saxophonist Sonny Rol-

lins released his 1958 album, “Freedom Suite,” how could 

a listener know from anything except the title (and the 

artist’s accompanying notes) that it was meant as a musi-

cal commentary about the civil rights movement? Th e 

same might be said for the 1961 tune “Freedom March” 
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by guitarist Grant Green, or saxophonist John Coltrane’s 

1963 tune “Alabama,” which was meant to be a musical 

commentary on Martin Luther King’s bloody Birming-

ham campaign of that year. 

 To be sure, a great number of political issues and con-

cerns are implicit in American popular music, sometimes 

refl ecting the politics of the people who created it, but 

much of it refl ects the beliefs and anxieties of the general 

public or the political strains in the culture. Frequently, 

American political leaders have used popular music at 

political rallies, such as Harry Truman using “I’m Just 

Wild about Harry” when he ran for the presidency in 

1948. (Whether Truman knew the song was written by 

black songwriters Noble Sissle and Eubie Blake is inter-

esting to consider, but it hardly mattered in the way that 

he used the song because it was not intended to convey 

any political message other than the positive, rousing use 

of his name.) 

 Frequently, however, politicians use popular music to 

promote cultural and political values and not merely to 

wind up a crowd at a political rally. For instance, in the 

2008 presidential race, Alaska governor Sarah Palin, only 

the second woman to run on a major party ticket, often 

used Shania Twain’s “She’s Not Just Another Pretty Face” 

to end her rallies, which underscored not only the gover-

nor’s good looks but also acknowledged her nod to femi-

nism as she wished to be judged as a capable politician. 

Th e song attacks sexism while slyly evoking it. Its popular-

ity with working-class whites was also intended to stress 

the governor’s populist aspirations. Many politicians look 

for a popular song to do just this sort of symbolic work 

for them when they are running for offi  ce. 

 Race and Censorship 

 Two particular areas in which politics has had an impact 

on American popular music are race and censorship. 

American popular music has been sold by race since the 

days of minstrelsy; that is, in the United States, there is 

“black” music and “white” music, and each presumably 

bears the racial traits of its creators. Blacks were good for 

rhythm and sensual music; whites were better at harmony 

and more cerebral music. In the twentieth century, music 

composed and performed by black artists became a dis-

tinct commerical category known as “race music” or “race 

records,” a classifi cation eventually replaced by rhythm 

and blues, then soul music, and fi nally black music. 

 Black music is perhaps easier to recognize than to de-

fi ne. But many African Americans themselves have never 

been fully comfortable with what they felt to be the ex-

ploitation of ethnic content of their music, often wish-

ing to self-consciously reethnicize it (as in the case of soul 

music or “gangsta” rap), so that whites could not copy it; 

or blatantly politicize it (as in the case of songs by a host 

of artists including Curtis Mayfi eld, Public Enemy, Gil 

Scot-Heron, and Nina Simone), as something suitable 

only for a black artist performing before a black audi-

ence. Historically, the designation of black music not 

only characterized and categorized but also stigmatized 

this music culturally, artistically, and politically. 

 For much of the twentieth century, black musicians 

were not permitted to perform “white” music or any 

nonexplicit racial music. For instance, it was thought 

that blacks were not culturally or temperamentally suited 

to compose for strings, to play classical music, or to write 

or perform “art” music generally. Th ey were denied both 

jobs and creative outlets (from fi lm scoring to chairs in 

symphony orchestras), and also were paid less for doing 

the same work as white musicians. In the racialization of 

popular music, blacks were not permitted to play “non-

black” music, by and large, because it was thought they 

could not; on the other hand, whites were thought to 

be insuffi  ciently intuitive to be able to play black music. 

“Crossing over” was fraught with all sorts of anxiety: 

many African Americans have never liked the George 

and Ira Gershwin/Dubose Heyward opera  Porgy and Bess  
(1935)—the most important operatic work written for 

black performers and probably the most famous opera 

produced by an American—in part because it was written 

by whites; and many see such artists as Benny Goodman, 

called the “King of Swing,” and Elvis Presley, the king of 

rock and roll, as imitators and thieves who profi ted by 

stealing black musical idioms and performing them for a 

larger white audience. Until the 1960s, whites controlled 

all aspects of the music business: the performance ven-

ues, the press and critical apparatus, the record compa-

nies, the music publishing houses, and the unions. Some 

African Americans also have been suspicious of certain 

black musicians who have had great  appeal to white au-

diences, like rock guitarist Jimi Hendrix and jazzman 

Louis Armstrong or even less seminal artists like Johnny 

Mathis, Tracy Chapman, and Richie Havens. Even the 

black-owned record company Motown went through a 

period in the late 1960s when many blacks thought the 

company, led by the great crossover group, the Supremes, 

made music that sounded “too white.” 

 Popular music has always been subjected to censorship 

on grounds as diverse as sexual indecency, poor quality 

(thus, fostering bad taste), moral corruption, and excessive 
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racial or ethnic content (therefore Africanizing or “nig-

gerizing” the culture). Ragtime and especially jazz were 

condemned on these grounds by the white musical es-

tablishment, the white conservative Christians, and black 

bourgeoisie and black religious groups, who believed either 

that popular black dance music was low-class, bred crime, 

and failed to uplift the race or that it was the devil’s music 

and celebrated sin. Th ese factions, with varying amounts 

of energy, sought to suppress these forms of music by dis-

couraging the young from listening to them and banning 

their sale or performance when they could. 

 Such eff orts intensifi ed after World War II with the rise 

of rock and roll, which many thought to be an even more 

virulent musical disease than jazz or ragtime. Censorship 

eff orts included the banning of rock and roll on certain 

radio stations, the destruction of rock and roll records 

in mass demonstrations, and attempts to water down 

the more explosive or less seemly elements of the music 

through more traditional arrangements sung by “respect-

able” performers. In the mid-1980s the Parents Music 

Resource Center, led by wives of prominent politicians, 

instigated congressional hearings on the subject of heavy 

metal and rap song lyrics that it considered obscene. 

Some critics saw similarities between this eff ort and the 

comic book scare of the early 1950s: in both instances, the 

industries under attack chose to regulate their content 

through labeling rather than engage in a fi ght over First 

Amendment rights. Some blacks thought this was simply 

another way for the white establishment to attack the 

“immorality” of black music, although, to be sure, many 

blacks were made uneasy by the explicit lyrics of many 

rap songs. Music companies agreed to put warning labels 

on recordings with song lyrics that contained obscene or 

pornographic language or violent imagery. 

 Politics and popular music is a complex subject, for 

so much beyond the will or inclination of the artist de-

termines what music will be popular in any commercial 

or aesthetic way: where and how the music is recorded; 

what instruments are used and the musical abilities of 

the performers; how the music is distributed, marketed, 

and sold (the Internet has greatly aff ected this in recent 

years); how listeners choose to listen to the music; how 

successfully the music accommodates some visual repre-

sentation of itself (music videos have become essential 

for nearly all popular music in the last 30 years); and how 

the music is reviewed and criticized. Th e incredible com-

plexity of the role popular music plays in American life is 

contradictory enough to ensure that the politics popular 

music both evokes and is subjected to will always be dif-

fi cult to measure. 
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 G E R A L D  E A R LY 

populism

  Populism  has long been among the more fi ercely con-

tested yet promiscuously applied terms in the American 

political lexicon. It was coined by a Kansas journalist in 

1890 as an adjectival form of the People’s Party, a radi-

cal third party organized in Kansas that blossomed into 

a national force in 1892. But in the lower case,  populist  
soon became a common description for any rebellious 

movement of ordinary, working Americans. In recent 

decades journalists have affi  xed the term  populist  to per-

sons and commodities that seem authentic, unadorned, 

and to have sprung from common sources. At times, 

this has included everything from plain-speaking poli-

ticians to bargain bookstores, from Bruce Springsteen’s 

recordings to cotton trousers, which, according to their 

manufacturer, are “steeped in grassroots sensibility and 

the simple good sense of solid workmanship.” 

 To cut through the confusion, one should defi ne two 

kinds of populism—fi rst, the historical movement itself; 

and second, the broader political critique and discourse. 

But a populism untethered to overtly political concerns 

is too vague and ubiquitous in American history to be 

useful as an interpretive category. 

 Th e Populist movement arose in the latter third of 

the nineteenth century, the period historians have tradi-

tionally called the Gilded Age. Th is was a time of rapid 

industrial and agricultural growth punctuated by sharp 
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economic depressions. Absent state relief measures, in-

creasing numbers of farmers were caught in a spiral of 

debt and many urban wage earners and their families 

were left hungry and homeless. 

 Populism was an insurgency largely made up of small 

farmers and skilled workers. It was strongest in the cot-

ton states of the Deep South, the wheat-growing states 

of the Great Plains, and the mining states of the Rocky 

Mountains. Th e movement’s concerns were primarily 

economic: during a time of low commodity prices, small 

agrarian proprietors demanded equal treatment in a 

marketplace increasingly dominated by industrial corpo-

rations, banks, and large landowners. Th ey formed local 

and state Farmers’ Alliances. Craft workers who resisted 

a cut in their wages and attacks on their trade unions 

believed that they shared a common set of enemies. 

 Populist activists proposed a variety of solutions—

including nationalization of the railroads, a cooperative 

marketing system, a progressive income tax, and an end 

to court injunctions that hampered the growth of strong 

unions. But when a severe depression began in 1893, 

Populists focused on the need to infl ate the money sup-

ply by basing the currency on silver reserves as well as the 

less plentiful reserves of gold, in hopes of spurring invest-

ment and rescuing small producers from an avalanche of 

debt. Most Populists were white evangelical Protestants 

who tended to favor prohibition and woman suff rage, 

“moral” issues that drew a good deal of controversy at 

the time. 

 In 1892, thousands of movement activists met to organize 

a national People’s Party. At founding conventions held in 

St. Louis and Omaha, the great orator Ignatius Donnelly 

proclaimed, “We meet in the midst of a nation brought 

to the verge of moral, political, and material ruin. . . . 

A vast conspiracy against mankind has been organized 

on two continents and is rapidly taking possession of the 

world.” Th e Populists, he promised, would bring the na-

tion back to its presumably democratic roots. “We seek to 

restore the Government of the Republic to the hands of the 

‘plain people’ with whom it originated,” he concluded. 

 Th is vision was notably silent about racial divisions 

among the “plain people”; equality was more preached 

than practiced in the Populist movement. During the 

late 1880s, Colored Farmers’ Alliances had sprung up 

in several states, and an umbrella group of the same 

name—led by a white Baptist minister—emerged at 

the end of the decade. But the Colored Alliance col-

lapsed in 1891 when some of its members, who didn’t 

own land, went on strike against their employers, many 

of whom were members of the white Farmers’ Alli-

ance. White Populists were no more hostile to black 

citizens than were most other white political actors at 

the time. In fact, such movement leaders as Th omas 

Watson of Georgia defended the right of black citizens 

to vote, in the face of violence by white Democrats in 

the South. But few white Populists from any region 

endorsed social integration or questioned the virtues 

of a past in which most African Americans had been 

held in bondage. 

 From its founding until 1896, the People’s Party drew 

a sizable minority of the ballots in a swath of rural states 

stretching from North Carolina west to Texas and Kan-

sas and north into Colorado and Idaho. In 1892 James 

Weaver, the party’s fi rst presidential nominee, won over 

a million votes, which translated to 8.5 percent of the 

popular vote and 22 electoral votes. During the 1890s, 

hundreds of Populists were elected to local and state 

 offi  ces, and the party boasted 50 members of Congress, 

some of whom ran on fusion tickets. Th ese results em-

boldened insurgents and alarmed conservatives in both 

major parties. 

 In 1896 the Democrats emerged from a fi erce inter-

nal battle with a presidential nominee from Nebraska, 

William Jennings Bryan, who had worked closely with 

Populists in his own state and was a well-known cham-

pion of the third party’s demand to remonetize silver. 

Th e People’s Party then met in its own convention and, 

after a bitter debate, voted to endorse Bryan. When he 

was defeated that fall, the party and the movement it 

led declined into the status of a sect. Th e party ran its 

own candidates for president and vice president in 1900, 

1904, and 1908, and then disbanded. Only in 1904 did its 

ticket—led by Th omas Watson of Georgia—draw more 

than 100,000 votes. 

 But half a century after their demise, the Populists be-

came the subject of a ferocious, dualistic debate among 

some of America’s most prominent historians and so-

cial scientists. From the early 1950s through the 1970s, 

such scholars as Oscar Handlin, Richard Hofstadter, C. 

Vann Woodward, Daniel Bell, and Lawrence Goodwyn 

disputed whether populism was conservative, defensive, 

and bigoted or the last, best chance for a true smallhold-

ers’ democracy. One side marshaled quotes from Popu-

lists that reeked of anti-Semitism, bucolic nostalgia, 

and conspiracy theorizing; the other stressed that the 

insurgents of the 1890s tried to remedy real grievances of 
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workers and farmers and had specifi c, thoughtful ideas 

for reforming the system. 

 As a critique, however, populism predated the move-

ment and survived it, with important alterations. Cen-

tral to the original critique was an antagonism between 

a large majority of  producers  and a tiny elite of  para-
sites . Such oppositional terms were used by the Coun-

try Party in eighteenth-century Britain and became 

powerful markers in American politics during the early 

nineteenth century. Th e producers were viewed as the 

creators of wealth and the purveyors of vital services; 

their ranks included manual workers, small farmers, 

small shopkeepers, and professionals who served such 

people. Th is mode of populism off ered a vigorous attack 

on class inequality but one that denied such inequality 

had any structural causes. Populists have insisted that 

social hierarchies are artifi cial impositions of elites and 

doomed to vanish with a sustained insurgency of the 

plain people. 

 Populism represents the antimonopolistic impulse 

in American history. Populists are generally hostile to 

large, centralized institutions that stand above and out-

side communities of moral producers. Th ey have a ro-

mantic attachment to local power bases, family farms, 

country churches, and citizen associations independent 

of ties to governments and corporations. Th e populist 

critique also includes an explicit embrace of “American-

ism” that is both idealistic and defensive. In the United 

States, which most Populists consider a chosen nation, 

all citizens deserve the same chance to improve their lot, 

but they must be constantly on guard against aristocrats, 

empire builders, and totalitarians both within and out-

side their borders who would subvert American ideals. 

 Th e populist critique is usually most popular among 

the same social groups who originated it during the late 

nineteenth century: farmers and wage earners who believe 

the economy is rigged against them. For example, in the 

1930s, amid the fi rst major depression since the Populist 

era, Huey Long and Father Charles Coughlin gained mil-

lions of followers among desperate white workers, farmers, 

and small proprietors by denouncing “international bank-

ers” and calling for a radical redistribution of wealth. 

 But populist discourse has often fl oated free of such 

social moorings. Anyone who believes, or pretends to 

believe, that democratic invective can topple a haughty 

foe and that the judgment of hardworking, God-fearing 

people is always correct can claim legitimacy in the great 

name of “the People.” Th us, in the era of World War I, 

socialists on the Great Plains remade themselves into 

champions of the same small farmers they had earlier 

viewed as anachronisms in an age of corporate capital-

ism. Th e organization they founded, the Nonpartisan 

League, captured the government of North Dakota and 

came close to winning elections in several other neigh-

boring states. During the 1930s and 1940s, industrial 

union organizers, including thousands of members of 

the Communist Party, portrayed themselves as latter-day 

Patrick Henrys battling such “Tory parasites” as Henry 

Ford and Tom Girdler, the antiunion head of Republic 

Steel. 

 From the 1940s through the 1980s, American con-

servatives eff ectively turned the rhetoric of populism to 

their own ends. During the “Red Scare” following World 

War II, they accused well-born fi gures in the federal gov-

ernment, such as Alger Hiss and Dean Acheson, of aid-

ing the Soviet Union. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Right’s 

populist off ensive shifted to the local level, where white 

homeowners in such cities as Detroit and Chicago ac-

cused wealthy, powerful liberals of forcing them to ac-

cept integrated neighborhoods and classrooms—with no 

intention themselves of living in such areas or sending 

their children to such schools. In four presidential cam-

paigns from 1964 to 1976, George Wallace articulated 

this message when he championed “this average man on 

the street . . . this man in the steel mill . . . the beautician, 

the policeman on the beat.” 

 By the time Ronald Reagan was elected and reelected 

president in the 1980s, the discourse of populism had com-

pleted a voyage from Left to Right, although community 

and union organizers on the left continued to claim they 

were its rightful inheritors. “Producers” were now widely 

understood to be churchgoing, home- owning taxpayers 

with middling incomes; “parasites” were government 

offi  cials who took revenues from diligent citizens and 

lavished them on avant-garde artists, welfare mothers, 

and foreigners who often acted to thwart American 

interests. 

 During the 1990s and the fi rst decade of the twenty-

fi rst century, fear of the globalized economy spurred a 

new round of populist discourse. First, activists on both 

the labor left and the protectionist right accused multi-

national corporations and international bodies such as 

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

of impoverishing American workers. Th en the collapse 

of the fi nancial system in 2008 revived anger at “Wall 

Street” for betraying the public’s trust and driving “Main 
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Street” into bankruptcy. Economic populists continued 

to have the power to sting their enemies and, perhaps, 

stir a desire for social change. 

See also agrarian politics; labor and politics.    
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 M I C H A E L  K A Z I N 

  presidency, the 

 Th e establishment of a national executive empowered 

to act independently of the legislature was one of the 

Constitutional Convention’s most consequential, and 

disquieting, innovations. Th e Revolution had targeted 

executive power as a threat, and both the states and the 

national government had kept it weak and subordinate. 

Th e supremacy of the representative assembly was a prin-

ciple widely viewed as emblematic of the new republican 

experiment. Th e Constitution, however, rejected that 

principle. By creating a presidency equal in standing to 

the national Congress and by fortifying the new national 

executive with unity, energy, and institutional security, 

the framers pushed to the fore a very diff erent concep-

tion of self-government. 

 In one sense, this innovation marked a clear retreat 

from the radical thrust of the Revolution. It is hard to 

miss the model of kingship behind the singular fi gure 

that the Constitution vests with “the executive power.” 

Th e president commands armies, suppresses insurrec-

tions, receives foreign emissaries, and pardons almost at 

will. Th e offi  ce stands watch over the legislature, its veto 

power potent enough both to protect its own indepen-

dence and to check the programmatic impulses of simple 

majorities. Th is was, for all appearances, a conservative 

position designed to preserve order, manage aff airs, and 

bring a measure of self-control to the government as a 

whole. 

 In another sense, however, the American executive 

drew upon and extended the principles of the Revolu-

tion. Th e presidency stands apart from the Congress but 

not from the people. As the decision to vest executive 

power in a single person focused responsibility for the 

high aff airs of state, the selection procedure ensured that 

individual’s regular accountability to a national elector-

ate. Provisions for a fi xed term and a separate national 

election established the presidency as the equal of the 

Congress, not only in the powers at its disposal but also 

in its popular foundations. Overall, the construction of 

separate institutions each balanced against the others 

and each accountable to the same people underscored 

the sovereignty of the people themselves over any and all 

institutional expressions of their will. 

 How, and with what eff ect, this new arrangement of 

powers would work was far from clear. Th e few broad 

strokes with which Article II of the Constitution con-

structed the presidential offi  ce are indicative of the del-

icate political circumstances of its creation and of the 

strategic value of keeping its implications ambiguous. 

Th ere is no counterpart in Article II to the crisply punc-

tuated list of powers expressly vested in the Congress 

by Article I, section VIII. By the same token, the more 

implicit and open-ended character of the powers of the 

presidency gave freer reign to interpretation and the 

exigencies of the moment. It imparted to the offi  ce an 

elastic quality that incumbents were invited to exploit by 

their own wits. 

 A few issues became apparent early on. One was 

that the scope of presidential power would be fi ercely 

contested. Th e administration of George Washington 
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ventured bold initiatives in foreign policy, domestic 

policy, and law enforcement, and it backed them up 

with strong assertions of presidential prerogative. But 

each brief issued on behalf of the power and indepen-

dence of the executive offi  ce provoked a strong reaction, 

and together they became a rallying cry for opposi-

tion. No less clear was the portentous character of the 

transfer of power from one president to another. John 

Adams’s initial decision to retain Washington’s cabinet 

aimed to assure stability and continuity in government 

operations across administrations, but it could not be 

sustained without severely handicapping the president 

in his eff orts to exercise the powers of his offi  ce on his 

own terms. As Adams ultimately discovered, a president 

cannot maintain control of his own offi  ce if he does 

not fi rst secure control over the other offi  ces of the ex-

ecutive branch. Th e election of a new president would 

thenceforth bring in its train the formation of a new 

administration, with all that it implied for the disrup-

tion of established governing arrangements and the per-

turbation of governing coalitions. 

 Behind these early revelations loomed another: that 

presidential elections and presidential administrations 

would orient American national politics at large. Pro-

viding a focal point of responsibility for the state of the 

nation, the president spurred political mobilization, the 

articulation of national issues, and the reconfi guration 

of political cleavages. Ironically, an offi  ce designed with 

an eye to bringing order and stability to national aff airs 

became a magnet for popular controversies and an en-

gine of change. 

 Institutional Development 

 Most of what we know of the presidency today is a 

product of latter-day embellishments. Two historical 

processes, in particular, fi gure prominently in its devel-

opment: the democratization of the polity and the na-

tionalization of the aff airs of state. 

 Th e democratization of the polity was fi rst expressed 

institutionally in the form of party development, and 

this gave rise in the nineteenth century to a party-based 

presidency. Th e emergence of two national parties in the 

1790s distilled rival interests across great geographical 

distances and coordinated their actions for presidential 

elections. Th e Twelfth Amendment, ratifi ed in 1804, 

formally separated the election of president and vice 

president and thus facilitated the formation of a national 

party ticket. Th e emergence of nominating conventions 

in the 1830s brought state party organizations together 

for the purposes of articulating a common platform and 

selecting candidates for the national ticket that would 

rally coalition interests. 

 Th rough innovations such as these, the presidency 

was connected organizationally to local bases of po-

litical support and integrated into national politics. 

Parties eased constitutional divisions of power by pro-

viding a base of common action among like-minded 

partisans in the presidency and the Congress. Just as 

importantly, the president lent support to his party 

base by distributing the offi  ces at his disposal in the ex-

ecutive branch to its constituent parts at the local level. 

Th e spoils system, which rotated executive offi  ces with 

each transfer of power and fi lled them with partisan 

supporters of the new incumbent, complemented the 

convention system. As the convention tied the presi-

dent to local party organizations, the spoils tied local 

party organizations to the president. Each side had 

powerful incentives to support the other, and the tena-

cious community of interests that was formed helped 

to hold America’s contentious democracy together as it 

sprawled across a continent. 

 Th e presidency was recast again over the early decades 

of the twentieth century. Th e growing interdependence 

of interests in industrial America and the heightened 

stakes of world aff airs for national security rendered the 

prior integration of presidency into a locally based party 

politics increasingly anachronistic. Progressive reformers 

sought to break down the community of interest that 

had animated the party presidency and to construct 

in its place powerful national bureaucracies capable of 

managing the new problems posed by industrialization 

and world power. At the same time, presidents asserted 

leadership more directly. Th ey began to take their case to 

the people. Th e hope was that by rallying public opinion 

behind their policy proposals, they would catalyze con-

certed action across the dispersed and divided institu-

tions of the Washington establishment. 

 With presidents and national bureaucracies assum-

ing a more prominent role in governing, the offi  ce of 

the presidency itself was refortifi ed. Th e passage of the 

Executive Reorganization Act in 1939 and the establish-

ment of the Executive Offi  ce of the President (EOP) 

gave incumbents new resources for managing the aff airs 

of state. Agencies of the EOP such as the Bureau of the 

Budget (later the Offi  ce of Management and Budget), 

the Council of Economic Advisors, and the National 

Security Council were designed by Congress with two 

concerns in mind: to help the president tackle national 
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problems holistically and to assure Congress that the 

president’s recommendations for national action were 

based on the candid advice of trained professionals and 

policy experts. 

 In recent decades, institutional developments have 

supported greater claims on behalf of independent presi-

dential action. In the 1970s primary elections displaced 

national party conventions as the chief mechanism for 

candidate selection. Th is has encouraged candidates for 

the offi  ce to build national political organizations of their 

own. A personal political organization is then carried 

over by the party nominee into the general election, and 

it is transferred again by the successful candidate into 

the offi  ces of the White House. One eff ect has been to 

weaken the mutual control mechanisms of the old party-

based presidency. Another has been the downgrading 

of the statutory agencies in the EOP, which progressive 

reformers had relied upon to institutionalize neutral ad-

vice, interbranch coordination, and information sharing. 

Th e locus of presidential power has shifted into the inner 

sanctums of the White House itself, where the incum-

bent’s personal control is least likely to be contested and 

where the strategic orientation revolves almost exclu-

sively around the president’s own political priorities. Th e 

reforms of earlier generations, which relied on extracon-

stitutional devices to ease the separation of powers and 

integrate the presidency into the rest of the government, 

are giving way to new assertions on behalf of the uni-

tary executive—assertions that accentuate the separation 

of powers, expand the legitimate domain of unilateral 

 action, and delimit the reach of checks and balances. 

 Institutional Power and Political Authority 

 Th ough reformers may have believed that bolstering the 

institution of the presidency would make for more eff ec-

tive political leadership, the connection between institu-

tional development and political performance remains 

weak. More resources have not ensured more eff ective 

leadership; great performances dot the presidential his-

tory in a seemingly random fashion. Th is has led many 

observers to stress the importance of character, personal-

ity, and skill in the exercise of presidential power, and 

appropriately so: as the purview of American national 

government has expanded and the offi  ce of the presi-

dency has grown more resourceful, incumbent compe-

tence has been placed at a premium. 

 Still, it is hard to discern any coherent set of personal 

attributes that distinguishes politically eff ective leaders 

from politically ineff ective ones. Franklin Roosevelt and 

Lyndon Johnson both possessed extraordinary political 

skills. But while one reconstructed the standards of legit-

imate national action, the other self-destructed. Andrew 

Jackson and Andrew Johnson were rigid, vindictive, and 

divisive leaders. But one succeeded in crushing his oppo-

nents while the other was crushed by them. A long look 

back over this history suggests that the variable political 

eff ectiveness of presidential leadership is less a matter of 

the personal attributes of the incumbent than of the po-

litical contexts in which he is called upon to act. 

 One of the more striking patterns to be observed in 

presidential history is that the leaders who stand out 

both for their political mastery in offi  ce and their recon-

structive political eff ects were immediately preceded by 

leaders who are widely derided as politically inept and 

out of their depth: John Adams and Th omas Jeff erson, 

John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson, James Buch-

anan and Abraham Lincoln, Herbert Hoover and Frank-

lin Roosevelt, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. In each 

historical pairing, we fi rst fi nd a president whose actions 

in offi  ce seemed self-defeating and whose chief political 

eff ect was to foment a nationwide crisis of legitimacy; 

next we fi nd a president whose actions in offi  ce proved 

elevating and whose chief eff ect was to reset the terms 

and conditions of legitimate national government. On 

further inspection, it will be observed that the fi rst presi-

dent in each pair led to power a governing coalition whose 

commitments were well established but increasingly vul-

nerable to identifi cation as the very source of the nation’s 

problems. Th e second president in each pair led to power 

an untested political insurgency. Each used his powers 

to defi ne the basic commitments of that insurgency 

and secure them in a new governing coalition. Diffi  cult 

as it is to distill a shared set of personal attributes that 

clearly distinguishes the incumbents on one side of these 

pairings from those on the other, the common political 

circumstances faced on each side are unmistakable. 

 Th is pattern points back to fundamental attributes 

of the presidential offi  ce, qualities that have held sway 

despite the dramatic developments to be observed over 

time in the accoutrements of institutional power. Th e 

most telling of these is the one fi rst revealed in the trans-

fer of power from George Washington to John Adams: 

the inherently disruptive political impact of the election 

of a new president and installation of a new administra-

tion. In one way or another, new presidents shake things 

up. Th e constitutionally ingrained independence of the 

offi  ce, the provision for separate elections at regular in-

tervals to fi xed terms, the institutional imperative that 
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each new incumbent assert control over the offi  ce in his 

own right—all this has made the presidency a persistent 

engine of change in the American political system. It is 

precisely because all presidents change things in one way 

or another that the power to change things has been less 

of an issue in the politics of leadership than the author-

ity that can be found in the moment at hand for actions 

taken and changes instigated. Unlike institutional power, 

which has developed in stages over the long course of 

American history, authority of this sort can shift dramat-

ically from one president to the next. 

 It is not surprising that incumbents affi  liated with es-

tablished interests have a harder time sustaining author-

ity for their actions than do incumbents who come to 

power from the opposition. Th e opposition stance plays 

to the institutional independence of the presidential of-

fi ce and supports its inherently disruptive political eff ects; 

affi  liation compromises independence and complicates 

the meaning of the changes instigated. Th is diff erence is 

magnifi ed when, as in the case of our starkly contrasting 

historical pairs, the political commitments of the domi-

nant governing coalition are being called into question by 

events on the ground. Affi  liated leaders like the Adamses, 

Buchanan, Hoover, and Carter could neither forthrightly 

affi  rm nor forthrightly repudiate the political interests to 

which they were attached. Actions that reached out to 

political allies served to cast the president as a symptom of 

the nation’s growing problems while actions that charted 

a more independent course tended to alienate the presi-

dent from his base of political support. Lacking the politi-

cal authority to secure fi rm ground for their actions, these 

presidents found themselves in an impossible leadership 

situation. In turn, Jeff erson, Jackson, Lincoln, Franklin 

Roosevelt, and Reagan drew great advantages from the 

political disaff ection created by the hapless struggles of 

their predecessors. Leading to power an insurgency de-

fi ned largely by its forthright repudiation of an old es-

tablishment, they were able to rearticulate fi rst principles, 

to sustain freedom of action across a broad front, and, 

 ultimately, to locate a common ground of new commit-

ments that their supporters would fi nd authoritative. 

 Historically, the weaker the political ties binding pres-

idents to established standards of action, the stronger the 

president has been in tapping the independence of his 

offi  ce and delivering on its promise of a new beginning. 

How, then, will recent developments in the institution of 

the presidency come to bear on this general rule? On the 

one hand, we might expect that as all presidents become 

more independent in the resources at their disposal, any 

limitations imposed by the political affi  liations they 

bring into offi  ce will diminish. On the other hand, as 

these new resources become more self-contained and de-

tached from those of other institutional actors, we may 

also discover new limits on the presidency’s capacity to 

play its vital historical role in the renewal and reinvigo-

ration of the American polity as whole. In the past, the 

presidents who eff ectively reconstructed the terms and 

conditions of legitimate national government did not 

just break old bonds; they also forged new ties that knit 

the system back together. Whether a reintegration of 

that sort remains possible is an open question. 

  See also  cabinet departments; Constitution, federal. 
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  presidency to 1860 

 Th e seventeenth and eighteenth centuries marked the 

transition from a powerful to a tamed executive branch 

of government, fi rst in Great Britain and then in the 

United States. In the 1600s, England began the long, 

slow, and often violent process of wresting power away 

from the king and placing authority in the hands of the 

Parliament. Th is transition led to both the democratiza-

tion of the polity and the control of executive power. 

Th e American Revolution of 1776 furthered this process 

by placing the executive branch within the constraints 

of a constitution (1787), a separation-of-powers system, 

the rule of law, and checks and balances. While the 

French Revolution that followed (1789) unleashed the 

best and the worst of democratic sentiments, it was to 

serve as a warning against unchecked power in the hands 

of the masses. Th e American Revolution occurred in the 

middle of these transitions and drew lessons from both 

the British and the French. From the British, Americans 

were convinced that the divine right of kings and execu-

tive tyranny had to give way to a controlled executive, 

and from the French experience, they learned that un-

leashing democracy without the rule of law and checks 

and balances could lead to a diff erent but also quite dan-

gerous form of tyranny. 

 Th e American experiment in empowering as well as 

controlling executive powers within a web of consti-

tutional and political constraints led to the creation of 

a rather limited presidency. Yet over time, this executive 

branch would grow and expand in power and responsi-

bility; both necessity and opportunity would allow for 

the growth of presidential power. 

 The Rise of the Presidency 

 As the United States became a world power, it also be-

came more of a presidential nation. In the early years of 

the republic, however, with few international responsi-

bilities and fewer foreign entanglements, the presidency 

would be a rather small institution, with limited pow-

ers, whose holders would struggle to establish a place of 

power within the new system of government. 

 Of the framers’ handiwork at the Constitutional Con-

vention, the presidency was the least formed and defi ned 

of the three governing institutions. Th us, while the offi  ce 

may have been invented by the framers, it was brought 

to life by George Washington and his successors. 

 Th e framers were concerned that this new president 

not become a tyrant or monarch. Having fought a revo-

lution against the hereditary monarchy of Great Britain, 

they wanted to create an executive branch that, as its 

name implies, would preside, enact laws passed by the 

Congress, manage the government’s business, and be 

but one element of a three-part government. Designed 

to promote deliberation and not effi  ciency, this new 

government would not have an all-powerful fi gure at its 

head. But could such a government work in practice? 

 The Presidency in Practice 

 George Washington, the towering fi gure of his era, was, 

as fi rst president (1789–97), a precedent setter. He was 

a man who could have been king, yet chose to be presi-

dent. At the time of his inauguration, the American ex-

periment was just that—an experiment; thus, everything 

that Washington did mattered. As he noted at the time, 

“I walk on untrodden ground.” Whatever Washington 

did would have an impact on what was to follow. One of 

the reasons the Constitutional Convention was willing 

to leave Article II, which created a presidency, somewhat 

vague and ill-defi ned was that the delegates knew Wash-

ington would occupy the offi  ce fi rst, and they so trusted 

his republican sensibilities that they allowed him to set 

the tone for what the presidency would become. 

 Washington’s goal was to put the new offi  ce on a secure 

footing, create conditions in which a republican execu-

tive could govern, give the offi  ce some independence, and 

establish the legitimacy of the new republic. Th is was no 

small order. He attempted to be a national unifi er at a time 

when divisions were forming in the new nation. His major 

eff ort toward this goal was to bring Alexander Hamilton 

and Th omas Jeff erson, two bitter personal and ideological 

rivals, together in his fi rst cabinet. Th is worthy goal would 

fail, however, and the clash between these two rivals was 

instrumental in forming the nation’s fi rst political parties. 

 Washington exercised independent authority over 

treaty making, declared neutrality in the war between 

France and England, and asserted independence from 

Congress in managerial matters within the executive 

branch. For Washington, the president was not to be a 

messenger boy for Congress but instead an independent 

offi  cer with powers and prerogatives. But if Washington 

set precedents for the ill-defi ned offi  ce, could he trust 

his successors to exercise such ambiguous authority with 

honor and dignity? Th e ambiguity that allowed him to 

invent an offi  ce could also potentially be used by less 

skilled men, with less character, to less benign ends. 
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 John Adams followed Washington into the presidency 

(1797–1801), and his term in offi  ce was marked by inter-

necine warfare between the president and members of 

his own Federalist Party. Adams’s disappointing pres-

idency led to the shift in power from the Federalists to 

the Jeff ersonians in the hotly contested election of 1800. 

 Party Leadership and Prerogative 

 Th e next president to add markedly to the powers of the 

offi  ce was Th omas Jeff erson (1801–9), who set an impor-

tant precedent in that his inauguration marked the fi rst 

of what would be many peaceful transfers of power from 

one party to another. Jeff erson wanted to deceremoni-

alize the presidency and make it a more republican in-

stitution. He did away with bowing, replacing the regal 

custom with the more democratic handshake; he abol-

ished the weekly levee (a reception); ended formal state 

dinners; and abandoned the custom of making personal 

addresses to Congress. Jeff erson also used the cabinet as 

an instrument of presidential leadership and exerted con-

trol over Congress by exploiting opportunities for party 

leadership. 

 When the opportunity to purchase the Louisiana Ter-

ritory from France presented itself, Jeff erson believed 

that he did not have the authority to act and had his 

cabinet draw up a constitutional amendment to give him 

such authority. But time was short, and an amendment 

might take months, if not years, to pass. Jeff erson was 

confronted with a stark choice: act on his own question-

able authority or lose one of the great opportunities for 

promoting the nation’s security and expanding its bor-

ders. Jeff erson acted. It was one of the most important, if 

constitutionally questionable, acts in presidential history. 

 Perhaps Jeff erson’s greatest contribution to presiden-

tial leadership was his linking of that which the framers 

separated: the president and Congress. Jeff erson exer-

cised a form of hidden-handed legislative leadership by 

inviting important members of his party in Congress to 

the White House for dinners, after which he would chart 

out a legislative strategy and agenda for his fellow party 

members to push through Congress. It was an eff ective 

tool of leadership and one that subsequent presidents ex-

ercised with mixed success. 

 Th e next three presidents faced something of a con-

gressional backlash. James Madison (1809–17), James 

Monroe (1817–25), and John Quincy Adams (1825–29) 

had mixed success as presidents. Th e one key to the rise 

of presidential power in this era occurred during the 

Monroe administration, when, seeing European pow-

ers eyeing territories in the Americas, the president an-

nounced the Monroe Doctrine, a warning to European 

states to abandon imperial ambitions in the Americas. 

Monroe issued this declaration on his own authority, 

and it helped increase the foreign policy powers of the 

presidency. 

 The President and the Rise of Democracy 

 Th e next president, Andrew Jackson (1829–37), was one 

of the most cantankerous and powerful men ever to oc-

cupy the White House, and he became president at a 

time of great social change in America. By the 1820s, 

most states no longer required men to own property 

in order to vote, and nearly comprehensive white male 

suff rage had arrived. Jackson recognized the potential 

implications of this momentous change and exploited 

it to his advantage. He claimed that, as the only truly 

nationally elected political leader in the nation, he was 

elected to speak for the people. By making the president 

the voice of the people, and linking presidential power 

to democracy, Jackson greatly added to the potential 

power of the offi  ce. Merging the presidency with mass 

democracy, Jackson used what he saw as his mandate to 

lead (some might say bully) the Congress. Such a link 

between the people and the president was something the 

framers feared, believing that this could lead a president 

to manipulate public opinion and emerge as a dema-

gogue, destroying the possibility of true statesmanship 

and deliberative government. 

 The Rise of Congress 

 After Jackson, a series of weaker presidents followed, 

and Congress reasserted its constitutional prerogatives. 

Th is became a pattern in American history: a strong 

president, followed by congressional reassertion, fol-

lowed by a strong president, a backlash, and again strong 

congressional leadership. Th e three presidents after 

Jackson—Martin Van Buren (1837–41); William Henry 

Harrison (1841), who died after a month in offi  ce; and 

John Tyler (1841–45), the fi rst vice president to assume 

offi  ce on the death of a president)—faced strong con-

gressional leadership and were limited in what they could 

achieve. 

 James Polk (1845–49), however, changed that pattern. 

He demonstrated that a determined president could, in 

eff ect, start a war (the Mexican-American War). Polk was 
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able to manipulate events along the Texas-Mexican bor-

der coaxing the Mexican force to attack, and by initiat-

ing aggressive action, preempt the Congress and force it 

to follow his lead. Th is initiative was yet another tool of 

presidential leadership added to the arsenal of presiden-

tial power. 

 Several weaker presidents followed Polk, as the na-

tion became swept up in sectional rivalry and the issue 

of slavery. Rather than presidential government, this was 

an era of congressional dominance. Presidents Zachary 

Taylor (1849–50), Millard Fillmore (1850–53), Franklin 

Pierce (1853–57), and James Buchanan (1857–61) were 

weak presidents in a diffi  cult age. 

 The Impact of War on the Presidency  

James Buchanan is an especially interesting case in 

presidential weakness. Sectional diffi  culties were heat-

ing up, and the slavery issue was causing deep divisions 

between the North and the South. Many southern states 

were threatening nullifi cation, if not outright secession, 

from the Union. Despite the grave threat to the nation’s 

future, Buchanan did not believe he had the consti-

tutional authority to prevent the southern states from 

seceding, and his self-imposed restraint meant that the 

rebellious states would meet little resistance. Buchanan 

saw slavery as a moral evil, but he conceded to the South 

a constitutional right to allow slavery to exist. He tried, 

but failed, to chart a middle course. Although a strong 

unionist, Buchanan’s limited conception of presidential 

power prevented him from taking the steps necessary to 

stem the breakup of the nation. 

 Buchanan was a strict constitutional constructionist; 

he believed the president was authorized to take only 

those actions clearly spelled out in the Constitution. 

Th is conception of the offi  ce severely limited Buchanan’s 

eff orts to stem the tide of secession. In his last message 

to the Congress, delivered on December 3, 1860, Bu-

chanan stated, “Apart from the execution of the laws, 

so far as this may be practical, the Executive has no 

authority to decide what shall be the relations between 

the Federal Government and South Carolina. . . .” Less 

than three weeks later, South Carolina seceded from the 

Union. 

 Buchanan left his successor, Abraham Lincoln, a 

seem ingly unsolvable crisis. He told the incoming pres-

ident, “If you are as happy, Mr Lincoln, on entering this 

house as I am in leaving it and returning home, you are 

the happiest man in this country.” Lincoln, however, 

was animated by the challenge. His presidency (1861–65) 

would reinvent the offi  ce and take its power to new 

heights. 

 The Evolution of the Presidency  

Th e presidency was invented at the end of the era of 

the aristocracy, yet before the era of democracy had fully 

arrived. Th e framers of the U.S. Constitution created 

a republican form of government with limited powers, 

under the rule of law, within a constitutional frame-

work, with a separation of powers system. From 1789 

to 1860 the presidency they invented proved viable, re-

silient, and—at times—quite eff ective. Th e evolution of 

the presidency from idea to reality, from blank slate to 

robust offi  ce, resulted in the creation of a new offi  ce that 

achieved stability and independence. Th is experiment in 

governing was built on and grounded in the Constitu-

tion, but that document was only its starting point. In 

reality, the presidency was formed less by the Constitu-

tion and more by the tug-of-war over power between 

the president and Congress as politics played out over 

the fi rst 70 years of the republic. In this sense, the presi-

dency was created in practice more that at the drafting 

table. 

 Th e presidency before 1860 did not need to be large, 

powerful, or imperial. Th e United States was a relatively 

small nation, somewhat geographically isolated from 

the troubles of Europe, with few entangling alliances 

and no position of world leadership. As a secondary 

world power, the United States did not have to fl ex its 

military muscle or make its presence known across the 

globe. Th is allowed the presidency to develop free from 

the pressures of global responsibilities.

Likewise, the domestic demands placed on the fed-

eral government were more limited in this period than 

they are today. Th e federal government did less, and 

less was expected of it. Th e media was localized and, 

prior to the advent of radio (and then television and the 

Internet), tools of communication were limited. But, 

although the presidency was “small” as an institution, 

the seeds were planted in this era for the rise and growth 

of presidential power that was to follow. Th at growth 

would await the advent of the twentieth century, and 

the rise of the United States as a world military, politi-

cal, and economic superpower. 

  See also  era of a new republic, 1789–1827; Jacksonian era,

1828–45. 
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 presidency, 1860–1932 

 Th e presidential elections of 1860 and 1932 brought 

to power two of America’s most important presidents: 

Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Th ese two 

elections also marked the beginning and the end of an 

era in which Republicans dominated the offi  ce of pres-

ident. Th e power of the presidency ebbed and fl owed 

during the period from 1860 to 1932, depending on the 

personality and ambitions of the offi  ceholder and the 

challenges of his times. 

 The Civil War and Reconstruction: 1860–76 

 In 1860 Abraham Lincoln, the candidate of the Repub-

lican Party, founded just six years earlier, won the presi-

dency as the only antislavery contender in a crowded 

fi eld. Lincoln opposed the expansion of slavery beyond 

its existing boundaries, which many slaveholders re-

garded as tantamount to abolition. Consonant with 

the party’s emphasis on activist government and eco-

nomic development, Lincoln’s platform also called for 

homestead legislation to promote western settlement, 

protective tariff s, and internal improvements. Although 

he won only 40 percent of the popular vote, he carried 

every northern state. Th e new president would have the 

cheerless task of presiding over the near dissolution of 

the nation itself. Even before Lincoln took the oath of 

offi  ce on March 4, 1861, seven southern states had se-

ceded from the Union. On April 12, 1861, the Civil War 

began with the bombardment of Fort Sumter in South 

Carolina. 

 As a wartime leader, Lincoln became the most activ-

ist president to that time in U.S. history, expanding 

the powers of the presidency and the importance of the 

national government. Lincoln assumed broad powers 

to quell what he believed was a lawless domestic insur-

rection. When he issued the Emancipation Proclama-

tion that freed all slaves still held by the Confederacy, 

he committed the federal government for the fi rst time 

to a decisive stand against slavery. He summoned the 

militia to defend the Union, ordered a blockade of 

the Confederacy’s ports, expanded the regular army 

beyond its legal limit, and spent federal funds with-

out congressional approval. He suspended the writ of 

habeas corpus, which now meant that persons could 

be imprisoned without charges, and authorized army 

commanders to declare martial law in areas behind 

the lines. Th e Lincoln administration also instituted a 

graduated income tax, established a national banking 

system, facilitated the settlement of western lands, and 

began the nation’s fi rst draft of soldiers. 

 Lincoln won reelection in 1864, aided by Union vic-

tories in the fall of that year. He would not, however, 

survive to preside over postwar Reconstruction, a task 

that would fall to lesser leaders. After Lincoln’s assassina-

tion in mid-April 1864, Andrew Johnson, a Democrat 

and the former wartime governor of Tennessee, assumed 

the presidency. Lincoln had put Johnson on his ticket in 

1864 to present a united front to the nation. Johnson’s 

tenure as president marked a signifi cant decline in presi-

dential power and prestige. 

 Johnson and the Republican Congress battled over 

Reconstruction policy, with Congress gaining the upper 

hand. Congress enacted civil rights laws, the Fourteenth 

Amendment guaranteeing “equal protection under the 

law,” and the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibited 

the denial of voting rights on grounds of race, color, or 

previous servitude. Congress authorized the stationing 

of federal troops in the South to enforce Reconstruction. 

In 1868 Johnson became the fi rst president impeached by 

the U.S. House of Representatives. Th e primary charge 

against him was that he had violated the Tenure of Of-

fi ce Act, which forbade him from fi ring cabinet mem-

bers without the approval of the Senate. Conviction in 

the Senate failed by a single vote. However, Johnson’s 

political career was over, and a Republican, war hero 

Ulysses S. Grant, won the presidency in 1868. Johnson’s 

impeachment strengthened the hand of Congress rela-

tive to the presidency, but it also discredited the use of 

impeachment as a political weapon. 
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 Grant proved to be a weaker president than he had 

been a general. He assumed offi  ce with no program of 

his own; he followed the precedents set by the Repub-

lican Congress. Despite a lack of enthusiasm for black 

equality, Grant supported measures to sustain and ex-

tend Reconstruction. He continued the circulation of 

paper money, reduction of the federal debt, protection 

of industry through tariff s, and subsidization of the rail-

roads. But Reconstruction was already unraveling during 

Grant’s fi rst term. Although the shell of federal power 

kept the South in Republican hands, the party that iden-

tifi ed with black aspirations was unable to gain the sup-

port of white Southerners and thereby maintain its hold 

on the majority-white South. 

 Grant easily won reelection in 1872, but the advent of 

an economic depression in 1873 dashed his hopes for a 

bright second term. With Grant lacking ideas for reviv-

ing the economy, Congress acted on its own to expand 

the currency. But Grant, a president committed to the 

ideal of sound money, vetoed the legislation, leading to 

a paralysis of policy that endured through the end of the 

depression in 1878. Widespread corruption pervaded 

the Grant administration, which was also ineff ectual in 

sustaining Reconstruction. By the end of Grant’s second 

term, white supremacist “Redeemers” had gained control 

of every southern state with the exceptions of Florida, 

Louisiana, and South Carolina. 

 The Gilded Age: 1877–1900 

 Th e disputed presidential election of 1876 marked the end 

of Reconstruction and another low point in the powers of 

the presidency. Although Democratic candidate Samuel J. 

Tilden, the governor of New York, won the popular vote 

against Republican governor Rutherford B. Hayes of 

Ohio, the outcome of the election turned on disputed 

Electoral College votes in Florida, South Carolina, and 

Louisiana, the three states in which Republicans still re-

tained power. With the U.S. Constitution silent on the 

resolution of such disputes, Congress improvised by 

forming a special electoral commission that ultimately 

consisted of eight Republicans and seven Democrats. Th e 

commission voted eight to seven on party lines to award 

all disputed electoral votes to Hayes, which gave him the 

presidency. 

 Hayes fulfi lled his campaign promises to govern from 

the center and serve only a single term in offi  ce. By the 

time of the next presidential election, the nation had 

divided sharply into a solidly Democratic South that 

systematically moved to disfranchise black voters and a 

predominantly Republican North. Th e years from 1876 

to 1892 were marked by a sharp regional division of po-

litical power growing out of Civil War alignments and a 

national stalemate between Republicans who dominated 

the North and Democrats who controlled the “redeemed” 

South. Th e Republican Party was also deeply divided 

between reformers and leaders, known as the Stalwarts, 

who were intent upon exploiting the political system for 

private gain. Th e Republican convention of 1880 held 

35 ballots before nominating a dark horse candidate and 

mild reformer, Representative James A. Garfi eld of Ohio. 

In a gesture of conciliation to the Stalwarts, he chose 

as his running mate Chester A. “Boss” Arthur, who had 

held the key patronage position of customs collector of 

the Port of New York. Th e Democrats countered with 

former Civil War general Winfi eld Scott Hancock. 

 Garfi eld’s hairbreadth victory over Hancock, by 

some 2,000 popular votes, began a series of four con-

secutive presidential elections in which the major party 

candidates were separated by an average of just 2 per-

cent of the popular vote. Garfi eld had served less than 

four months as president before succumbing to an as-

sassin’s bullet. Th e newly inaugurated Chester Arthur 

disappointed his Stalwart friends by steering a middle 

course as president. Ironically, one of his crowning 

achievements was to sign into law the Pendleton Act 

of 1883 that established the federal civil service sys-

tem. Arthur, however, had endeared himself to neither 

wing of the GOP and, in 1884, became the only sit-

ting president in U.S. history to be denied his party’s 

renomination. 

 In 1884, with the victory of New York governor Gro-

ver Cleveland, the Democrats gained the White House 

for the fi rst time in 24 years. Cleveland’s presidency har-

kened back to Andrew Jackson. Like Jackson, Cleveland 

believed in limited government, states’ rights, sound 

money, fi scal responsibility, free trade, and a president 

who protected the public from the excesses of Congress. 

Cleveland vetoed several hundred special pension bills 

for Union veterans and their dependents. In 1887 he also 

vetoed the Dependent Pension Bill, which would have 

mandated payments to most disabled veterans regard-

less of whether their disabilities resulted from wartime 

service. During his fi rst term, Cleveland exercised the 

presidential veto more than twice as many times as all 

his predecessors combined. 

 In his reelection bid, Cleveland prevailed in the popu-

lar tally, but lost his home state of New York and with it 

the Electoral College. Republican president Benjamin 



presidency, 1860–1932

594

Harrison sought to restore to his party the activism of 

Lincoln, with mixed success. Among his achievements 

was the McKinley Tariff  of 1890, which substantially 

increased tariff  rates. Harrison and other Republicans 

of the Gilded Age presented tariff  protection as a com-

prehensive economic policy that would nurture indus-

try, keep wages high, and strengthen domestic markets 

for agricultural goods. Harrison also gained passage of 

a pension bill similar to the legislation that Cleveland 

had vetoed. By 1893 pension payments would account 

for nearly half of the federal budget, and pensions would 

constitute the only substantial federal relief program 

until the New Deal of the 1930s. Congress also enacted 

the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, which outlawed corpo-

rate combinations or conspiracies “in restraint of trade 

or commerce.” Harrison failed, however, to steer new 

civil rights laws through Congress, and the Sherman 

Act proved ineff ective in restraining the concentration 

of industry. 

 In 1892 Cleveland defeated Harrison in a rematch of 

the 1888 election and became the only American presi-

dent to serve two non-consecutive terms. Cleveland’s 

election appeared to foreshadow a dramatic shift of party 

power in favor of the Democrats. Th e party seemed fi -

nally to have transcended the sectionalism of Civil War 

politics by combining its lock on the solid South with 

a revived ability to compete in the North. Cleveland’s 

second term, however, proved to be a disaster for both 

the president and his party. He would spend nearly all 

of his four years in offi  ce on a futile eff ort to combat 

the worst economic depression to date in the history of 

the United States. President Cleveland, captive of his 

commitment to hard money and limited government, 

refused to consider reforming the fi nancial system, in-

creasing the money supply, or providing relief for the 

unemployed. His only solution to the economic calam-

ity was to maintain a currency backed by gold, which 

only exacerbated the monetary contraction that had de-

pressed investments, wages, and prices. 

 Cleveland declined to run for a third term, and his 

party’s nominee, William Jennings Bryan, repudiated 

the president’s policies. Bryan began the transition to 

a Democratic Party committed to activist government. 

Bryan embraced such reform proposals as the free coin-

age of silver to infl ate the currency, a graduated income 

tax, arbitration of labor disputes, and stricter regulation 

of railroads. Bryan also helped introduce the modern 

style of presidential campaigns by giving stump speeches 

across the nation in 1896. In turn, the Republicans, who 

vastly outspent the Democrats, pioneered modern fund-

raising techniques. 

 Bryan lost in 1896 to Republican William McKinley, 

who benefi ted as president from the end of the depres-

sion in 1897. In domestic policy, McKinley steered new 

protective tariff s through Congress but otherwise fol-

lowed a largely stand-pat approach to domestic matters. 

As president, however, he assumed the stewardship of a 

foreign empire and an expanded role in foreign aff airs. 

As a result of winning the Spanish-American War of 

1898, the United States acquired Puerto Rico, the Phil-

ippines, and several Pacifi c islands. It also established a 

protectorate over the Republic of Cuba. Although the 

United States would not endeavor to extend its formal 

empire of overseas territories in later years, it would 

frequently intervene in foreign nations to promote its 

values and interests. McKinley also expanded the pow-

ers of the presidency as he pioneered the steering of 

public opinion through a systematic program of press 

relations and speaking tours. 

 The Progressive Era: 1901–20 

 In 1900 McKinley won a rematch with Bryan, but in 

September 1901 he became the third president in 40 years 

to fall victim to an assassin. His successor—Th eodore 

Roosevelt—was a man of diff erent personality and ideas. 

Roosevelt was a showman with substance. During the 

remainder of McKinley’s term and a second term of his 

own, Roosevelt transformed the presidency, the nation, 

and the Republican Party. As president, Roosevelt was 

both a big-stick diplomat abroad and a reformer at home. 

He altered the agenda of the Republican Party by add-

ing a progressive domestic agenda to the expansionist 

policies of his predecessor, William McKinley. Roosevelt 

would become the fi rst president to champion the use of 

federal power to protect the public interest and to curb 

abuses of the new corporate order. Ultimately, he would 

became the leader of progressive movements throughout 

the nation that worked toward improving social condi-

tions, purifying American civilization, ending corrupt 

political practices, conserving resources, and regulating 

business. Roosevelt believed that reform was necessary to 

ameliorate the harshest consequences of industrial soci-

ety and to thwart the appeal of radical groups. 

 Roosevelt also expanded the margins of presidential 

power. Prior presidents had typically deferred to con-

stitutional ambiguities insofar as executive powers and 

privileges were concerned, preferring to err on the side of 

caution—and, by extension, weakness. Roosevelt, how-
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ever, believed that he could do anything in the public 

interest that was not specifi cally prohibited by the Con-

stitution. He intervened in disputes between labor and 

capital, used executive orders to conserve federal lands, 

attacked corporate monopolies in court, mediated foreign 

disputes, and aggressively acquired the territory needed 

to build the Panama Canal. His presidency not only 

served as a template for future ones but fi ttingly began 

what has been called the American century. 

 After retiring from the presidency, Roosevelt anointed 

a handpicked successor, his secretary of war, William 

Howard Taft, who thwarted Bryan’s third bid for the 

presidency. But in 1912 Roosevelt was so disappointed 

with the moderate Taft that he unsuccessfully challenged 

the incumbent for the Republican Party’s presidential 

nomination. Th e disappointed Roosevelt launched a 

third-party campaign that split the GOP and handed the 

election to Democratic candidate Woodrow Wilson, the 

progressive governor of New Jersey. 

 During his two terms in offi  ce, Wilson continued 

the liberal transformation of the Democratic Party that 

Bryan had begun in 1896. Under his watch, the federal 

government reduced tariff s, adopted the Federal Reserve 

System, established the Federal Trade Commission to 

regulate business, inaugurated social welfare programs, 

and joined much of the Western world in guaranteeing 

voting rights for women. Wilson also continued Amer-

ica’s increasing involvement abroad and led the nation 

victoriously through World War I. 

 Like Th eodore Roosevelt, Wilson also redefi ned the 

presidency, making the offi  ce both more powerful and 

active than before. Wilson was more engaged than any 

prior president in crafting legislation and steering it 

through Congress. A month after his inauguration, he 

addressed a special session of Congress to press for tariff  

reform, becoming the fi rst president since John Quincy 

Adams in the 1820s to appear as an advocate before the 

legislature. Wilson also restored the practice of delivering 

the State of the Union address in person to Congress—

a practice that Th omas Jeff erson had discontinued after 

his election in 1800. Wilson also seized the initiative in 

foreign aff airs. He attempted to broker peace between 

warring factions in World War I, and when that eff ort 

failed, led the nation into war. With his Fourteen Points, 

Wilson also articulated an ambitious vision for a postwar 

era marked by open covenants of peace, arms reductions, 

freedom of the seas, fair trade, self-determination for all 

people, and an international organization to keep the 

peace. 

 The Conservative Ascendancy: 1921–32 

 America’s postwar future belonged not to Woodrow Wil-

son but to conservative Republicans. Wilson failed to 

gain acceptance in the United States or abroad for his 

ambitious peace plans, and his poor health precluded 

any hope for a third-term campaign. In the presidential 

election of 1920, Republican Senator Warren Harding of 

Ohio prevailed on a platform that promised a “return to 

normalcy” for Americans tired of liberal reform, war, and 

waves of Catholic and Jewish immigrants from south-

ern and eastern Europe. Republicans would win all three 

presidential elections of the 1920s by landslide margins 

and maintain control over Congress during the period. 

Republican presidents and congresses of the 1920s would 

slash taxes, deregulate industry, restrict immigration, try 

to enforce Prohibition, and increase protective tariff s. In 

1928, when Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover deci-

sively defeated New York Governor Alfred E. Smith—

the fi rst Catholic presidential candidate on a major party 

ticket—many believed the Democratic Party was on the 

verge of extinction. 

 Th e tide turned after the stock market crash of 1929 

began the nation’s longest and deepest depression. Un-

like Grant and Cleveland, Hoover responded vigorously 

to the economic downturn. He held conferences of busi-

ness leaders, sought to boost farm prices through federal 

purchases of commodities, and expanded federal pub-

lic works projects. He assented to the formation of the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation, which made low-

interest loans to banks, railroads, and insurance compa-

nies. But he opposed federal regulation of business and 

vetoed legislation enacted by Democrats and progressive 

Republicans in Congress for direct aid to individuals 

and families—the so-called federal dole. Th e Depres-

sion failed to respond to his remedies, which Americas 

believed were inadequate to the challenges of the times. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Democratic governor of New 

York, trounced Hoover in the presidential election of 

1932, which ended conservative control of national gov-

ernment and marked the beginning of a new era of lib-

eral politics in the United States. 

  See also  assassination, presidential; Civil War and 

Reconstruction; conservative interregnum, 1920–32; 

Democratic Party; Reconstruction; Republican Party; 

sectional confl ict and secession, 1845–65. 
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 presidency, 1932–2008 

 Presidential Power and Responsibility 

 From 1932 to 2004, the powers and responsibilities of the 

presidency expanded together with the size and scope of 

the federal government. In 1932 the federal government 

spent less than $5 billion, including only about $700 mil-

lion on the military. About 100 employees worked in 

the White House. In 2004 the federal government spent 

more than $2 trillion, the military budget hit $400 bil-

lion, and 1,800 people worked in the White House. Yet 

even as the federal bureaucracy has exploded, the mod-

ern president has become a celebrity fi gure, prized for his 

ability to inspire and lead the American people. Presi-

dential success, moreover, has not always followed from 

presidential power. To the contrary, modern presidents 

have often fallen victim to the overreach that accompa-

nies the arrogance of power. 

 Th e presidency from 1932 to 2004 can be partitioned 

into two distinct eras. From 1932 to 1980, presidents took 

the lead in establishing the modern liberal state. From 

1980 to 2004, conservative presidents put their distinc-

tive stamp on government in the United States. 

 The Origins of the Liberal State 

 In 1928 Herbert Hoover became the third consecu-

tive Republican to win a landslide election to the 

presidency. But after 1929, Hoover battled the baleful 

consequences of a worldwide depression that resisted 

every remedy he tried. During the Hoover years, the 

Democratic opposition established the precedent of 

the permanent political campaign, with no pause be-

tween elections or deference to the presidency. Patrick 

Hurley, Hoover’s secretary of war and political advisor, 

lamented that “our political opponents tell the story 

[and] we are on the defensive.” Henceforth, every 

American president would be compelled to engage in 

a perpetual campaign. 

 Liberal Democrat Franklin Roosevelt’s smashing 

victory over Hoover in 1932 profoundly changed both 

the presidency and the nation. During the new ad-

ministration’s fi rst 100 days, conservatives watched in 

dismay as Roosevelt seized command of the legislative 

agenda more decisively than any prior president. He 

steered through Congress 15 major bills that addressed 

the banking crisis; got lawmakers to repeal Prohibition; 

created substantial relief and public works programs; 

and established recovery programs for agriculture and 

industry. Roosevelt became the fi rst president to sell his 

policies to the public through fi reside chats on the radio 

and freewheeling, twice-weekly press conferences. He 

had the ability both to inspire Americans with soaring 

rhetoric and to make ordinary folk believe that he, their 

patrician leader, truly understood and could help solve 

their problems. 

 After Roosevelt won a second decisive victory in 1936, 

he completed a political realignment that established the 

Democrats as the nation’s majority party, sustained by a 

coalition of African Americans, Catholics, Jews, union 

members, and southern white Protestants. Scholars 

have aptly noted that FDR’s reforms were incremental, 

modestly funded, and designed to rescue the capital-

ist economy. Nonetheless, Roosevelt’s New Deal was a 

transforming moment in American life. It challenged 

old structures of power, threw up new ones, and created 

new social roles and opportunities for millions of Ameri-

cans who worked for government, labored in offi  ces and 

factories, or farmed for a living. It advanced American 

pluralism by off ering jobs and power to Catholics and 

Jews and a few African Americans without disrupting 

local traditions. President Roosevelt shifted the center 

of American politics by taking responsibility for steering 

the economy, promoting social welfare, regulating labor 

relations, and curbing the abuses of business. Hence-

forth, Americans would expect their president, Demo-

crat or Republican, to assure prosperous times, good 

jobs, high wages, and aid for those unable to fend for 

themselves. 
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 The Cold War Presidency 

 During an unprecedented third term, Roosevelt led the 

nation into a world war that ended America’s isolation 

from political entanglements abroad. Th e president as-

sumed broad emergency powers during the war, and new 

federal agencies like the War Production Board fore-

shadowed the creation of America’s military- industrial 

complex. It was not Franklin Roosevelt, however, but 

his successor, Harry S. Truman, who brought World 

War II to a successful conclusion. After FDR’s death 

in April 1945, Truman became the fi rst vice president 

to assume the presidency in the midst of a major war. 

Truman was shocked, nervous, and unprepared for the 

presidency. He told reporters, “I felt like the moon, the 

stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.” Truman, 

however, had a very personalized view of history that 

idealized great men overcoming impossible odds. He 

acted decisively to use the atomic bomb to end World 

War II and led the nation into the cold war and the 

Korean War. 

 Like his celebrated predecessor, Truman expanded the 

powers of the presidency. He steered through Congress 

legislation that created the Central Intelligence Agency, 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff , the Department of Defense, 

and a National Security Council within the Executive 

Offi  ce of the President. He began the fi rst program for 

screening the loyalty of federal employees. He entered 

the Korean War without a declaration of war or even 

token approval from Congress. Under Truman, America 

developed a military structure to sustain its global strate-

gic and economic responsibilities and an “invisible gov-

ernment” that wielded global power with little scrutiny 

from Congress or the public. As libertarian Lawrence 

Dennis said in 1947, whether Republicans or Democrats 

held the presidency, America’s “holy war on communist 

sin all over the world commits America to a permanent 

war emergency.” Hereafter, “the executive has unlimited 

discretion to wage undeclared war anywhere, anytime 

he considers our national security requires a blow to be 

struck for good agin sin.” 

 Amid the burdens of a stalemated war in Korea, a series 

of administration scandals, and challenges to his anti-

Communist credentials by Senator Joseph McCarthy 

of Wisconsin and other Republicans, Truman declined 

to seek a third term. In 1952, Democrats nominated Il-

linois governor Adlai Stevenson. Among Republicans, 

war hero Dwight David Eisenhower competed for the 

Republican nomination against Senator Robert Taft of 

Ohio. In Eisenhower’s view, a Taft presidency would 

threaten national security because the senator still clung 

to isolationist ideas that would undo the collective secu-

rity measures that contained communism and deterred 

World War III. In the last national convention to re-

solve a deadlock between candidates, Eisenhower won 

the nomination and eventually the presidency only after 

the convention voted to seat his Texas delegation, rather 

than a competing delegation pledged to Taft. 

 Although mocked as a president who loved golf and 

loathed governing, Eisenhower carefully directed the pol-

icies and decisions of his administration, often keeping 

his infl uence hidden rather than overt. More than any 

prior president, Eisenhower relied on a chief of staff —

Sherman Adams—as a gatekeeper and on the work of 

executive agencies such as the National Security Coun-

cil. He also made extensive use of executive privilege 

to shield staff  members from congressional oversight. 

Politically, Eisenhower promised to steer a middle course 

that weaved “between confl icting arguments advanced 

by extremists on both sides of almost every economic, 

political, and international problem that arises.” He 

worked to balance the federal budget and control in-

fl ation. He believed in protecting the private economy 

from government meddling but also refused to roll back 

liberal reforms. He ratifi ed Truman’s approach to collec-

tive security and sought to contain communism without 

trampling civil liberties at home. 

 Eisenhower achieved considerable personal popu-

larity, but his middle-way approach failed to break the 

Democrats’ hold on the loyalty of voters and the control 

of Congress. In 1960 Democrat John F. Kennedy won 

election as America’s fi rst Catholic president. Kennedy’s 

campaign, with its creative use of television, polling, 

image making, and a personal organization that was in-

dependent of the regular party machinery, also pointed 

to the future of American politics. 

 The Expansion and Crisis of the Liberal State 

 Kennedy was the fi rst president since Franklin Roosevelt 

to inspire Americans with his rhetoric. Unlike later presi-

dents, he spoke idealistically of shared sacrifi ce and the 

need for ordinary Americans to contribute to the com-

mon good, as envisioned in his most memorable line: 

“Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what 

you can do for your country.” Kennedy steered the na-

tion through the Cuban Missile Crisis, negotiated the 

fi rst arms control treaty with the Soviets, and began the 
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process that led to the end of segregation in America. 

Kennedy also accelerated the arms race with the Soviet 

Union and expanded America’s commitment to far-

fl ung areas of the world. However, Kennedy might not 

have led the United States to escalate the Vietnam War. 

Shortly before his assassination in late November 1963, 

he was working on a plan that contemplated withdraw-

ing one thousand troops initially and extracting most 

American forces from Vietnam by 1965. 

 If Kennedy was cool and detached, his successor Lyn-

don Johnson was engaged and passionate. Johnson could 

talk endlessly about politics and had little interest in any-

thing else. He also had a burning ambition to make his 

mark on the world and to help the less privileged. John-

son used his physical size to infl uence others and achieve 

his aims. It was not unusual for Johnson to stand inches 

away from another, bodies touching and eyes locked. 

Th e “Johnson treatment” was almost hypnotic. Yet he 

could just as easily alienate anyone who rebuff ed him or 

refused his gifts. 

 After crushing conservative Republican Barry Gold-

water in the presidential election of 1964, Johnson used 

his legislative skills to engineer a major expansion of the 

liberal state. Johnson imbedded the struggle for minority 

rights within the liberal agenda and, in another departure 

from the New Deal, he targeted needs—housing, health 

care, nutrition, and education—rather than groups such 

as the elderly or the unemployed.

But Johnson could not focus solely on domestic re-

form. Two days after his inauguration, Ambassador Max-

well Taylor cabled from Vietnam, “We are presently on a 

losing track and must risk a change. . . . Th e game needs 

to be opened up.” Th e pugnacious president would not 

display unmanly personal and national weakness, en-

courage Communist aggression, and damage America’s 

credibility by running from a fi ght. He began an air and 

ground war in Vietnam and ultimately dispatched some 

550,000 American troops to the small Asian nation. John-

son promised the nation victory but privately told his 

cabinet that at best America could achieve a “stalemate” 

and force a negotiated settlement. Ultimately, the gap 

between infl ated expectations and minimal achievements 

in Vietnam led to Johnson’s “credibility gap” with the 

American people. In 1967 a frustrated president pleaded 

with his generals to “search for imaginative ideas to put 

pressure to bring this war to a conclusion”—not just 

“more men or that we drop the Atom bomb.” Without 

military answers to the problems, on March 31, 1968, 

a dispirited Johnson told a national television audience 

that, rather than seeking reelection, he would work on 

bringing peace to Vietnam. 

 In 1962 Richard Nixon, after losing elections for the 

presidency and the governorship of California, said, “You 

won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore, because, 

gentlemen, this is my last press conference.” Six years 

later, Nixon completed the most improbable comeback 

in American history by narrowly winning the presi-

dential election of 1968. Yet, from the early days of his 

presidency, Nixon exhibited the fear and suspicion that 

ultimately doomed a presidency marked by such accom-

plishments as the passage of pathbreaking environmen-

tal laws, the opening of relations with mainland China, 

and the deescalation of the cold war. Nixon told his staff  

that they were engaged in a “deadly battle” with eastern 

businessmen and intellectuals. He said, “No one in ivy 

league schools to be hired for a year—we need balance—

trustworthy ones are the dumb ones.” Jews were especially 

“untrustworthy. . . . Look at the Justice Department. It’s 

full of Jews.” Few business leaders “stood up” for the 

 administration “except Main Street biz.” Nixon brooded 

over his enemies in the press—“75 percent of those guys 

hate my guts”—and complained about needing to “keep 

some incompetent blacks” in the administration. “I have 

the greatest aff ection for them, but I know they ain’t 

gonna make it for 500 years.” 

 After engineering a landslide reelection in 1972, 

Nixon planned to bring the federal budget and bureau-

cracy to heel by refusing to spend funds appropriated 

by Congress and reorganizing government to expand 

presidential power. Th is power grab failed, however, as 

the Watergate scandal shattered Nixon’s second term. 

Watergate involved far more than the botched break-in 

at Democratic Party headquarters in the Watergate 

complex in Washington, D.C., in June 1972. As mod-

erate Republican senator Edward Brooke of Massachu-

setts said, “Too many Republicans have defi ned that 

dread word ‘Watergate’ too narrowly. It is not just the 

stupid, unprofi table break-in attempt. . . . It is perjury. 

Obstruction of justice. Th e solicitation and acceptance 

of hundred of thousands of dollars in illegal campaign 

contributions. It is a pattern of arrogance, illegality 

and lies which ought to shock the conscience of every 

Republican.” 

 After Nixon resigned in August 1974, Democrats 

swept the midterm elections and sought to curb what 

they saw as a runaway presidency. Th ey limited the 

president’s war-making powers, expanded congressio-

nal input on the budget, and placed new restrictions 
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on the CIA and the FBI. Such measures largely failed 

to return the balance of governmental power to Con-

gress. Nonetheless, President Gerald Ford, whom Nixon 

had appointed vice president under authority of the 

Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the Constitution after the 

resignation of Spiro Agnew in 1973, struggled to govern 

after pardoning Nixon for Watergate-related crimes. 

However, conservative Republicans began rebuilding 

in adversity. Th ey formed the Heritage Foundation to 

generate ideas, the Eagle Forum to rally women, new 

business lobbies, and Christian Right groups to inspire 

evangelical Protestants. 

 The Triumph of Conservatism 

 Although Democrat Jimmy Carter defeated Ford in 

1976, he failed to cure an economy suff ering from “stag-

fl ation” (an improbable mix of high unemployment, 

slow growth, and high infl ation). Under Carter’s watch 

America also suff ered humiliation abroad when he failed 

to gain the release of hostages taken by Islamic  militants 

in Iran. In 1980 conservative Republicans found an 

 appealing  candidate in Ronald Reagan, the former Hol-

lywood actor and two-term governor of California. 

Reagan decisively defeated Carter in 1980, running on a 

forthright conservative platform. He promised to liber-

ate Americans from the burdens of taxation and regula-

tion, rebuild the nation’s defenses, and fi ght communism 

with new vigor. 

 As president, Reagan delivered on most of his prom-

ises. He cut taxes, reduced regulation, and shifted gov-

ernment spending from domestic programs to the 

military. Like Roosevelt and Kennedy, Reagan emerged 

as a “Great Communicator,” able to inspire Americans 

with his words and style. During his fi rst term, Reagan 

restored luster to a tarnished presidency and optimism 

to the nation. As journalist Bob Greene wrote, Reagan 

“manages to make you feel good about your country. . . . 

All those corny feelings that hid inside of you for so long 

are waved right out in public by Reagan for everyone to 

see—and even while you’re listing all the reasons that you 

shouldn’t fall for it, you’re glad you’re falling. If you’re a 

sucker for the act, that’s okay.” 

 Reagan cruised to easy reelection in 1984 after a trou-

bled economy recovered during the election year. To 

borrow a metaphor from Isaiah Berlin, most modern 

American presidents are foxes who know a little about 

everything, poke their noses everywhere, and revel in de-

tail. Reagan, however, was a hedgehog who knew a few 

things but knew them very well and left the management 

to others. Reagan’s detached style helped him weather the 

Iran-Contra scandal of 1986–87 that stemmed from the 

sale of arms to the terrorist state of Iran and the illegal 

diversion of the profi ts to the Contra fi ghters who were 

battling a left-wing government in Nicaragua. Although 

the “Reagan revolution” in domestic policy stalled dur-

ing the second term, he achieved a major breakthrough 

in foreign policy, despite antagonizing his conservative 

supporters. Conventional thinkers on the right or left 

failed to understand how Reagan could weave together 

seemingly contradictory ideas. He was a warrior against 

evil and a man of peace who dreamed of banishing 

nuclear weapons from the Earth. He was a leader of 

principle and a pragmatist who understood better than 

his right-wing critics how the world had changed since 

1980. In the teeth of conservative opposition, Reagan 

steered through the Senate a landmark treaty to elimi-

nate nuclear missiles in Europe that he negotiated with 

reformist Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. In 1988 Rea-

gan foreshadowed the end of the cold war when he said 

that the Soviet’s “evil empire” was from “another time, 

another era.” 

 It was Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, who 

presided over the collapse of the Soviet Empire. Bush 

took offi  ce with no guarantees that communism would 

collapse without bloodshed. He seemed shy and awk-

ward but not overmatched, at least in foreign aff airs. 

His realistic, steady-hand diplomacy prodded events 

forward without provoking a Soviet backlash. Bush 

drew a contrast between himself and the fl amboyant 

Reagan when he said that, although conservatives told 

him to “climb the Berlin Wall and make high- sounding 

pronouncements . . . [t]he administration . . . is not 

going to resort to such steps and is trying to conduct 

itself with restraint.” Not a single Soviet soldier fi red a 

shot to preserve communism in Eastern Europe in 1989. 

Th e Soviet Union crumbled in 1991; the same year that 

Bush led a multinational coalition that liberated Kuwait 

from the Iraqi armies of Saddam Hussein. 

 In 1992, however, Bush’s success in foreign policy 

could not overcome a sluggish economy, his lack of vi-

sion in domestic policy, and the appeal of his Democratic 

challenger, Bill Clinton. Clinton positioned himself as a 

“new kind of Democrat” armed, like Eisenhower, with a 

“third-way philosophy” that purported to transcend left 

and right. 

However, the future of the Clinton administration 

turned on a battle over the president’s plan to guaran-

tee health care coverage to all Americans. Representative 
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Dick Armey of Texas privately told Republicans that the 

health care debate was “the Battle of the Bulge of big-

government liberalism.” If the GOP could defeat Clin-

ton’s health care plan, he said, “It will leave the President’s 

agenda weakened, his plan’s supporters demoralized, and 

the opposition emboldened. . . . Historians may mark it 

as the end of the Clinton ascendancy and the start of the 

Republican renaissance.” 

Armey proved to be a reliable prophet. Republicans 

won the health care battle and regained control of both 

houses of Congress in 1994 for the fi rst time in 40 years. 

Th e elections established Republicans as the majority 

party in the South, polarized the parties along ideologi-

cal lines, and forestalled any major new liberal initia-

tives by the Clinton administration. While Clinton 

won reelection in 1996 and survived impeachment by 

the Republican-controlled House of Representatives, 

his party failed to regain control of Congress during his 

tenure or to win the presidential election of 2000. 

 The Implosion of Conservatism 

 Although president-elect George W. Bush lost the popu-

lar vote in 2000, his advisors rejected advice that Bush 

govern from the center. Dick Cheney, who was poised to 

become the most infl uential vice president in American 

history, said, “Th e suggestion that somehow, because this 

was a close election, we should fundamentally change 

our beliefs I just think is silly.” Even before the al-Qaeda 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Bush had moved 

domestic policy to the right and adopted a more aggres-

sive, unilateralist approach to foreign aff airs than his 

Democratic predecessor. 

 President Bush narrowly achieved reelection in 2004. 

However, his years in offi  ce revealed deep contradictions 

within his conservative movement. With the rebuilding 

of Iraq, a conservative administration that disdained so-

cial engineering assumed the most daunting such proj-

ect in American history. Similarly, the president built a 

form of big government that contradicted conservatives’ 

rhetorical defense of limited government, states’ rights, 

fi scal responsibility, and individual freedom. Although 

conservatives had once rallied against the excessive presi-

dential powers under Roosevelt, Truman, and Johnson, 

Bush greatly expanded executive prerogatives through 

unprecedented secrecy in government, expanding the 

domestic surveillance of Americans, exercising political 

control over the legal and scientifi c agencies of govern-

ment, and aggressively using executive signing statements 

to reserve the option to override provisions of federal law. 

More forthrightly than any prior president, he asserted 

America’s right to wage preemptive war against poten-

tial enemies. President Bush’s terms in offi  ce exposed a 

paradox at the heart of the modern presidency. Although 

his tenure was a high watermark in presidential power, 

it also added to a deep-seated distrust of the presidency 

that had begun with Johnson’s deceptive war and con-

tinued through the Watergate and Iran-Contra scandals 

and the impeachment of President Clinton. Th e Bush 

era ended with the election of Democrat Barack Obama, 

America’s fi rst African American president, who entered 

the presidency with a solidly Democratic U.S. House 

and Senate. 

  See also  conservative ascendancy, 1980–2008; era of confronta-

tion and decline, 1964–80; era of consensus, 1952–64; New Deal 

Era, 1932–52. 
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 press and politics 

 Th e press has played a major role in American politics 

from the founding of the republic. Once subordinate to 

politicians and the major parties, it has become increas-

ingly independent, compelling politicians and elected 

offi  cials to develop new strategies to ensure favorable 

publicity and public support. 
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 Newspapers in the colonial era were few in number 

and very diff erent from what they would later become. 

Operated by individual entrepreneurs who produced a 

variety of printed materials, newspapers included little 

political news. Instead, their few columns were devoted 

to foreign news and innocuous correspondence that 

would not off end colonial offi  cials or the wealthy patrons 

on whom printers relied for much of their business. 

 Th is began to change during the Revolutionary era, 

when printers were drawn into the escalating confl ict 

with Great Britain. Adversely aff ected by the Stamp 

Act, many printers opened their columns to opponents 

of British rule and eventually became champions of 

American independence. Others sided with the Brit-

ish and often found themselves the objects of popular 

wrath. After the war most printers returned to publish-

ing uncontroversial items, but an important precedent 

had been set. Politicians and elected offi  cials recognized 

that they could use the press to win support for favored 

causes, and ordinary Americans now saw newspapers as 

a medium through which they might gain knowledge 

about public aff airs and become active citizens. Believing 

that a free press could spur public enlightenment and 

political engagement, Congress passed laws that reduced 

periodical postal rates and encouraged publishers to 

share and reprint their correspondence. 

 By the early 1790s, then, most Americans considered 

newspapers vital to the health of the republic, provid-

ing a medium through which politicians and the pub-

lic could communicate, learn about issues, and develop 

policies that were shaped by rational, informed debate. 

 Almost immediately, however, the appearance of a very 

diff erent kind of journalism confounded this expectation. 

Sparked by divergent plans for the future of the new repub-

lic, competing factions emerged within George Washing-

ton’s administration and Congress, and by the mid-1790s 

each faction had established partisan newspapers cham-

pioning its point of view. Th ese publications were subsi-

dized through patronage, and, though they had a limited 

circulation, the material they published was widely re-

printed and discussed, and contributed to the establish-

ment of the nation’s fi rst political parties, the Federalists 

and the Democratic-Republicans. 

 Newspapers like Philip Freneau’s  National Gazette , the 

most prominent Democratic-Republican organ, crafted 

distinctly partisan lenses through which readers were en-

couraged to view the world. Specializing in gossip, innu-

endo, and ad hominem attacks, these newspapers sought 

to make readers fearful about the intentions of their op-

ponents. Th e strategy was quite eff ective at arousing sup-

port and mobilizing voters to go the polls—after all, the 

fate of the republic appeared to be at stake. But it hardly 

made the press a fount of public enlightenment, to the 

dismay of many an observer. 

 Th e rabid and unexpected partisanship of the 1790s 

culminated in the passage by the Federalist-dominated 

Congress of the Sedition Act (1798), which was designed 

to throttle the most intemperate journalistic support-

ers of the Democratic-Republicans by criminalizing 

“false, scandalous, and malicious writing” that defamed 

government offi  cials. Th ough resulting in relatively few 

prosecutions, the law sparked an uproar that benefi ted 

Th omas Jeff erson and his allies and created a ground-

swell of support for the principle of freedom of the press. 

In the wake of Jeff erson’s election to the White House, 

the act’s sponsors were unable to extend its life and it 

expired in March 1801. 

 Th e partisan press expanded in the early 1800s and 

reached the peak of its infl uence during the age of Jack-

son. Publishers, eager for government printing con-

tracts, allied themselves with leading politicians and 

devoted their columns to publicizing their candidacies 

and policy aims. Newspaper publishers were particularly 

important in promoting Andrew Jackson, serving in his 

kitchen cabinet, and enabling him to develop a national 

following. Jackson’s rise to power prompted a dramatic 

polarization of newspapers, a divide that was essential to 

the emergence of the Democrats and the Whigs, truly 

national parties that were organized down to the grass 

roots. 

 Political parties were not the only organizations to es-

tablish newspapers. Religious denominations and reform 

societies also founded newspapers and journals of opinion 

and advocacy to attract supporters and infl uence public 

opinion. Evangelical groups were especially enterprising 

in their use of newspapers and other printed tracts to win 

converts and promote piety, and in the 1820s and 1830s 

these eff orts often spilled over into broader campaigns 

to improve public morality. By constructing a network 

of affi  liated publications that extended through much of 

North and by developing narrative themes that were at 

once sensational and didactic, the religious and reform 

newspapers of the early 1800s were important pioneers 

of modern journalism and popular culture. 

 Th e most controversial reform organs were abolition-

ist newspapers like William Lloyd Garrison’s  Th e Lib-
erator , which was launched in 1831 and inspired many 

similar publications. Making use of the communications 
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infrastructure developed by the religious press, aboli-

tionist newspapers spread throughout the North and 

were sent en masse to cities and towns in the South in 

hopes of kindling opposition to slavery in the region. To 

suppress their dissemination, pro-slavery activists broke 

into post offi  ces and seized and burned any copies they 

found. While this tactic was eff ective at minimizing the 

spread of antislavery sentiment, it angered and alarmed 

many Northerners, bolstering abolitionist claims that 

the republic was imperiled by the tyrannical designs of 

the “Slave Power.” 

 Despite their eff ectiveness in helping to build national 

parties and raising public awareness of social and politi-

cal issues, the partisan press and reform press were widely 

criticized, and their limitations paved the way for a new 

kind of publication, a commercial mass-circulation press 

that fi rst appeared in the 1830s. Inexpensive, widely ac-

cessible, and written in a colorful style designed to en-

tertain as well as inform, newspapers like the  New York 
Sun  sparked a revolution in journalism as publishers, im-

pressed by the commercial potential of an unabashedly 

popular journalism, rushed to establish similar publica-

tions. By opening their papers to advertising, publish-

ers of the “penny press” discovered a lucrative source of 

revenue and freed themselves from dependence on po-

litical parties and patrons. Th ey acquired an incentive to 

expand their readership to include working-class people, 

who had never been targeted by newspaper publishers, 

and to plow their profi ts into new technologies that al-

lowed them to enlarge their publications and vastly in-

crease the range of topics they covered. 

 Filling their columns with material of general inter-

est, publishers like James Gordon Bennett, founder of 

the  New York Herald , invented the modern concept of 

 “news.”  And while much of it was about politics, when 

Bennett and his rivals expanded coverage of other realms 

they diminished the prominence and centrality of po-

litical news, which became one of many diff erent kinds 

of reportage. Th e penny press also treated political news 

diff erently, and, as it gained readers, its perspective on 

politics and public aff airs became more infl uential. Most 

publishers recognized the strength of partisanship, and 

supported one party or another. Yet, because commer-

cial imperatives encouraged publishers to reach across 

lines of class, ethnicity, and party, they often confi ned 

their partisanship to editorials, where it was less likely 

to off end. 

 Th is is not to say that the commercial mass- circulation 

press was objective. Editors and publishers—until after 

the Civil War, they were usually one and the same—

had strong points of view and were not squeamish 

about inserting them into news reports. But their reli-

ance on advertising allowed editors to aspire to a new 

role as tribunes of the public. In many instances, this 

meant standing by their party; in others, however, it 

meant criticizing it. Publishers like Bennett or Horace 

Greeley relished opportunities to display their indepen-

dence and commitment to the public interest, a gambit 

inspired as much by commercial intent—the desire to 

attract a broad readership—as by disgust for the excesses 

of partisanship. 

 Th e trend toward a less partisan brand of political re-

porting was reinforced by the establishment of wire ser-

vices like the Associated Press, which provided members 

with news from Washington and state capitals and es-

chewed partisanship out of commercial necessity. Under 

the infl uence of such services, by the 1880s, most political 

reporting had become standardized and largely descrip-

tive, consisting of transcripts of speeches, legislative hear-

ings, and offi  cial pronouncements. Most of this material 

was gathered by salaried wire service and newspaper 

correspondents, not, as in years past, by freelance cor-

respondents who also worked for elected offi  cials or the 

major parties. Just as their employers viewed themselves 

as independent of party, so too did increasing numbers 

of reporters, a trend that accelerated in the early 1900s 

when big-city newspapers became large business, and 

journalists began to think of themselves as professionals. 

 But the commercial orientation of the mass-

 circulation press also pulled journalists in another direc-

tion, toward an emphasis on entertainment values. In 

the 1880s and 1890s, determined to attract more immi-

grant and  working-class readers, publishers like Joseph 

Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst created an even 

more popular and entertaining brand of journalism that 

emphasized scandal, personalities, and a wide variety of 

human- interest material. Political news in their publica-

tions became increasingly sensational, as editors focused 

on exposé of corruption and mounted highly publicized 

crusades. A similar imperative aff ected magazine jour-

nalism, inspiring the muckraking campaigns of  Cosmo-
politan  and  McClure’s . Spurred by recognition that much 

of the public was sincerely concerned about social prob-

lems, the sensational press played a key role in building 

support for reform. By transforming politics into enter-

taining yet sordid morality tales, however, they also may 

have encouraged public cynicism and disengagement 

from politics. 
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 Many middle-class and upper-class Americans were 

appalled by the new journalism, and, in response to its 

rise, Adolph Ochs transformed the  New York Times  into a 

more sober and “informational” alternative. In the early 

1900s, other papers followed Ochs’s lead, creating a new 

divide between a popular journalism directed at lower 

middle-class and working-class readers and a self-styled 

“respectable” press that was targeted at the educated and 

well-heeled. But publishers of respectable newspapers, 

in response to consumer demand, were soon compelled 

to publish features and human-interest stories as well, 

blurring the diff erences between the two kinds of jour-

nalism. Indeed, by the 1920s, the most salient distinc-

tion between the sensational press and the respectable 

press was the relative restraint that the latter displayed 

when covering many of the same stories. Even in the re-

spectable press, political news was designed to entertain 

as well as inform, an increasingly diffi  cult mission now 

that newspapers had to compete for the public’s atten-

tion with motion pictures and other forms of popular 

culture. 

 Th e commercial transformation of journalism had a 

major impact on politicians and government offi  cials. 

Not surprisingly, it forced them to present themselves 

in a less partisan light. Seizing the opportunities created 

by the spread of human-interest journalism, politicians 

sought to appear as “practical idealists,” party members 

who were nonetheless sensitive to broader concerns and 

willing to break with their party if necessary. To that 

end, politicians began to hire press secretaries and public 

relations advisors, usually former journalists who knew 

how to exploit the conventions of news gathering to gain 

favorable coverage for their clients. Th e federal govern-

ment also began to employ public relations and advertis-

ing techniques, most notably in its eff ort to build public 

support for American involvement in World War I. Led 

by George Creel, an acclaimed journalist, the govern-

ment’s campaign sparked an orgy of hyperpatriotism, 

demonstrating how mass-mediated propaganda could 

mold public opinion and potentially infl uence the dem-

ocratic process. 

 Alarmed by the ease with which politicians, the gov-

ernment, and economic elites could use the press to get 

free publicity, journalists began to produce more inter-

pretive and objective forms of news, particularly of top-

ics like politics. Th is important trend was inspired by a 

belief that the world was too complex to be understood 

by readers, and that the job of the press was to digest, 

analyze, and interpret events and developments so that 

the public could make sense of them. Newspapers hired 

columnists like Walter Lippmann and Dorothy Th omp-

son to provide “expert” commentary on political events. 

Th eir columns were disseminated by syndicates to news-

papers around the country, enabling them to reach a na-

tionwide audience. Interpretive news also became a staple 

of the weekly newsmagazine  Time . Founded in the early 

1920s, it exerted a wide infl uence on newspaper as well as 

magazine journalism. Th e commitment of print media to 

interpretive news was reinforced by the spread of radio. 

As radio became the principal medium through which 

most Americans heard about late-breaking news, news-

papers and magazines redoubled their emphasis on more 

detailed coverage. 

 By the 1940s, the press had become a vital institution, 

providing the public with information about candidates 

and elected offi  cials, covering primary campaigns and 

nominating conventions, and off ering regular reports 

on the vastly expanded operations of federal, state, and 

local government. Th e lens through which most of this 

news was fi ltered was the commercial, feature-oriented, 

largely nonpartisan perspective pioneered by the cheap 

popular press and further refi ned by more respectable 

organs and the major wire services. Despite persistent 

diff erences in tone among newspapers and magazines—

diff erences attributable to their intended audiences—the 

political news that most Americans read was relatively 

standardized, a blend of interpretive reporting, analy-

ses, commentary, and “personalized” features. Much of 

it was quasi-offi  cial in origin, inspired by the eff orts of 

politicians and government offi  cials to attract publicity 

or direct attention to a particular issue. More often than 

not, this was because the routines of news gathering en-

couraged close contact between journalists and offi  cial 

sources, an arrangement that made the news media a re-

liable platform for establishment points of view. 

 Th e spread of television in the 1950s did little to alter 

the situation. To display their commitment to the public 

interest, the major networks and local stations produced 

news and public aff airs programming, covering events 

like the 1954 Army-McCarthy hearings and airing doc-

umentaries on issues like civil rights, the alienation of 

youth, and the arms race. However, it wasn’t until the 

expansion of the nightly network news broadcasts to 30 

minutes in the early 1960s, and a similar increase in local 

news programming, that television became the main 

source of political news for most Americans. Making 

use of new video and satellite technologies that enabled 

extensive coverage of the era’s tumultuous events—from 
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the Kennedy assassination to the Watts uprising to the 

debacle in Vietnam—television news broadcasts began 

to attract more viewers, sparking a gradual yet inexorable 

decline in newspaper readership. Th e centrality of televi-

sion news became even more pronounced in the 1980s 

and 1990s with the rise of cable television and the popu-

larity of news channels such as CNN. 

 Th e public’s growing reliance on television for news had 

signifi cant repercussions. No less than in the print media, 

advertising and entertainment values came to dominate 

television at every level, encouraging network offi  cials to 

decrease coverage of politics and make what little they 

off ered more superfi cial and entertaining. Under pressure 

to make the news “pay,” a trend brilliantly satirized in the 

movie  Network  (1976), television journalists were forced 

to produce more human-interest stories and sharply limit 

airtime devoted to political stories that were overly com-

plex or considered boring. With less airtime devoted to 

politics, politicians and elected offi  cials gradually learned 

to express themselves in compact “sound bites,” a tech-

nique that placed a premium on wit and personality and 

further degraded public discourse. Th is shift was particu-

larly evident in coverage of election campaigns. Aware of 

the power of television, candidates and their campaign 

managers in the 1960s made increasing use of modern 

advertising and public relations methods, a process in 

which candidates’ personalities were literally sold to the 

public. Th is trend was reinforced in the 1970s, when elec-

toral reforms heightened the importance of primary elec-

tions, which the mass media, led by the major networks, 

transformed into highly publicized “horse races.” 

 Beginning in the late 1960s, the press became increas-

ingly aggressive and adversarial. Disconcerted by recog-

nition that government and military offi  cials had lied 

about the situation in Vietnam, journalists began to seek 

a wider range of sources and question offi  cial reports in a 

spirit not seen since the early 1900s. Journalists came to 

see themselves as public watchdogs responsible for expos-

ing malfeasance and providing Americans with the truth. 

Th e publication of the Pentagon Papers, a top-secret his-

tory of the Vietnam War that was leaked to the  New York 
Times , and the aggressive investigative reporting of the 

 Washington Post  that precipitated the Watergate scandal 

were perhaps the most famous manifestations of this 

trend. But it infl uenced many newspapers, magazines, 

television news departments, and individual journalists, 

inspiring them to express critical views of important in-

stitutions, including some of the large corporations for 

which they worked. To foster public debate, newspa-

pers established op-ed pages and expanded their roster 

of columnists, making editorial pages less uniform and 

predictable. By the early 1980s, however, much of the 

mainstream press had backed away from this adversarial 

stance. Chastened by charges of liberal bias, journalists 

went out of their way to appear fair to conservatives, and 

in the 1990s, eager to display their balance, they zealously 

contributed to the right’s persecution of Bill Clinton. 

 Th e post-1960s era also witnessed a tremendous in-

crease in alternative sources of political news, as jour-

nalists sought new platforms to produce in-depth and 

adversarial reportage. Th ese alternatives included under-

ground newspapers, political magazines specializing in 

advocacy journalism, politically oriented network and 

cable talk shows like Th e McLaughlin Group, Crossfi re, 
and Th e Daily Show, and innumerable political Web sites 

and blogs. Many of these sources specialized in ideo-

logically inspired, openly subjective reporting and com-

mentary, creating a new fi eld where news and opinion 

were hopelessly blurred. Often targeted at true believers 

rather than a broad audience, they vastly enlarged the 

parameters of political discourse and made it easier for 

citizens to gain access to diverse views. Th is was clearly 

an advance over the more limited, elite-driven discourse 

that prevailed from the 1920s through the early 1960s, 

particularly given the ability of government and the cor-

porate behemoths that own the major media to exploit 

the conventions of journalism to project their own self-

interested versions of reality. 

 But it is an open question whether the welter of often 

fi ercely partisan and ideologically driven sources of po-

litical news in America serves—or will ever serve—the 

larger cause of public enlightenment. Can a mode of 

discourse that is designed at least in part to entertain, 

in a popular culture marketplace that is fragmented into 

increasingly specialized niche markets, ever contribute to 

inclusive, constructive debate? Or will it reach its logical 

conclusion and become another species of show biz? 

  See also  Internet and politics; radio and politics; television and 

politics. 
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 Progressive parties 

 Progressive parties emerged in 1912, 1924, and 1948. 

Th ese were three distinct political parties, each with its 

own political organization, reform agenda, and voting 

constituency. Yet all three wrestled with a common set 

of problems: adjusting American democratic processes 

in response to the changes wrought by industrialization, 

urbanization, and immigration; establishing the proper 

role of the state in the management of the nation’s in-

creasingly complex economy; and meeting the demands 

of economically and politically marginalized groups as 

they mobilized to claim their rights as American citi-

zens and to expand the very defi nition of what exactly 

these rights entailed. Viewed sequentially, the diff erent 

constituencies, platforms, and electoral fortunes of each 

Progressive Party provide a way to trace the changing 

defi nitions and shifting boundaries of  progressive  reform 

over time. 

 The Progressive (Bull Moose) Party of 1912 

 Th e Progressive Party of 1912 remains one of the best-

known third parties in American history, largely be-

cause of the outsized personality of its standard-bearer, 

the trust-busting, big game-hunting, former president 

Th eodore Roosevelt. After all, it was Roosevelt who, 

speaking in anticipation of the Progressives’ 1912 cam-

paign, famously declared himself “as fi t as a bull moose,” 

thereby giving the Progressive Party its nickname. Th e 

electoral fortunes of the Progressive Party of 1912 de-

pended heavily upon the power of Roosevelt’s unique 

political persona. 

 Regardless of Roosevelt’s prominence, however, the 

Progressive Party of 1912 emerged as a consequence of 

long-standing structural and ideological divisions within 

the Republican Party, divisions that Roosevelt did not cre-

ate. Progressive insurgents within Republican ranks—a 

loose coalition of midwestern congressional leaders and 

middle-class urban reformers—long advocated a series of 

economic, social, and political reforms designed to use 

the power of the federal government to curb the infl u-

ence of big business, reinvigorate American democratic 

institutions, and protect workers and consumers, all in 

response to the advent of the urban-industrial economy 

that transformed life in the United States during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But conserva-

tive, Old Guard Republicans—the Northeastern fi nancial 

and industrial elites who controlled the party—blocked 

the progressives’ calls for reforms and preserved the 

party’s traditional commitments to pro-corporate poli-

cies and party patronage. Th is fi ssure within Republican 

ranks split wide open during the presidency of William 

Howard Taft (1909–13), as Taft repeatedly sided with the 

conservative Old Guard and against the party’s progres-

sive wing. Unable to wrest control from the Old Guard, 

progressives sought to build an independent party strong 

enough to relegate the Old Guard Republicans to perma-

nent third-party status, and the Progressive Party of 1912 

was born of this split. 

 Th eodore Roosevelt, did not create the split between 

the progressives and the Old Guard, but he did trans-

form the progressives’ entrenched yet inchoate discon-

tent into a national political movement. Roosevelt did 

this by articulating a far-reaching reform program, 

dubbed the New Nationalism, that provided the basis 

for the Progressive Party’s platform in 1912. As outlined 

by Roosevelt in countless speeches between 1910 and 

1912, the New Nationalism was a sweeping appeal for 

democratic reforms, protective legislation for workers 

and consumers, and increased governmental regulation 

of the nation’s economy. Borrowing heavily from reform 

proposals widely circulated during the Progressive Era, 

the New Nationalism contained full-throated endorse-

ments of the referendum, initiative, and recall, the direct 

election of U.S. Senators, woman suff rage, a workmen’s 

compensation law, protective legislation for women 

workers, the prohibition of child labor, and graduated 
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income and inheritance taxes. Roosevelt also added a re-

form of his own to the Progressive canon by calling for 

a dramatic expansion in the power of the federal gov-

ernment to manage the nation’s economy through the 

creation of a permanent federal bureaucracy designed to 

oversee large interstate corporations. Yet, for all of these 

sweeping proposals, Roosevelt’s New Nationalism was 

also an inherently conservative philosophy. Convinced 

of the need for social and economic reforms, Roosevelt 

nevertheless remained profoundly suspicious of what 

he viewed as dangerous radical movements emanat-

ing from the working class. He urged all Americans to 

set aside their material self-interest and transcend class 

and ethnic identities in favor of “a spirit of broad and 

far-reaching nationalism.” Th e New Nationalism, then, 

was a program of reform designed to be undertaken by 

those Roosevelt identifi ed as judicious, level-headed, and 

moderate Americans—exactly the kind of people who 

fl ocked to the Progressive Party in 1912. 

 Th e delegates who gathered in Chicago on August 5, 

1912, to nominate Roosevelt and his running mate, Gov-

ernor Hiram Johnson of California, embodied the New 

Nationalism’s peculiar mixture of boldness and mod-

eration. Although joined in Chicago by a handful of 

Roosevelt loyalists and a larger number of midwestern 

agrarian Progressives, the Progressive Party of 1912 was 

predominantly a party of middle-class urban reformers 

dismayed by the changes wrought upon American so-

ciety as a result of industrialization, immigration, and 

urbanization.

On the one hand, these middle-class Progressives pos-

sessed a bold, crusading zeal for reform. Contemporary 

accounts describe the Progressive Party’s Chicago con-

vention as akin to a religious revival. Delegates sang 

“Onward, Christian Soldiers” and other hymns, furi-

ously waved yellow handkerchiefs symbolic of woman 

suff rage, cheered wildly as Jane Addams seconded 

Roosevelt’s nomination, and interrupted Roosevelt’s ac-

ceptance speech—aptly titled “A Confession of Faith”—

almost 150 times with raucous applause.

On the other hand, the Progressive Party’s base in the 

native-born, well-educated, white-collar Protestant and 

urban middle class circumscribed its vision of reform. 

Th e platform may have proclaimed that “the fi rst essen-

tial in the Progressive program is the right of the people 

to rule,” but the Progressives had a rather narrow defi -

nition of “the people.” Th eirs was not a labor party or 

a party of farmers. Nor was it a party of recent immi-

grants, African Americans, or other minorities. Middle-

class Progressives did not make cross-class alliances with 

organized labor or reach out successfully to recent im-

migrants. And Roosevelt and the Progressive Party pur-

sued a “lily-white” strategy that excluded southern blacks 

in an eff ort to woo southern white voters. Th e largely 

middle-class Progressive Party of 1912 claimed to eschew 

interest-group politics in favor of the New Nationalism, 

but, in so doing, it blinded itself to the class, racial, and 

ethnic biases inherent in its own program. 

 Th e election results in November 1912 revealed the 

strengths and limitations of the Progressive Party’s 

message and its foundation in the urban middle class. 

Roosevelt fi nished an impressive second behind the 

victorious Democratic Party candidate, Woodrow Wil-

son. In an embarrassing third-place fi nish, Taft and the 

Old Guard won only 23 percent of the popular vote, 

just 2 states, and only 8 electoral votes. Roosevelt and 

the Progressives won 27.4 percent of the popular vote 

nationwide, 6 states, and 88 electoral votes—the stron-

gest electoral showing in the history of American third 

parties.

A closer look at the election results suggests the con-

tours of Progressive support. Roosevelt polled 35 percent 

of the popular vote in the nation’s largest urban areas, 

well ahead of the 27.4 percent he won overall. One 

historian of the party has noted that areas of Progres-

sive strength correlated with urban areas experiencing 

high rates of growth—presumably areas that contained 

large percentages of middle-class professionals. But the 

Progressives fared poorly in heavily Catholic and Jew-

ish precincts, among the most recent immigrants, and 

among working-class voters in general, particularly in 

such immigrant-heavy industrial states as  Connecticut, 

Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, and Rhode Is-

land. Th e so-called lily-white strategy also proved to be 

a failure. Th e Progressives polled especially poorly in the 

South. Th ese areas of electoral weakness underscored 

the limitations of the Progressive Party’s middle-class 

reform program  . 

 The Progressive Party of 1924 

 Whereas urban middle-class reformers dominated the 

Progressive Party of 1912, the Progressive Party of 1924 

was a class-based coalition party consisting of farm-

ers and organized labor. A number of Socialist Party 

members and progressive intellectuals provided the ef-

fort with intellectual energy and political organization. 

Th e 1924 Progressives fought for a more activist state to 

meet the specifi c needs of workers and farmers. Th is sui 
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generis attempt to forge a national-level farmer-labor co-

alition outside the Republican and Democratic parties 

proved to be a relative disappointment. But such eff orts 

at coalition- building anticipated the class-based interest-

group politics characteristic of the Democratic Party co-

alition during the New Deal era of the 1930s. 

 Th e 1924 Progressive coalition of organized labor, 

farmers, Socialists, and intellectuals emerged from the 

dashed hopes of the World War I era. Each of these 

groups watched as gains made during the war disap-

peared early in the postwar era. Organized labor endured 

a withering public reaction to a mass strike wave in 1919 

and then the return of a conservative, probusiness Re-

publican administration to the White House one year 

later. Farmers experienced a severe postwar agricultural 

depression and a bitter harvest of bankruptcies, foreclo-

sures, and abandoned farms. Progressive intellectuals 

and Socialists stood aghast as the Red Scare of 1919–20 

demonstrated that the expanded powers of the wartime 

state could easily be seized by the most conservative 

forces in American society. It was thus a shared sense of 

disaff ection that led representatives of these four groups 

to organize. 

 In February 1922, representatives from the Railroad 

Brotherhoods, the Socialist Party, midwestern farmers 

belonging to such organizations as the Non-Partisan 

League, and a handful of veterans of the 1912 Progressive 

Party met in Chicago to form the Conference for Progres-

sive Political Action (CPPA). Th e CPPA initially adopted 

a wait-and-see approach to fi elding a third-party candi-

date in the presidential election of 1924. But when the 

Republicans renominated President Calvin Coolidge, a 

pro-business, laissez-faire conservative, and the Democrats 

selected John W. Davis, a corporate lawyer with strong 

ties to Wall Street, it became clear to the CPPA that no 

home existed for progressives in either major party. On 

July 4, 1924, more than a thousand CPPA delegates met 

in Cleveland to organize a third-party eff ort. Delegates to 

the convention—mostly from the ranks of the Railroad 

Brotherhoods or members of the Non- Partisan League—

announced the creation of the Progressive Party of 1924, 

promptly named Wisconsin senator Robert M. La Fol-

lette as the party’s candidate for president, and attempted 

to draft a platform faithful to the party’s nascent farmer-

labor coalition. 

 Th e 1924 Progressive Party, in its attempt to forge a 

farmer-labor coalition, crafted a platform that diff ered 

subtly but signifi cantly from the one adopted by the 1912 

Progressives. Both parties envisioned a more activist state 

with the authority to manage the economic and social 

problems wrought by industrialization. Whereas the 

middle-class Progressives of 1912 emphasized moderation 

in reform, the transcendence of class diff erences, and en-

lightened administration by middle-class reformers, the 

Progressives of 1924 sought to directly empower workers 

and farmers to fi ght for their own economic and social 

interests. Th e platform adopted by the 1924 Progressive 

Party, for example, called for a series of union friendly 

measures, including nationalization of the railroads 

and utilities and, signifi cantly, the right of all workers 

to organize and bargain collectively. Th e 1924 platform 

also outlined a program to meet the needs of struggling 

farmers, including a program of expanded farm credit, 

federal fi nancial assistance for agricultural cooperatives, 

and government-mandated reductions in railroad rates. 

Finally, the Progressives of 1924 emphasized a stridently 

anticorporate message that refl ected long-standing mid-

western agrarian distrust of large interstate corporations. 

Rather than regulate the big corporations, the 1924 

Progressives wanted to use the power of the state to dis-

mantle them. Th is antimonopoly message, alongside the 

outright appeals for class-based policies, clearly distin-

guished the platform of the 1924 Progressives from the 

New Nationalism of 1912. 

 Th e Progressive Party of 1924 was plagued by a num-

ber of challenges common to third parties in the Ameri-

can political system, including fund-raising diffi  culties 

and daunting organizational obstacles at the state and 

local levels. But its gravest problem was the failure of the 

farmer-labor coalition to materialize at the ballot box. In 

spite of the Progressives’ attempt to advance a balanced 

platform that touched upon the needs of both farmers 

and organized labor, agrarian concerns dominated the 

platform and campaign. Agrarian enthusiasm for the 

strict antimonopoly policy, to cite one important exam-

ple, was not shared by the labor elements in the coalition. 

Th e decision to nominate La Follette only underscored 

the imbalance. A renowned orator with a fi erce sense 

of both his own righteousness and that of the causes 

he championed, by 1924 “Fighting” Bob had spent two 

decades in the Wisconsin Senate laboring tirelessly for 

progressive reform. But La Follette’s brand of progres-

sivism was distinctly midwestern and oriented toward 

agrarian issues. Whether he could win sizeable support 

from the ranks of organized labor remained uncertain in 

the months leading up to the general election. 

 Th e results of the 1924 general election indicate La Fol-

lette’s failure to reconcile the farmer and labor elements 
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within Progressive ranks. Th e Progressives performed 

strongly only in the agricultural Midwest and West. La 

Follette won just his home state of Wisconsin, but he 

fi nished a strong second to Coolidge in the  Dakotas and 

Minnesota, strongholds of the Non-Partisan League, 

and also in California, Idaho, Iowa, Montana, Oregon, 

Washington, and Wyoming. Labor support was not en-

tirely absent. Th e American Federation of Labor aban-

doned its traditionally nonpartisan stance and endorsed 

La Follette. And the Progressive Party did run second 

in many precincts throughout such industrial states as 

Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, 

and New York. In the end, however, labor’s support was 

simply too tepid for the Progressives to mount a serious 

challenge to either of the major parties.

Th e 1924 Progressives fi nished with 16.6 percent of the 

popular vote nationwide and just 13 electoral votes, all 

from Wisconsin. Th is showing placed the Progressives 

in distant third place behind the victorious Republican 

Calvin Coolidge (54 percent of the popular vote) and 

Democrat John Davis (28.8 percent). It was also far short 

of the 27.4 percent polled by Roosevelt’s Progressive 

Party just 12 years earlier. 

 Although La Follette’s 16.6 percent of the popular vote 

ranks as the third-highest popular vote total for a third 

party in the twentieth century, his failure to achieve a 

stronger farmer-labor coalition disappointed organizers. 

By mid-1925 the AFL had returned to its traditional non-

partisan stance, La Follette had died of heart failure, and 

the CPPA—still the organizational arm of the party—

was meeting only intermittently before disbanding for 

good in 1927. Nevertheless, the Progressive Party of 1924 

marked an early example of political interest-group poli-

tics and a view of an activist state that would gain frui-

tion in the New Deal Era. 

 The Progressive Party of 1948 

 Led by Henry A. Wallace, outspoken New Deal liberal 

and former secretary of agriculture and vice president 

under President Franklin Roosevelt, the Progressive 

Party of 1948 emerged as a movement among liberals and 

left-wing activists. Th ey had hoped that the post–World 

War II era would bring a return to New Deal reform at 

home and lasting peace through liberal internationalism 

abroad. But to many on the left, President Harry Tru-

man squandered the postwar opportunity by beating a 

hasty retreat from New Deal domestic policies and by 

engaging in an unnecessarily militaristic foreign policy 

toward the Soviet Union that helped precipitate the 

cold war. Th e fact that he inherited the presidency upon 

Roosevelt’s death in April 1945 only heightened the sense 

that Truman had violated a sacred trust. In response to 

such perceived betrayals, the most progressive elements 

of the New Deal coalition, including the leaders of sev-

eral militant labor unions and progressive farm organiza-

tions, civil rights activists, a handful of old New Deal 

liberals, and an assortment of other leftists, including 

current and former Communists, convened in late De-

cember 1946 to form the Progressive Citizens of America 

(PCA). Th e Progressive Party of 1948 emerged from the 

organizational work undertaken by PCA activists. 

 Foreign policy fi gured prominently in the decision to 

organize the Progressive Party of 1948. Th is clearly dis-

tinguished the Progressive Party of 1948 from the earlier 

Progressive eff orts focused almost entirely on domestic 

reform.

As vice president during World War II, Wallace 

emerged as the leading champion of a progressive post-

war foreign policy. In order to promote peace and pros-

perity, Wallace argued, America needed to embark on 

an outward- looking foreign policy to spread American 

ideas, goods, and technologies abroad—while avoiding 

militarism, imperialism, and unilateralism. International 

disputes were best left to a strong United Nations.

Given these views, Wallace quickly became uneasy 

with the direction of Truman’s foreign policy, which he 

considered to be far too militaristic toward the Soviet 

Union. Wallace argued instead for a U.S.-Soviet rela-

tionship based on negotiation and mutual coexistence. 

He sharpened his criticisms as Truman and his advisors 

pursued policies that are now synonymous with the cold 

war. In March 1947, Truman justifi ed U.S. military aid 

to distant countries facing Communist revolutions by 

articulating what became known as the Truman Doc-

trine. Th ree months later the Truman administration 

announced the creation of the Marshall Plan, a U.S.-

fi nanced reconstruction program for Western Europe. 

Wallace criticized the militarism and unilateralism he 

detected in both policies, deriding them as “programs 

which give guns to people when they want plows.” 

 Wallace moved into an open break not only with Tru-

man but with the Democratic Party itself. On Decem-

ber 29, 1947, he announced his decision to mount a 

third-party candidacy. 

 Th e Progressives’ objections to cold war foreign pol-

icy stemmed in part from their belief that a militaristic 

foreign policy would hinder the eff ort to resurrect pro-

gressive, New Deal–style policies at home. Th e platform 



 Progressive parties

 609

adopted by the Progressive Party at its July 1948 con-

vention in Philadelphia articulated this holistic vision: 

“peace, freedom, and abundance—the goals of the Pro-

gressive Party—are indivisible.” Th e Progressives’ “peace” 

plank, of course, conformed to Wallace’s vision of foreign 

aff airs. But the “freedom” and “abundance” planks con-

centrated on domestic issues and envisioned a breath-

taking expansion in the American progressive reform 

tradition. Th e freedom component contained prophetic 

demands for civil rights and civil liberties. Progressives 

called for an end to discrimination against African 

Americans and other minorities, an end to segregation 

in the armed forces, an antilynching law, anti-poll-tax 

legislation, and a constitutional amendment guarantee-

ing equal rights for women. Th e abundance plank de-

manded economic democracy through such measures as 

nationalized health insurance, expanded Social Security, 

federal housing subsidies, and regional economic plan-

ning on the Tennessee Valley Authority model. With 

these demands, the Progressives of 1948 articulated a re-

form program far more ambitious than either of the two 

earlier Progressive parties. 

 Th e Progressive Party of 1948 initially seemed to jeop-

ardize Truman’s reelection. National polls taken shortly 

after Wallace announced his candidacy measured his 

support at 11.5 percent. In New York, Illinois, and Cali-

fornia, Wallace appeared poised to win enough votes to 

throw the election to Truman’s Republican challenger, 

Th omas E. Dewey.

But Wallace and the Progressives suff ered steady ero-

sion in support throughout the year. Nothing proved 

more damaging than the politics of anti communism. 

Both the PCA and the Progressive Party of 1948 provided 

a political home to many current and former American 

Communists; they were particularly energetic political 

organizers. Wallace also refused to disavow the Commu-

nist presence in his party organization he considered as 

red-baiting. Th is was a principled argument but not one 

that could be won given the political climate in 1948, 

particularly given the Progressives’ views on American 

foreign policy. Wallace was widely condemned as a Com-

munist “dupe,” a “pink,” and a “fellow traveler.” 

 Press coverage of Wallace and the Progressives vac-

illated between hostility and outright contempt, and 

Wallace’s popular support withered accordingly. But 

the Communist issue also deprived Progressives of cru-

cial support among liberal activists. Some New Deal 

liberals agreed with the politics of anticommunism 

and formed Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) 

in January 1947 as an alternative to the Communist-

 infl uenced PCA. Truman may have been a disappoint-

ment to these ADA liberals, but Wallace became a 

pariah. Th e ADA attacked Wallace and the Progressives 

on the Communist issue throughout 1948. Whereas 

Roosevelt took the better half of the Republican Party 

with him during the Bull Moose charge of 1912, Wal-

lace was unable to unite even the liberal activist wing 

of the New Deal coalition. In the end, the politics of 

anticommunism crippled the 1948 Progressive Party. 

 Even a spirited campaign could not prevent the 1948 

election from becoming a disaster for the Progressive 

Party. Wallace logged tens of thousands of miles on the 

campaign trail and spoke before large and enthusiastic 

crowds, such as the 48,000 supporters who attended a 

September rally at Yankee Stadium. Wallace himself pri-

vately estimated that he could garner at least 3 to 5 mil-

lion votes—enough to establish the Progressives as a force 

within the Democratic Party that could be was strong 

enough to exert a leftward pull on Truman. But on Elec-

tion Day the Progressives won just 1,157,000 votes, an 

anemic 2.38 percent of the popular vote. Only in New 

York and California did the Progressive vote total ex-

ceed 4 percent. Th ey won only 30 precincts nationwide, 

mostly African American, Jewish, or Hispanic districts in 

New York City and Los Angeles. 

 Th e Progressive Party had a negligible impact on the 

1948 election. At best, the Progressives’ presence on the 

ballot may have pushed Truman to chart a more liberal 

course in domestic policies. But the judgment of history 

should be more kind. If the Progressives of 1948 struggled 

at the ballot box, it was because the issues they raised were 

not easily addressed. Wallace and the Progressives fought 

for an issue that eventually marked liberalism’s greatest tri-

umph in the postwar era—civil rights—and against post-

war liberalism’s greatest compromise—acquiescence to 

belligerent anti-Communist policies at home and abroad. 

 The Progressive Parties and the American 

Reform Tradition 

 Th e varied constituencies, platforms, and electoral for-

tunes of the Progressive parties of 1912, 1924, and 1948 

are suggestive of the broader history of American pro-

gressive reform politics in the fi rst half of the twentieth 

century. Th eodore Roosevelt and the 1912 Progressives 

polled a large percentage of the vote because the New 

Nationalism appealed to many middle-class Americans 

and because Roosevelt could count on support from 

large portions of the Republican electorate hostile to the 
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Old Guard. Progressive reform was, in a sense, middle-

of-the-road politics in 1912. La Follette’s Progressives of 

1924 instinctively tried to organize a class-based party 

among two economic groups—workers and farmers—

who were especially aggrieved during America’s transfor-

mation into an urban and industrial nation. Although 

this eff ort was a disappointment in 1924, Franklin 

Roosevelt’s Democratic Party coalition of the 1930s dem-

onstrated the power latent in an alliance of politically 

active workers and farmers. Roosevelt harnessed this 

power to win elections and enact many of the economic 

reforms sought by the earlier Progressive parties. Th e 

anemic showing of Wallace and the 1948 Progressives 

paradoxically marked the end of one reform era but the 

beginning of another. Th e 1948 Progressives’ forceful de-

mand for civil rights and their trenchant questioning of 

America’s proper role in world aff airs off ered a glimpse 

at issues destined to occupy the next generation of pro-

gressive reformers. 

  See also  New Deal Era, 1932–52; progressivism and the Progres-

sive Era, 1890s–1920. 
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 K E V I N  P O W E R S 

 progressivism and the Progressive Era, 
1890s–1920 

 Progressivism was both an idea and a movement. It arose 

because many Americans believed that their existing in-

stitutions, which had been organized around individual 

liberty and limited government, could no longer func-

tion in an increasingly urban, industrial, and ethnically 

diverse society. Advocates of progressivism sought to 

reorder the nation’s institutions to produce more order, 

effi  ciency, stability, and a sense of social responsibility. 

Th ey believed that Americans would guarantee progress 

toward a democratic future by moving away from indi-

vidualism toward social responsibility. As a movement, 

progressivism was the struggle of individuals and groups 

to promote and institutionalize reform. Order, effi  ciency, 

stability, and social responsibility meant diff erent things 

to diff erent Americans, so there was no single progressive 

movement or single set of proposed reforms. But pro-

gressivism succeeded in implementing government regu-

lation of the economy and changing the relationship of 

Americans to their government and to one another. 

 Progressivism and Discontent 

 In the years following the Civil War, discontented groups 

of Americans founded new political parties and workers’ 

organizations, joined local voluntary organizations and 

the woman suff rage movement, and enlisted in socialist 

and anarchist movements. All of these groups challenged 

fundamental premises of American politics. By the mid-

dle of the 1890s, such widespread discontent made many 

Americans fear the collapse of democracy unless society 

and its institutions were reformed. 

 Th e origins of progressivism coincided with a new 

intellectual movement and technological innovations. 

Across the Western world, thinkers and academics were 

arguing that lived experience should decide the worth 

of existing institutions and structures. New academic 

disciplines of social science appeared in European and 

American universities, attracting students across the 

transatlantic divide to study new fi elds, such as econom-

ics, that emphasized how rational and scientifi c investi-

gation of social structures would yield the information 

needed to justify and direct reform. Some of these uni-

versities were now admitting female students. Th ough 

their numbers were limited, these women would greatly 

advance progressivism. 

 Such technological innovations as electricity, railway 

transportation, the Bessemer converter that transformed 

iron into steel, steel-frame construction, and massive in-

dustrial plants with machinery that sped up the pace of 

work, among others, were changing everyday life and 

forms of work. Th e Columbian Exposition held in Chi-

cago in 1893 celebrated the genius of American inven-

tors and manufacturers. Th e displays of new technology 
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and economic advances celebrated capitalist industrial 

production and tied progress to the human ingenuity 

that would tame and conquer nature. Th ese innovations, 

however, were implemented with little thought to the 

conditions of life and work they produced, and with 

minimal government regulation or oversight. Th e expo-

sition, moreover, coincided with an economic depression 

that left many Americans homeless, unemployed, and on 

the verge of starvation. Th e contrast between the glitter-

ing exposition and the conditions on the streets of cit-

ies across the country spurred new organization among 

Americans already concerned with the direction of the 

country. 

 Progressivism and Political Reorganization 

 By the end of the century, journalists and writers called 

“muckrakers” were investigating and publicizing the 

problems of American society. One of the most vex-

ing problems they attacked was the “corrupt bargain” 

between business and government. For decades, busi-

nessmen had curried favors from government offi  cials 

in order to advance their economic endeavors. In re-

turn, politicians and offi  ceholders solicited and accepted 

bribes. In a climate where economic progress was con-

sidered sacrosanct, business received a relatively free 

hand to conduct its own aff airs. Moreover, many busi-

nessmen were big contributors to the Republican Party, 

which reciprocated by passing legislation favorable to 

them. Th e money pouring into the party made it the 

country’s most powerful party on the federal level. Re-

publicans controlled the presidency between 1860 and 

1912, interrupted only by Democrat Grover Cleveland’s 

two terms. 

 Progressives argued that government should serve the 

public good. Th is “corrupt bargain” allowed private in-

terests, including the leading party politicians, to ben-

efi t at the public’s expense. Progressives’ insistence that 

the state must protect and promote this public good 

challenged lingering sentiments about negative liberty 

(freedom from government) and self-guiding markets. 

Progressives demanded legislation to give government 

new powers, reform of the party and electoral systems, 

and new constitutional amendments. 

 Th eir successes crafted a moderate regulatory state. 

Congress regulated the power of business to engage 

in monopolies and trusts, created the Federal Reserve 

System to oversee the country’s monetary system, and 

enacted laws regulating the production of food and 

drugs. New agencies such as the Federal Trade Com-

mission were organized to oversee adherence to these 

laws. To help fi nance the regulatory state, the Sixteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution gave Congress power 

to levy an income tax. Progressives charged that giv-

ing state legislatures the power to appoint U.S. senators 

had led to collusion among businessmen, state legisla-

tors, and their appointees. Th e Seventeenth Amend-

ment thus mandated the popular election of senators 

to Congress. 

 Individual states passed new political measures, and 

municipal governments were overhauled. Wisconsin 

became the fi rst state to require the direct primary for 

nominating candidates, and Oregon adopted the initia-

tive and referendum to give voters more voice in deter-

mining state legislation. Other states quickly followed. 

Some cities reduced the size of their city councils, gave 

mayors more power, eliminated district-based ward sys-

tems in favor of at-large council membership, munici-

palized some public services, and enacted public safety 

measures. Such reforms aimed to minimize the role of 

political parties, eliminate the franchise system by which 

public services were awarded to the highest private bid-

der, and replace party politicians with professionals 

whom progressives believed would be better equipped to 

bring order, effi  ciency, honest government, and protec-

tions to the chaotic industrial city. 

 Progressives also expanded the power of the presi-

dency. Presidents Th eodore Roosevelt (1901–8) and 

Woodrow Wilson (1912–20) each made the presidency 

more active and powerful in promoting a national pro-

gressive agenda. Roosevelt had coined the derisive term 

“muckraker,” but his tours of poverty-stricken urban 

areas as police commissioner of New York City (1895–97) 

with the crusading newspaper reporter Jacob Riis con-

vinced him that the uncurbed power of the wealthy few, 

especially industrialists, threatened democracy. Money 

infl uenced politics and allowed business to use the po-

lice power of the state to thwart all labor initiatives. As 

president, Roosevelt used the existing Sherman Anti-

Trust Act (1890) to break up monopolies and trusts. He 

oversaw new legislation to regulate railroad rates and 

food and drug production and expanded the role of 

the executive branch by creating new cabinet positions 

and broadening the powers of others. He was the fi rst 

president to use his offi  ce to compel industry to resolve 

a major labor strike, that of coal miners in 1902. His 

administration took the fi rst steps toward developing a 

national conservation policy. Roosevelt justifi ed this in-

novative use of presidential power with the progressive 
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idea that the president was “the steward of the public 

welfare.” 

 His successor, Republican William Howard Taft, at-

tacked monopolies and trusts even more vigorously 

but did not share Roosevelt’s ideals. Taft fought trusts 

because he believed they restrained free trade, not to 

promote the public welfare. Unhappy progressive Re-

publicans such as Senator Robert LaFollette (Wis-

consin) founded the National Progressive Republican 

League to contest the Taft regulars. When the party re-

nominated Taft in 1912, they organized the Progressive 

Party and nominated Roosevelt for president. Progres-

sive women were drawn to this party, even though most 

still could not vote, because it promised that it would 

govern in the public interest and would back woman 

suff rage. Th e Democrats nominated Woodrow Wilson, 

and the 1912 race became a contest over the future of 

progressivism. 

 Wilson won as the Republican vote split between Taft 

and Roosevelt. In his fi rst two years in offi  ce, Wilson 

demonstrated his progressive credentials by helping se-

cure new banking, currency, and trade regulations and 

new antitrust legislation. Wilson managed to keep his 

southern base intact by promising not to expand the 

powers of the federal government at the expense of states’ 

rights and by ignoring other progressive demands to pro-

mote racial equality and woman suff rage. 

 Roosevelt and Wilson confronted a U.S. Senate and 

Supreme Court hostile to government regulation. Th e 

Seventeenth Amendment helped to change the makeup 

of the Senate, and both presidents took a hands-on ap-

proach to dealing with Congress. Since progressivism 

professed a faith in democracy, both men also appealed 

directly to the people during their presidencies. Each 

man used Congress’s constitutional power to regulate 

interstate commerce to secure regulatory measures. Wil-

son was able to appoint leading progressive lawyer Louis 

Brandeis to the court. Brandeis promoted the progressive 

idea of social realism: legal rulings should be made on 

the basis of factual information presented to the courts 

in the social context of the problem. Although few other 

jurists of the time so readily accepted social realism, the 

idea gradually gained a place in legal decisions. 

 Progressivism and Social Reorganization 

 Many progressives were motivated by an ideal of collec-

tive responsibility for resolving social problems. Settle-

ment house founder Jane Addams argued that democratic 

governments could not ignore social problems or leave 

them to the mercy of private charity. She and other pro-

gressives proposed that certain social goods, including 

housing, transportation, parks, recreation areas, health, 

sanitation, and public education, should not be left to 

the vagaries of the marketplace. Ideas of social politics 

owed as much to a transatlantic exchange of ideas as 

they did to American innovation. Academics, settlement 

house workers, and professionals in law, economics, fi -

nance, and even religion journeyed to Europe to study, 

investigate, and exchange ideas with leading progressive 

thinkers there. 

 Th e specifi cs of social politics—for instance, how far 

and by what means to remove social goods from the 

marketplace—were contested. As head of the federal 

Children’s Bureau, Julia Lathrop declared that a dem-

ocratic state must abolish poverty altogether. Catho-

lic priest Father John A. Ryan wanted government to 

guarantee a living wage to male workers who could 

then support their families. African Americans Ida B. 

Wells-Barnett and W.E.B. DuBois used the ideas and 

language of progressivism to fi ght for racial equality, ar-

guing that there could be no true democracy without 

racial democracy. 

 Social politics inspired tens of thousands of women 

across the country to join settlement houses and orga-

nize local and national voluntary associations that inves-

tigated social conditions and demanded that government 

solve them. Th ese women were in the forefront of de-

manding that government provide adequate housing, 

decent public schools, and health and sanitation pro-

grams; promote public safety; and end the use of child 

labor. Fundamental to their progressivism was the idea 

that the middle class must learn to experience the lives 

of the poor, the working class, and immigrants in order 

to foster social responsibility. Working-class and African 

American women formed similar organizations. 

 A distinguishing feature of women’s progressivism 

was class-bridging organizations such as the National 

Women’s Trade Union League and the National Con-

sumers’ League, which promoted protective labor legis-

lation and abolition of child labor. In 1908 the Supreme 

Court had accepted, in  Muller v. Oregon , Brandeis’s 

 argument—based on statistics gathered by the women 

of the National Consumers’ League—that excessive 

strenuous work harmed women’s health and that the 

state thus had a reason to regulate their hours of labor. 

But the Court refused to extend such protection to male 

workers, citing the “right to contract” implied by the 

Fourteenth Amendment. Th e Senate passed the Keating-
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Owen Child Labor Act in 1916 to outlaw the “awful blot” 

of child labor, but the Court overturned the law as a 

violation of state powers to regulate labor. 

 Progressivism generated other new organizations 

through which like-minded individuals worked to enact 

reform. Men formed city clubs and municipal leagues. 

Activist women banded into the General Federation of 

Women’s Clubs. Black and white Americans founded the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP). Th rough such organizations, progres-

sivism formulated a new interest-group politics that vot-

ers believed gave them more access to government. 

 Progressivism and Internationalism 

 From the 1890s through World War I, progressives often 

justifi ed territorial expansion and conquest. Most viewed 

Native Americans as being at odds with white Euro-

pean economic, religious, and social practices. While 

some progressives advocated compulsory “civilizing,” by 

removing Indian children from their parents, others 

sought less repressive means by which to integrate them 

into the broader society. Whichever method used, Na-

tive Americans’ lands were appropriated to foster white 

settlement and their customs undermined as part of pro-

gressive reordering of society. 

 Most progressives also justifi ed overseas imperialism. 

Th e economic justifi cation was that this would create a 

more orderly and effi  cient world in which to do business. 

It was usually accompanied by a sense of Anglo-Saxon 

superiority. While some progressives were motivated by 

a more benign ideal that imperialism could bring educa-

tion and progress, others simply believed that American 

superiority gave the United States the right to control 

the world. 

 Ideas about gender also underlay progressive imperial-

ism. As women moved into public life and demanded 

suff rage as both a democratic right and as necessary to 

promote both domestic and international progressiv-

ism, political fi gures such as Th eodore Roosevelt worried 

that American manhood was being undermined. Noth-

ing could prove manhood, he believed, as much as war, 

 conquest, and making the United States the economic 

and political powerhouse of the world. 

 International progressivism did have another side, 

however. Figures such as Addams and LaFollette pro-

moted an ideal of universal social responsibility to bring 

order and peace to the world. Th e international member-

ship of the Women’s Peace Party (founded 1915) and its 

successor, the Women’s International League for Peace 

and Freedom, encouraged such thinking. If domestic 

progressivism could make Americans take responsibility 

for each other, then its international dimension could 

draw the peoples of the world into a broad alliance to 

defeat poverty and end armed confl ict. But, in 1919, the 

Versailles Peace Conference and the U.S. Senate’s refusal 

to ratify the treaty and join the new League of Nations 

dashed such hopes. 

 The Twilight of Progressivism 

 World War I severely limited the continuation of pro-

gressivism. One strain of progressivism had argued that 

only the right populace could guarantee a good democ-

racy. Th is idea justifi ed immigration exclusion, antiso-

cialist hysteria, and narrowly defi ning what it meant to 

be American. Wartime hysteria heightened such thinking 

and institutionalized the concept of “100 percent Ameri-

canism.” Anyone who opposed the war or who supported 

radical ideologies or groups was labeled un-American 

and subjected to persecution. Th e so-called science of eu-

genics proposed that humans had inbred racial traits that 

could be measured to determine who would make good 

democratic citizens. By the 1920s, new laws restricted im-

migration and enforced new naturalization requirements. 

Caught in this racialist thinking were African Americans 

whose progressive activities and participation in the war 

eff ort were not rewarded with racial democracy. 

 Progressivism as a massive movement died out after 

the war, but its ideals and eff ects did not. It had never 

pretended to overturn capitalism but to reform it to 

cause less harm to Americans. Progressivism’s ideals of 

social responsibility and the need for government regu-

lation were institutionalized into American politics to 

provide a balance against the forces of the unrestrained 

marketplace. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics, 1865–1933; 

interest groups; press and politics; Progressive parties. 
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 M AU R E E N  A .  F L A N AG A N 

 Prohibition and temperance 

 From its beginnings in the 1820s through its demise in 

the 1930s, the temperance movement and its descendant, 

the Prohibition movement, had a tremendous impact on 

American politics. Temperance and Prohibition helped to 

both create and disrupt the Second Party System that ex-

isted roughly from 1828 to 1854, and proved a staple (and 

diffi  cult) issue of party politics during the Gilded Age. 

 Th e temperance movement brought women into poli-

tics before they had the vote. During the Progressive Era, 

the Prohibition movement created the fi rst single-issue 

pressure group, a model of infl uencing politics that was 

widely imitated. Prohibition also created the only consti-

tutional amendment directly aimed at the personal habits 

of the people. National Prohibition presented challenges 

to the political order. After repeal of the amendment, 

temperance and Prohibition faded as issues. Th e birth 

of neoprohibitionism at the end of the twentieth cen-

tury sidestepped federal politics as it pressured states into 

raising the legal drinking age and enforcing harsher laws 

against drunk driving. 

 Th e temperance movement began as a reaction to 

the alcoholic republic of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Americans consumed alcohol at 

a tremendous rate in this period. For instance, it is es-

timated that between 1800 and 1830, adult Americans 

consumed 6.6 to 7.1 gallons of pure alcohol annually, 

compared to a current annual consumption rate of 

2.8 gallons. Alcohol was part of daily life and public 

culture. Temperance advocates blamed all manner of 

social disorder on the consumption of drink. Alcohol, 

they argued, directly caused poverty, disease, crime, po-

litical corruption, and family disruption. Many Ameri-

cans, especially those of Anglo-Saxon and old immigrant 

stock, saw liquor as an unmitigated evil that needed to 

be outlawed. Many Christians, inspired by the Second 

Great Awakening, joined the movement, whose mem-

bers abstained from liquor and tried to persuade others 

to do the same. 

 The Second Party System 

 From the 1830s through the 1840s, many antiliquor agi-

tators moved beyond moral suasion to embrace politi-

cal means. Th e fi rst steps toward politicizing temperance 

came in New England communities where temperance 

advocates promoted the policy of no license—that is, 

they pressured local authorities to stop granting licenses 

to liquor retailers, removing what they saw as a public 

sanction of the trade. In some states, such struggles were 

decided through the ballot in what became known as 

local option elections (a method, while much altered, 

that still exists). States, by law, authorized the people 

of any township, county, city, or precinct to decide in 

a special election to allow or deny liquor sales in their 

locality. Liquor merchants, as well as advocates of laissez- 

faire policies and opponents of reform, mobilized against 

these eff orts. 

 Such divisions fed into the emerging Second Party 

System. At fi rst, the Whigs tended to support the tem-

perance advocates’ legal solutions while the Democrats 

opposed them. As immigration increased, bringing both 

Germans and Irish with established drinking cultures to 

the United States, the political divisions took on ethnic 

and religious dimensions, and these immigrants (espe-

cially the Catholics among them) tended to favor the 

Democratic Party. But over time, the rigid divisions be-

tween parties over temperance started to erode. 

 Th e parties in the 1840s viewed antiliquor measures 

as both appealing and dangerous. For instance, after 

Whig-dominated state governments passed laws that 

restricted the sale of liquor to large bulk orders (in ef-

fect imposing a ban on retail alcohol sales), they were 

turned out of offi  ce. Afterward, Whig politicians tried 

to avoid adopting extreme temperance policies, but 

only at the risk of alienating some of their supporters. 

Similarly, Democrats, seeing how popular temperance 

policies were with some voters, would advocate them, 
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to the disgust of a signifi cant number of their support-

ers. In short, temperance started out as a defi ning issue 

between the parties but became a contested issue within 

both parties. 

 By the 1850s, such confl icts led to new political organi-

zations and alliances. Temperance movements through-

out the country came together around the Maine Law 

(named after the fi rst state to adopt it in 1851), which 

essentially prohibited the manufacture and sale of alco-

hol within a state. In all, 13 northern states attempted 

to adopt such laws, and in almost every case, the laws 

passed. Most of the Maine Laws were quickly repealed, 

however, as the political alliances that had created them 

proved to be unstable. Th e emergence of a new political 

party system centered on the slavery issue took Prohibi-

tion out of politics for almost a generation. 

 The Gilded Age 

 At the opening of the Gilded Age (around 1870), drink-

ing had a new venue, the saloon—a primarily male in-

stitution, a fact that made its respectability automatically 

suspect. Even so, saloons existed almost everywhere, 

spread by the practice of many brewers of establishing 

their own street-level retailing venues. Th roughout the 

period, the Prohibition Party and the Woman’s Chris-

tian Temperance Union (WCTU) agitated for national 

constitutional Prohibition. By the end of the period, six 

states prohibited the sale of alcohol, and almost every 

state allowed local option elections on liquor sales. At 

this time, the Democrats and the Republicans preferred 

to avoid the issue of Prohibition. Republicans pushed al-

ternative policies of high license (which imposed all sorts 

of restrictions on liquor merchants), while Democrats 

preferred to leave the matter up to voters in local option 

elections. In turn, the leading temperance organizations 

denounced the major political parties and saw the cor-

ruption of politics (symbolized by the saloon) as one of 

the main evils spawned by the legal manufacture and sale 

of liquor. 

 Th e Prohibition Party was the leading male temper-

ance organization of the Gilded Age. Because it asked 

men to abandon other party affi  liations, in an age where 

party affi  liations were extremely strong, the party re-

mained at the margins of power. Its members came 

primarily from the temperance wing of the Republi-

can Party, and it had eff ective organizations only in the 

Northeast and the Midwest. Th roughout its history, the 

Prohibition Party splintered over whether it should em-

brace other issues, such as woman suff rage or railroad 

regulation; in some election cycles it did (thus dividing 

its members) and in others it did not, but then lost vot-

ers to organizations that focused on issues other than 

liquor. Indeed, the emergence of populism, and a host 

of new political issues, including regulating the money 

supply and controlling corporations, ended the Prohibi-

tion Party’s electoral appeal. By the middle of the last 

decade of the nineteenth century, the party was widely 

perceived to be a failure. 

 Conversely, the female temperance organization of 

the same period was seen as a great success. Th e WCTU 

was the largest female reform organization of the Gilded 

Age. It was the fi rst national women’s reform movement 

directed and controlled solely by women. Under the 

leadership of Frances Willard from 1879 to 1898, this 

largely white, middle-class Protestant women’s organi-

zation kept the Prohibition issue alive when the politi-

cal structure was hostile to the antiliquor reform—and 

convinced a generation of women that they should seek 

the right to vote. Th e WCTU pioneered highly eff ective 

lobbying techniques (keeping in Washington the fi rst 

woman lobbyist, Margret Dye Ellis), and in the areas 

seen as within women’s sphere, such as education or the 

sexual protection of minors, the WCTU was quite suc-

cessful, especially at the state level. Less successful were 

the WCTU’s attempts to build political coalitions, fi rst 

with the Prohibition Party and later with the Populist 

Party and the Knights of Labor. It is only when the 

WCTU began working with a new Prohibition orga-

nization, the Anti-Saloon League, that the temper-

ance advocates could compel the major parties to pass 

more restrictions on alcohol, culminating in national 

Prohibition. 

 The Progressive Era 

 In the 1890s, antiliquor Protestants built the fi rst na-

tional interest group mobilized to shape public policy: 

the Anti-Saloon League. Th e league’s strength came from 

its mobilization of millions of church members who op-

posed the sale of liquor. It grew from the grass roots and 

built a professional hierarchy of organizers, lobbyists, and 

power brokers. Th rough its organization and extensive 

media empire, the league commanded its supporters to 

vote the way it told them to, and most did. Th e league 

adopted an “omnipartisan” strategy—that is, it sup-

ported any politician regardless of party if that politician 

would support the league’s proposals. Th e Anti-Saloon 

League cared only about how a politician voted, not how 

he acted or what he believed. Th us, Warren G. Harding, 
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a known drinker and gambler, always had league sup-

port. Th e league limited its proposals strictly to liquor 

issues and to policies that would garner support from 

voters. As its name implied, it fi rst took aim at the un-

popular saloon, supporting such restrictions as the high 

license, although by the turn of the new century, its fa-

vored tool was local option elections. When a state ad-

opted that policy, the league then focused on statewide 

Prohibition. 

 At fi rst, the Anti-Saloon League concentrated its op-

erations in the states. Working with both major parties, 

it dried out large parts of the nation through local option 

and state Prohibition during the fi rst decade of the twen-

tieth century. At the same time, its lobbyists established 

an eff ective presence in Washington, where they sought 

federal legislation (in alliance with other groups, most 

notably the WCTU) based on the commerce power 

and taxing power designed to help dry states eff ectively 

carry out their Prohibition policies. Its leaders—William 

Anderson, Purley Baker, Joseph Cannon, Edwin C. 

Dinwiddie, and Wayne Wheeler—became familiar and 

feared faces in Washington. 

 By 1913, after a major victory in congressional pas-

sage of the Webb-Kenyon Act, which prohibited the 

interstate transportation of liquor intended to be 

used contrary to the receiving state’s law, the league 

launched its campaign for national Prohibition. By 

1917 the league and the WCTU persuaded Congress 

to send the Prohibition Amendment to the states for 

ratifi cation. Th ey were aided by the anti-German hys-

teria of World War I (which weakened the brewers, 

the movement’s most eff ective opponents), as well as 

the emergency rationale to preserve grain for food 

(not alcoholic beverages) and to uplift the morals of 

the people. League organization and political power 

resulted in speedy ratifi cation and the passage in 1919 

of the Volstead Act, which set up the Prohibition en-

forcement system. On January 16, 1920, national Pro-

hibition went into eff ect. 

 National Prohibition proved troubling to both politi-

cal parties, especially by the middle of the 1920s, when 

repeal sentiment began to grow. Th e Prohibitionists, 

led by the Anti-Saloon League, tied their fortunes to 

the Republican Party, which welcomed their support at 

New York City Deputy Police 

Commissioner John A. Leach, 

right, watches agents pour beer 

into the sewer following a raid 

during the height of Prohibition. 

(Library of Congress)
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fi rst. But as Prohibition became increasingly unpopular, 

Republicans tried unsuccessfully to distance themselves 

from the policy. For example, President Herbert Hoover’s 

Presidential Commission (known widely as the Wicker-

sham Commission after its chairman, George Wicker-

sham) fl oated several revision proposals in the course of 

its life, only to be pulled back to the Prohibitionist line 

by the time it issued its report.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party was bitterly divided 

over the issue, with its southern wing strongly support-

ing Prohibition and its urban, ethnic, northern wing 

supporting repeal. Th us, the “wet” presidential candidate 

Alfred E. Smith was saddled with a bone-dry platform 

plank in the 1928 election. Th e lobbying of repeal groups, 

the diminution in size and strength of temperance 

groups, and the increasing unpopularity of the Prohibi-

tion regime (in tandem with a widely accepted view that 

Prohibition, not alcohol, bred lawlessness and political 

corruption) culminated in support from both parties for 

modifi cation or repeal in the 1932 election. Th us, within 

14 years of its adoption, the Eighteenth Amendment was 

repealed through the Twenty-First Amendment. 

 From National Prohibition to Neoprohibitionism 

 Repeal took Prohibition out of partisan politics. Even 

as he proclaimed the passing of national Prohibition, 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared the nation 

should return to true temperance, not to the old-time 

saloon. Th us, the Federal Alcohol Act of 1933 prohib-

ited distillers or brewers from owning retail outlets. Th e 

Twenty-First Amendment’s second clause also returned 

almost complete control over liquor to the states, where 

the sale of liquor proved easier to regulate than prohibit. 

Within four years of the amendment’s adoption, 43 of 

the 48 states had legalized the sale of all liquor. By 1959 

there were no Prohibition states left, although several 

states preserved the policy in local option systems. To 

prevent the return of the old, much-vilifi ed saloon, virtu-

ally all the states adopted either a government monopoly 

system or a state-controlled license system of distribu-

tion. Th ese systems controlled the number of liquor 

licenses granted in communities, regulated the environ-

ment in which liquor could be consumed in a public 

venue, and made liquor issues questions of bureaucratic 

politics, not partisan ones. 

 From the 1930s through the 1970s, an odd alliance 

of those who saw drink as evil and sinful, bootleggers 

who profi ted by bringing liquor into dry areas, and those 

who did not want liquor stores or bars in their neighbor-

hoods made the United States a patchwork of regions 

where liquor was sold without restriction, sold only by 

the drink, or not sold at all.

An unintended consequence of this patchwork was 

the emergence of driving while intoxicated. Drinking 

and driving was perceived as a societal problem as early 

as the 1950s but did not gain strong advocates against it 

until the 1980s, when it became associated with related 

issues of underage drinking.

Th e key advocacy group, at the state and federal lev-

els, was Mothers against Drunk Driving (MADD). As a 

group, MADD had inherent advantages. First, it was a 

victims’ group, with personalized stories—My child was 

killed by a drunk driver, what are you doing to do about 

it? Second, it quickly gained powerful allies, most nota-

bly the insurance industry, the liquor industry (prompted 

in part by fear of stricter liquor regulations), and car 

manufacturers (fearful of requirements for more safety 

devices on cars). MADD, like earlier advocates, started 

with local and state action. Its fi rst actions were to track 

judges and others in their sentencing of drunk drivers 

(and to obtain harsher sentences, either through manda-

tory sentencing laws or a change of judges) and to push 

for state laws that lowered the blood alcohol level that 

legally defi ned intoxication. In these and later eff orts, the 

group avoided partisan politics in favor of lobbying and 

leveraging the administrative state. Th rough its actions, 

the 1984 Highway Act included provisions that withheld 

highway funds to any state that had a legal drinking age 

lower than 21. At the time, legal drinking ages varied 

among the states, but by 1988, with virtually no political 

struggle, the legal drinking age in all states was 21. 

 Th e control of drink bedevilled party politics from the 

1820s to the 1930s. Th e Prohibition movement mobilized 

women’s mass political power before suff rage and gave 

birth to the single-issue pressure group. After repeal, 

temperance and Prohibition faded as issues, only to be 

reborn in a far diff erent form in the late twentieth cen-

tury as neoprohibitionism. 

  See also  Gilded Age, 1870s–90s; populism; progressivism and 

the Progressive Era, 1890s–1920. 
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 R I C H A R D  F.  H A M M 

 Protestants and politics 

 Protestant movements have been important in almost 

every period of American political history, yet Protes-

tant political infl uence has varied greatly depending on 

times, places, and circumstances. Protestants were more 

dominant during the Civil War—when they accounted 

for over 90 percent of the nation’s places of worship—

than they have been in the “culture wars” of recent 

times, when much higher numbers of Roman Catho-

lics, Jews, Muslims, and secularists share the religious 

landscape. Region is also a constant variable. Since the 

1880s, Protestant interests have remained more impor-

tant in the South, which retains a substantial Protestant 

majority, than in other parts of the country where Prot-

estant churches have become relatively weaker. Changes 

within Protestantism also matter. In the nineteenth 

century, mainstream Congregationalists, Presbyterians, 

Methodists, and Episcopalians enjoyed a widely recog-

nized educational and cultural authority; more recently, 

the numbers of Pentecostals, independents, and mega-

churches have burgeoned, yet they have also had to 

compete with much stronger cultural rivals. Above all, 

race has signifi cantly complicated American Protestant 

politics. To this day, most black Protestants are similar to 

white Protestants in their traditional religious beliefs and 

conservative moral convictions, but they diff er dramati-

cally in both political opinions and political allegiance. 

 Yet when the United States is viewed from afar—

especially by visitors from abroad—the general Prot-

estant imprint on political history is unmistakable. In 

1775, at the onset of the American Revolution, Edmund 

Burke reminded Parliament that the colonies were natu-

rally wary about the arbitrary exercise of British power 

because they were “protestants; and of that kind, which 

is the most adverse to all implicit submission of mind 

and opinion.” 

 A century and a half later, a visiting Frenchman, 

André Siegfried, concluded that Protestantism was still 

the “only national religion” of the United States. To 

Siegfried, Protestantism had become a matter of cultural 

style more than explicit beliefs. He felt that Calvinism, 

broadly defi ned to take in the religious activism of the 

nineteenth century as well as the original legacy of the 

Puritans, still dominated the public: “Every American 

is at heart an evangelist, be he a [  Woodrow] Wilson, a 

[  William Jennings] Bryan, or a [ John D.] Rockefeller. 

He cannot leave people alone, and he constantly feels the 

urge to preach.” 

 More recently, Sébastien Fath, a French sociologist 

and historian who is himself an active Baptist layman, 

has argued that Protestant heritage is the best expla-

nation for the importance of American holidays like 

Th anksgiving, the prominence of religious language in 

political speech making, the public deference aff orded 

to fi gures like the evangelist Billy Graham, the individu-

alistic approach to moral questions, the sense of national 

destiny under providence, and the checkered responses 

to terrorism. 

 In  Democracy in America , Alexis de Tocqueville spelled 

out how he thought Protestantism had shaped the na-

tion’s political course. During his visit to the United 

States in the 1830s, Protestant churches enjoyed an al-

most complete monopoly over the nation’s formal reli-

gious life. In Tocqueville’s view, the conundrum was why 

religion—which, because of the Constitution’s separa-

tion of church and state, “never mixes directly in the gov-

ernment of society”—nonetheless had to be considered 

“the fi rst of their political institutions.” His explanation 

centered on how Protestant faith had aligned itself with 

republican principles of liberty: “if [religion] does not 

give them the taste for freedom, it singularly facilitates 

their use of it.” His fi nal judgment was comparative: in 

Europe, he had “seen the spirit of religion and the spirit 

of freedom almost always move in contrary directions. 

Here [in the United States] I found them united inti-

mately with one another: they reigned together on the 

same soil.” 

 Th e sociopolitical connections that Tocqueville de-

scribed also diff erentiate the American story from Prot-

estant histories elsewhere. Unlike Germany, Switzerland, 

the Netherlands, England, and Scotland, where Prot-

estant churches were long established by law, Ameri-

can Protestantism thrived where church and state were 

separated. Unlike Protestants in Catholic and Orthodox 

Europe, Protestants in the United States have enjoyed 

mainstream status. Unlike Protestant movements that 

sprung up during the twentieth century in the South-
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ern Hemisphere, American Protestants have enjoyed 

material wealth and cultural authority. Th e opinions of 

foreign observers and the comparative diff erences with 

Protestants elsewhere in the world both point to the 

same conclusion: to explain the place of Protestantism 

in American politics it is necessary to heed the specifi cs 

of American history. 

 The Founding Era 

 During the American Revolution, Protestants were di-

vided. Many Anglicans, along with a few from other 

denominations, remained loyal to the mother country. 

Th e substantial numbers of Quaker, Mennonite, Mora-

vian, and Brethren pacifi sts in the 13 colonies clung to 

their principles and refused to align with either war-

ring side. Yet what became the majority position joined 

together Protestant religion and patriotic politics so 

strongly that some observers could see little diff erence 

between the two. Joseph Galloway, a prominent Penn-

sylvania legislator who became a loyalist, wrote that 

the general colonial insurrection was led by “Congre-

gationalists, Presbyterians, and smugglers.” Behind this 

perception was the confl uence of a Puritan tradition 

that had been revived through colonial religious awak-

enings and a republican tradition that was fl ourishing 

in opposition to British court politics. Th e Puritan 

inheritance featured a moral approach to public life 

alongside a belief that God covenanted with nations on 

the basis of their religious actions. Oppositional—or 

Real Whig—opinion also took a moral approach to 

politics, but focused on preventing the corruption that 

the Whigs believed came from unchecked centralized 

power. 

 In the heat of the Revolution, the Puritan and Whig 

viewpoints came together. Both contained what historian 

Edmund Morgan once called “a distinctly bearish view 

of human nature”—in Puritan terms, a consequence 

of Adam and Eve’s “original sin,” and in Whig terms, a 

consequence of the inherently corrupting character of 

governmental authority. Both felt that personal liberty 

and civic health had to be supported by collective virtue. 

If the Puritans defi ned virtue as God’s triumph over sin 

and the Whigs defi ned it as honest public dealing by al-

truistic gentlemen, there was enough common ground 

for an alliance against what seemed to be the schemes 

of Parliament and the heavy-handed assaults on liberty 

authorized by George III. 

 Once this link was forged, the fi ght against British 

political oppression could be seen as the fi ght against sin 

itself. Th us, as tensions rose with the mother country, 

a Connecticut Congregationalist likened Parliament to 

the Pharaoh in Exodus 1:8, “which knew not Joseph,” 

and ministers from several denominations described 

Parliament as the apocalyptic “Beast” from Revela-

tion, chapter 13. During the confl ict, patriot preachers 

often referred to American events as replicating biblical 

precedents— for example, some compared the patriot 

victory at Saratoga, New York, to the triumph of Heze-

kiah over the Assyrians. 

 Tom Paine’s tract  Common Sense  (1776) exploited 

these politicoreligious parallels by using biblical illustra-

tions from the story of King Saul to show how Scrip-

ture supported republican politics. A similar message 

came in a famous sermon of May 17, 1776, from John 

Witherspoon, the president of Princeton College. With-

erspoon’s address, “ Th e Dominion of Providence over 

the Passions of Men,” defended resistance to leaders who 

transgressed justice, liberty, and common humanity, and 

proclaimed God’s ability to bring good out of the un-

restrained excesses of Britain’s tyranny. In a thanksgiv-

ing sermon at the end of the war on December 11, 1783, 

Witherspoon said what many others, like Paine, Th omas 

Jeff erson, Ben Franklin, and George Washington, also 

believed, that “the separation of this country from Brit-

ain had been of God.” Paine, the free-thinking deist, and 

Witherspoon, the traditional Presbyterian clergyman, 

were not very close in theological or ethical beliefs. Yet 

in the political crises of the war, their convictions came 

together to support the drive for national independence. 

Later, this conjunction of political and religious opinion 

would lend a sacred aura to U.S. political principles and 

convince many Protestants that the nation’s long-term 

health depended on their own vigilance. 

 A few patriotic African Americans, like Lemuel 

Haynes of New England, also felt that a divine mandate 

supported the patriotic cause. But, unlike most of his 

white contemporaries, Haynes also expanded the stan-

dard mix of Whig principles and biblical language into 

an attack on slavery. Other African Americans reversed 

the application of the Bible. Th e slave David George of 

South Carolina, for instance, referred to his manumis-

sion by British troops as an “Exodus.” 

 By the time warfare gave way to nation building, 

Protestant public infl uence was less obvious than when 

ministers had preached for independence. Although 

Protestant allegiance to Scripture made the Bible the era’s 

most widely read and quoted book, it exerted less direct 

infl uence on constitutional political theory than on the 
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country’s cultural mores. Political principles drawn from 

John Locke, European republican traditions, and practi-

cal American experience were more obviously important 

for the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 

 Protestants were divided on how to organize church 

and state. Many Congregationalists and Episcopalians, 

along with a few Presbyterians, looked for broad gov-

ernment funding, usually along the lines proposed by 

Patrick Henry of Virginia, who favored a “general as-

sessment” whereby individual taxpayers designated par-

ticular churches to receive their tax revenues. A strong 

coalition of sectarian Protestants and Enlightenment po-

litical leaders fought off  this proposal in Virginia. Th ey 

also succeeded at putting into the Constitution’s First 

Amendment the principle that the federal government 

could neither authorize “an establishment of religion” 

nor prohibit “the free exercise thereof.” As promoted by 

Baptists like Isaac Backus of Massachusetts and John Le-

land of Virginia, alongside noted founders like Th omas 

Jeff erson and James Madison, this federal stance was 

soon accepted by the states as well. 

 A Second Founding: 1790s–1830s 

 Th e early history of the United States witnessed a great 

surge of evangelical Protestantism preceded by numer-

ous local revivals during the Revolutionary era that 

went mostly unnoticed by national elites. For their part, 

these elites expected American religious life to follow 

historical precedents. Leaders of the colonies’ largest 

churches—Episcopal, Presbyterian, Congregational—

expected that some form of favored treatment would 

replace formal establishment. A few champions of the 

Enlightenment, like Th omas Jeff erson, thought that 

Unitarianism, deism, or some other kind of “reasonable 

religion” would come to dominate the country. What 

actually developed was a new style of Protestant Chris-

tianity that fi rst altered religious life and then gradually 

began to aff ect politics. During the presidential election 

of 1800, many leaders of the older Protestant denomi-

nations campaigned actively against Jeff erson for what 

they called his “infi delity.” When Jeff erson as president 

proved inoff ensive to the churches, Protestant leaders 

mostly retreated from active political involvement. Th is 

retreat lasted for about a generation. 

 Meanwhile, religious life at the grass roots was un-

dergoing a transformation. Methodists under the lead-

ership of Bishop Francis Asbury, Baptists guided by 

countless local preachers, and “Disciples” and “Chris-

tians” inspired by Th omas Campbell and Barton Stone 

were busy preaching the salvation of souls, organizing 

congregations, and recruiting young men (and a few 

young women) to serve as itinerants. For some Baptists 

and the Methodists, especially under Asbury’s tutelage 

until his death in 1816, politics faded almost entirely 

away. For other Baptists and followers of Campbell and 

Stone, the Christian message was thoroughly mixed 

with a republican ideology zealous for the liberty of 

local congregations and scrupulously alert to the cor-

ruptions of power. 

 Th e style of public religious life in the new United 

States followed the bottom-up course of the Method-

ists, Baptists, and “Christians” rather than the top-down 

course foreseen by leaders of the traditional churches. 

Between 1790 and 1860, the U.S. population increased 

eightfold; the number of Baptist churches increased 

fourteen fold; the number of Methodist churches twenty-

eight-fold, and the number of “Disciples” and “Chris-

tian” churches of the Restorationist Movement rose from 

none in 1790 to over two thousand in 1860. 

 Gradually the more traditional churches also took 

on the new religious style. It was republican insofar as 

it internalized the fear of unchecked authority and the 

commitment to private virtue that drove the ideology 

of the political founders. But it was also “Christian re-

publican”; the energetic itinerants promoted not classi-

cal manliness but humility in Christ. Th is religion did 

not trust in ascribed authority or inherited bureaucracies 

but in achieved authority and ad-hoc networking. It was 

populist or democratic in championing the ability of any 

white man to assume leadership in any religious assem-

bly. It also gave supreme authority to Scripture, which 

trumped all other religious authorities and which was 

open for all to read and interpret for themselves. 

 Above all, the religion that came to prevail in the 

nineteenth century was voluntaristic, keyed to innova-

tive leadership, proactive public advocacy, and entrepre-

neurial goal setting. Voluntary societies organized for 

preaching the Christian message, distributing Christian 

literature, encouraging Christian civilization, and net-

working philanthropic activity came into their own after 

about 1810. Th e most important were founded by inter-

denominational networks of evangelicals for evangelical 

purposes, like the American Board of Commissioners 

for Foreign Missions (1810), the American Bible Society 

(1816), and the American Education Society (1816). Th e 

period’s dynamic evangelicalism established an endur-

ing template for the future. Other religious movements 

that diff ered greatly in belief and practice from Protes-
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tant evangelicals would fl ourish in the United States by 

adopting, to at least some degree, many of the free-form, 

populist, and voluntaristic traits that evangelical Protes-

tants pioneered. 

 Religious voluntarism became more broadly infl u-

ential when religious practices came to inspire mobili-

zation on behalf of social and political causes. By the 

1830s, national parties reemerged as voluntary societies 

that organized local campaigns and national conventions 

on the model of religious revivals and religious societies. 

Increasingly, religious concerns infl uenced the politi-

cal agenda by pushing to the fore issues like Cherokee 

removal, temperance reform, Sunday movement of the 

mail, and—preeminently—slavery. 

 Highs and Lows: 1830s–80s 

 Th e extraordinary impact of Protestants on national 

politics in the antebellum years and through the Civil 

War rested on the extraordinary expansion of evangeli-

cal Protestantism earlier in the century. By the 1830s and 

1840s, the religious situation was changing rapidly, espe-

cially with the increase of Roman Catholic immigration 

from Germany, Ireland, and other European countries. 

Yet because Protestants had adapted so well to the ide-

ology and social circumstances of the new nation, this 

period witnessed the most comprehensive Protestant im-

pact on politics in American history. In the 1830s, the 

issues of Indian policy, temperance reform, and moving 

the mails on Sunday brought Protestants back into the 

political arena. 

 Of these contested issues, temperance reform went 

deepest. From the early nineteenth century on, temper-

ance societies made up an important component of the 

American voluntary empire. But not until the 1840s did 

voluntary persuasion spill over into direct political ac-

tion; the 1846 Maine Law enacting Prohibition became 

a model for how to channel private reform into public 

legislation. 

 Strong Protestant associations with the Whig, Liberty, 

Free Soil, American (Know-Nothing), and Republican 

parties—along with a reciprocating Catholic loyalty to 

the Democratic Party—made all of the era’s national 

elections and many local contests occasions of religious 

tension. Th e country’s most consistent Whig, and then 

Republican, voters were northern Protestants, with Con-

gregationalists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Meth-

odists providing near unanimous support. Baptists and 

other sectarian Protestants in the North leaned to the 

Whigs and Republicans. Many southern Protestants 

were also Whigs, until sectional division over slavery 

drove these voters to the Democratic Party. Catholics of 

all ethnic backgrounds were strong for the Democrats 

against the Whigs and became even more ardent in op-

posing the Republican Party. 

 Th e ideological affi  nity that drew Protestants, espe-

cially in the North, to the Whigs and Republicans was 

congruity between political activism and evangelical 

voluntarism. As depicted by historian Daniel Walker 

Howe, the Whigs and evangelical Protestants shared a 

common approach to public life: self-realization linked 

to care for community, personal liberty coordinated with 

self-discipline, “moral responsibility” existing alongside 

“moral conditioning”—in sum, “the balancing of free-

dom and control.” Inner ties between evangelicals and 

Whigs help explain why Abraham Lincoln, though never 

a church member and more “church friendly” than an 

active Christian, enjoyed such strong support from 

northern Protestants in his two Republican campaigns 

for president (in 1860 and 1864). For many Whigs/

Republicans and evangelicals, as for Lincoln, the progress 

of American society and the development of American 

religion took place expressly under the providential hand 

of God. Some sectarian Protestants, especially Baptists 

and especially in the South, along with a few members 

of Lutheran and Reformed churches who found “Yankee 

meddling” obtrusive, objected to this vision and turned 

to the Democratic Party (or, in the election of 1860, the 

Constitutional Union Party). 

 Protestant support for Whig political culture became 

more overt as evangelical revivalism became more po-

litical. For Charles Grandison Finney, the era’s most no-

table revivalist, salvation from sin took on overt political 

implications. In his much reprinted  Lectures on Revival  
(1835), Finney boldly claimed that “politics are part of 

the religion in such a country as this.” In his view, slav-

ery was not as important as personal salvation but it was 

nonetheless vital to realize that “slavery is, pre-eminently, 

the  sin of the church .” 

 Disputes over slavery eventually involved all Ameri-

can churches. During the antebellum years, African 

Americans in the North formed their own religious 

bodies, like the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 

and took the fi rst steps in political organization that, 

more than a century later, would directly infl uence na-

tional politics. In 1833 Protestants of several types took 

the lead in forming the American Anti-Slavery Soci-

ety, which became a notable voice for abolition, de-

fi ned as a moral obligation under God. More northern 
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Protestants, however, were probably emancipationists 

rather than abolitionists. Th ey worried about slav-

ery and hoped for its eventual demise but looked for 

a long-term, gradual remedy rather than an immedi-

ate end to the institution. Protestant backing for the 

American Colonization Society (founded in 1816), 

which proposed “returning” blacks to Africa, fi t neatly 

with emancipationist goals. 

 In the South after 1830, northern abolitionist attacks 

on slavery and the increasing politicization of all regional 

diff erences stimulated a fresh religious defense of slav-

ery in which learned Presbyterians and Baptists, like the 

Reverend William Stringfellow of Virginia, took the 

lead. Th ey based their defense on the obvious acceptance 

of slavery in the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. 

Th e argument that abolitionists both ignored Scripture 

and threatened national stability with a fl ood of slaves 

unprepared for the duties of citizenship also won consid-

erable support, in the North as well as the South. 

 Many Northerners, however, including Th eodore 

Dwight Weld, a convert to Finney’s revivalism, and 

Francis Wayland, the Baptist president of Brown Univer-

sity, responded that “the spirit of the Bible” had always 

moved toward liberty. Th ey argued that biblical slavery 

for the ancient Hebrews and under the Romans was very 

diff erent from the chattel slavery found in the United 

States. A few authors, like the independent Kentucky 

minister John G. Fee and the African American reformer 

Frederick Douglass, pointed out that, in the Bible, al-

most all slaves were members of white races. 

 Religious strife over slavery had momentous institu-

tional consequences. In 1844–45, the main Baptist and 

Methodist denominations split over the issue. Among 

the Methodists, especially, subsequent contentions over 

assets of the publishing house and boundaries between 

the northern and the southern churches became a fes-

tering source of bitter sectional confl ict. To observers, 

the schisms, which took place in organizations with a 

major presence throughout the nation, were an ominous 

portent, as when Henry Clay said in 1852, “I tell you 

this sundering of the religious ties which have hitherto 

bound our people together, I consider the greatest source 

of danger to our country.” 

 In the immediate run-up to the Civil War, Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s landmark novel  Uncle Tom’s Cabin  (1852) 

inspired antislavery readers with a vision of Protestant-

ism defi ned by its power to free. Stowe’s brother, Henry 

Ward Beecher, pastor of Brooklyn’s prestigious Plym-

outh Congregational Church, ardently preached aboli-

tion, took paid assignments to speak for the Republican 

Party, and during the war, visited Britain as an unoffi  cial 

ambassador for the Union. His southern counterpart, 

the much-respected Presbyterian minister James Henley 

Th ornwell of South Carolina, published carefully ar-

gued sermons and treatises defending the moral charac-

ter of the Confederacy. During the war, chaplains served 

sacrifi cially in both armies; the United States Christian 

Commission pioneered in providing nonmilitary assis-

tance to northern troops; both president Abraham Lin-

coln and Jeff erson Davis repeatedly enlisted the churches 

for special days of fasting and thanksgiving; and the 

struggle took on the character of a religious war. 

 Th e Civil War marked the high tide of Protestant po-

litical infl uence in American history. In the immediate 

aftermath, many northern churches sent volunteers into 

the South, especially to educate freed slaves. But for the 

most part, Protestant concerns shifted from national re-

form to private religious nurture. After emancipation, 

African Americans did form several new denominations 

and strengthened denominations that had existed be-

fore the war. But for public purposes, Protestant ener-

gies fl agged. As Reconstruction came to an end after the 

presidential election of 1876, white Protestants either 

actively supported or passively accepted the imposition 

of white political control in the South. By the 1890s, 

some white Protestants even advanced religious argu-

ments to sanction the regime of lynching, while only 

a very few in the North protested. Th e American Anti-

Slavery Society disbanded in 1870. Former advocates 

of reform like Henry Ward Beecher spoke out more 

actively for North-South reconciliation than for racial 

justice.

Th e evangelist D. L. Moody, as emblematic for his 

postbellum era as Charles Finney had been for the an-

tebellum period, from the mid-1870s on agreed to seg-

regate his preaching services in the South. Along with 

large segments of the Protestant world, Moody’s height-

ened stress on personal piety seemed to entail a decrease 

of interest in social conditions. Moody and his support-

ers represented a wide swath of white Protestant religion 

in speaking much about sins of the fl esh, little about 

sins of greed, and almost never about sins of social 

domination. In national elections, white Protestants in 

the South voted overwhelmingly for Democrats, black 

and white Protestants in the North voted consistently 

Republican, and black Protestants in the South were 

gradually, and then systematically, prevented from vot-

ing at all. 
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 Readjustments: 1890s–1940s 

 Between the end of Reconstruction and the end of World 

War II, organized religion gradually receded as a force 

in American politics. Protestant personalities, however, 

played a large role in both the Populist and Progressive 

movements, and Protestant factors came directly to the 

fore in the crusade for Prohibition, support for World 

War I, continuing opposition to Roman Catholicism, 

and various eff orts at social reform. 

 William Jennings Bryan, a three-time Democratic 

nominee for president (1896, 1900, 1908) and secretary 

of state from 1913 to 1915, was an active Presbyterian who 

used politics to promote public morality defi ned by both 

Christian and American ideals. For Bryan, the Populist 

desire to protect the farmer, the wage laborer, the women 

and children working in factories, and the hard-pressed 

debtor represented moral as well as political imperatives. 

Yet Bryan’s reformist campaigns on behalf of ordinary 

Americans never gained wide success. Th ey failed in 

part because the racist Democratic regimes in the South 

made all Democrats suspect to the rest of the nation, 

and in part because many Democrats—especially in the 

South—were suspicious of Bryan’s appeal to government 

action for social change. 

 With the election of Woodrow Wilson in 1912 and 

in 1916, the Progressive Era enjoyed its most visible suc-

cesses. Under President Wilson, who like Bryan was 

an active Presbyterian layman, reforms that became 

law—the national income tax, probation, and women’s 

suff rage—refl ected some of the goals of the Social Gos-

pel. Th is informal movement mobilized northern, more 

liberal Protestants trying to address the humanitarian 

crises attending the nation’s massive and rapid industri-

alization. Th eir leaders included Washington Gladden, 

a pastor in Columbus, Ohio, who once had the temer-

ity to refuse a donation from John D. Rockefeller, and 

Walter Rauschenbusch, whose experiences as a pastor in 

a New York City slum led to a landmark book in 1907, 

 Christianity and the Social Crisis . In many cities, the Sal-

vation Army, a holiness sect that came from Britain in 

1880, off ered the most eff ective hands-on responses to 

unemployment, poverty, family fracture, alcoholism, 

poverty, and unwanted or neglected children. 

 Although the energies of Populist and Progressive 

Protestants were not insubstantial, they fell far short of 

meeting the needs of a rapidly changing nation. When 

President Wilson’s eff ort to turn World War I into a 

springboard for worldwide democracy faltered, Protes-

tant reforming eff orts seemed to defl ate as well. White 

Protestants off ered no serious resistance against the per-

sistence of racism and lynch laws, the Red Scare that fol-

lowed the war, the consumerist materialism that swept 

the country in the “Roaring Twenties,” and the punitive 

restrictions on immigration legislated in 1925. 

 Th e temperance crusade that led to the Eighteenth 

Amendment, or Prohibition, in 1919 represented a last 

gasp of the “evangelical united front.” Th e drive for Prohi-

bition had been carried into the twentieth century by the 

Women’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in the 

early 1870s under the eff ective leadership of Frances Wil-

lard, and by the ecumenical Anti-Saloon League (1895). 

By the 1920s, the front was busily dividing into mutually 

antagonistic submovements. Besides the fundamentalist-

modernist controversy, the rise of Pentecostalism, the 

growing strength of ethnic Protestant churches, and the 

emergence of Catholicism as a public force fragmented 

religious energy in American political life. Prohibition’s 

relative lack of success, combined with its failure to sus-

tain popular support, indicated that the religious forces 

behind it had become relatively marginal. 

 Th e 1928 presidential election brought Protestants 

momentarily back into the political spotlight. As a 

sign that ancient Protestant-Catholic antagonisms still 

could exert a political impact, Democratic support for 

the presidential run of Catholic Alfred E. Smith dipped 

dramatically in the strongly evangelical South, especially 

in those areas with large Baptist populations. But from 

the perspective of the 1930s and 1940s, the 1928 election 

was an anomaly. Protestants remained a large and active 

constituency in the American body politic, but they no 

longer seemed a potent political force. 

 Reassertions: 1950s–Present 

 Th e civil rights movement once again made Protestant-

ism important for American politics. Broadly theis-

tic themes had resurfaced in public life during World 

War II, which both Winston Churchill and Franklin 

D. Roosevelt called a battle for “Christian civilization.” 

Even more, the cold war enlisted public religiosity as an 

ally in the struggle against “godless communism”—for 

example, by adding “under God” to the Pledge of Al-

legiance in 1954. But African Americans, in the cam-

paign for equitable treatment under the law, provided 

the spark that made hard-edged religious faith politically 

signifi cant again. 

 Leaders of the movement, like Martin Luther King Jr., 

had been trained by teachers who for more than a 

generation combined elements of Mahatma Ghandi’s 
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pacifi sm and the socialism of A. Philip Randolph with 

traditional Protestant emphases on the justice of God 

and the power of the Holy Spirit. In his “I Have a 

Dream” speech in Washington, D.C., on August 28, 

1963, King illustrated the public leverage that such 

teaching could generate when combined with the rhe-

torical power of classic African American preaching. Yet 

the success of the movement depended not only on the 

sophisticated convictions of leaders but on a Christian 

faith that remained close to the ardent supernaturalism 

of the autonomous black denominations and, beyond 

them, of slave religion. Annell Ponder and Fannie Lou 

Hamer were only two of the movement’s countless foot 

soldiers whose identifi cation with Jesus Christ sustained 

them through beatings, imprisonment, and public 

humiliation. 

 Civil rights legislation became the law of the land 

when well-publicized violence against self-sacrifi cing 

civil rights proponents compelled the federal govern-

ment to act. In turn, the success of the civil rights 

movement precipitated a thorough realignment in na-

tional political power and a dramatic alteration in the 

nation’s public ethos. Th e realignment took place when 

voting was reconfi gured in support of civil rights re-

forms or in reactions against those reforms. Th e altera-

tion in ethos took place when other groups followed the 

path of civil rights activists and began to use religious 

or quasi-religious convictions as reasons to pursue their 

political goals. 

 Among the unintended consequences of the mobili-

zation of Christian language for civil rights was the use 

of very similar language by those who later mobilized 

to form the New Christian Right. Biblical phrases, tra-

ditional Christian verities reworked for contemporary 

problems, energetic organization on the model of reli-

gious voluntary associations, and selective use of Chris-

tian imperatives—all followed the path taken by civil 

rights reform. 

 Charges of rampant “big government,” which from 

segregationists were a smoke screen for white supremacy, 

became more honestly debatable for a much larger pop-

ulation when they responded to other federal reforms. 

For example, the early civil rights movement coincided 

with new federal initiatives in science education that 

were part of the eff ort to catch up with Soviet Union’s 

space exploration program. Th ese curricular changes of-

fended some communities who objected to the promo-

tion of evolution, particularly to the use of tax dollars for 

public education that seemed to question what parents 

wanted their children to learn about God’s presence in 

the world. 

 Soon thereafter, the courts began vigorously to adjudi-

cate aspects of religion and public life that had hitherto 

been mostly left to the states. Th ese included prohibi-

tion of prayer and of Bible reading in the public schools 

(1962–63), and the  Roe v. Wade  decision that legalized 

abortion in 1973. At fi rst, Protestants paid little atten-

tion, since many considered abortion a “Catholic issue.” 

But improving relations between a few Protestants and 

Catholics, along with eff ective antiabortion advocacy by 

some white evangelicals, especially the theologian Fran-

cis Schaeff er, soon made opposition to abortion a foun-

dation of the New Christian Right. 

 By the late 1960s and early 1970s, white evangelicals, 

even in the South, had mostly accepted the inevitability 

of civil rights for blacks, and some even became advo-

cates of the new order. Expansion of the federal govern-

ment was another matter, however. Many evangelicals 

regarded busing for school desegregation, the equal 

rights amendment, and the expansion of gay rights as 

illegitimate extensions of civil rights reforms. Many 

also complained about “activist” judges who enforced 

church-state separation strictly. 

 Some commentators have suggested that concern over 

the Massachusetts Supreme Court ruling in 2003 that 

permitted gay marriage helped tilt the election of 2004 

to George W. Bush. If so, this shows a clear link between 

recent political divisions and early civil rights activities—

but with civil rights understood broadly as the ground-

work for a “rights revolution” promoted by the nation’s 

courts rather than narrowly as a struggle for racial justice. 

Where evangelical Protestants made up only 24 percent 

the vote for Richard Nixon’s run for president in 1960, 

by 2004 they made up 40 percent of George W. Bush’s 

total. 

 Th e relative success of the civil rights movement in 

ending enforced segregation in the South also allowed 

“natural” political instincts fi nally to overcome the 

“artifi cial” results of the Civil War. As long as religion-

backed white supremacy prevailed in the South—as 

long as Democratic allegiance in the South was pro-

tected by resentment against Republicans for “the war of 

northern aggression”—it was impossible for the small-

government and largely Protestant ideology of white 

Southerners to make common political cause with the 

small-government and substantially Protestant ideology 

of northern Republicans and those in the West. Once 

legally enforced racism was out of the picture, however, 



 Protestants and politics

 625

it was much easier for the Republican Party to mount 

an appeal in the white South. Once segregation became 

illegal, the promotion of a political agenda that cham-

pioned personal responsibility, traditional values, and 

Judeo-Christian morality—in exploratory fashion by 

Barry Goldwater in his 1964 candidacy, with great eff ect 

by Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 1984, and with sustaining 

force by George W. Bush and his chief political advisor, 

Karl Rove, in 2000 and 2004—enjoyed a broad national 

appeal, except in those parts of the country where other 

political goals had become paramount. 

 Th is brief account cannot explore the many nuances 

of Protestant political history. Smaller groups like Quak-

ers, Mennonites, and Seventh-day Adventists, as well 

as denominations with large regional concentrations 

like Lutherans in the Upper Midwest, have not always 

followed the political path of the large Protestant con-

stituencies. But for almost all Protestants throughout 

the course of American history, traditional Protestant 

emphases—including lay appropriation of Scripture, the 

urgency of personal moral judgments, and the percep-

tion of close ties between personal morality and public 

well-being—have deeply aff ected U.S. political as well as 

religious history. 

  See also  abolitionism; Catholics and politics; civil rights; 

Prohibition and temperance; religion and politics. 
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 public opinion polls 

 Th e current American political process is nearly unimag-

inable without public opinion polls. Th ese surveys mea-

sure not only the relative standing of candidates for offi  ce 

but also citizens’ views on myriad social and political is-

sues. Attempts to record political opinion are as old as 

the nation. But such polls, at least in their contempo-

rary guise, date only from the mid-1930s, when George 

Gallup, Elmo Roper, and Archibald Crossley champi-

oned the ability of scientifi c sampling methods to reveal 

the “pulse of democracy.” Th e modern public opinion 

poll—along with its ramifi cations for U.S. politics and 

civic life—was born of their success. 

 Interest in elucidating citizens’ political sentiments 

stretches far back into the American past, as well as that 

of most republican nations. Since at least the eighteenth 

century, when the term  public opinion  fi rst surfaced, 

representative governments have claimed to be able to 

locate—as well as listen and respond to—the will of the 

people. As James Madison argued in 1791, the “opinion 

of the majority” was the “real sovereign in every free gov-

ernment.” Public opinion, whether deemed virtuous, 

unruly, or in need of enlightened guidance, became part 

of the rhetorical arsenal of rulers and elites who claimed 

to speak in its name. Collective opinion about public af-

fairs was also thought to exercise a shaping force on citi-

zens. In the words of political philosopher John Locke, 

“the law of opinion, the law of reputation, the law of 

fashion . . . is heeded more than any divine law or any 

law of the state.” 

 In the United States, where democratic rule and polit-

ical legitimacy were fi rmly tied to majority will, assessing 

the national mood was a favorite pastime of journalists, 

politicians, and social commentators long before Gallup 

appeared on the scene. Political scientist Susan Herbst 

has observed that “technically sophisticated attempts to 

quantify popular sentiment trailed far behind theorizing 

and discussion of it.” 

Starting in the nineteenth century,  rudimentary polit-

ical surveys, whether for entertainment or electoral gain, 

were undertaken by reporters, party loyalists, and ordi-

nary citizens. In the 1820s, partisan newspapers began 

conducting straw polls as a means of both calculating and 

swaying political contests. “Straws,” named for the way 

a straw held up in the wind could determine which way 

it was blowing, were haphazard instruments for gauging 

opinion, with passengers on a train or people encoun-

tered during a phase of a political campaign polled as 

the entire sample. Regardless, these quantitative surveys 

were popular news features into the twentieth century, 

encouraging a “horse race” approach to reporting elec-

tions that continues to the present. 

 Origins of the Modern Opinion Poll 

 A conjunction of statistical and social scientifi c innova-

tions, commercial demands, and journalistic trends led 

to more systematic public opinion surveys in the fi rst 

decades of the twentieth century and ultimately to the 

“scientifi c” polling of the 1930s. Th e estimation of stan-

dard errors based on sample size was crucial to pollsters’ 

ability to extrapolate from the views of a small group of 

respondents something like national public opinion on 

a given issue. Equally signifi cant were developments in 

the burgeoning fi eld of market research, which sought 

ever more precise gauges of consumer desires and, in the 

process, supplied the techniques and personnel for po-

litical research. Finally, media interest in public opinion 

as news guaranteed that the polls would have both audi-

ences and fi nancial backers. 

 But the rise of modern political polling also required 

the entrepreneurial skills of Gallup and his colleagues. 

All of them got their start (and remained) in private 

commercial research and aspired to extend sample sur-

vey techniques to other arenas. In the lead-up to the 

1936 presidential election, Gallup, along with Roper and 

Crossley, publicly challenged the best-known straw poll 

of the day, conducted by the  Literary Digest . Th e  Digest  
poll had correctly predicted the winner of the past fi ve 

elections. But in 1936, even though it tallied over 2 mil-

lion mail-in ballots, the poll incorrectly called the elec-

tion for Republican Alfred Landon. Gallup et al., on the 

other hand, surveyed signifi cantly fewer but more repre-

sentative individuals and correctly forecast the election, 

if not the actual percentage of votes (Gallup was off  by 

7 points), for Franklin D. Roosevelt. Th eir victory gave 

instant credibility to scientifi c opinion polls, based on 

careful cross sections of the national population—what 

Gallup called the “miniature electorate.” 

 Gallup and Roper, and soon a corps of other “pollers,” 

were not content to confi ne their eff orts to electoral con-

tests. Indeed, many believed that election polls, although 

good for business and for legitimating their techniques 

in the public eye, were socially useless. Th e real goal was, 

in Gallup’s words, “charting virtually unexplored sec-

tors of the public mind”: polling citizens on social and 
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political issues that never made it onto a ballot. With 

this aim in mind, Gallup’s American Institute for Public 

Opinion (AIPO) was established in 1935 to conduct a 

“continuing poll on the issues of the day.” By 1940 its 

reports of Americans’ opinions, on topics ranging from 

working women to U.S. entrance into World War II, 

were syndicated and carried by 106 newspapers. Roper’s 

Fortune Survey, also created in 1935, had a similar goal, if 

never as wide a following. 

 James Bryce, author of  Th e American Commonwealth , 

suggested in 1888 that public opinion ought to be “the 

real ruler of America,” but lamented the lack of “ma-

chinery for weighing or measuring the popular will from 

week to week or month to month.” In his many tracts 

promoting polling techniques, Gallup portrayed his new 

technology as the fulfi llment of Bryce’s vision. 

 By this light, opinion polls were more than a method 

for gathering information. Th ey were a civic instrument, 

able to revitalize democracy—the spirit, if not the form, 

of the New England town meeting—in an increasingly 

complex, bureaucratic nation. Polls would achieve this 

goal by opening up a direct channel between “the peo-

ple” and those in power, bypassing unreceptive legisla-

tors, political machines, and pressure groups. “As vital 

issues emerge from the fast-fl owing stream of modern 

life,” pledged Gallup, public opinion polls would “enable 

the American people to speak for themselves.” Roper 

similarly described polls as “democracy’s auxiliary ballot 

box.” In short, the new polls would make ordinary citi-

zens articulate—and their leaders responsive—in an age 

of mass organization. 

 In the years after 1936, other individuals, notably 

Samuel Lubbell, Lou Harris, and Mervin Field, would 

enter the polling arena, as would government agencies 

and major survey research organizations such as the 

National Opinion Research Center (1941), Columbia 

University’s Bureau of Applied Social Research (1944), 

and the Survey Research Center at the University of 

Michigan (1946). Technical improvements in sampling 

and survey design ensued, although they did not pre-

vent spectacular failures in polling techniques. Th e polls’ 

confi dent prediction that Th omas Dewey would prevail 

over Harry Truman in the presidential election of 1948 

was the best known of these failures, triggering a major 

investigation by the Social Scientifi c Research Council 

and much soul-searching by pollsters, social scientists, 

journalists, and market research clients. 

 Th e relative ease with which polling’s 1948 crisis 

passed, however, suggested the growing dependence of 

various sectors of U.S. society on Gallup’s techniques. 

Opinion polling, along with the allied fi eld of mar-

ket research, expanded dramatically in the 1960s and 

beyond, as interest groups, political consultants, and 

television and news organizations got into the poll-

ing business. By the mid-1960s, opinion surveying had 

spread throughout the world. Th e Gallup Poll had 32 af-

fi liates and conducted polls in nearly 50 countries. In the 

early twenty-fi rst-century United States, several hundred 

polling organizations existed on national, state, or local 

levels. Quantitative reports based on the aggregation of 

individual responses had largely displaced older ways of 

gauging citizens’ views, among them public hearings, pe-

titions, rallies, and letter-writing campaigns. 

 Polling’s Critics 

 Gallup’s rosy view of the democratic potential of opin-

ion surveys was never fully embraced by his contem-

poraries, nor by later observers of the polls. Multiple 

criticisms were leveled at public opinion polls from 

their inception and recurred loudly during each new 

election cycle. 

 Some critiques were political and came from those 

who had something to lose or gain from poll numbers. 

Legislators on both sides of the aisle in the 1930s and 

1940s looked skeptically at the new electoral polls, citing 

bias and distortion. (Early polls often did overestimate 

Republican support, making Franklin Roosevelt suspect 

that Gallup was on the opposing party’s payroll.) Begin-

ning in 1932, there were regular proposals in Congress 

to investigate or regulate the polls, and Gallup himself 

came under congressional scrutiny in 1944. 

 Ordinary citizens also denounced what they consid-

ered to be slanted or inaccurate polls. But their chief 

complaint concerned the practice of scientifi c sampling. 

To many Americans, the notion that national opinion 

could be distilled from as few as 1,000 respondents 

was not simply counterintuitive but undemocratic. 

Given the regular claims of polling’s founders to repre-

sent the citizenry, many individuals were puzzled—or 

off ended—by the fact that their opinions were not in-

cluded in the surveys. Especially in the early decades 

of scientifi c polling, some were even moved to write to 

Gallup and Roper to ask why they hadn’t been ques-

tioned. Despite the ubiquity of polls in American life 

today, widespread distrust of their central methodology 

persists. Over half of Americans surveyed in 1985, for 

example, claimed not to believe in the representativeness 

of random sampling. 
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 Some of the most important challenges to the polls 

came from those who worried that data publicizing ma-

jority views would have negative eff ects in the public 

arena, due to either the overt manipulation or subtle in-

fl uence of opinion data. Many legislators, commentators, 

and citizens from the 1930s onward decried the purported 

sway of polls over politicians or individual opinions—the 

latter the so-called bandwagon eff ect. Although Gallup 

dismissed this possibility, some studies, including those 

in the 1940s by sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld, suggested that 

published survey data could indeed infl uence voters, fa-

voring candidates who were ahead in the polls. In a later 

iteration of this theme, scholars found that public opin-

ion research could create a “spiral of silence,” dampening 

minority voices through social pressure. 

 Other critiques were technical in nature. Pollsters’ 

early method of choosing respondents, particularly their 

use of a discretionary system of “quota” sampling, was 

one area that came under fi re. After the fi asco of 1948, 

most moved to the more costly procedure of “probabil-

ity,” or random, sampling, where every individual had 

an equal likelihood of being polled. Academic survey 

researchers then and now have pointed to other vexing 

problems with obtaining valid poll results. Among the 

most important of these are interviewer bias (the poten-

tial for the social background of the interviewer and/or 

respondent to aff ect responses) and question-wording 

eff ects (the fact that Americans register dramatically dif-

ferent levels of support for “welfare” versus “assistance to 

the poor,” for example). 

 Still, other criticisms issued from commentators 

who found poll results like Gallup’s a poor stand-in for 

something as complex and changeable as “public opin-

ion.” Th ey argued that tallying individual, anonymous 

responses to standardized questions fundamentally ob-

scured how opinion was forged. Political scientist Lindsay 

Rogers, who in 1949 coined the term  pollster  (partly for its 

resonance with the word  huckster ), was a vehement early 

critic of this stripe. In an infl uential 1948 argument, soci-

ologist Herbert Blumer faulted the polls for severing opin-

ions from their social context: the institutions, groups, 

and power relations that helped to shape them. Other 

critics, returning to concerns raised earlier in the century 

by political commentator Walter Lippmann, wondered 

whether Gallup’s vision of direct democracy via polls was 

desirable—that is, whether citizens were capable of wise, 

informed opinions about complicated public issues. 

 A host of recent detractors, including French sociolo-

gist Pierre Bourdieu, further argued that polls do not 

neutrally report public views but rather generate entirely 

new entities: “nonattitudes” born of queries about top-

ics that individuals have little knowledge of or interest 

in; political debates that would not otherwise be on the 

public agenda; and even the illusion of an opinionated 

public. In this view, “public opinion”—as revealed by 

polls—is an artifact of a particular measurement tech-

nique and often benefi ts interested elites such as politi-

cians and journalists rather than the citizenry at large. 

Arguing that polls have had a disproportionate role in 

agenda-setting, such critics have urged paying attention 

to “don’t know” responses and refusals to learn more 

about what public opinion polls obscure and whom they 

serve. 

 In the late twentieth century, frustration with the 

limitations of polls, and especially their seeming failure 

to enrich political discourse, led to multiple experiments 

with polling formats as well as a movement for “delib-

erative polling,” led by political scientist James Fishkin. 

Proponents claimed that when citizens were provided 

with briefi ng materials on issues and had time to discuss 

their opinions face to face with others, reasoned collec-

tive judgments would result. 

 Certainly, many parties over the years have welcomed 

poll data for measuring public preferences as well as the 

potential to inform political discussion. Polls have clari-

fi ed major diff erences between majority sentiment and 

political leaders. Longitudinal survey data have allowed 

new windows on ordinary citizens’ political beliefs and 

affi  liations, documenting, for instance, Americans’ re-

markably stable policy preferences over time. One recent 

study concludes that U.S. opinion surveys reveal a “ra-

tional public” and, furthermore, that public policy aligns 

with majority views in approximately two out of three 

instances. But the range and extent of critiques over the 

last 70 years suggest that Gallup’s and Roper’s ambitious 

hopes for polls as the “pulse of democracy” have not yet 

been realized. 

 Polls and Civic Life 

 Notwithstanding such challenges, modern opinion polls 

and their creators have exercised tremendous infl uence 

in American life. Ultimately, Gallup’s surveys managed 

not only to transform political reportage but also to 

change politics itself. Polling techniques quickly pen-

etrated the corridors of Congress and the White House. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, an early convert to survey data, 

began receiving three-page summaries of public  opinion 

in 1941; by 1942 these reports were often 20 pages in 
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length. Roosevelt, signifi cantly, monitored polls less to 

learn the public’s views and more to shape them and 

garner support for specifi c policies. Two of the adminis-

tration’s unoffi  cial pollsters, Hadley Cantril and Gerard 

Lambert (famous for a successful Listerine advertising 

campaign), were careful to include in all their analyses 

suggestions as to “how the attitude reported might be 

corrected.” 

 In this, Roosevelt was hardly alone: from the 1930s 

onward, every president save Harry Truman relied on 

confi dential surveys of opinion, whether to evaluate 

campaign strategies or claim an independent base of 

support for his views. Such uses of private polling ac-

celerated over the decades: pollster Lou Harris played 

a key role in John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign; 

Richard Nixon employed (and suppressed) polls to gain 

advantage over his political opponents; and Bill Clinton 

made pollster Stanley Greenberg part of his “war room” 

of advisors (and, by one account, spent nearly $2 million 

on polls in a single year). 

In addition to  presidential administrations, members 

of Congress, governors, and mayors now regularly con-

sult or commission polls. Politicians may disavow “poll-

driven” politics, but their actions speak louder than 

their words. George W. Bush ran for president in 2000 

stating, “we take stands without having to run polls 

and focus groups to tell us where we stand”—and then 

spent $1 million on polls the following year. It is clear 

that opinion polling has become a permanent feature 

of U.S. governance, coloring campaign strategies and 

political advertisements, public statements, and policy 

making. Even despite recent, well-publicized fl aws in 

pre-election and exit polls (which, it should be noted, 

are typically the best designed and most comprehensive 

kinds of polls, as compared to social issue polls), quan-

titative opinion surveys are here to stay. 

 Historically, public opinion has had many diff erent 

shades of meaning. In 1965 Harwood Childs, founder 

of the  Public Opinion Quarterly , was able to list some 50 

competing defi nitions for the term. One sign of Gallup’s 

astonishing success is today’s ready confl ation of poll 

data and public opinion: the near-complete merging of 

the people’s will and a specifi c statistical technique for 

measuring it. 

See also political culture.
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R
 race and politics to 1860 

 Between the American Revolution and the Civil War, 

the politics of race and of slavery danced around one 

another, colliding here, overlapping there, changing over 

time, always related but never quite identical. Before 

1820 northern politics had a strong current of antislavery 

sentiment based on the principle that blacks and whites 

were equally entitled to the same fundamental rights. 

Between the two great antebellum sectional crises—that 

of the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and of the Com-

promise of 1850—a more virulent proslavery racism 

prevailed. But with the Mexican American War, debates 

about slavery—and with it, antiracist politics—revived. 

Th e Republican electoral triumph of 1860 brought these 

two competing traditions into direct collision. 

 Slavery and Antislavery in the Age of Revolution 

 Th e antislavery radicalism of the Revolutionary years 

neither died nor dissipated in the 1790s. On the con-

trary, it was not until 1799 that New York passed a 

gradual emancipation law, followed fi ve years later by 

New Jersey. Far from the bedraggled leftovers of a once 

formidable antislavery politics, the emancipations in 

New York and New Jersey were signal achievements of 

an antislavery coalition that became better organized 

and more ideologically coherent after 1790. Nor were 

these the only successes of early American antislavery 

politics. Th roughout the North, gradual emancipation 

laws were reinforced by state and local statutes that 

weakened what remained of slavery. Slave trading was 

banned, fugitive slave catchers were thwarted, slave 

marriages were legalized, and slaves were permitted 

to own property. What was left of “slavery” had been 

transformed into something more closely approximat-

ing apprenticeship. Yet even those remaining “slaves” 

who fought for the United States during the War of 1812 

were emancipated. 

 Despite increasingly stiff  resistance from slaveholders, 

antislavery politics remained vital at the national level. 

Th e new federal government quickly readopted the Or-

dinance of 1787, banning the migration of slaves into the 

Northwest Territories. Long before the 1808 nationwide 

ban on the Atlantic slave trade went into eff ect, Congress 

prohibited slave trading in the southwestern territories 

and imposed stiff  regulations that thwarted it in east-

ern seaports as well. Once the Atlantic trade itself was 

banned, Congress passed a series of increasingly aggres-

sive enforcement laws culminating in the declaration of 

the trade as “piracy” in 1820. 

 Yet by then, slavery’s opponents looked back on the 

republic’s fi rst 30 years and saw a series of defeats at the 

hands of a slaveholding class that had grown more, rather 

than less, powerful. Antislavery politicians had tried but 

failed to impose a tax on slave imports before 1808. In-

stead, as the deadline for closing the Atlantic slave trade 

approached, Georgia and South Carolina opened the 

fl oodgates and imported tens of thousands of African 

slaves into the United States. Northern congressmen had 

tried to restrict the migration of slaves into the south-

western territories but were again thwarted by an in-

creasingly powerful and belligerent slaveholding bloc in 

Congress. Antislavery politicians likewise failed in their 

eff orts to inhibit the growth of slavery in the territories 

acquired under the Louisiana Purchase. Indeed, so ag-

gressive had proslavery forces become that in the imme-

diate aftermath of the War of 1812 they made a serious 

eff ort to overturn the restriction on slave imports in the 

states that had been carved out of the northwestern terri-

tories. Opponents of the institution who had once hoped 

that the Revolution’s “contagion of liberty” would lead to 

the steady disappearance of the institution instead looked 

back a generation later and saw the opposite. A cotton 

boom had breathed new life into the slaveholding class, 
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making the southern states the most economically and 

politically potent force in the new nation. Slavery was 

expanding far more rapidly than was freedom, and with 

it grew a new domestic slave trade that duplicated many 

of the horrors of the illegal Atlantic trade. 

 By 1820 slaveholders and their opponents had honed 

their arguments in a debate that was already 30 years old. 

Racial equality was always an issue in these early struggles 

over slavery, but it was assumed rather than highlighted. 

Antislavery politicians almost always insisted that blacks 

and whites were equally entitled to the universal rights 

promised in the Declaration of Independence and to the 

same privileges and immunities of citizenship guaran-

teed by the Constitution. Th eir commitment to gradu-

alism rested on the environmentalist assumption that, 

although slavery had left its victims unprepared for im-

mediate emancipation, blacks were ultimately equal to 

whites in their innate capacity to assume the responsi-

bilities of citizenship. In that sense, antislavery politics 

was always fundamentally antiracist. 

 By contrast, slavery’s defenders insisted on the right of 

property in slaves and the right of slave states to be left 

alone by the federal government, but they also claimed 

that blacks alone, by virtue of their racial inferiority, 

were suitable for slavery. In this sense, the proslavery ar-

gument was intrinsically racist—not because racism led 

logically to the defense of slavery but because the defense 

of slavery led logically to the question of  who  should 

be enslaved. And the proslavery answer was always the 

same: Africans and their descendants. 

 Racial Politics and the Defeat 

of Revolutionary Antislavery 

 But the logic of proslavery racism had a way of spill-

ing beyond its initial purpose. If Africans and African 

Americans were racially destined for slavery, it followed 

that free blacks were destined for inferiority as well. In 

1790 Congress passed a citizenship law restricting natu-

ralization to whites. By the end of the eighteenth cen-

tury, individual states began stripping free blacks of the 

right to vote. Tennessee did this in its 1799 constitution; 

Ohio disfranchised African Americans in 1803. In 1814 

New York required blacks to prove their freedom before 

they could vote. But it was not until the disastrous defeat 

of antislavery politics in the Missouri Crisis that racism 

moved into the center of American politics. In 1821 both 

Missouri and New York paved the way for a generation 

of racially infl ected politics in which slavery’s defenders 

used attacks on free blacks as a means of silencing anti-

slavery lawmakers. In one state after another, constitu-

tions were rewritten to grant all white men the right to 

vote while at the same time stripping black men of the 

same right or at least severely restricting it. In 1821 New 

York abolished property qualifi cations for voting and of-

fi ce holding for white men while simultaneously impos-

ing a steep property qualifi cation—lands valued at at least 

$250—on black men. Some states banned black voting 

altogether. Missouri, meanwhile, led the way in discrimi-

natory citizenship laws, declaring, in its 1821 constitution, 

that free blacks could not move into the state—thus de-

priving them of one of the basic privileges of citizenship, 

the right of mobility. 

 All across America, states and localities rushed to im-

pose harsh and demeaning racial discriminations on free 

blacks. Th ey banned racial intermarriage; they prohib-

ited blacks from serving on juries; they used politics to 

depoliticize African Americans, excluding blacks from 

public offi  ce and severely restricting—if not outright 

banning—them from voting. In lockstep with the spread 

of legal inequality came an explosion of private discrimi-

nations. Black and white passengers were segregated 

from one another in streetcars, ferries, and railroad cars. 

Th eaters relegated blacks to “nigger balconies.” Cem-

eteries separated black and white funeral plots. In this, 

at least, there were few regional distinctions, for racial 

segregation became the way of life for free blacks in the 

North as well as the South. For black abolitionists like 

Frederick Douglass, racial discrimination represented 

“the spirit of slavery,” extending its infl uence beyond the 

borders of the slave states. 

 Th e Democratic Party was the primary vehicle for 

this ascendant racial politics. A coalition of northern 

plebeians and southern slaveholders, the Democratic 

Party unifi ed its northern and southern wings under 

the banner of white supremacy. Even so, the impetus 

behind racial politics was essentially negative. It did not 

foreground racial politics so much as it made antislavery 

politics impossible. New York’s 1821 constitution is an 

example of this. Many African Americans had already 

been stripped of the vote by earlier statutes requiring 

blacks to prove their freedom before they could cast 

their ballots. Th ere is evidence suggesting partisan mo-

tives for imposing a property qualifi cation: New York 

Jeff ersonians were internally divided, and they used 

racial demagoguery both to unify their own party and 

to wipe out the remnants of the Federalists. Martin 

Van Buren saw what was happening in his home state 

of New York and helped develop it into a nationwide 
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 strategy for uniting the northern and southern wings of 

an emerging Democratic Party. 

 It worked. Having used white supremacy to shut down 

the threat of antislavery politics that had loomed so large 

in the Missouri crisis, Th e Democracy (as the Demo-

cratic Party was then known) was free to focus on other 

issues. As a result, the most important political battles 

of the next generation were waged over who would gain 

and lose from economic development. Racial politics 

unifi ed the party faithful by purging the system of the 

potentially disruptive impact of antislavery politics. 

 Colonization and Its Opponents 

 Th e colonization movement was yet another symptom 

of the relative weakening of antislavery politics. Th e idea 

itself was not new. As early as the 1780s, Th omas Jeff erson 

suggested that the abolition of slavery had to be accom-

panied by systematic eff orts to “colonize” freed blacks 

somewhere outside the United States. Blacks were so dif-

ferent from whites, so clearly inferior, Jeff erson argued, 

that even though they were entitled to the same right 

to freedom as all other human beings, they could never 

live in America as the equals of whites. Th e idea achieved 

new prominence with the founding of the American 

Colonization Society (ACS) in 1816, and from that mo-

ment until the Civil War, colonization remained a re-

markably popular “solution” to the problem of slavery 

among political elites. 

 On the surface, the founding of the ACS seemed to re-

fl ect a broadening of the same sentiment that was spark-

ing a revival of antislavery politics after the War of 1812. 

But antislavery leaders saw the emergence of coloniza-

tion as a disastrous failure. Unlike the earliest abolition-

ists, colonizationists assumed that blacks could never be 

equal citizens in the United States. Th us the emergence 

of the ACS foreshadowed the triumph of racial politics. 

In theory, colonization could appeal to racism and anti-

slavery sentiment at the same time. Its emergence, at the 

very moment that the struggle between proslavery and 

antislavery politicians was coming to a head, refl ected 

the persistence of the dream of ridding the nation of 

slavery but also the ascendance of the dream of ridding 

the country of blacks. 

 A handful of prominent African Americans agreed that 

blacks and whites could never live together as equals and 

that the best solution was for blacks to emigrate to Sierra 

Leone, Liberia, or perhaps to the black republic of Haiti. 

But most black Americans objected to such proposals. 

Shortly after the founding of the ACS, 3,000 blacks in 

Philadelphia rallied to express their vehement opposi-

tion to colonization. Th ey were only marginally more 

interested in voluntary emigration, despite the strenu-

ous eff orts by the government of Haiti and prominent 

black Americans like James Forten and Richard Allen to 

encourage emigration to the Caribbean island. Instead, 

most African Americans, born and raised in the United 

States, chose to remain and wage the struggle for equal-

ity in the land of their birth. 

 Opposition to colonization became the rallying cry 

among a new generation of black abolitionists. In 1827 

they founded the nation’s fi rst black newspaper,  Free-
dom’s Journal , which combined attacks on colonization 

with equally vehement denunciations of northern racism 

and southern slavery. As the journal’s editor warmed to 

the idea of colonization to Africa,  Freedom’s Journal  lost 

its appeal to African American readers and ceased pub-

lication in 1829. But over the next several decades, black 

newspapers appeared in cities all across the North. At 

the same time, blacks organized a series of conventions 

that, like the newspapers, openly protested the rising tide 

of racism in the North and the expansion of slavery in 

the South. Disfranchisement had wiped out much of 

the black electorate, but it did not put an end to black 

politics. 

 Radicalization of the Debate 

 White militants like William Lloyd Garrison, inspired 

by their black predecessors, made opposition to coloni-

zation a keystone of a radical abolitionist movement that 

emerged in the late 1820s in the wake of the recent di-

sastrous defeat of antislavery politics. And like the anti-

slavery politics that it replaced, radical abolitionism was 

almost by defi nition antiracist—whatever the particular 

prejudices of individual reformers. By the 1830s, the ra-

cial climate had changed, however, and with it the sa-

lience of abolitionist antiracism. Just as the Democratic 

Party had fused racial inequality to the defense of slavery, 

many abolitionists now demanded racial equality along 

with the abolition of slavery. For obvious reasons, black 

abolitionists were especially inclined to link antislavery 

with the struggle for racial equality, but white radicals 

now agreed that the struggle against slavery in the South 

was indissolubly linked to the struggle against racial 

discrimination in the North. It was this racial egalitari-

anism, more than antislavery, that made radical aboli-

tionism  radical . 
 Th us, as politicians used race to squeeze antislavery 

out of the mainstream, the debate over slavery became 
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more polarized than ever. Proslavery intellectuals helped 

inspire an “American school” of ethnography dedicated 

to developing scientifi c proofs of the innate inferiority 

of the African “race.” Meanwhile, radical abolitionists 

argued that the same principle of human equality that 

made slavery immoral made racial inequality illegitimate 

as well. By the 1830s, the politics of race were explicitly 

bound with the politics of slavery at every point along 

the ideological spectrum. 

 Revival of Antislavery Politics 

 One of the goals of radical abolitionists was to force an-

tislavery back onto the national political agenda. First 

they tried fl ooding the South with antislavery propa-

ganda, but President Andrew Jackson shut them down 

by telling his postmaster general not to deliver such mail. 

More successful was the abolitionist eff ort to bombard 

Congress with petitions asking for the abolition of the 

slave trade, and then slavery, in Washington, D.C. Th is 

campaign precipitated the notorious “gag rule” whereby 

Congress automatically tabled all antislavery petitions 

in the hopes of thwarting any discussion of slavery in 

either the House of Representatives or the Senate. Th e 

debate over the gag rule erupted in 1835 and dragged on 

for nearly a decade. By the time the rule was abandoned, 

antislavery politics was coming back to life. 

 One reason for this was the revival of party competi-

tion in the 1830s, stimulated by opposition to President 

Jackson. Th is anti-Jackson, or Whig, party was, like the 

Democratic Party, national in its appeal. Th e prominence 

of Southerners in the Whig coalition thereby ensured 

that it would not be an antislavery party. Moreover, the 

Whigs’ “American System” assumed that slavery had a 

permanent place in a nationally integrated economy. 

Yet, like the Federalists of an earlier generation, the 

Whigs were more likely than the Democrats to attract 

those northern politicians who were opposed to slavery. 

Th e reemergence of party competition in the 1830s thus 

created more space for antislavery politicians to survive 

within the political mainstream than had been the case 

in the late 1820s. But Whig antislavery was weak and was 

channeled primarily into empty encomia to colonization. 

For antislavery politics to revive, pressure would have to 

be administered from outside the two-party system. 

 Th e revival began in 1840 with the launch of the 

Liberty Party, which picked up steam in the 1844 presi-

dential election. Th e Liberty Party was a coalition of 

abolitionists committed to racial equality and pragma-

tists who hoped to revive antislavery politics by focusing 

primarily on the issue of slavery’s expansion. Th us, from 

the earliest moments of its revival, antislavery politics 

revealed an impulse to separate the issue of slavery from 

the issue of race. Th e potential of this strategy soon be-

came clear. Th e war with Mexico gave antislavery poli-

tics a critical boost, leading to the formation of the Free 

Soil Party in 1848. With that, the focus of antislavery 

politics shifted away from both colonization as well as 

racial equality and toward halting the further expansion 

of slavery into the western territories. Th ere was a racist 

argument for the notion of “free soil”: the claim that 

the western territories should be reserved for whites. 

But there was also an egalitarian argument, a convic-

tion that the federal government should place its fi nger 

on the scales in favor of universal freedom, for blacks 

and whites alike, by preventing slavery from expanding 

beyond its present limits. 

 Th e collapse of the Whig Party in the wake of the 

Compromise of 1850 paved the way for the triumph of 

antislavery politics when it was replaced, in the northern 

states, by a new Republican Party committed to free soil 

ideals. Th e Republicans nominated their fi rst presiden-

tial candidate in 1856 and went on to victory in 1860. 

 Race and Antislavery Politics 

 Th is second generation of antislavery politics was similar 

to its pre-1820 predecessor in important ways, but dif-

ferent as well—and one of the crucial diff erences had to 

do with its relationship to the politics of race. Th e fi rst 

generation of antislavery politicians tended to assume that 

blacks and whites were equally entitled not merely to the 

presumption of freedom but to the same voting rights 

and the same privileges and immunities of citizenship as 

well. Th ey could take this position, in part, because race 

was not yet a major theme in American politics. Politi-

cians assumed rather than highlighted their disagreements 

over racial equality. A generation later, the situation was 

very diff erent. Antislavery politicians in the 1840s and 

1850s also assumed that blacks and whites were entitled 

to the same basic rights—life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness—something proslavery Democrats fl atly 

denied. At the same time, however, Republicans in the 

1850s denied that, in opposing slavery, they necessarily 

supported racial equality. Th is position opened the Re-

publican Party to a wide spectrum of racial attitudes—

from antislavery racists to radical egalitarians. 

 Th e most successful spokesman for this position was 

Abraham Lincoln. By the late 1850s, Lincoln repeatedly 

dismissed racial equality as a “false issue.” Th e great issue 
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facing the nation was slavery not racial equality, he ar-

gued. White voters disagreed, not over the question of 

racial equality but over the question of slavery. And in 

any case, Lincoln added, questions of racial equality were 

matters to be handled by individual states and thus had 

no bearing on national political campaigns. Republicans 

in the Massachusetts legislature might support both 

racial equality and discrimination against immigrants, 

while Republicans in the Illinois legislature favored ra-

cial discrimination while supporting the rights of immi-

grants. In either case, Lincoln argued, racial and ethnic 

discriminations were state matters and had no bearing 

on the antislavery principles of the Republican Party 

nationwide. 

 Th is explicit separation of race from slavery under-

standably alienated many abolitionists, but it succeeded 

in releasing American politics from the stranglehold of 

proslavery racism. Th us without actually advocating 

racial equality, the Republican Party broke the back of 

racial politics by insisting that race and slavery were two 

diff erent issues and that slavery was the only issue that 

mattered. 

 Nevertheless, just as the racist logic of proslavery 

politics—“the spirit of slavery”—was felt in the spread 

of laws discriminating against African Americans, the 

egalitarianism at the core of antislavery politics had the 

reverse eff ect. Despite the wide spectrum of opinion 

about racial equality among Republicans, party victories 

in the North resulted in the fi rst sporadic reversals of 

the racial legal structure put in place a generation earlier. 

Massachusetts abolished segregated schools, for example. 

Republicans in the New York legislature put an equal 

suff rage amendment on the ballot in 1860. But it was 

not until the Republicans took control of Congress and 

the presidency that a nationwide rollback of the racial 

regime was begun. 

 Th is rollback was largely stimulated by the demands 

of the Civil War. Once emancipation became Union pol-

icy, white Northerners questioned: “What shall be done 

with the Negro?” Th e answer that emerged, tentatively 

at fi rst, was a repudiation of more than a generation 

of racial politics. Th e Lincoln administration declared 

that free blacks were citizens and were equally entitled 

to the associated privileges and immunities. Republicans 

opened the U.S. Army to blacks for the fi rst time since 

the 1790s. Shortly after the war ended, they passed the 

landmark Civil Rights Act of 1866. Eventually, Repub-

licans endorsed voting rights for the former slaves and 

enacted constitutional amendments against racial quali-

fi cations for voting that eff ectively abolished discrimina-

tory voting laws in the northern as well as the southern 

states. With the triumph of antislavery politics, came a 

reversal—incomplete but nonetheless signifi cant—of 

the racial politics of the proslavery Democracy. 

  See also  abolitionism; slavery; voting. 
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 J A M E S  O A K E S 

 race and politics, 1860–1933 

 Th e politics of race went through more than one rev-

olution during the seven decades after 1860. Consider 

three moments at the beginning, middle, and end of the 
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 period: In 1860 the prospect that the presidency would 

be occupied by a member of a political party committed 

merely to banning slavery from territories where it did 

not then exist was enough to provoke the Deep South 

into violent rebellion. On the eve of the Civil War, ac-

cording to the Supreme Court’s  Dred Scott v. Sandford  

decision, people of African descent could never become 

American citizens and had “no rights which a white man 

was bound to respect.” Yet in September 1862, the pre-

liminary Emancipation Proclamation signaled the end 

of more than two centuries of slavery in America. By 

the middle of the period, in 1895–96, African American 

rights that had expanded dramatically in the 1860s were 

contracting: South Carolina held a state constitutional 

convention openly aimed at disfranchising black men; 

Tuskegee Institute head Booker T. Washington publicly 

promised in the “Atlanta Compromise” that southern 

blacks would accept racial segregation; and the Supreme 

Court, in  Plessy v. Ferguson , announced that segregation 

was constitutional. In 1930 the fi rst African American 

member of Congress from the North, Chicago’s Oscar 

De Priest, was elected to his second term in offi  ce; the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) helped defeat the Supreme Court 

nomination of John J. Parker for his role in excluding 

blacks from the Republican Party in North Carolina; 

and NAACP-affi  liated attorneys were litigating their sec-

ond case in a successful 20-year legal campaign to outlaw 

the white primary. 

 Sudden advances, counterrevolutions, and periods of 

incremental change in both directions characterized this 

turbulent, contradictory, complex period. Race relations 

varied from time to time and place to place, and issues 

and institutional features of governments that had noth-

ing inherently to do with race often determined racial 

policy outcomes. Racial politics can only be understood 

if it is not separated from other concerns, tensions, and 

actions. 

 Violence and Freedom 

 Secession freed the Republican Party, and then the slaves. 

As long as southern whites threatened to break up the 

Union if Northerners moved against slavery, Republican 

policy was itself enslaved. Once secession was declared, 

southern slaveholders resigned from Congress, and Fort 

Sumter was fi red upon, the Union inevitably became the 

enemy of slavery instead of its protector. After securing 

the border states militarily, the Republicans were free to 

ban the interstate slave trade, to authorize the federal 

government, for the fi rst time, to hire African Ameri-

cans to work for the national government, and to declare 

escaped slaves “contraband of war” instead of return-

ing them to their owners as the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act 

required. 

 Slaves forced the issue, fl eeing toward Union lines as 

soon as Union armies approached and demanding to 

work to feed themselves and to fi ght to restore a nation 

purifi ed of its original sin of slavery. Th e longer the Civil 

War went on and the more white northern soldiers were 

killed or badly wounded, the less resistance there was to 

enrolling black soldiers. Once they began fi ghting for 

Union forces after the Emancipation Proclamation took 

permanent eff ect in January 1863, complete abolition 

was ensured. Approximately 180,000 African Americans 

served in the army and navy, about 12 percent of the total 

number of soldiers and sailors, and they died at the same 

ghastly rates as whites did. For Northerners, granting 

and preserving the rights of African Americans who had 

fought for the Union—especially protecting them from 

attacks by former secessionists—took on, for a time after 

the conclusion of the war, the character of a patriotic 

duty. 

 White Southerners, however, acted as though the 

Civil War had settled nothing except the impracticality 

of secession and the nominal abolition of slavery. After 

Abraham Lincoln’s assassination and the succession of 

his vice president, Tennessee Democrat Andrew John-

son, southern states passed “black codes” that denied 

African Americans the right to buy or lease real estate, 

sign yearly labor contracts, serve on juries, testify against 

whites in court, and vote. Blacks were excluded from 

public schools, black orphans were “apprenticed” to 

their former owners, and black “servants” were required 

to labor from sunup to sundown for their “masters.” 

White Southerners also demanded that a delegation of 

former Confederate offi  cers and politicians be seated im-

mediately in Congress. 

 But the Republicans who controlled Congress refused 

to admit the erstwhile rebels and took decisive control of 

Reconstruction. When Johnson vetoed a bill extending 

the Freedmen’s Bureau, which provided food to destitute 

Southerners of both races, supervised labor contracts, 

and started schools where ex-slaves could be educated 

and courts where their concerns could be adjudicated, 

Republicans in Congress overrode his action, as they 

did his veto of the 1866 Civil Rights Act. Th at act began 

to carry out the implications of the Th irteenth Amend-

ment (ratifi ed in 1865), which Republicans interpreted 
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as doing much more than abolishing slavery. In their 

expansive interpretation, one resurrected by the U.S. 

Supreme Court a century later, the Th irteenth Amend-

ment allowed Congress in the Civil Rights Act to outlaw 

racial discrimination, even in such private contracts as 

those for housing and admission to private schools, as 

“badges and incidents of slavery.” Seceding states were 

required to ratify the Th irteenth Amendment as a con-

dition for their readmission to the Union. After enact-

ing the Civil Rights Act, Republicans, over unanimous 

northern Democratic opposition in Congress, passed 

the Fourteenth Amendment, which even more securely 

constitutionalized civil rights, seeking explicitly to guar-

antee privileges and immunities, due process, and equal 

protection for all. 

 In the critical 1866 election campaign, Johnson dema-

gogically lambasted Congress, northern Democrats 

endlessly race-baited, and white Southerners rioted in 

Memphis and New Orleans, killing 89 African Ameri-

cans in full view of the national press. Northern voters 

reacted to Johnsonian and southern Democratic over-

reaching by giving the Republicans a landslide, which 

turned Reconstruction more radical. Ten southern states 

were placed under temporary military rule, forced to 

enfranchise African American men and to rewrite their 

constitutions, and readmitted to Congress only after 

ratifying the Fourteenth Amendment and much more 

liberal state constitutions. Because Johnson persisted in 

trying to subvert the antiracist settlement, he was im-

peached, almost convicted, and, for all intents and pur-

poses, rendered innocuous. 

 Th e United States was the only large slaveholding 

society that quickly enfranchised freedmen, and the 

eagerness and skill with which they took to politics 

surprised and dismayed their former masters, who had 

expected docility and incompetence. Even in the face of 

Ku Klux Klan violence, African American voter turn-

out in the 1860s and 1870s often surpassed 80 percent. 

Buttressed by the presence of federal troops, by the 

Fifteenth Amendment, which mandated racially im-

partial suff rage nationally, and by offi  cial jobs for their 

supporters, the new southern governments launched 

statewide education systems, encouraged the building 

and rebuilding of railroads, passed civil rights laws, and 

protected the rights of laborers, renters, and small farm-

ers. Even after the Reconstruction governments fell, 

African Americans continued to enjoy the rights to le-

gally marry, worship as they wished, form private clubs, 

receive (usually inferior) educations at public expense, 

and, often, to patronize public accommodations such as 

restaurants, theaters, and railroads, on a nonsegregated 

basis—if they could aff ord to pay. Absolute segregation 

of public places in the South arrived only toward the 

turn of the century, and it was a matter of law, not of 

custom. 

 Disfranchisement by Stages 

 White southern Democrats fought back against the 

southern Republican governments with the most ex-

tensive peacetime violence in American history. Th e 

bloodiest were Louisiana Democrats who, according to a 

congressional investigation, killed 1,081 persons, mostly 

black, in the six months before the presidential election 

of 1868. But violence did not, by itself, doom Recon-

struction or account for the ultimate nullifi cation of the 

Fifteenth Amendment. Murder was most eff ective as a 

political tactic if it targeted key political leaders and ex-

ploded in the period just before a crucial election. Yet 

in nine of the dozen southern counties where the best-

known violent incidents took place, African Americans 

somehow managed to poll nearly their full vote for the 

Republicans in the presidential election that succeeded 

the incident. 

 After northern voters reacted to the 1873 depression, 

bitter northern ethnoreligious confl icts, and widespread 

tales of corruption by electing a Democratic majority in 

the House of Representatives in 1874, congressional Re-

publicans managed in their last few months in power 

to enact the 1875 Civil Rights Act, which mandated the 

integration of public accommodations, but they failed 

to pass a strong voter protection bill because Democrats 

fi libustered against it in the House until it was too late 

for the Senate to act. Although the GOP rebounded to 

win the second closest presidential election in U.S. his-

tory in 1876, part of the price for settling disputes over 

the election outcome was an implicit promise to stop 

using the army to protect southern Republicans. Parti-

sanship, economic and nonracial moral issues, and po-

litical strife between separate groups of a heterogeneous 

“white” society, as well as issues of race and Reconstruc-

tion per se, brought about what became known as the 

“Compromise of 1877,” which marked what historians 

traditionally viewed as the end of Reconstruction. 

 Yet, as is shown in fi gure 1, which charts the number 

of black members of Congress and the state legislatures 

elected from 1868 through 1900 from the 11 states that 

formed the Confederacy, blacks were not eliminated 

from politics after 1877. In fact, the number of African 
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Americans elected to legislative offi  ce from the South 

was higher in 1882 than in any subsequent year until 

1974, and from 1878 to 1890, the decline in black offi  ce 

holding was palpable, but gradual. Moreover, even where 

they could not elect black candidates, which was usu-

ally their fi rst preference, blacks could often still vote for 

sympathetic whites. In 1880, three years after President 

Rutherford B. Hayes symbolically confi ned U.S. troops 

to their barracks in the South, an estimated two-thirds 

of the adult male African Americans were recorded as 

voting, and two-thirds of that group managed to have 

their votes recorded for Republican James A. Garfi eld, 

whom they had nearly all, no doubt, supported for presi-

dent. Th e high black turnout in this election, which was 

greater than overall national participation a century later, 

was not atypical, nor did Democrats allow it only be-

cause presidential elections were less important to them 

than those closer to home. An average of six out of ten 

African Americans voted in the most heavily contested 

gubernatorial races in each of the 11 states during the 

1880s, despite the fact that none of these elections took 

place on the same day that voters cast ballots for presi-

dent. Of those blacks who voted, at least 60 percent 

supported the Republican, Greenback, or other anti-

Democratic candidates in each state. Even in the 1890s, 

after several states had restricted suff rage by law, nearly 

half of the African American population is estimated to 

have voted in key gubernatorial contests, although the 

Populist-Democratic battles were suffi  ciently severe that 

Democrats pushed fraud to new levels.   

 Five principal tactics were used to reduce and, fi -

nally, to eliminate black political strength—no single 

one suffi  cient by itself, but all working together and, 

roughly, following a predictable sequence: violence, 

fraud, structural discrimination, statutory suff rage re-

striction, and constitutional disfranchisement .  Corre-

sponding to these tactics were four approximate stages 

in the attack on black voting rights after Reconstruction: 

the Klan stage, in which fraud and violence predomi-

nated; the dilution stage, characterized by structural 

legal changes; the disfranchisement stage, where the 

last legal underpinnings of the real “Solid South” were 

put into place; and the lily white stage, the aim of 

which was to crush any elevation of blacks above the 

distinctly secondary political status into which the 

disfranchisement measures had forced them, and to 

reduce—from very slim to none—any chances of Afri-

can Americans being elected or appointed to offi  ce or 

exercising any political muscle whatsoever. 

 Violence was not only a dangerous weapon for a con-

servative establishment to use, for it invited retaliation 

from desperate victims, but it was also less eff ective than 

fraud perpetrated by election offi  cials and their superi-

ors. Southern election fraud in the late nineteenth cen-

tury, as often a matter of boasting in the South as it was 

a matter of outrage in the North, far surpassed voting 

fraud at any other time or place in American history. 

For instance, Louisiana senator and former governor 

Samuel D. McEnery stated in 1898 that his state’s 1882 

election law “was intended to make it the duty of the 

governor to treat the law as a formality and count in the 

Democrats.” William A. Anderson, author of the 1894 

election law in Virginia, admitted that elections under 

his law were “crimes against popular government and 

treason against liberty.” A delegate to the 1901 Alabama 

constitutional convention reported that “any time it was 

necessary the black belt could put in ten, fi fteen, twenty 

or thirty thousand Negro votes.” A leader of the 1890 

Mississippi constitutional convention declared that “it is 

no secret that there has not been a full vote and a fair 

count in Mississippi since 1875,” which was the last elec-

tion until 1967 in which African Americans voted at all 

freely in the state. Like violence, fraud was most potent 

if ramped up during crucial elections—for instance, ref-

erenda on ratifying discriminatory amendments to state 

constitutions, as in Alabama in 1901, where, according to 

the offi  cial returns, nearly 90 percent of those in counties 

with black populations of at least 70 percent supported 

a new constitution whose advertised purpose was black 

disfranchisement. 

 Supplementing fraud were structural changes in 

election laws, such as gerrymandering election district 

boundaries; drawing election districts with very diff erent 
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population sizes; switching from district to at-large elec-

tions, which made it more diffi  cult to elect members of 

groups that formed a majority in a part of a city, but only 

a minority in the whole city; abolishing local elections 

entirely; annexation or deannexation of territory to add 

white or subtract black areas from a jurisdiction; requir-

ing offi  ceholders to post bonds too high to meet for any-

one who lacked wealthy friends; shifting or consolidating 

polling places to confuse voters or require them to travel 

many miles to the polls; and impeaching Republican or 

other anti-Democratic offi  cials, often on transparently 

specious grounds. All these measures cut black and Re-

publican offi  ce holding at the local, state, and national 

levels without actually disfranchising voters. 

 Other laws did reduce individual voting: poll taxes, 

which in some states had to be paid for every year after 

a person reached 21 years of age before one could vote, 

discouraged the poor of both races from voting, but es-

pecially the generally poorer blacks. Registration laws 

could be devised to prune the electorate by compelling 

registration months before every election, especially at a 

central location during working hours; demanding co-

piously detailed information, which sometimes had to 

be vouched for by witnesses, before a voter could reg-

ister; allowing registration boards suffi  cient discretion 

to enable them to pad or unfairly purge the rolls; dis-

proportionate representation for the Democrats on such 

boards; requiring voters unaccustomed to keeping re-

cords to produce registration certifi cates at voting places; 

or permitting widespread challenges to voters at the 

polls. Th e then infamous South Carolina “eight-box” law 

of 1882 required election offi  cials to shift separate ballot 

boxes for each of eight offi  ces around during the voting 

to make it impossible for a literate friend to put an il-

literate’s tickets in the correct order before he entered the 

polling place, and prohibited anyone but state election 

offi  cers, all but one or two of whom seem to have been 

Democrats, from assisting unlettered voters. After 1888, 

when states began to require ballots to be supplied only 

by governments, secret ballot laws, employed in eight 

southern and many northern states with the intent and 

eff ect of disfranchising illiterates, could be designed to 

be so long and complex as to disfranchise all but the well 

educated and those whom the election offi  cials chose to 

help. 

 Along with violence, fraud, and structural measures, 

such laws reduced Republican and inhibited Populist 

representation enough to create legislative majorities in 

favor of state constitutional disfranchisement. Conven-

tions or referenda then wrote into more permanent form 

poll taxes and literacy or property tests for registration, 

often with temporary exemption clauses to allow illiter-

ate (white) voters to register if they could demonstrate 

to a registrar’s satisfaction that they understood parts of 

the Constitution or laws when they were read to them, 

or if their ancestors could have voted before 1867 (be-

fore southern blacks were enfranchised), or if they or 

their ancestors had served in the military (including, 

of course, the Confederate States Army). Th ese were 

referred to as the “grandfather” and “fi ghting grandfa-

ther” clauses. Constitutional disfranchisement eff ectively 

moved fraud one step back, delegating it to registration 

offi  cials instead of those at the polls. It also reduced wide-

spread unfavorable publicity about white southern elec-

tion cheating, which had invited national intervention, 

such as the Lodge Elections Bill of 1890, defeated only 

by another Senate fi libuster, and made legal attacks on 

white election supremacy more diffi  cult to mount. 

 Why the Solid South? 

 Th e Solid South created by disfranchisement laws—

eff ectively outlawing political party competition, almost 

entirely excluding southern African Americans from 

political participation, proudly starving governmental 

services for poor people—lasted for a half century. Did 

whites in other regions of the country allow this system 

to be constructed and maintained because they lost in-

terest in equality during and after the 1870s or increas-

ingly drew a hard white line that treated all people of 

European origins as identical and all of African origins as 

naturally inferior, to be excluded from civil society? Or 

did Reconstructionists, thwarted by the structural pecu-

liarities of the governmental system and adverse judicial 

decisions, turn north, shifting their focus from national 

to state governments, lowering their sights, but pursuing 

the same goal of racial equality closer to home? 

 Northern laws and litigation on racial discrimination 

in public accommodations and schools suggest that Re-

construction was not so much abandoned as redirected. 

After the Supreme Court overturned the 1875 national 

Civil Rights Act in 1883, most of the northern legisla-

tures that had not earlier passed state public accom-

modations laws quickly did so. Th ereafter, equal access 

to northern trains, streetcars, restaurants, and places of 

amusement was largely a matter of right, although the 

legalities were not always observed. In fact, even in the 

South until the turn of the nineteenth century, street-

cars and many railroads were not rigidly segregated. 
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Moves by states, cities, or private companies to require 

segregation on streetcars were resisted by black boy-

cotts, sometimes lasting for many months, in more than 

25 southern cities. 

 It took a longer time for every nonsouthern state ex-

cept Indiana with a black population of 1 percent or more 

to pass laws requiring most or all public schools to stop 

restricting the admissions of African Americans. From 

Massachusetts in 1855, to California in 1880, to New York 

in 1901, blacks and their white allies fought for equal 

status by petitioning school boards, fi ling legal cases, and 

pressing state legislatures for laws granting every child 

access to what were then known as “common schools.” 

African Americans contested and won more cases on 

racial discrimination in public education in the decade 

of the 1880s, after the nominal end of Reconstruction, 

than in any other decade before the 1940s. In fact, they 

fi led nearly 100 such cases in 20 states and the District 

of Columbia in the nineteenth century and prevailed in 

a majority of them. Nineteenth-century arguments and 

tactics before school boards and legislatures prefi gured 

those of the twentieth-century civil rights movement, 

just as the doctrines and rhetoric in some of the legal 

opinions in the nineteenth-century school cases paral-

leled those a century later. 

 If agitation for those rights—in the North, at least—

did not cease after 1876, and northern public opinion, as 

indexed by legislative action, continued to support black 

rights, why did the legal disfranchisement of southern 

African Americans succeed? Th ere were three reasons: 

partisanship, the fi libuster, and adverse decisions by the 

Supreme Court. First, since African Americans remained 

almost unanimously committed to the Republican 

Party—the party of Lincoln, emancipation, and Recon-

struction—until well after disfranchisement, northern 

Democrats opposed any eff orts to guarantee southern 

blacks the right to register, vote, and have their votes 

counted as cast. If southern blacks could vote freely, the 

fortunes of the Democratic Party nationally were likely 

to be permanently depressed. Accordingly, not a single 

Democratic member of Congress voted for any civil or 

voting rights measure from 1865 through 1900. Th at this 

pattern was motivated by partisanship, and not merely by 

racial animosity, is shown by the fact that an appreciable 

number of Democrats in northern state legislatures sup-

ported school integration and public accommodations 

bills, especially during the 1880s. 

 Rabid Democratic partisanship was especially on 

display in the bitter struggles over the national election 

bills in 1875 and 1890, when they relentlessly talked to 

death measures to protect individuals while voting, as 

well as to oversee registration, voting, and vote counting. 

Guarding the fundamental right to vote from violence, 

intimidation, and fraud amounted—the Democrats and 

much of the nation’s press shrieked—to “force bills.” 

Largely to counter these fi libustering tactics, Republi-

cans in the House changed the body’s rules in 1889–90 

to end unlimited debate, and these “Reed Rules,” named 

for House Speaker Th omas B. Reed, not only facilitated 

the passage of the Lodge Elections Bill in that branch 

of the national legislature but also fundamentally changed 

the nature of the House forever. Never again would a 

minority of the House be able to block the chamber’s 

business until the majority gave up and dropped a bill 

or severely compromised it. Yet the Senate, during that 

same congressional session, failed to adopt a proposal by 

Senator Nelson W. Aldrich that was similar to the Reed 

Rules. Democrats fi libustered the Lodge Bill for 33 days, 

the longest fi libuster in history up to that time, and the 

bill was fi nally set aside by a single vote. Since the Senate 

has not yet followed the House’s lead on antifi libuster 

rules, every civil rights or voting rights proposal through 

the 1960s had to face the prospect or reality of having to 

break a fi libuster to pass the Senate. As a consequence, 

between 1875 and 1957, not a single civil rights bill passed 

in Congress. 

 How diff erent the history of race and politics in Amer-

ica might have been if both chambers in 1875 or 1890 or 

even later had adopted antifi libuster rules. If the “Force 

Bill” of 1875 had passed in time to protect voters from 

violence, intimidation, and fraud in the 1876 elections, 

and to prevent the overthrow of state authority, which 

were the objects of the bill, Hayes would easily have been 

elected president, Republicans would have continued to 

control many Deep South governments, and the deci-

sions of southern white voters and leaders to abandon the 

Republicans as a lost, dangerous cause might well have 

been reversed. Republican rule in the Deep South would 

have begun to seem normal, and the developmental se-

quence of violence, fraud, structural changes, legislative 

disfranchisement, and constitutional disfranchisement 

would have been interrupted near the beginning.

Even if the less far-reaching Lodge Bill of 1890 had 

passed, which would have required breaking the Senate 

fi libuster, southern African Americans would have been 

able to register more freely and have their votes more 

nearly counted as cast. If states had nonetheless passed 

disfranchisement measures, the eff ects of those laws 
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would have been diminished because federal observers 

would have been available to restrain local registrars from 

applying racially separate and unequal standards to pro-

spective voters. And if a serious southern Republican vote 

had persisted, national Republicans would have had an 

incentive to follow up the Lodge Bill with other, more 

comprehensive voting rights laws. Instead of a downward 

cycle leading to the practically complete disfranchisement 

of southern blacks by 1910, there might well have been 

an upward cycle, with less fraud, less structural discrimi-

nation, and fewer and more fairly administered restric-

tions on suff rage. Th e antilynching bills of the 1920s 

and 1930s and the anti–poll tax bills of the 1940s would 

have passed, and there would have been major eff orts to 

extend northern integration laws nationally long before 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act. No revolutions in sentiment, 

interest, or cultural mores were required for those policy 

revolutions to occur—just a change in the operations of 

Congress to allow majority rule. 

 Of course, such laws might have been derailed by the 

Supreme Court, the least democratic of the national 

government’s three branches, designed with life tenure 

to ensure the greatest possible independence from the 

 pressures of partisan politics or public opinion. In a con-

fusing and often contradictory line of cases, the Supreme 

Court, during this period, wavered in protecting or al-

lowing Congress to protect African American political 

rights. In opinions in  U.S. v. Reese  and  U.S. v. Cruik-
shank  that were delayed from 1874 to 1876, while the 

debate on the “force bill” was taking place, Chief Justice 

Morrison R. Waite, President Grant’s  seventh  choice for 

the position, ruled provisions of the 1870–72 Enforce-

ment Acts unconstitutional or largely unenforceable. 

Ignoring the Fourteenth Amendment, which does not 

mention race and which was repeatedly invoked dur-

ing congressional debates as a basis for the Enforcement 

Acts, Waite declared that the only constitutional justifi -

cation for the acts was the Fifteenth Amendment, and 

that either the acts or the indictments pursuant to them 

were insuffi  ciently direct in their references to race to 

satisfy the Fifteenth Amendment.

Th us, in Reese, the refusal of a Lexington, Kentucky, 

tax collector to accept payment of the poll tax from an 

African American did not, according to the Court, in-

fect with a racial purpose the actions of election offi  cials 

who disfranchised him for failure to show a poll tax re-

ceipt. And in  Cruikshank , Louisianians who perpetrated 

the largest racial mass murder in American history (the 

Colfax Riot of 1873), went free because Waite split off  

the beginning sections of the act, which explicitly men-

tioned race, from the later sections, which only indirectly 

referred to race.

As a consequence of these two decisions, the existing 

federal voting rights enforcement machinery was se-

verely weakened. Nothing in the decisions themselves, 

however, prevented Congress from passing new laws that 

made the connection between racial discrimination and 

the protection of voting rights more explicit, and later 

Court decisions viewed the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

equal protection and due process clauses more expan-

sively, allowing Congress to guard the fundamental 

rights of citizens where the states did not. 

 As with the receptiveness of northern legislatures and 

courts to antisegregation appeals during the decade after 

the supposed end of Reconstruction, Supreme Court de-

cisions of the 1880s seemed to invite a renewed movement 

for racial reform. In  Ex parte Siebold  (1880),  Ex parte Clarke  
(1880), and  Ex parte Yarbrough  (1884), the high court 

interpreted Congress’s plenary power under Article I, 

Section IV to regulate the “times, places and manner of 

holding elections” to Congress broadly enough to allow 

it to guarantee peaceable assembly and restrict fraud and 

violence. Th ese decisions inspired Republicans to frame 

the 1890 Lodge Bill without fear that it would be declared 

unconstitutional. Moreover, in the 1880 jury exclusion 

case of  Strauder v. West Virginia  and the 1886 Chinese 

laundry case of  Yick Wo v. Hopkins , the Supreme Court 

struck down racially discriminatory laws not related to 

voting in such expansive language as to suggest that the 

justices had not entirely forgotten the original purposes 

of the Reconstruction Amendments, after all. Despite 

the Court’s narrow construction of the powers of the 

federal government in  Th e Civil Rights Cases  (1883), the 

other, more moderate decisions allowed some scope for 

national action to protect minority rights if Republicans 

took fi rm control of the government again, as they did in 

1889 for the fi rst time since 1875. 

 After the failure of the Lodge Bill, however, the Su-

preme Court shifted direction again. In  Williams v. Mis-
sissippi  in 1898, the Court denied disfranchised blacks 

a remedy by very strictly construing its earlier decision 

in  Yick Wo . Counsel for the Chinese laundryman had 

shown that a San Francisco ordinance was adopted with 

both the intent and eff ect of discriminating against Chi-

nese. While Henry Williams’s African American lawyer, 

Cornelius J. Jones, quoted extensively from the Missis-

sippi disfranchising convention of 1890 to demonstrate 

its racist intent, he apparently took the exclusion of 
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blacks from the Greenville voter, and, therefore, jury rolls 

to be proof enough of the state constitution’s discrimi-

natory impact. Th e Court’s crabbed reading of  Yick Wo  

cost Williams, convicted of murder by an all-white jury, 

his life. Yet when Wilford H. Smith, an African Ameri-

can lawyer representing disfranchised Alabama blacks in 

 Giles v. Harris  (1903), presented extensive evidence of the 

new state constitution’s discriminatory eff ects, as well as 

its intent, the Court, in a decision written by the “liberal” 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, declared that the judiciary could 

do nothing, because suff rage was a “political question.” 

 After southern blacks were safely disfranchised, the 

Court reversed itself again, entirely ignoring  Williams  
and  Giles  when ruling in  Guinn and Beal v. U.S.  (1915) 

that the Oklahoma grandfather clause was unconstitu-

tional. Chief Justice Edward Douglass White, a former 

member of the “conservative” faction of the Democratic 

Party in Louisiana, which had opposed the grandfather 

clause in that state’s constitutional convention in 1898, 

did not endanger white supremacy directly in  Guinn , be-

cause eliminating the escape clause for Oklahoma whites 

would not thereby actually allow any African Americans 

to vote. Once William Howard Taft, whose presidential 

administration had originally brought the  Guinn  case, 

became chief justice in 1921, the Court went further, rul-

ing the Texas white primary unconstitutional as a viola-

tion of the Fourteenth Amendment in  Nixon v. Herndon  

(1927), in the fi rst of several NAACP challenges to the 

discriminatory practice. When Texas repealed its explicit 

racially restrictive policy in law and delegated the setting 

of primary participation standards to the State Demo-

cratic Executive Committee, the Supreme Court struck 

down that subterfuge, too, in  Nixon v. Condon  (1932). 

 Th e Court, many of whose appointees over the pe-

riod were Democrats or Republicans chosen without ra-

cial policies foremost in mind, failed to protect African 

American political rights when they needed protection 

most. But they allowed some scope for potential con-

gressional action, and toward the end of the period, 

were beginning to move toward unraveling the web of 

laws and rules that kept southern blacks powerless. Had 

Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase, the father of antislavery 

constitutionalism, lived as long as his two predecessors 

instead of dying when more than 20 years younger than 

John Marshall and Roger Brooke Taney, or had the bril-

liant radical Republicans Roscoe Conkling and George 

Franklin Edmunds (both members of the Th irty-Ninth 

Congress that had passed the major Reconstruction 

measures) not turned down appointments to the Court, 

the course of race and politics during the era might have 

been very diff erent. 

 Politics Migrates 

 While institutional rules and interests made national 

action to bring about racial equality in politics diffi  -

cult after 1875, the American system of federalism al-

lowed for some antidiscriminatory legislation and 

some growth in African American political power 

at the state level outside of the South. Although the 

Democratic administration of Woodrow Wilson—

the fi rst southern-born president elected since the an-

tebellum period—segregated national government em-

ployees for the fi rst time and publicly endorsed the 

major racist propaganda fi lm in American history,  Th e 
Birth of a Nation , other nonsouthern Democrats began 

to compete for black votes at the local and state levels 

by off ering jobs, candidate opportunities, and favorable 

policies, an opening that would fi nally begin to pay off  

for the party during the administration of Franklin  D. 

Roosevelt. 

 African American political opportunity in the North 

was both facilitated and inhibited by demographic trends. 

As racial conditions in the South deteriorated, many am-

bitious black Americans moved north, providing a core 

of leadership for potential movements similar to the core 

of northern blacks who had moved south during Re-

construction. Th e northward migration of talent began 

before, and proceeded during, the “Great Migration” of 

the era of World War I and the 1920s, when the inhibi-

tion of emigration from Europe and the mushrooming 

of war industries fostered the relocation of perhaps a mil-

lion and a half African Americans from the South to the 

North and to western cities. Th e white backlash against 

the massive increase of black populations in many cit-

ies sometimes turned violent and nearly always sparked 

increased discrimination against African Americans in 

schools, jobs, and, especially, housing. But the corre-

sponding black backlash against the rise in discrimina-

tion fed black activism, led by the NAACP, which had 

been founded after riots in Springfi eld, Illinois, in 1908. 

African Americans’ growth in numbers and their forced 

concentration in ghettoes in states where they could 

vote and organize freely meant that the black side in the 

continuing confl icts would be potent. Th e legal legacy 

of Reconstruction, the constitutional amendments and 

the egalitarian northern state laws and state and national 

judicial decisions, and the memory of Reconstruction 

political activism (very  diff erent and much stronger in 
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the black than in the white community), provided a 

foundation for racial equality in politics that was mani-

festly much stronger than in 1860, a launching pad for 

the many civil rights movements to come. 

  See also  African Americans and politics; Asian immigrants 

and politics; voting. 
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 race and politics since 1933 

 Barack Obama’s 2008 election as president of the United 

States was a singular moment in African American history, 

comparable to the arrival of the fi rst African slaves in colo-

nial Virginia, the founding of the African Methodist Epis-

copal (AME) Church in Philadelphia in 1793, Abraham 

Lincoln’s 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, the U.S. Su-

preme Court’s 1954  Brown v. Board of Education of  Topeka  

decision, and the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 

the 1965 Voting Rights Act. More directly, it represents the 

culmination of 75 years of political history during which 

rising levels of African American support for the Demo-

cratic Party and the accompanying shift of defenders of 

the racial status quo from the Democratic to the Republi-

can Party remade the American political landscape. 

 Race, Politics, and the New Deal 

 It was during the Depression of the 1930s that black vot-

ers fi rst began to migrate from the “party of Lincoln” to 

the Democratic Party. From the Civil War through the 

1920s, region, race, and ethnicity had marked the divide 

between the two major political parties. Th e Republicans 

were the party of white native-stock Northerners and 

those African Americans, primarily in the North, who 

were able to exercise their right to vote, while the Demo-

crats were the party of the white South and of “white 

ethnics” (Catholic and Jewish immigrants of European 

descent and their descendants) in the industrial North. 

 Th e growing infl uence of urban political machines 

within the national Democratic Party, and the increasing 

infl uence of “white ethnic” voters and politicians within 

those machines, was the one countervailing trend to ra-

cialism in post–World War I politics. By 1930, 56.2 per -

cent of the U.S. population lived in urban areas. Th is 

trend culminated in the Democrats’ nomination of Al-

fred E. Smith, the Irish Catholic governor of New York, 

as the party’s standard-bearer in the 1928 presidential 

election, an achievement as momentous in its time as 

Obama’s nomination was in 2008. But while Smith’s 

nomination portended the increasing integration of Eu-

ropean immigrant communities into the mainstream of 

American politics, his defeat in the face of widespread 

anti-Catholic prejudice demonstrated the continuing 

power of nativism in the country’s politics. 

 Four years later, another Democratic governor of 

New York, Franklin D. Roosevelt, swept to victory over 

the incumbent Republican president, Herbert Hoover. 

Coming three years into the most severe economic de-

pression in U.S. history and after 12 years of Republican 

rule in Washington, Roosevelt’s victory was in one sense 

unremarkable. Th e Democratic Party remained, as it had 

been under Al Smith, an alliance of northern urban po-

litical machines and southern segregationists. What made 
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Roosevelt’s victory possible was the growing disaff ection 

from the Republicans of native-stock middle-class and 

working-class voters in the Northeast, the Midwest, and 

California. One group of traditional Republican vot-

ers not drawn to Roosevelt’s call for a “New Deal” for 

American families were African American voters. Black 

voters in most major cities voted for Hoover in 1932 by 

margins of more than two to one. 

 However, the New Deal quickly reorganized the ra-

cial and ethnic divisions within American politics in 

three signifi cant ways. First, the Roosevelt administra-

tion’s policies built for the Democrats an unassailable 

base among lower- and middle-income voters outside 

the South. Galvanized by Roosevelt’s promise of govern-

ment assistance to those most aff ected by the collapse 

of American industrial economy, working-class voters 

who had previously divided their votes between the two 

major parties along ethnic and religious lines fl ocked to 

the Democratic Party. In 1936 Roosevelt swept to reelec-

tion with nearly 61 percent of the vote. 

 As signifi cant to shifts in working-class views on race, 

nation, and identity was the rapid growth in union mem-

bership in the 1930s, particularly following the founding of 

the Committee on Industrial Organizations (CIO) in 1935 

as an industrial alternative to the craft unions in the Amer-

ican Federation of Labor (AFL). Th e impact of the CIO’s 

organizing drive on race relations within the working class 

was contradictory. On the one hand, the eff ort to orga-

nize every worker in a factory irrespective of diff erences 

of job, skill, race, ethnicity, or religion cast class unity—

rather than hierarchies of race, religion, or ethnicity—as 

the key to advancing workers’ interests in a capitalist econ-

omy. And, in fact, the CIO organized many minority and 

women workers whom the AFL had ignored. Yet, central 

to the CIO’s appeal was also the labor organization’s repre-

sentation of the ideal American worker as white and male. 

Th e result was a working-class nationalism that for the 

fi rst time fully included white Catholic and Jewish work-

ers, while implicitly suggesting that minority and women 

workers were marginal to the cause of labor. 

 Second, the New Deal solidifi ed the alliance between 

the southern and northern wings of the Democratic 

Party. To win the support of southern Democrats, how-

ever, Roosevelt had to assure white Southerners that New 

Deal programs would be administered in ways that would 

not disrupt race relations in the region. Most important, 

the Roosevelt administration allowed state and local of-

fi cials to control the implementation of most New Deal 

programs. For example, the Civilian Conservation Corps 

and the Works Progress Administration both operated 

segregated employment projects in the South. Most dev-

astating to the interests of African American workers was 

the Roosevelt administration’s decision in 1935 to accede 

to the demands of key southern congressional leaders to 

exclude farm and domestic workers from the provisions 

of the Social Security Act. As a result, 65 percent of black 

workers were excluded from Social Security’s unemploy-

ment and retirement provisions. 

 Nor were the New Deal’s racial inequities limited 

to the South. Th e New Deal policies with perhaps the 

longest-lasting disparate racial impact came in the area 

of housing. Th e Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 

was established in 1934 to rescue the private housing in-

dustry by providing mortgage guarantees to lenders will-

ing to provide long-term mortgages to home buyers. As 

criteria for these mortgages, the FHA adopted standards 

from the real estate industry that favored white neighbor-

hoods over integrated and predominately minority areas, 

suburban communities over urban neighborhoods, and 

owner-occupied single-family homes over multifamily 

structures and rental properties. Th e full import of this 

policy would not be evident until after World War II. 

New Deal housing programs would, in eff ect, subsidize 

the postwar boom in all-white suburbs while steering 

private housing investment away from the middle- and 

working-class urban neighborhoods that became the only 

housing option for ever-increasing numbers of southern 

black migrants. 

 Despite the racial inequities built into the New Deal, 

the third and fi nal component of the New Deal coalition 

was in place by the end of the 1930s. In 1936 Roosevelt 

won more than 60 percent of the black vote in every 

major city except Chicago. Roosevelt’s popularity with 

black voters was the product of two distinct aspects of 

his fi rst two terms in offi  ce. First, large numbers of Af-

rican Americans became, for the fi rst time, recipients of 

government assistance. To be included among the ben-

efi ciaries of Roosevelt’s New Deal was both a matter of 

survival in those hungry years and thrilling to a people so 

long treated as undeserving of the rights and privileges of 

American citizenship. 

 Second, and as important to black voters as these 

substantive benefi ts of the New Deal, was the symbolic 

value of Roosevelt’s appointment of an unprecedented 

number of African Americans to high positions in his 

administration. While it would be another 30 years be-

fore an African American would be elevated to a position 

in the cabinet, Roosevelt’s so-called “Negro Cabinet”—
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made up of well-educated professionals appointed to 

the position of “Adviser for Negro Aff airs” in the vari-

ous agencies of the federal government—was a source 

of tremendous pride to black voters. Th ese voters were 

also deeply impressed by Eleanor Roosevelt’s determined 

and very visible commitment to racial equality. Th e 

most dramatic emblem of the fi rst lady’s commitment 

came in 1939 when she publicly resigned her member-

ship in the Daughters of the American Revolution after 

the nativist and elitist women’s patriotic organization 

refused to allow Marian Anderson, the African Ameri-

can opera singer, to perform in the organization’s Con-

stitution Hall in Washington. Mrs. Roosevelt instead 

arranged for Anderson to perform at the Lincoln Memo-

rial for a national radio audience, a concert that became 

the high-water mark of African American inclusion in 

the New Deal. 

 World War II and the Double-V 

 Even as a majority of African American voters switched 

allegiance to the Democratic Party during the 1930s, it 

would be another decade before the party would for-

mally commit itself to a civil rights agenda. During the 

1940s, African American activists and their allies codi-

fi ed the “civil rights” strategy of achieving racial equality 

through legislation and judicial rulings that guaranteed 

government protection of individual rights. Th ree factors 

enabled civil rights activists to make much more signifi -

cant demands on the administrations of Roosevelt and 

Harry S. Truman during the 1940s. First was the rapid 

growth in the African American population in the North 

as wartime labor shortages and growth in defense indus-

try employment reinvigorated black migration from the 

South following the lull of the Depression years. In this 

decade, the black population living outside the South 

grew by 65 percent, to a total of 12.8 million people. Sec-

ond, the rise of Nazism in Europe discredited theories of 

racial supremacy within the United States, particularly 

among liberal elites within the Democratic Party. Th ird, 

and most important, were the eff orts of civil rights advo-

cates to take advantage of the wartime social and politi-

cal context to pressure the federal government and the 

Democratic Party to more directly address structures of 

racial discrimination within American society. 

 What one black newspaper would call the “Double-V” 

campaign (victory over fascism abroad and victory over 

racism at home) began when A. Philip Randolph, presi-

dent of the all-black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-

ters, called for a black-only march on Washington, D.C., 

in June 1941 to demand the desegregation of the armed 

forces and equal treatment for black workers in the na-

tion’s defense industries. Concerned that such a march 

would undercut popular support for his eff orts to aid 

the European allies, Roosevelt convinced Randolph to 

call off  the march in return for an executive order ban-

ning racial discrimination in defense employment. Th e 

resulting President’s Fair Employment Practices Com-

mittee (FEPC) became the focus of the activists’ wartime 

eff orts to improve employment opportunities for Afri-

can American workers. In 1944, for example, the FEPC 

ordered the Philadelphia Transit Company to promote 

eight black maintenance workers to the position of trol-

ley conductor. When the company’s white workers re-

sponded with a wildcat strike that shut down the transit 

system, the secretary of the Navy had to order troops 

into Philadelphia to run the trolleys. 

 It was during the 1940s that the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) trans-

formed itself from a primarily middle-class and north-

ern organization into a truly national and mass-based 

one. Membership in the NAACP during the war grew 

from 54,000 to more than 500,000. Particularly signifi -

cant was the growth of the organization’s membership 

in the South during these years. Th e NAACP’s southern 

chapters served as a training ground for a generation of 

local leaders who went on to play crucial roles in the civil 

rights mobilizations of the 1950s and 1960s, including 

Modjeska Simmons and Septima Clark in South Caro-

lina, E. D. Nixon and Rosa Parks in Alabama, and Med-

gar Evers and Amzie Moore in Mississippi. 

 Also crucial to the increase in southern civil rights ac-

tivism was the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in  Smith v. 
Allwright  (1944), which outlawed the Democratic Party’s 

use of all-white primary elections across the South. As 

Charles Payne has argued, the decision spurred black 

southern voter registration, particularly in urban areas. 

Th e percentage of southern blacks registered to vote grew 

from less than 5 percent in 1940 to 12 percent in 1947 and 

20 percent in 1952. Black voters in Atlanta and other cit-

ies were able to use their increased voting power to play a 

moderating infl uence in certain local elections. 

 The Civil Rights Movement in Cold War America 

 It was, however, developments in the North during the 

1940s that provided the NAACP with new opportunities 

to pursue its civil rights agenda in the political arena. In 

1948 Henry Moon, the NAACP’s public relations direc-

tor, published  Balance of Power: Th e Negro Vote , in which 
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he argued that black voters in the urban North now held 

the balance of power between the two political parties in 

national elections and that for the fi rst time since Re-

construction African American voters had the ability to 

demand signifi cant civil rights reforms in return for their 

votes. Clark Cliff ord, President Truman’s chief political 

advisor, reached a similar conclusion as he look forward 

to the 1948 presidential election. Cliff ord concluded that 

unlike Roosevelt’s four campaigns, southern support for 

the Democratic candidate would not be suffi  cient in 

1948, but that an eff ective appeal to northern African 

American voters could return Truman to the presidency 

even if he lost some southern votes in the process. 

 To win northern black votes, however, Truman would 

have to fend off  a challenge from Henry Wallace, his 

predecessor as Roosevelt’s vice president and the can-

didate of the left-wing Progressive Party. Truman thus 

appointed a blue-ribbon commission in 1946 to study 

civil rights issues. Th e President’s Committee on Civil 

Rights issued its report, titled  To Secure Th ese Rights , in 

1947. Th e report laid out an agenda of actions that all 

three branches of the federal government should take to 

protect the rights of the nation’s racial minorities. While 

the report’s recommendations had little chance of being 

adopted by Congress, they did form the basis for Tru-

man’s groundbreaking appeal for the votes of northern 

blacks. Most dramatically, and in response to threats 

from A. Phillip Randolph to organize a civil disobedi-

ence campaign against the Selective Service system, Tru-

man issued Executive Order 9981 on February 2, 1948, 

mandating the desegregation of the armed forces. Th e 

results of the 1948 election proved both Moon and Clif-

ford to have been right. South Carolina Democratic gov-

ernor Strom Th urmond won four Deep South states as 

the candidate of the States’ Rights Democratic Party. But 

in the North, African American voters largely rejected 

Henry Wallace’s candidacy and provided the margin of 

victory for Truman’s upset defeat of the Republican nom-

inee, Th omas E. Dewey. 

 With southern Democrats eff ectively blocking fed-

eral civil rights legislation, northern civil rights activists 

turned their focus to passing civil rights legislation at the 

state and local level. Between 1945 and 1964, 28 states 

passed Fair Employment Practices (FEP) laws. But as im-

portant as these legislative victories were, they could not 

mask the fact that racial discrimination remained perva-

sive in the North. Th us, the northern FEP laws did little 

to change the informal hiring policies and exclusionary 

union practices that kept African American workers 

locked out of many white- and blue-collar occupations. 

And while the Supreme Court declared in 1948 that ra-

cial covenants were unenforceable in court, the suburban 

housing boom remained closed to African Americans as 

federal mortgage guarantors, housing developers, and 

white home buyers continued to favor white-only com-

munities. Civil rights activists also faced increasing po-

litical opposition from other elements of the New Deal 

coalition to their eff orts to address persistent racial in-

equities in northern communities. In the 1949 mayoral 

election in Detroit, for example, Albert Cobo, a conser-

vative Republican, defeated the United Auto Workers–

endorsed candidate on a platform of opposition to the 

building of public housing projects in white neighbor-

hoods. As historians Arnold Hirsch and Th omas Sugrue 

have shown, black families seeking to move into all-

white neighborhoods in cities like Chicago and Detroit 

were often greeted with racial violence. 

 Historians continue to debate the impact of the cold 

war on the civil rights movement. Manning Marable 

and Martha Biondi have argued that the stigmatization 

of left-wing politics during the period of McCarthyism 

greatly hampered civil rights eff orts in part because of 

the prominence of left-wing fi gures like Paul Robeson 

among advocates of civil rights, in part because defend-

ers of racial segregation were able to use the charge of 

communism to discredit all advocates of racial equality, 

and in part because organizations like the NAACP be-

came extremely cautious politically in order to distance 

themselves from radicalism. In contrast, Mary Dudziak 

has argued that the cold war helped civil rights activists 

to advance their cause because of the pressure it placed 

on the nation’s political leaders to demonstrate to the 

emerging nations of the third world that capitalist de-

mocracies were better able to deliver on the promise of 

racial equality than was the Soviet bloc. 

 Perhaps more detrimental to the cause of civil rights 

during the 1950s than cold war anxieties about the threat 

of internal subversion was the widespread belief among 

political leaders that the nation had entered a period of 

political consensus. Th e notion of consensus politics was 

rooted in two beliefs—fi rst, that the country had solved 

most of its domestic problems, and second, that internal 

political unity was required to defeat the Communist 

threat. In this view, whatever social inequities remained 

in American society (among which most advocates of 

consensus politics would have included racial issues) 

would gradually disappear as the capitalist economy 

continued to grow, while eff orts to speed the process of 
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social change (through, for example, aggressive eff orts to 

implement civil rights reforms) would only divide the 

country and weaken its resolve in the struggle against 

communism. As a result, the 1950s were characterized 

both by historic civil rights achievements rooted in an 

idealistic view of the United States as the world’s fore-

most defender of individual liberty and equal rights 

under law and by the failure of government offi  cials to 

fulfi ll the promise of those achievements for fear of the 

reaction of the white majority. Th us, the Supreme Court 

ruled in the 1954  Brown v. Board of Education  case that 

school segregation is unconstitutional. But with south-

ern Democrats promising “massive resistance” to the 

 Brown  decision, President Dwight Eisenhower refused 

to vigorously enforce the decision. Moreover, the Su-

preme Court ruled just one year later that school deseg-

regation should take place with “all deliberate speed,” 

thus opening the door to two decades of southern ef-

forts to sustain dual school systems. In a similar fashion, 

the U.S. Congress passed its fi rst major piece of civil 

rights legislation since Reconstruction, the Civil Rights 

Act of 1957, just days before Eisenhower was forced to 

send federal troops to enforce a federal court order re-

quiring the integration of Central High School in Little 

Rock, Arkansas. By the time of its passage, however, 

the enforcement provisions of the act, which sought to 

increase the number of African American voters in the 

South, had been so watered down that leading southern 

Democratic senators declared its passage a victory for 

their side. 

 The 1960s 

 Th irty-two years after Al Smith lost his bid to become 

the fi rst Catholic president of the United States, John F. 

Kennedy defeated Richard Nixon in the 1960 presiden-

tial election. Twice during the campaign, Kennedy felt it 

necessary to give speeches declaring his commitment to 

the separation of church and state. What was not in ques-

tion, however, was Kennedy’s status as a white American. 

In contrast to previous generations of European Catho-

lic immigrants and their descendants who were seen 

as racially distinct from native-stock white Americans, 

Kennedy, like his contemporaries Frank Sinatra and Joe 

DiMaggio, became a symbol of the quintessential Amer-

ican experience in a nation of immigrants. 

 African American voters again played a crucial role 

in the 1960 presidential election. Nine months earlier, 

the student sit-in movement to protest segregated lunch 

counters had spread rapidly across the South. Th at fall, 

civil rights protest became an issue in the presidential 

campaign when Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested for 

leading a sit-in in Atlanta and was subsequently sentenced 

to four months in a south Georgia prison camp. Nixon 

refused to intervene, hoping to gain the votes of white 

Southerners upset by the civil rights plank in Democratic 

Party platform. Kennedy, in contrast, placed a call to 

King’s wife, Coretta Scott King, to express his concern. 

Within days, Kennedy campaign offi  cials had success-

fully petitioned Georgia offi  cials for King’s release. On 

the Sunday before the election, the Kennedy campaign 

distributed a fl yer to black churches across the nation an-

nouncing the endorsement of King’s father, Martin Lu-

ther King Sr. In one of the closest presidential campaigns 

in American history, black votes provided the margin of 

victory for Kennedy in a number of northern states. 

 Civil rights issues were not a priority for Kennedy when 

he entered the White House in 1961. Rather, his central 

focus was on foreign policy. Within months, however, 

the eff orts of civil rights protesters—particularly the in-

terracial teams of “freedom riders” who sought to ride in-

terstate buses across the South—would force Kennedy to 

address the question of southern race relations. In an ef-

fort to defuse the sense of crisis generated by nonviolent 

protest, the Kennedy administration initially sought to 

encourage civil rights activists to shift their focus to voter 

registration on the theory that a growing black electorate 

in the South would lead the region’s politicians to mod-

erate their positions on racial issues. 

 In June 1963, however, as nonviolent protest cam-

paigns continued to roil southern cities and as voter reg-

istration drives in the rural South were met with racist 

violence, Kennedy submitted to Congress civil rights 

legislation banning segregated public accommodations 

and employment discrimination. Support for the Ken-

nedy civil rights bill was a central feature of the August 

1963 March on Washington, even as activists affi  liated 

with the student wing of the movement pressed unsuc-

cessfully for the march to explicitly criticize the president 

for failing to do enough to protect civil rights workers in 

the South from racist violence. 

 Still, little progress had been made on the civil rights 

bill by the time of Kennedy’s tragic assassination in No-

vember 1963. It would take a Southerner, Kennedy’s 

successor Lyndon Johnson, to overcome southern op-

position and steer the civil rights bill through Congress. 

During his 23 years in Congress, including six as Sen-

ate majority leader, Johnson had been an ardent New 

Dealer and, for a Southerner, a moderate on civil rights 
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issues. Now he pledged “to take the dead man’s program 

and turn it into a martyr’s cause.” On June 11, 1964, the 

Senate voted for the fi rst time to end a southern Senate 

fi libuster against a civil rights bill and, on July 1, Johnson 

signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 into law. 

 Th e act was only part of Johnson’s agenda of social 

and political reform, however. In his fi rst State of the 

Union address in January 1964, Johnson called for the 

most prosperous nation in the world to wage “a war on 

poverty.” Th en, in May, he pledged to use the nation’s 

material wealth to build a “Great Society” based on “an 

abundance and liberty for all . . . an end to poverty and 

racial injustice . . . [and] the desire for beauty and the 

hunger for community.” Johnson’s vision of the Great 

Society was rooted in two seemingly contradictory views 

of American society—the fi rst of a great country ready to 

use its wealth to help those with the least, the second of 

a nation fl awed by racism but willing to confront its fail-

ings in pursuit of justice for all. Johnson promoted the 

war on poverty and the Great Society both as eff orts to 

provide assistance to the poor of all races and as essential 

to fulfi lling the call of the civil rights movement to end 

racial injustice. 

 In the short run, Johnson would parlay these twin im-

peratives into a remarkable streak of legislative and po-

litical victories. In the summer of 1964, Congress passed 

the Economic Opportunity Act—the centerpiece of 

Johnson’s antipoverty initiative—which would pro vide 

nearly $3 billion in government funds for local antipov-

erty programs over the next three years. Th at fall, not 

only did Johnson win a landslide victory over his Re-

publican opponent, Barry Goldwater, but the Demo-

crats swept to the party’s largest majorities in both the 

House and the Senate in the post–World War II period. 

Th is majority enabled Johnson to push a legislative 

agenda through Congress over the next two years that 

rivaled the reforms of the New Deal. Most signifi cant 

was the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which established for 

the fi rst time, federal oversight over the voter rolls in the 

ten southern states that had historically denied the vote 

to African Americans. Educational programs were en-

acted for low-income children, including the preschool 

program Head Start; Medicare and Medicaid, health 

insurance programs for the elderly and the poor; im-

migration reform; mass transit programs; and consumer 

safety and environmental safety legislation. 

 By the fall of 1966, there were signs of declining sup-

port for Johnson’s reform agenda. Civil rights protests, 

urban race riots, and rising urban crime rates combined 

to weaken white support for the president’s agenda of 

racial reform and poverty reduction, while the growing 

cost of the Vietnam War and rising infl ation strength-

ened the voices of conservative critics of taxes and gov-

ernment spending. Republicans picked up 50 seats in the 

1966 congressional elections, eff ectively bringing a halt 

to Johnson’s Great Society agenda and setting the stage 

for the resurgence of Republicans in national elections. 

 Historians have tended to see the 1960s as the mo-

ment when the national Democratic Party committed 

itself fully to the cause of civil rights, the Republican 

Party began to capture the allegiance of white southern 

voters, and the New Deal coalition of white southern, 

black, and northern white working-class voters began to 

collapse. Th is analysis must be qualifi ed in three ways. 

First, racial issues in the urban North had begun to lead 

middle- and low-income white voters to abandon the 

Democrats in local elections as early the late 1940s. Sec-

ond, Republicans had begun in the 1950s to pursue a 

strategy of capturing the votes of white southern Demo-

crats rather than seeking to compete with the Democrats 

for the votes of African Americans and other supporters 

of civil rights. 

 Th ird, the most important factor in the shift of white 

voters toward the Republican Party, in the South and in 

the industrial states of the Northeast and the Midwest, was 

only tangentially related to the civil rights reforms of the 

1960s. Rather, Republican candidates in presidential and 

congressional elections benefi ted from the growing im-

portance of white suburban voters, relative to both north-

ern urban and southern rural voters, within the American 

electorate. By the late 1960s, suburban voters—many of 

them the children of New Dealers—were increasingly 

hostile to the perceived cost (in taxes) of government pro-

grams designed to address racial and economic equality 

as well as to any eff orts by the federal government and 

courts to force local communities to adopt policies (in 

areas like zoning and public schooling) designed to lessen 

racial segregation in the North. Suburban voters were also 

attracted to Republican calls for lower taxes and for a vigi-

lantly anti-Communist foreign policy. 

 Th e splintering of the New Deal coalition was most 

evident in the 1968 presidential election. While Richard 

Nixon received only about 500,000 more votes than his 

Democratic opponent, Hubert Humphrey, he won the 

Electoral College by more than 100 votes. Humphrey’s 

defeat was in part the result of the loss of support for 

Democrats among white southern voters. Nixon swept 

the Upper South, South Carolina, and Florida for a total 
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of 65 electoral votes, while Alabama’s Democratic gover-

nor George Wallace, running as a third-party candidate, 

won fi ve Deep South states and a total of 45 electoral 

votes. However, the Democratic standard-bearer might 

still have won the election had Wallace not cut severely 

into his support among white northern working-class 

voters who felt abandoned by the Democratic Party’s 

civil rights policies. Th e Alabama governor campaigned 

extensively in the North, drawing large crowds to cam-

paign rallies during which he received appreciative ap-

plause for his attacks on elitist liberals for insisting that 

poor whites integrate their schools even as those liberals 

sent their own children to exclusive private schools. In 

six northern states, the Wallace vote more than doubled 

Nixon’s margin of victory over Humphrey. 

 Racial Codes and the Rise of the New Right 

 Th ese fi ssures within the New Deal coalition did not im-

mediately add up to Republican dominance of American 

politics. Nixon won the 1968 election with only 43.4 per-

cent of the vote. Moreover, Democrats remained in fi rm 

control of both houses of Congress despite Nixon’s land-

slide reelection in 1972. Not until 1994 would Republicans 

win majorities in both houses of Congress. Th roughout 

this period, Democrats remained competitive in south-

ern congressional elections, particularly when they cam-

paigned on New Deal–style populist economics that 

appealed to middle- and lower-income white as well as 

black voters. 

 Nixon’s victory in the 1968 presidential campaign 

began a streak in which Republicans won seven of the 

next ten presidential elections. While largely conceding 

the more formal aspects of the civil rights revolution—a 

“color-blind” legal system, school desegregation, equal 

access to public accommodations—Republicans proved 

adept at using racial codes to promote key aspects of their 

conservative policy agenda to white voters across the eco-

nomic spectrum. Racial coding was most pronounced 

in Republican eff orts to stigmatize liberal policies in the 

areas of school desegregation, welfare, affi  rmative action, 

and immigration. 

 Nixon most eff ectively used racial codes to express 

sympathy for white anxieties about court-ordered school 

desegregation plans. In his 1968 campaign, Nixon won 

broad support in upper-income suburban districts across 

the South by affi  rming his support both for the Supreme 

Court’s  Brown  decision and for local control over public 

schooling. He thus managed to distance himself simul-

taneously from southern segregationists like Wallace and 

from civil rights activists and federal judges who were 

advocates of what he called “forced integration.” Over 

the next decade, the Supreme Court would uphold a 

series of federal court rulings that required the use of 

mandatory busing schemes to achieve school integration 

in both southern and northern urban school districts. 

In all of these cases, the courts found that a constella-

tion of government policies—from the gerrymandering 

of school boundaries to housing and zoning policies de-

signed to maintain residential segregation—had served to 

perpetuate school segregation despite the Court’s ruling 

in the  Brown  case. And yet, each case gave conservative 

politicians from Charlotte, North Carolina, to Boston 

the opportunity to position themselves as defenders of 

legitimate white working-class interests—explicitly, of 

the right to keep their children in neighborhood schools 

and implicitly, of the right to keep those schools exclu-

sively white. 

 Racial coding was equally eff ective for Republicans 

on the issue of welfare. Central to the conservative at-

tack on excesses of the Great Society programs of the 

1960s was the argument that the growth in govern-

ment assistance to the poor constituted little more than 

a transfer of income from “hardworking” taxpayers to 

African American and Latino benefi ciaries deemed too 

lazy to work. Th e majority of welfare recipients were, 

of course, white. Moreover, antipoverty programs con-

tributed to a 50 percent decline in the poverty rate in 

the United States between 1960 and 1980. While books 

like conservative sociologist Charles Murray’s  Losing 
Ground :  American Social Policy, 1950–1980  (1984) argued 

that income assistance programs promoted dependency 

on government by providing a disincentive to work, 

conservative opposition to welfare focused less on policy 

debates than on stories of welfare recipients as “cheats” 

and “frauds.” Anecdotal narratives of Cadillac-driving 

“welfare queens” who used multiple aliases to collect 

excessive benefi ts were central to Ronald Reagan’s emer-

gence as a leader of the conservative movement during 

the 1970s. While he rarely referred to specifi c individu-

als, Reagan’s references to neighborhoods like Chicago’s 

South Side invariably marked welfare cheaters as Afri-

can American. 

 Opposition to welfare remained a central feature of 

Republican appeals to white lower- and middle-income 

voters into the 1990s. In an eff ort to inoculate his can-

didacy against charges of liberal elitism, Democrat Bill 

Clinton built his 1992 presidential campaign around a 

pledge “to end welfare as we know it.” Still,  opposition 
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to welfare remained at the top of the Republicans’ 1994 

“Contract with America,” the manifesto on which Re-

publican congressional leaders based their successful 

campaign to wrest control from the Democrats of both 

houses of Congress for the fi rst time in 40 years. In 1996 

the Republican Congress passed and President Clinton 

signed a reform bill that transformed welfare from an en-

titlement meant to serve everyone who qualifi ed for aid 

into a time-limited program with stringent requirements 

and a fi ve-year cap on benefi ts. 

 Also central to the Republican critique of the racial 

excesses of liberalism was affi  rmative action. Th e origins 

of affi  rmative action lay in the response of civil rights 

activists and liberal government offi  cials to the failure 

of antidiscrimination laws to substantively desegregate 

local labor markets. Private-sector employers found that 

a minimal adjustment in their hiring procedures—and, 

in some cases the employment of a token few minority 

employees—quickly brought them into compliance with 

fair employment laws. Debate over whether employers 

could and should be required to take action to increase 

their employment of minority workers bore fruit in 

March 1961, when President Kennedy issued an execu-

tive order requiring federal agencies and contractors to 

take “affi  rmative action” to remove racially discrimina-

tory barriers to employment. 

 Over the next decade, federal offi  cials responded to 

increasingly militant civil rights protests against contin-

ued discrimination in private-sector hiring, particularly 

in the construction trades, with a series of policy experi-

ments designed to establish affi  rmative action’s param-

eters and procedures. In 1969 a federal court upheld the 

constitutionality of the Philadelphia Plan in the build-

ing trades, and the Nixon administration extended its 

requirements to all federal contracts worth more than 

$50,000. Women were added to the affi  rmative action 

requirements in 1971, and many state and local govern-

ments adopted similar plans. 

 President Nixon seems to have decided to support affi  r-

mative action both in hopes of winning support from the 

black business and professional classes and as part of a strat-

egy to promote divisions between the labor (that is, white 

working class) and black wings of the Democratic Party.

Opposition to affi  rmative action would not become a 

central feature of Republican appeals for white working- 

and middle-class votes until Reagan’s 1980 presidential 

campaign. Reagan and the emergent conservative wing 

of the Republican Party argued that affi  rmative action 

constituted reverse discrimination against whites, par-

ticularly those from lower- and middle-income com-

munities, and thus violated the civil rights movement’s 

commitment to building a colorblind society. Th e most 

dramatic instance of the Republicans’ use of affi  rmative 

action to draw working-class white votes came in the 

U.S. Senate election in North Carolina in 1990, when 

Senator Jesse Helms used a last-minute television ad (in 

which the viewer saw only the hands and fl annel sleeves 

of a white worker opening a letter informing him that 

the job he “needed” had been given to a “minority” ) to 

win a come-from-behind victory over Harvey Gantt, his 

African American opponent. 

 In the legal arena, the charge of reverse discrimina-

tion was advanced, with some success, in the name of 

whites who claimed to have been denied educational or 

economic opportunity on the basis of their race—most 

prominently Allen Bakke, Jennifer Gratz, and Barbara 

Grutter, the plaintiff s in the 1977 and 2005 Supreme 

Court cases that defi ned how universities can and cannot 

use affi  rmative action procedures in admissions. Within 

the political realm, many of the leading opponents of 

affi  rmative action were black and Latino conservatives. 

Figures like Supreme Court Justice Clarence Th omas, 

economists Th omas Sowell and Glen Loury, Republi-

can activist Linda Chavez, and political essayists Shelby 

Steele and Richard Rodriguez argued that affi  rmative 

action violated Martin Luther King Jr.’s call for people 

to be judged according to the content of their character 

and not the color of their skin, and that it reinforced 

the view that racial minorities were incapable of compet-

ing on equal terms with whites. In 1995 Ward Connerly, 

a University of California trustee and Republican Party 

activist, emerged as the most prominent black opponent 

of affi  rmative action when he led a successful referen-

dum campaign in California to ban the use of racial and 

gender preferences in all state government programs and 

contracts. Over the next decade, Connerly would lead 

similarly successful campaigns in Washington, Florida, 

Michigan, and Nebraska. 

 Black and Latino conservatives did not limit their 

political activism and advocacy to affi  rmative action, 

off ering free market, self-help, and faith-based policy 

prescriptions on issues from poverty and the rising num-

ber of female-headed single-parent households to fail-

ing schools and insuffi  cient economic investment in the 

inner cities. While Republican eff orts to increase the 

party’s share of the black and Latino vote produced only 

minimal results, advocates of self-help, entrepreneur-

ship, and traditional religious and social values enjoyed 
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growing infl uence in black and Latino communities in 

the post–New Deal era. 

 Race and the Politics of Immigration 

 Bilingual education provides another example of the 

ways in which racial politics infused conservative eff orts 

to discredit federally funded domestic programs. In 1968 

Congress passed the Bilingual Education Act, which 

provided the fi rst federal funding for bilingual education 

programs. But it was not until the early 1970s that federal 

education offi  cials began to require that school districts 

provide bilingual educational programming to non-

English speakers as a mechanism for promoting both 

immigrant educational achievement and ethnic and ra-

cial pride.

In the ensuing decades, the debate over bilingual edu-

cation has proceeded on two separate, if overlapping, 

tracks. While educators debate whether bilingual transi-

tional or monolingual immersion programs are the best 

mechanism for enabling immigrant children to simulta-

neously learn English and keep up with their English-

speaking classmates, conservative activists, led in the 

1980s by Reagan administration Secretary of Education 

William Bennett, have criticized bilingual education for 

promoting ethnic pride and multicultural identities over 

assimilation into American society. A direct result of the 

furor of bilingual education was the emergence of the 

“English-only” movement, which won passage of legisla-

tion declaring English to be the sole offi  cial language of 

the United States in 26 states between 1984 and 2007. 

 By the early 1990s, English-only campaigns were 

largely superseded by a broader conservative backlash 

against immigration, particularly that from Mexico and 

Central and South America. Th e policy agenda of anti-

immigration activism has been to prevent undocumented 

immigrants from entering the country and to deny gov-

ernment services to those already in the United States. 

For example, California’s Proposition 187, enacted with 

59 percent of the vote in 1994, would have denied so-

cial services, public health care, and public education to 

undocumented immigrants had it not been overturned 

in the courts. But while anti-immigration groups like 

the Federation for American Immigration Reform have 

long denied any racial motivation to their agenda, pop-

ular animus against Latino immigrants, whether legal 

or undocumented, has driven much of the demand for 

immigration reform over the last two decades. Latino 

immigrants are accused of being fundamentally diff er-

ent from previous generations of immigrants, of failing 

to learn English and assimilate into “American culture,” 

and of taking jobs from American workers. In 2004, for 

example, Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington 

published “Th e Hispanic Challenge,” an extended essay 

later developed into a book, in which he argued that 

“Mexicans and other Latinos have not assimilated into 

mainstream U.S. culture, forming instead their own 

political and linguistic enclaves—from Los Angeles to 

Miami—and rejecting the Anglo-Protestant values that 

built the American dream.” 

 Within the Republican Party, however, opinion was 

split over whether to pursue an anti-immigration agenda 

or to campaign for Latino votes. One the one hand, 

California governor Pete Wilson was a strong supporter 

of Proposition 187, and the 1994 Contract with America 

promised to disqualify even legal immigrants from pub-

lic assistance programs. Other Republicans argued that 

the party should make it a priority to reach out to up-

wardly mobile and socially conservative Latinos in states 

like Florida and Texas. For example, the Nixon adminis-

tration’s initial support for bilingual education emerged 

from a desire to appeal to Latino voters. And Nixon 

did in fact double his share of the Latino vote to about 

33 percent between 1968 and 1972. Similarly, support 

from Latino voters and a moderate position on immigra-

tion issues were instrumental in George W. Bush’s emer-

gence as a national political leader during his years as 

governor of Texas as well as to his narrow victories in the 

2000 and 2004 presidential elections. 

 African American and Latino Politics 

in the Post–Civil Rights Era 

 Despite conservative gains since the 1960s, the fi nal de-

cades of the twentieth century were also marked by the 

unprecedented growth in the number of African Ameri-

can and Latino elected offi  cials. By 2000 the combined 

total of black and Latino elected offi  cials at all levels of 

governments exceeded 13,000. Th e majority of these pol-

iticians of color were elected to offi  ce in the “black belt” 

regions of the rural South and in California and Texas, 

the two states with the largest Latino populations. 

 It was in the nation’s big cities, however, that black 

and Latino politicians were most visible. From 1967, 

when Carl Stokes and Richard Hatcher became the 

fi rst African Americans elected mayor of major cities 

(Cleveland, Ohio, and Gary, Indiana, respectively) to 

Antonio Villaraigosa’s election as the fi rst Latino mayor 

of modern-day Los Angeles in 2005, urban politicians 

of color have sought to use election to public offi  ce as 
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a mechanism for addressing the continued economic 

and social underdevelopment of minority communities 

in the United States. It was, in fact, this vision of black 

urban governance—particularly as practiced by Chica-

go’s fi rst and so far only African American mayor, Har-

old  Washington—that fi rst attracted Barack Obama to 

electoral politics. In the 1960s and 1970s, this strategy of 

winning control over city government was rooted in a 

view of the federal government as a willing and essential 

ally in eff orts to revive the nation’s urban economies. But 

even as the national political culture grew more conser-

vative and the fulcrum of political power shifted from 

cities to the suburbs, many politicians of color main-

tained their vision of elective offi  ce as a mechanism for 

the collective uplift of their communities. 

    See also African Americans and politics; Asian immigrants 

and politics; civil rights; Latinos and politics.
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 M AT T H E W  J .  CO U N T R Y M A N     

 radicalism 

 Th e term  radicalism  comes from the Latin word  radix , 

meaning “root.” Radicalism seeks to locate the root 

causes of social injustice and extirpate them, to overturn 

existing social structures and replace them with forms 

more conducive to equality, cooperation, dignity, inclu-

sion, and freedom. An amorphous concept, radicalism 

denotes a disposition, an emancipatory and egalitarian 

élan, rather than a precise program. Although radical-

ism has sometimes been taken to denote “extremism” 

and therefore to include a political right that propounds 

order and hierarchy, the far right, which aims to recon-

stitute privileges rather than uproot them, is better des-

ignated as reactionary. Radicalism is also distinct from 

gradualism or liberalism, although that stops neither 

radicals from seeking reforms nor vigorous reformers 

from styling themselves “radical liberals.” 
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 Radicalism is innately controversial. Its admirers value 

its creativity, courage, and adherence to principle, while 

opponents view it as rash, impractical, and fanatical. 

Radicalism is further characterized by a willingness to 

employ tactics outside approved channels. Although rad-

icals rarely consider themselves beholden to existing law 

or authority, the association of radicalism with violence 

and destruction is not entirely warranted, since radicals 

have primarily engaged in peaceful protest, suasion, and 

civil disobedience. 

 Radicals typically scrutinize everyday life with the in-

tention of transforming self and culture as much as state 

and society. No one philosophy, however, defi nes radi-

calism. What counts as “radical” changes over time, and 

radicals diff er in visions, priorities, and strategies. Aff ec-

tion for American democracy has motivated many radi-

cals, such as the poet Walt Whitman, who heard America 

singing yet wrote at the end of his life, “I am as radical 

now as ever.” Other radicals have spoken from a position 

of profound alienation from their country. Radicalism 

has served as a catalyst, dramatizing problems, disrupt-

ing routines, and introducing preposterous notions that 

in time come to seem commonsensical. Many radical 

propositions, however, have gone down to defeat, and 

America has frequently vilifi ed its radicals. Radicalism, 

in short, has existed both at the center and at the margins 

of American political life. 

 Early American Radicalism 

 Although Native American resistance to European settle-

ment might be viewed as the origin of American radical-

ism, uprisings motivated by defense of tradition, such as 

Pontiac’s pan-Indian rebellion of 1763, could just as read-

ily be classifi ed as ardent conservatism. Colonial radicals, 

moreover, rarely extended solidarity to Indian resistance. 

Nathaniel Bacon’s Virginia Colony uprising of 1676 united 

poor white farmers, indentured servants, free blacks, and 

slaves in attacking indigenous tribes before turning on 

wealthy planters and burning Jamestown to the ground. 

 Th e Puritans, Quakers, and other religious noncon-

formists who populated the English colonies were radi-

cals by the norms of the countries they left behind. Th ey, 

in turn, produced their own antinomian heretics, such 

as Roger Williams, advocate of separation of church 

and state, and Anne Hutchinson, who challenged cleri-

cal authority. Th e Protestant emphasis on individual 

conscience and morality would inform much of the 

subsequent history of American radicalism—as would 

rationalist challenges to authoritarian religion. 

 With the coming of the American Revolution, Cris-

pus Attucks, Patrick Henry, Samuel Adams, the Sons 

of Liberty, and “mobs” protesting the Stamp Act, Sugar 

Act, and other parliamentary measures were radicals, 

pushing events past a mere imperial-colonial adjustment 

toward separation and a republic based on consent of 

the governed. Th omas Paine’s  Common Sense  (1776) lam-

basted monarchy, aristocracy, and hereditary rule itself, 

giving voice to a transatlantic radicalism of cordwain-

ers, tailors, coopers, and other skilled artisans suspicious 

of decadent, parasitical classes. Th e Declaration of In-

dependence’s pronouncement that “all men are created 

equal” and endowed with “certain inalienable rights” was 

decidedly radical for its day, as was Th omas Jeff erson’s 

aphorism, “the tree of liberty must be refreshed from 

time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” 

 Th is political culture of egalitarianism and libertari-

anism generated some revolutionary aftereff ects, such as 

the uprising of indebted Massachusetts farmers led by 

Daniel Shays in 1786. Fearful that a headstrong democ-

racy would threaten property rights, the Constitutional 

Convention in 1787 created an elite Senate, executive, 

and judiciary to check the popular House. Set aside 

was the unicameral legislature preferred by Paine, who 

had departed for England and France, where he would 

defend the French Revolution. Anti-Federalist dissent 

compelled passage of a constitutional Bill of Rights, but 

Pennsylvania’s Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 showed linger-

ing qualms about federal legitimacy. 

 By the early nineteenth century, artisanal radicalism 

took on new qualities as apprentices and journeymen 

began to worry over the “aristocratical” designs of their 

masters, who were fast becoming capitalist employers. 

Th is producer radicalism, fed by fear of “wages slavery,” 

informed calls by the Working Man’s Party of 1829–32 

for free public education and restriction of the work-

ing day to ten hours. Th omas Skidmore’s  Th e Rights of 
Man to Property  (1829) called for “a General Division of 

property,” a sign that radicals would increasingly aspire 

to equality of condition. 

 America was the seedbed of world socialism in the 

early nineteenth century, its vast expanses of land making 

utopian experimentation aff ordable. Th e fi rst agrarian 

colonies sought spiritual perfection, from the Shakers in 

upstate New York to the German Pietists at Amana, Iowa. 

Th ese were followed by secular acolytes of the British in-

dustrialist Robert Owen and French philosopher Charles 

Fourier. Th e colony Frances Wright established in 1826 

at Nashoba, Tennessee, sought to prove emancipation 
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from slavery viable, but its interracial sexuality scandal-

ized polite society, as would the “complex marriage” of 

John Humphrey Noyes’s Oneida community. Utopian 

colonies often sundered apart or attracted drones. Rob-

ert Dale Owen, though a dedicated socialist, described 

New Harmony, Indiana, as “a heterogeneous collection 

of radicals, enthusiastic devotees of principle, honest lati-

tudinarians and lazy theorists, with a sprinkling of un-

principled sharpers thrown in.” 

 Th e antebellum period was eff ervescent with evangeli-

cal revival and moral reform causes such as temperance, 

phrenology, and penal reform. George Henry Evans and 

Horace Greeley advocated a radical measure—free land—

that reached fruition in the Homestead Act of 1862. Th e 

paramount property question of the hour, however, was 

slavery. Radicals were fi rst to demand the immediate end 

of slavery rather than gradual emancipation. Driven by 

conviction, and sometimes attacked physically, they set 

out to shock a nation into action. In  An Appeal to the 
Coloured Citizens of the World  (1829), the Bostonian free 

black David Walker called upon slaves to rise up, vio-

lently if necessary, a path taken independently by Vir-

ginia slave Nat Turner in 1831. 

 Abolitionism fostered further radicalisms. As So-

journer Truth and other female antislavery orators defi ed 

prejudices against women speaking in public, relations 

between men and women became issues for radical re-

consideration. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, 

and others joined at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 to 

draft a Declaration of Sentiments calling for equal rights 

for women to property ownership, education, and suf-

frage on the grounds that “all men and women are cre-

ated equal.” Similarly, Henry David Th oreau’s discourse 

on civil disobedience, a cornerstone of radical pacifi st 

thought, arose from his tax resistance to the Mexican-

American War of 1846–48, which was widely seen as a 

war for slavery’s expansion. 

 Alarmed that a “slave power” extended to the federal 

level, abolitionists worried for the soul of the republic. 

Enraged by the Constitution’s tacit sanction of slavery, 

William Lloyd Garrison burned copies of it in public. In 

1852 Frederick Douglass asked, “What, to the American 

slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals 

to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross 

injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim.” 

Douglass declined to join John Brown’s 1859 armory 

seizure at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, but the failed 

insurrection portended the coming Civil War. Only the 

carnage of Blue and Gray, combined with a massive slave 

exodus, made possible the Th irteenth, Fourteenth, and 

Fifteenth Amendments, transforming the Constitution 

and ending slavery. 

 Apex of Working-Class Radicalism 

 Radical republicanism, utopianism, agrarianism, and 

producerism remained vibrant through the Gilded Age, 

present in one manner or another in Tennessee Clafl in 

and Victoria Woodhull’s free love-advocating  Weekly , a 

mélange of currency reform proposals, the cooperative 

ventures of the Knights of Labor, Edward Bellamy’s mil-

lenarian novel  Looking Backward, 2000–1887  (1888), the 

single-tax on land advocated by Henry George, and 1890s 

farmer populism directed at monopolistic railroads and 

banks. Some anarchists proposed to spark worker revolt 

by violent provocation, but such incidents as the Hay-

market aff air of 1886 and the assassination of President 

William McKinley in 1901 instead brought opprobrium 

and repression, enhancing the appeal of alternative radi-

cal approaches premised on mass action. 

 As industrial militancy reached its pinnacle between 

the 1870s and 1940s, radicals increasingly looked to 

working-class self-activity to achieve the socialization 

of production. At fi rst this view was mainly limited to 

German-American immigrant circles, even though Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels published articles in En glish 

in the  New York Tribune  between 1852 and 1861. Marx-

ist theory acquired wider credence in the late nineteenth 

century, as mass socialist parties fl ourished in Europe and 

economic downturns and strike waves lent plausibility to 

the prospect that the world’s workers would overthrow a 

crisis-prone capitalism. By the early twentieth century, 

Marxism was the lingua franca of the American Left, and 

anarcho-syndicalism, revolutionary socialism, and com-

munism reached their respective heights. 

 Anarcho-syndicalism sought a stateless society and 

eschewed electoral politics, but diff ered from individual-

ist anarchism by emphasizing revolution at the point of 

production. In a preamble written by Daniel De Leon, 

a Marxist, the largely anarcho-syndicalist Industrial 

Workers of the World (IWW), or “Wobblies,” founded 

in 1905, called for “abolition of the wage system.” Th e 

IWW’s 1912 “Bread and Roses” textile strike of mostly 

Jewish and Italian women at Lawrence, Massachusetts, 

enthused Greenwich Village radicals such as Max East-

man, Randolph Bourne, and John Reed writing in  Th e 
Masses,  a freewheeling magazine that supported Margaret 

Sanger when she distributed literature about contracep-

tion in violation of the 1873 Comstock Act. 
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 Th e Socialist Party was supported by millions at the 

polls from its founding in 1901 until 1920. Its standard-

bearer, Eugene V. Debs, received 6 percent of the vote 

for president and more than 1,200 Socialists were elected 

to offi  ce, from Oklahoma to Ohio, in 1912. New York 

Representative Meyer London, one of two Socialists 

elected to Congress, advocated in his fi rst address to the 

House in 1915 “an inheritance tax that would make it 

impossible for unfi t men by the mere accident of birth to 

inherit millions of dollars in wealth and power.” Social-

ist pressure could prompt reform, as when the depiction 

of Chicago meatpacking in Upton Sinclair’s novel  Th e 
Jungle  (1906) compelled signing of the Meat Inspection 

Act and Pure Food and Drug Act by President Th eodore 

Roosevelt. 

 Economic determinism led many Socialists to ignore 

or accommodate racist lynching and segregation. It was 

Socialists Mary White Ovington and William English 

Walling, however, who helped create the National Asso-

ciation for the Advancement of Colored People in 1909. 

Black radicals responded variously to rising racism. Ida 

B. Wells advocated armed self-defense and exodus from 

the South, Marcus Garvey espoused black nationalism, 

and trade unionist A. Philip Randolph sought class soli-

darity. Even as blacks were disfranchised, the provocative 

tactics of woman suff ragists, including radical hunger-

striker Alice Paul, helped win ratifi cation of the Nine-

teenth Amendment in 1920. 

 Socialists and Wobblies alike opposed World War I and 

were consequently battered by wartime repression and 

the “Red Scare” of 1919. Emma Goldman and other im-

migrant radicals were deported, Debs imprisoned. “Th e 

notion that a radical is one who hates his country,” coun-

tered H. L. Mencken in 1924, “is naïve and usually idiotic. 

He is, more likely, one who likes his country more than 

the rest of us, and is thus more disturbed than the rest of 

us when he sees it debauched.” 

 Th e 1929 stock market crash and Great Depression 

brought a resurgence of labor and the left. Dynamism 

shifted to the Communist Party, emulators of the 1917 

Russian Revolution and the Soviet Union. Communist 

Party members led demonstrations by the unemployed, 

helped organize basic industry, and challenged racism, 

inspiring numerous Americans to join or work closely 

with them, including Woody Guthrie, Representative 

Vito Marcantonio, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, W.E.B. 

Du Bois, and Paul Robeson. However, the Communist 

Party’s authoritarian structure and zig-zagging political 

line, corresponding to every shift of Soviet foreign policy 

under Joseph Stalin, led others to criticize communism 

as a bureaucratic phenomenon. Small bands of dissenting 

radicals, from A. J. Muste’s American Workers Party to 

Leon Trotsky’s followers, argued that socialism required 

not merely state ownership but workers’ control, which 

the Stalinist dictatorship had destroyed. Th is anti-Stalin-

ist left, including Norman Th omas’s Socialist Party and 

Dwight Macdonald’s  Politics , joined with radical pacifi st 

conscientious objectors to World War II, including Doro-

thy Day’s  Catholic Worker , in criticizing racial segregation 

in the military and use of the atomic bomb. Such alterna-

tive perspectives found little traction, however. During 

the Popular Front of 1935–39 and World War II, liberals 

and Communists marched arm-in-arm against fascism, 

interrupted only by such inconvenient events as the Nazi-

Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939. 

 “Communism is Twentieth Century Americanism,” 

Earl Browder declared during the Popular Front. Conser-

vative southern Democrats and Republicans demurred, 

branding Communists “un-American” subversives. Red-

baiting escalated in the postwar period, as the cold war 

began. Th e last gasp of the Popular Front came in former 

Democratic vice president Henry Wallace’s 1948 Progres-

sive Party campaign, which was hounded by charges of 

Communist infl uence. Security oaths and congre s sional 

investigations purged hundreds of Communists and 

other radicals from unions, government, Hollywood, 

and universities. Severely bruised, the American Com-

munist Party limped along until 1956, when most of its 

remaining members quit in disillusionment after Nikita 

Khrushchev confi rmed Stalin’s record of mass murder, 

and the Soviet Union invaded Hungary, suppressing the 

attempt to reform communism in that country. 

 The New Left and After 

 Th e Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56 signaled a 

rebirth of movement activity and an opening for rad-

icalism. By 1960 a youthful New Left with dreams of 

“participatory democracy” was stirring in the Student 

Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). Th e new radi-

cals conceived of politics in moral and existential terms, 

typifi ed by Mario Savio’s call during Berkeley’s 1964 

Free Speech Movement to “put your bodies upon the 

gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the 

apparatus.” 

 Issues of race and war pitted the New Left against the 

liberal Democratic establishment. Sit-ins, Freedom Rides, 

and marches were met by brutal segregationist response, 
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tarnishing the image of the United States abroad and 

compelling passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 

Voting Rights Act of 1965. Th e Vietnam War generated an 

equally powerful crisis. SDS called the fi rst antiwar dem-

onstration in Washington in 1965, and by decade’s end, 

huge mobilizations were mounted, complemented by 

radical G.I. resistance. Radical pacifi sm revived, espoused 

by the likes of David Dellinger and Catholic priests Dan-

iel and Philip Berrigan, although many other radicals op-

posed the war out of opposition to empire rather than all 

instances of violence. War and race intertwined as Martin 

Luther King Jr. challenged Chicago residential segrega-

tion, opposed the Vietnam War as a diversion from the 

needs of the poor at home, and was assassinated in 1968 

while supporting Memphis garbage strikers, setting off  

riots nationwide. 

 By 1968 the revolutionary enthusiasm was contagious. 

Vietnam’s Tet Off ensive set off  worldwide upheavals, East 

and West, from Prague to Paris to Mexico City. Emulat-

ing Malcolm X and third world guerrillas, Stokely Car-

michael, the Black Panther Party, and other Black Power 

militants advocated armed struggle and cultural pride. 

Jerry Rubin and Abbie Hoff man, as “Yippies,” fused 

radical politics with the counterculture’s sex, drugs, and 

rock ’n’ roll. Women liberationists objected to the 1968 

Miss America pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey, as 

a “degrading mindless-boob-girlie symbol,” putting the 

spotlight on a movement that would assert reproduc-

tive rights and challenge male chauvinism in the home, 

workplace, and culture. Street fi ghting between New 

York City police and Stonewall Inn patrons produced 

the Gay Liberation Front in 1969. Th e cultural revolu-

tion in race, gender, and sexual norms unleashed by the 

1960s radicalization would produce far-reaching and 

unfolding changes in American consciousness across the 

next several decades. 

 As a coherent political movement, however, the New 

Left did not endure. As radicals moved from protest to 

resistance to revolution, some decided to “Bring the War 

Home” by planting bombs. Confrontation could dra-

matize injustice, as when the American Indian Move-

ment occupied Bureau of Indian Aff airs headquarters in 

Washington in 1972, but one-upmanship and factional 

prejudice took hold as radicals misjudged the moment. 

One reason for New Left unreality was its distance from 

the American working class. C. Wright Mills and Her-

bert Marcuse dismissed labor for its quiescence. To many 

young radicals, labor unions evoked “corporate liberal” 

compromise or the musty Old Left, if not racist whites. 

By 1970 the New Left realized that students alone could 

not remake the world, but the belated turn to the work-

ing class too often took the form of sterile Maoist postur-

ing, despite sounder rank-and-fi le projects initiated by 

proponents of “socialism from below.” 

 By the mid-1970s, the New Left had disintegrated. As 

national politics turned rightward and labor declined, 

New Left themes lived on in 1980s direct-action groups 

like the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) 

and Earth First! Laments about a fragmentary “identity 

politics” became commonplace, although left-of-center 

electoral coalitions still could succeed, as when Vermont 

sent socialist independent Bernie Sanders to Congress in 

1990 and the Senate in 2006. Th e Soviet bloc’s demise 

in 1989–91 fostered a general presumption that social-

ism was discredited, but the 1994 Zapatista rebellion in 

Mexico inspired new forms of anticapitalist opposition 

to corporate globalization. Th ese culminated in the 1999 

Seattle protests against the World Trade Organization 

and the millions of votes cast in 2000 for Green Party 

candidate Ralph Nader, critic of the Democratic and Re-

publican parties as a “corporate duopoly.” 

 Radical opposition to empire revived in the years fol-

lowing September 11, 2001, in youthful opposition to the 

Iraq War. Species consciousness nearly rivaled class con-

sciousness in radical circles, as antisystemic criticism of 

global warming generated reconsiderations of industrial 

society itself. American radicalism, though much re-

duced in strength from its early twentieth- century apex, 

continued its search to identify the fundamental causes 

of social injustice and irrationality and to fi nd ways to 

root them out. 

  See also  abolitionism; anarchism; communism; Greenback-

Labor Party; labor parties; pacifi sm; populism; socialism. 
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 C H R I S TO P H E R  P H E L P S 

 radio and politics 

 Connections between radio and politics were formed at 

the very beginning of radio broadcasting: the fi rst sched-

uled broadcast, by Westinghouse’s KDKA in Pittsburgh 

on November 2, 1920, was of the election returns that 

made Warren Harding president of the United States. 

As radio developed during the 1920s and 1930s, it con-

tributed signifi cantly not only to political campaigning 

and advertising styles but also to the politics of indus-

try regulation, congressional oversight, and free speech. 

Consequently, radio was of central importance in politics 

during the interwar years, but its infl uence declined after 

1945 as fi rst television and then the Internet replaced it 

as the “hot” medium of political communication. Th e 

radio age began in 1920 amid bold predictions of a new 

age of citizenship and political debate, but within a de-

cade, radio had become a powerful reinforcer of the two-

party system, the commercialized consumer economy, 

and powerful politicians and businessmen. 

 Radio and Regulation 

 When KDKA began the radio age, only 0.02 percent 

of American families owned a radio. Ten years later, 45 

percent of the nation’s 30 million households included 

a radio, and by 1940 80 percent of Americans lived in 

homes with a radio. By then, radio had assumed its place 

as a bright star of the interwar consumer economy, enjoy-

ing growth even during the Great Depression. Th is ex-

plosive growth led to rapid organization of the industry, 

which saw radio broadcasting become commercialized 

and networked between 1920 and 1928. By 1930, American 

listeners could tune in to more than 600 radio stations; 

120 were affi  liated with either the National Broadcasting 

Company (NBC) or the Columbia Broadcasting System 

(CBS); the great majority of stations were sustained by 

the sale of advertising. Two other radio networks, the 

Mutual Broadcasting System and the American Broad-

casting Company, emerged in 1934 and 1940, respec-

tively. In 1940 nearly 60 percent of the nation’s 765 

broadcast radio stations were affi  liated with a network, 

and by then radio was the second largest advertising me-

dium in the nation, with annual revenues of nearly $200 

million. 

 Radio’s rapid growth forced signifi cant changes in pub-

lic policy. Th e limitations of the radio spectrum meant 

that First Amendment freedom of the press could not 

apply to it. Nonregulation led inevitably to overcrowd-

ing, interference, and unreliable signals for broadcasters, 

advertisers, and audiences. Th e fi rst attempt at radio reg-

ulation, the Radio Act of 1912, which Congress passed 

before broadcasting began, did not attempt to organize 

the infant industry. After broadcasting began, Congress 

legislated twice, in the Radio Act of 1927 and the Com-

munications Act of 1934, to create an assertive regulatory 

regime through which broadcasters were licensed by a 

powerful Federal Radio Commission (FRC) in 1927 and 

then the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

after 1934. Of particular importance to political broad-

casting was Section 17 of the Radio Act of 1927, repeated 

as Section 315 of the Communications Act of 1934, which 

required stations that off ered or sold radio time to one 

candidate in a political contest to off er or sell time to all 

candidates in that contest. Stations were also prohibited 

from censoring political broadcasts. 

 Th e FRC and then the FCC were soon captured by 

the very broadcasters they were supposed to regulate. 

Attempts to require stations to devote fi xed amounts of 

time to educational programming were defeated by in-

dustry lobbying, as were proposals to require broadcasters 

to provide free airtime to all candidates during election 

campaigns. Under FRC and FCC oversight, radio was 

dominated by commercial networks, which preferred 

to sell time to advertisers than to give time to political, 

civic, or educational groups. Although NBC and CBS 

were willing to provide free time to presidents, senators, 

and congressmen and to sell time to those parties and 

candidates that could aff ord it, network and unaffi  liated 

broadcasters were reluctant to allow their facilities to be-

come vehicles of political debate and engagement. Yet 

broadcasters remained acutely aware that their very ex-

istence depended upon FRC and FCC licensing powers 

and congressional goodwill. 
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 As radio broadcasting developed into a highly capital-

ized industry dominated by three networks, it evolved a 

complex and subtle triangular web of understandings be-

tween broadcasters, politicians, and regulators that but-

tressed the networks’ position and protected advertising 

and private ownership. Radio’s connections to political 

culture became more important through its rapid ap-

plication to election campaigning, political advertising, 

and government publicity. Most broadcasters, mindful 

of the need to maintain regulatory and legislative good-

will, donated and sold airtime to candidates and parties 

throughout radio’s golden age. Th e growing interde-

pendence between politicians and radio also blurred 

regulatory and legislative boundaries; lawmakers were 

the broadcasters’ regulators but also their customers. 

Politicians soon found that they needed broadcasters’ 

goodwill as much as radio required legislative and politi-

cal protection. 

 Radio and Political Advertising and Campaigning 

 Political candidates and parties were quick to realize ra-

dio’s potential to expand their electoral reach. At fi rst, 

parties and candidates simply purchased radio time to 

broadcast speeches made to audiences in meeting halls. 

Th ese “advertisements” were between 30 and 60 minutes 

long and showed little awareness of the possibilities of 

the new medium. By bringing political speeches into 

American homes, however, radio allowed previously ex-

cluded groups, such as women and the elderly, to hear 

political candidates and discussions. 

 NBC and CBS also provided free coverage of the 

Democratic and Republican national nominating con-

ventions. In 1932 NBC devoted 46 hours to the Demo-

cratic Convention alone, costing the network more than 

$590,000 in lost advertising revenue—a cost that NBC 

described as its contribution to the nation’s political edu-

cation. Requests by the Socialist and Communist Parties 

for similar treatment were ignored. NBC and CBS also 

provided their facilities, subject to their commercial com-

mitments, to incumbent federal legislators, administra-

tors, and presidents. In 1935 NBC stations aired talks by 

239 federal legislators and administrators in 560 broad-

casts. Th e networks also attempted to apportion their 

time fairly to these requests, favoring the congressional 

majority party of the day. Minor parties, and those un-

represented in the federal legislature, were frozen out of 

network airtime between elections. 

 Th e two major parties spent $90,000 combined on 

broadcasting speeches during the 1924 presidential cam-

paign. In 1928, however, radio campaigning became 

much more sophisticated—and expensive. Both major 

parties took giant strides in their use of radio, making 

1928 the fi rst true radio presidential campaign. In that 

year, NBC and CBS charged the parties $10,000 per 

hour for their coast-to-coast facilities, and the GOP and 

Democrats bought nearly $1 million of airtime. Radio 

costs in 1928 were the single largest component of both 

parties’ publicity budgets. Both sides had radio bureaus, 

and both organized sophisticated radio campaigns with 

coordinated advertising directed to specifi c groups of vot-

ers. Each national election campaign of the 1930s rested 

more heavily on radio advertising than its predecessor. 

In 1932 CBS and NBC devoted more than 120 hours 

and 210 programs on their national networks to broad-

casts by the two major parties, in 1936 the Republicans 

and Democrats spent a combined total of $1.5 million on 

radio advertising time, and in 1940 the two parties spent 

$2.25 million between them on radio. 

 Although Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “fi reside chats” 

are the most famous examples of radio politics before 

World War II, Roosevelt was not the fi rst “radio presi-

dent.” Th at title properly belongs to Herbert Hoover, 

who made nearly 80 broadcasts between his two elec-

tion campaigns. Hoover talked more often on radio dur-

ing his four years in the White House than FDR did in 

his fi rst term. Hoover made radio history in 1928, when 

he became the fi rst presidential candidate to speak on 

radio without the presence of a live audience. But, once 

elected, he reverted to the older format of broadcasting 

live speeches instead of delivering addresses purely to 

a radio audience. Hoover tended to equate quantity of 

broadcasting with quality and paid little attention to his 

speaking technique. 

 Roosevelt was a much more eff ective radio political 

speaker and campaigner. Unlike Hoover, FDR polished 

his radio style and worked within network radio’s sched-

uling and commercial imperatives. He was also careful 

not to overexpose himself on the airwaves, delivering 

only 16 fi reside chats during his fi rst two years as presi-

dent and 31 during his 12-year tenure. Radio audience 

measurement techniques, developed during the 1930s, 

revealed that FDR’s radio audience ranged from 10 per-

cent of radio homes for a speech broadcast in June 1936 

to 79 percent for his fi reside chat soon after Pearl Harbor. 

Roosevelt saw radio as a way to bypass what he believed 

was the Republican bias of the major newspapers. Radio 

also off ered him a means of public communication that 

did not reveal his physical disability. 
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 Inspired by Roosevelt’s example, New Dealers used  

radio to publicize their activities throughout the 1930s. 

Publicity offi  ces within federal departments grew rapidly 

after 1932, and their use of radio to inform Americans of 

their policies increased dramatically. During the fi rst four 

months of 1937, for example, federal agencies broadcast 

88 radio programs on network radio, including question-

and-answer sessions, dramatizations, and programs to 

explain the activities of a vastly expanded federal gov-

ernment. New Deal critics also noted that radio had 

become a powerful tool through which the Democratic 

administration could reassure listeners—and voters—of 

its unrelenting eff orts on their behalf. 

 Politicians away from Washington, D.C., also took 

advantage of the new possibilities presented by radio 

to project themselves beyond their local strongholds. 

Father Charles E. Coughlin used radio sermons in 

1926 to swell his diminishing congregation in a Detroit 

suburb. Th rough use of network radio, and his increas-

ingly strident political commentary, Coughlin became 

a national radio star by 1930. Under pressure from the 

Hoover administration, CBS cut Coughlin from its net-

work in 1931, but he continued to broadcast his increas-

ingly anti-Semitic commentaries on unaffi  liated stations 

throughout the 1930s. In 1934 Coughlin received more 

mail than any other American, including the president, 

and in 1936 his listeners sent in more than $320,000 in 

donations. In his prime during the early 1930s, the Radio 

Priest spoke to a weekly audience of 10 million. In Loui-

siana, Governor and later U.S. Senator Huey P. Long 

used radio to become a national political fi gure. Long’s 

senatorial status after 1930 allowed him access to national 

radio networks, which he used to create a national con-

stituency and to advocate his own plans to combat the 

Depression. From funds confi scated from millionaires, 

Long promised every American family a car, a wash-

ing machine—and a radio. “Between the team of Huey 

Long and the priest we have the whole bag of crazy and 

crafty tricks,” New Deal leader General Hugh Johnson 

warned in 1935, “. . . with the radio and the newsreel to 

make them eff ective.” 

 Radio played a central role in the most celebrated state 

election campaign of the 1930s. In 1934 radical novelist 

Upton Sinclair ran for governor of California on the End 

Poverty in California (EPIC) platform, which promised 

the unemployed work in idle factories and ownership of 

what they produced. Sinclair’s opponents undertook an 

integrated and well-funded campaign against him, using 

newsreels, billboards, newspapers, and radio. Th e radio 

campaign, conducted by the Lord and Th omas advertis-

ing agency, produced serials and advertisements warning 

Californians of an army of hoboes allegedly heading for 

their state and of the catastrophic consequences of Sin-

clair’s ideas for California’s future prosperity. In its heavy 

use of visual and radio advertising, the successful anti-

EPIC campaign presaged modern electioneering tech-

niques and was an early example of the close integration 

of radio and other publicity methods that increasingly 

characterized political campaigns. 

 Enthusiasts of radio politics tended to equate infor-

mation with education and education with engagement. 

“Of all the miracles that this age has witnessed,” a speaker 

at one World Radio Convention declared, “radio is the 

most marvellous. It has taken sound, which moved with 

leaden feet, and given it to the wings of morning. We are 

now like Gods. We may speak to all mankind.” Radio 

could blanket the nation with reasoned debate on politi-

cal issues and contests, and millions of Americans would 

fi nd political issues and discussion more accessible and 

attractive. During the 1920s, commentators were over-

whelmingly optimistic about these changes. But in the 

1930s, as radio lost its novelty and as Adolf Hitler, Father 

Coughlin, and Huey Long demonstrated its power to 

assist demagoguery as much as democracy, more sober 

assessments of radio politics emerged. 

 Assumptions about the power of radio to infl uence 

public opinion, so prevalent during the fi rst decade of 

radio broadcasting, were questioned by the work of social 

scientists during the 1930s and 1940s. Researchers led by 

Paul Lazarsfeld at Columbia University studied groups of 

voters to gauge the eff ect of radio advertising during elec-

tions. Th eir conclusions were sobering for those who be-

lieved in a “radio revolution” in politics, but comforting 

to those who feared that voters might be unduly infl u-

enced by the new medium. Radio, Lazarsfeld concluded, 

was more eff ective in reinforcing voter choices than in 

changing them. It preached best to the converted but 

also had some infl uence in mobilizing nonvoters. Radio 

enabled politicians to communicate to listeners in homes 

rather than to partisans in halls, but it did not produce 

more gullible voters or more pliable citizens. 

 Radio’s Decline 

 World War II marked the end of radio’s golden age, and 

of its greatest infl uence on U.S. political institutions 

and actors. Wartime censorship, more active regulation, 

and the arrival of broadcast television robbed radio of 

its novelty as a glamorous new medium that exercised 
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profound infl uence over American entertainment and 

politics. Television, which inherited the statutory and 

regulatory framework established for radio, replaced 

radio as the advertising and publicity medium of choice 

for state and federal governments, political parties, and 

candidates. In order to survive in the post-television 

age, radio broadcasters focused on narrower audience 

segments, while national television networks emphasized 

mass commercialized entertainment over older concep-

tions of civic education that had been so infl uential on 

the early development of radio. 

 During its golden age, radio was considered the most 

infl uential of all mass media, and its pervasiveness made 

it far more important to political institutions and po-

litical process than either the telegraph or the telephone. 

Radio exercised powerful infl uence on the ways in which 

candidates, offi  ceholders, parties, and governments ad-

dressed their electorates. Th e high cost of network radio 

time, and its rigorous scheduling and technical require-

ments, ushered in a more professional approach to cam-

paign organization and strategy. By 1940 both major 

parties, and most broadcasters, had developed expertise 

in radio politics that proved to be readily transferable to 

television after World War II. 

  See also  Internet and politics; political advertising; press and 

politics; television and politics. 
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 D O U G L A S  C R A I G 

  Reconstruction Era, 1865–77 

 Reconstruction, once defi ned as the period immediately 

following the Civil War, is now generally understood as 

an interlocking web of political, social, and economic 

transformations that followed the wartime destruction of 

slavery and lasted until the withdrawal of federal military 

support for the last Republican state governments in the 

former Confederacy in 1877. Among the most impor-

tant political developments were the virtual revolution in 

southern life, the consolidation of national citizenship, 

and the forces that arose to limit those projects. 

 From Johnson’s Policies to Radical Reconstruction 

 Wartime Reconstruction of the South began as offi  cials 

and slaves in the Union-occupied slave states wrestled 

with the messy end of slavery. Emancipation had emerged 

from the crucible of war, and many Americans (President 

Lincoln included) believed that ex-slaves, on the whole, 

did not merit political citizenship. But the Emancipation 

Proclamation, the mass enlistment of black troops, and 

the success of free-labor experiments—such as the col-

lective farm at Davis Bend, Mississippi, and the coastal 

lands General William T. Sherman allocated under Spe-

cial Field Order No. 15—gave freed people’s claims to 

citizenship greater weight. 

 Freed people began to make these claims during the 

war and its immediate aftermath. Th ey held political 

meetings in cities and contraband camps across the occu-

pied South. Th ey challenged employers in hearings before 

agents of the newly established federal Bureau of Refu-

gees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (the Freedmen’s 

Bureau). Whether through local initiatives or, later, under 

the aegis of the Union Leagues, previously disparate social 

groups began to come together: ex-slaves’ formerly clan-

destine political culture and the restricted organizational 

life of antebellum free black people met with the political 

and economic ambitions of northern missionaries, entre-

preneurs, and activists (people known by their contem-

porary enemies and later detractors as “carpetbaggers”), as 

well as with the hopes and fears of some  southern whites 
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(similarly dubbed “scalawags”). Meanwhile, several states 

under Union occupation held wartime elections and es-

tablished new governments; of these, only Tennessee’s 

would achieve lasting recognition. 

 With the ratifi cation of the Th irteenth Amendment in 

December 1865, slavery came to a fi nal, formal end even 

in the Union slave states of Kentucky and Delaware. 

To Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, this change 

seemed suffi  cient. He appointed provisional governors, 

and with his approval, southern electorates forged new 

governments; for a time, it seemed the former slave states 

would be reconstructed on the basis of white male citi-

zenship. In the winter of 1865–66, these southern state 

governments began to pass laws, known as “black codes,” 

that severely limited freed people’s freedom of mobility 

and were designed to force them into low-wage agricul-

tural labor. Johnson pardoned leading former Confeder-

ates, and he vetoed both the Civil Rights Act—passed 

by Congress in 1866 to overturn the black codes—and a 

bill reauthorizing the Freedmen’s Bureau. In a step em-

blematic of this version of Reconstruction, the newly re-

formed legislature of Georgia elected former Confederate 

vice president Alexander Stephens to the U.S. Senate. 

 Congressional Republicans, who controlled more than 

two-thirds of each house, pushed back: they refused to 

seat congressional delegates from most ex-Confederate 

states, they passed the Civil Rights and Freedmen’s Bu-

reau Bills over Johnson’s veto, and in the spring of 1867 

they rejected Johnson’s program of Reconstruction in 

toto, establishing a new framework for readmission. Th e 

Reconstruction Acts of 1867 divided ten of the eleven 

Confederate states, all but Tennessee, into fi ve military 

districts and set guidelines for their readmission that 

eff ectively enfranchised black men. Federal offi  cials 

registered black and white men over 21 for the election 

of delegates to new constitutional conventions; those 

conventions wrote constitutions that included the prin-

ciple of manhood suff rage. Th e new southern elector-

ates created under the Reconstruction Acts helped elect 

Johnson’s successor, former Union commanding general 

Ulysses S. Grant, in 1868. President Johnson’s resistance 

to the acts—particularly his removal of federal offi  cials 

supportive of Congress’s purposes—led Congress to pass 

the Tenure of Offi  ce Act and to impeach Johnson for 

its violation, though he was not convicted and removed 

from offi  ce. In an eff ort to safeguard the principles of 

the Civil Rights Act, Republican legislators also passed 

a somewhat altered version of that law as a new consti-

tutional amendment and made the ratifi cation of that 

amendment a precondition for the readmission of the 

states now under military rule. 

 Radical Reconstruction transformed the U.S. Con-

stitution. Th e Fourteenth Amendment (ratifi ed in 1868) 

established that national citizenship belonged to all per-

sons born within the United States, without regard to 

race or prior status; that this citizenship conveyed cer-

tain rights, including the “equal protection of the laws” 

and certain unspecifi ed “privileges and immunities”; 

that states could not interpose their own limitations or 

qualifi cations; and that states would lose representation 

in Congress to the extent that they denied voting rights 

to their adult male population. In other words, it made 

national citizenship paramount—at least in theory. Th e 

Fifteenth Amendment (passed in 1869, ratifi ed in 1870) 

extended the principle of race-neutral suff rage by prohib-

iting—rather than simply penalizing—disfranchisement 

on the basis of race, color, or previous condition of servi-

tude. Together with various federal enforcement acts, the 

Fifteenth Amendment sought to ensure that the most 

essential expression of political citizenship—the right to 

vote—would not be abridged on account of race. 

 The Transformation of Southern Politics 

 Th e southern Republican coalition that took shape in 

1867 and 1868 brought new voices into southern po-

litical life. Freed people’s collective mobilization for 

new constitutional conventions brought hundreds of 

thousands of men to vote for the fi rst time in 1867; it 

also mobilized black women, who—though denied the 

franchise— attended meetings, voiced political opinions, 

and sometimes insisted that men take women’s wishes 

into account when voting. Th e freed people’s political 

goals included basic liberal freedoms: their desire to re-

constitute their families, move freely, seek the protection 

of the law, secure an education, and be secure in their 

property. But the southern Republican coalition brought 

together a variety of competing and divergent interests. 

White Southerners who had owned few or no slaves did 

not necessarily support universal public education, which 

would inevitably be funded by taxes on land; they often 

balked at the idea that people just freed from slavery 

should sit on juries, hold local offi  ces, or determine the 

outcome of elections. Northern emigrants and antebel-

lum free people of color, whose experiences and interests 

often were quite diff erent than those of ex-slaves, played 

disproportionately large roles in the party leadership. 

 Most seriously, freed people and their northern Re-

publican allies had somewhat diff erent visions for the 



Reconstruction Era, 1865–77

662

postbellum economy. Republicans had begun by seek-

ing to guarantee the end of slavery and the creation of 

loyal governments committed to free labor in the ex-

 Confederate states; with these steps they became par-

ticipants in a political revolution, sometimes dubbed 

Radical Reconstruction, that would transform nearly 

4 million slaves into citizens with political, economic, 

and civil rights. Congressional “radicalism” mainly took 

the form of economic liberalism: since the early days of 

the federal wartime occupation, most federal policies 

and philanthropic activities had sought to transform 

the freed people into agricultural wage laborers. In the 

capital-poor world of the postwar South, this eff ectively 

meant labor on annual contracts, with supplies ad-

vanced but most wages deferred until after the harvest. 

But freed people’s political, social, and economic visions 

were not limited to the orthodoxies of contractual wage 

labor. Th ey sought ownership of land, not perpetual em-

ployment under contracts. Th ey wanted the freedom to 

deploy labor fl exibly within households and, when possi-

ble, limited women’s participation in the market for agri-

cultural labor. Th ese tensions shaped Republican policies 

and off ered fracture points for those who saw advantages 

in splitting the coalition. Democrats, who attracted few 

black voters, early on sought to identify the Republican 

Party as the representative only of black and northern 

interests. Th eir 1868 platform accused Republicans of 

seeking to “secure negro supremacy.” 

 In states where the antebellum slave population had 

constituted a majority—South Carolina, Louisiana, and 

Mississippi—freed people and antebellum free people of 

color demanded and fi nally obtained meaningful roles 

in state and local government. Th e states’ new constitu-

tions removed property restrictions and apportionment 

by wealth, created free common schools for all children, 

and enacted property legislation for married women. 

Th e systematic redistribution of ex-slaveholders’ land 

had failed to win wide support in Congress, but South 

Carolina created a land commission to purchase and sell 

small plots, boosting black landholding there well above 

the low regional average. 

 Republican black men—freeborn and freed Southern-

ers, as well as Northerners—served southern constitu-

encies at every level, from justice of the peace to U.S. 

senator. In Mississippi, Hiram Revels, a minister, was 

elected to fi ll the Senate seat vacated by Jeff erson Davis 

in 1861, 1 of 16 black men who would ultimately serve in 

Congress during the era. With the exception of South 

Carolina’s lower house, the new legislatures had white 

majorities. Republican leaders divided over economic 

policies and along axes of race, region, antebellum status, 

and wealth. Numerous fractures developed, with some 

Republicans making coalitions with opposition factions, 

often called Conservatives. In these states, Republican 

coalitions that included signifi cant numbers of whites 

governed until the mid-1870s, against considerable op-

position in the forms of vigilante violence and of real or 

feigned outrage at the corruption that marked so much of 

the period’s politics across lines of region and party. 

 In states where whites made up larger percentages of the 

population, ex-slaves played smaller roles in the Republi-

can Party then did northern- and southern-born whites. 

Governments in these states passed civil rights bills and 

supported black male suff rage and public schools, some-

times (as in Florida) building them from the ground up; 

they also invested heavily (and often corruptly) in rail-

roads. In many states Democrats or Conservatives gained 

legislative majorities early, and in a few states Reconstruc-

tion as a state policy virtually ended before it began. In 

1868 white conservatives in Georgia moved rapidly to 

expel black representatives from the state legislature. 

Th ough they reversed course when their action caused 

Congress to refuse to seat the state’s delegation, Demo-

crats took control of the state after the 1870 elections. By 

then they also controlled North Carolina’s legislature and 

one house of Alabama’s. Virginia’s Republicans fractured 

from the start, allowing Conservatives to triumph in 1869 

and bring the Commonwealth back into the Union with-

out ever having a Republican government. 

 But state-level Reconstruction was not the beginning 

and end of the story. Power at the local level— especially 

in black-majority constituencies in white- majority 

states—could also matter enormously. For freed people, 

local voting rights and jury service meant being able to 

withstand the worst abuses of their opponents. Where 

they continued to exercise these rights, black men or 

those sympathetic to their interests might oversee con-

tractual or criminal disputes; people who had been de-

frauded, assaulted, or raped could hope for equal justice. 

White Democrats sometimes took aim at these areas, for 

example, by gerrymandering black voters into a small 

number of districts or by stripping black-majority cities 

of their right to self-government. 

 Paramilitary Politics and the End of Southern 

Reconstruction 

 Paramilitary violence played a signifi cant role in Recon-

struction politics, mainly to the advantage of Republicans’ 
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foes. Th e Ku Klux Klan, formed in Tennessee in the win-

ter of 1865–66, was the most famous and widespread or-

ganization to take up arms against the Republican Party 

and freed people’s political activity. Similar paramilitary 

forces of former Confederates and their younger male 

relations organized across the region, terrorizing Repub-

lican voters, organizers, and offi  ceholders, seeking to 

paralyze black constituencies and to discourage whites 

from allying with blacks. Th e Klan had its own oath-

bound hierarchy, but it functioned fundamentally in the 

interest of the reconstituted state Democratic parties, 

holding down Republican turnout through intimidation 

and murder, seizing eff ective control of local courts and 

law enforcement, and making Democratic victories pos-

sible even in areas with substantial black populations. 

 Serious Klan violence during the 1868 election cam-

paign helped provide the impetus for the Fifteenth 

Amendment; it also led to a series of federal laws de-

signed to protect voting rights. Eff orts to counter the 

Klan by legal means were generally ineff ective, but more 

forceful responses carried their own risks. North Caro-

lina governor William Holden organized a militia to put 

down Klan activity in the election of 1870 and was im-

peached for his pains, eff ectively ending Reconstruction 

in the state. Republican government in Arkansas and 

Texas fought the Klan eff ectively for a time with forces of 

black and white men. Federal anti-Klan activity peaked 

in 1871 with the reoccupation of part of South Carolina 

and the trials of hundreds of Klansmen under new anti-

Klan laws. White supremacist terror diminished in the 

short run but resumed in earnest after the 1872 election. 

 In the states still under Republican government after 

1872, white supremacist paramilitaries sought to polarize 

state politics and drive a wedge between black Republi-

cans and their white allies by provoking racialized military 

confl ict with state militias, which by this point consisted 

mainly of all-black units. In these contests, black militia-

men were generally overmatched, and governors often 

chose to withdraw their forces, fearing a massacre. Well-

publicized battles between black militiamen and white 

paramilitaries between 1873 and 1876 (e.g., in Hamburg 

and Ellenton, South Carolina, and Colfax and New 

Orleans, Louisiana) helped fracture politics along racial 

lines and make democratic governance virtually impossi-

ble. Federal intervention on behalf of Republican elected 

offi  cials and militiamen protected some individuals but 

did not deter paramilitary violence; such intervention, 

especially in removing Democratic contestants from the 

Louisiana legislature in 1874, also supported Democratic 

charges that Reconstruction was little more than federal 

“bayonet rule.” 

 Th e recapture of state governments by Democrats 

changed the terms of political confl ict: black agricultural 

and domestic laborers, now politically all but powerless, 

could no longer demand laws that protected their inter-

ests. Instead, various groups of whites battled over lien, 

railroad, and homestead exemption laws based on diff er-

ences of economic or sectional interest; ex-slaves could 

no longer participate actively in these contests. Support-

ers of these counterrevolutions lauded the “redemption” 

of their states from “radical and negro misrule.” Th e 

destruction of Reconstruction’s local legacies proceeded 

unevenly, leaving some islands of comparative black 

freedom and autonomy even in states now governed by 

white Democrats. Despite decades of Democratic gerry-

mandering, intermittent paramilitary activity, discrimi-

natory registration laws, and constitutional changes, 

some of these areas continued to elect black offi  cehold-

ers and convention delegates until the end of the nine-

teenth century. White Republicanism survived in some 

upland areas and remained important in counties and 

localities but played a major part in state politics only 

when dissident whites (sometimes allying themselves 

with blacks) mounted third-party insurgencies in the 

1880s and 1890s. 

 Reconstruction beyond the South 

 After 1870 few Northerners made the defense of black 

citizenship rights a priority. Northern Republicans 

rhetorically celebrated the victory over slavery and the 

enfranchisement of black men, and a handful of white-

majority northern constituencies elected black men to 

offi  ce. Northern white supremacy took various forms, 

from white laborers’ fears of an infl ux of southern freed 

people to the scientifi c racism promoted by leading 

scholars. Most white Northerners had persistently re-

jected calls for abolition before the war, and even after 

1865, white popular majorities in state after northern 

state rejected referenda calling for black male suff rage, 

though there were only about 250,000 nonwhite citizens 

in the non-slaveholding states in 1860. 

 Many Republicans believed that, rather than making 

expensive and expansive federal commitments in the 

South, the country needed to subsidize the conquest and 

settlement of the West. Secession made possible a fl ood 

of Republican legislation in 1862, including legislation 

to fund transcontinental railroads and homesteads on 

the federal domain. Between 1867 and 1871, as railroad 
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building and homesteading continued, the U.S. govern-

ment signed a series of treaties establishing large Indian 

territories in the trans-Mississippi West. But railroad 

workers, settlers, and miners continued to encroach on 

the remaining Indian lands, and confl ict between Indi-

ans and the U.S. military escalated. By the mid-1870s 

U.S. forces defeated most Plains tribes, who were forced 

to accept treaties granting them smaller reservations. 

Th e Fourteenth Amendment’s exclusion of “Indians 

not taxed” from its protections left them without legal 

recourse. 

 Th e wartime development of a new national banking 

system facilitated the growth of ever-larger enterprises, 

but, in the 1870s, Republicans abandoned the fl exible 

currency of the war years in favor of the demonetiza-

tion of silver and a commitment to return to the gold 

standard by decade’s end. Th e postwar years witnessed 

a rush of speculative investment, especially in railroads, 

virtually unimpeded by federal regulation or oversight, 

and corruption became widespread at every level of gov-

ernment and in every region. Th is, together with opposi-

tion to Grant’s eff orts to annex Santo Domingo, helped 

precipitate an unsuccessful Liberal Republican Party 

challenge to Grant’s reelection in 1872. Corruption—

notably the Crédit Mobilier scandal, which implicated 

many high offi  cials in railroad construction fraud—also 

led to business failures, a fi nancial panic, and a profound 

economic depression that began in 1873. During the de-

pression years Republican hard-money policies inspired 

the rise of alternative economic visions and the Labor 

Reform Party and the Greenback Party. As economic 

struggles weakened Republican dominance, Democrats 

gained control of the U.S. House of Representatives in 

1874, further weakening the ability of Republican radi-

cals to promote southern Reconstruction. 

 The Fall and Rise of Reconstruction 

 Th e Supreme Court played an important role in undo-

ing Reconstruction’s political revolution. In the  Slaughter-
House Cases  (1873), the Court upheld a state-chartered 

butchering monopoly in New Orleans against the claims 

of other butchers, ruling 5 to 4 that the rights of national 

citizenship, as defi ned by the amended federal constitu-

tion, extended only to a few specifi c protections, includ-

ing the right to peaceable assembly, protection on the 

high seas and abroad, and access to navigable water-

ways. Similarly narrow rulings in  U.S. v. Reese  (1875) and 

 U.S. v. Cruikshank  (1875), cases emerging from violence 

against southern Republicans, held that the right to vote 

was a state not a federal matter and that the Fourteenth 

Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection of the laws 

granted protection only against state governments’ viola-

tions; against other individual and collective violations 

of those principles, the Court held, the federal govern-

ment was powerless. Th e last legislative act of con-

gressional Reconstruction—the Civil Rights Act of 

1875—sought to reenlarge the now minimal inventory 

of citizenship rights by prohibiting discrimination on the 

basis of race on juries and in railroads, theaters, hotels, 

and (in its early versions) schools. Th e fi nal project of 

Charles Sumner, longtime antislavery senator from Mas-

sachusetts, the act passed only after his death and in a 

truncated form. Th e Supreme Court in 1883 struck down 

this law as well. 

 Only a handful of states enacted full or partial suf-

frage for women during Reconstruction; political citi-

zenship remained closely tied to military service and 

male household authority. Advocates of women’s voting 

rights had hoped their movement would succeed along-

side the movement to enfranchise black men, but they 

were dismayed by the inclusion of the word “male” in the 

Fourteenth Amendment and were dealt a grievous blow 

by the omission of “sex” from the excluded categories 

of discrimination in the Fifteenth Amendment. During 

the election of 1872, many women, including Susan B. 

Anthony, Sojourner Truth, and black Republicans in the 

South, challenged their exclusion at the polls by casting 

or seeking to cast ballots; Anthony was among those ar-

rested for those actions. In one resulting case,  Minor v. 
Happersett  (1874), the Supreme Court ruled that though 

women were indeed citizens, voting was a state matter 

and not among the “privileges and immunities” of na-

tional citizens. 

 Reconstruction as a federal project ended following 

the contested national election of 1876. Democratic fac-

tions in South Carolina and Louisiana, determined to 

seize power, provoked violent confl icts with black offi  ce-

holders and state militias that essentially militarized state 

politics; these states’ elections were marred by extensive 

violence and fraud. Nationally, Democratic presiden-

tial candidate Samuel Tilden won a popular majority 

and seemed poised to defeat Republican Rutherford B. 

Hayes in the Electoral College, but Republicans claimed 

victory in South Carolina, Louisiana, and Florida, which 

together would give them a narrow electoral majority. 

With the election results in these states subject to bitter 

dispute, a deadlock ensued. Th roughout the winter and 

early spring, Washington powerbrokers sought to ham-
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mer out a compromise and select a president, while rival 

governments claimed legitimacy in Columbia and New 

Orleans. A convoluted agreement  fi nally developed, 

under which the Republicans gained the presidency 

and Democrats won the remaining southern state gov-

ernments, a bargain lubricated with levee and railroad 

subsidies as well as pledges not to prosecute violators of 

election laws. In April 1877, after Hayes’s inauguration, 

the federal government withdrew its forces, Republican 

governments crumbled, and Reconstruction as a federal 

policy came to an end. 

 Reconstruction’s political legacies took many forms. 

In some parts of the South, black and white Repub-

licans continued to exert political power through and 

even beyond the end of the century, sometimes making 

alliances with Populists and other third-party challeng-

ers to Democratic rule. Meanwhile, fables of Recon-

struction as a period of “radical and negro misrule” 

became an article of faith among southern Democrats 

and many other white Americans, ultimately mutat-

ing into a tale of black men’s sexual designs on white 

women (as depicted in D. W. Griffi  th’s 1915 fi lm  Th e 
Birth of a Nation ). During and especially after World 

War II, however, black Southerners and northern allies 

vigorously challenged their political and civil disabili-

ties, and the Supreme Court slowly reversed its earlier 

course and began to apply the Reconstruction amend-

ments in ways that supported African American politi-

cal and civil rights. Th is period is therefore sometimes 

called the Second Reconstruction. 

  See also  Civil War and Reconstruction; Confederacy; race 

and politics, 1860–1933; slavery; South since 1877; voting. 
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 S T E P H E N  K A N T R O W I T Z 

  regulation 

 Enduring and valued traditions of American regulation 

predate the constitutional republic launched in 1789. 

Th ey include the governance of markets and fi rms and 

their advertising and manufacturing practices; of indi-

viduals, their expression, their sexuality, and other fea-

tures of their daily behavior; of families, their homes and 

property, and their consumption patterns; of land, air, 

and water and their use and conservation. Th ese pat-

terns are not fully consensual but have been contested 

thoroughly, not mainly over whether there should be 

more or less regulation, but over which form regulation 

should take and who should do the regulating. All this 

contestation aside, regulation is as deeply rooted within 

the fabric of American government as liberty itself. In-

deed, Americans have long viewed regulation the way 

that Alexander Hamilton did in the Federalist Papers 

and his early fi nancial writings—as protective of liberty. 

It is only recently in U.S. political history that regula-

tion has been interpreted as an intrusion into a separate, 

private sphere. 

 “Regulation” in twenty-fi rst-century politics often con-

notes the rule of a marketplace, the rule of the state over 

purely economic activity. Yet for much of American his-

tory, and in ways that continue into the present, this read-

ing narrows what was a much broader phenomenon. Th e 

distinction between “economic regulation,” “social regu-

lation,” and “moral regulation” was one that  eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century Americans would have been hard 

pressed to identify. Like the hues in a child’s watercolor 

painting, the moral, the social, the fi nancial, the spiritual, 

the private, the public, and the communal realms bled 

into one another. 

 Early American Regulation 

 Th e marketplaces of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

America were literally made by state regulation and gov-

ernment rules. Th e price system, standards and minimal 

expectations of quality and security, and the structure 

of exchange were created and fashioned by government 

action. It was government laws, not exogenous market 

conventions, that required prices to be visibly published 

for perusal by the citizen (this requirement remains, in-

visibly but signifi cantly, in state and local laws governing 

numerous transactions today). Governments elaborated 

standards of construction for business, of packaging for 
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products, of licenses for entry into health and medi-

cine, of hair cutting, of machine repair, and of numer-

ous other occupations. Market clerks and government 

auctioneers—themselves employed by state and local 

authorities—presided over market activity. In creating 

and sustaining marketplaces, these public institutions 

served multiple purposes; they were “common carriers” 

of the varied aims of the public. Market-constituting 

regulation stemmed from the common-law philosophy 

of a “well-regulated” society, incorporating values of 

fairness, of consumer protection, of the transparency of 

the marketplace. Th ese concerns echoed centuries of ac-

cumulated tradition and philosophy and refl ected long-

standing republican traditions of popular sovereignty, 

particularly in their focus on “the people’s welfare” as the 

“highest law” of the land ( Salus populi extrema lex ). 

 Strong restrictions on property and its uses were a 

central feature of early American regulation. Fire safety 

regulations constrained the store of gunpowder, the pil-

ing of wood, and the construction of new homes. Until 

the 1870s, these regulations were virtually immune to 

judicial challenge, and even then they persisted through 

many legal disputes well into the twentieth century. In 

their public safety and public health regulations, cities 

and counties prohibited standing water, compelled the 

removal of dead animals, and enjoined citizens from 

burning all manner of objects on their private property. 

 Another stable theme of early American regulation lay 

in the fusion of moral regulation and economic regu-

lation. Decades before and after the temperance move-

ments of the 1800s, state and local governments achieved 

a vast regulation of alcohol: its production, sale, distri-

bution, and consumption. Th ese laws governed public 

morality even as they deeply shaped the congeries of 

markets that composed the alcoholic beverage industry.

Th e moral basis of economic regulation also emerged 

in the symbolic logic of “adulteration.” Th e idea of adul-

terated commodities held that a product’s misrepresen-

tation in the marketplace was a matter not simply of 

economic fraud but of moral and spiritual corruption. 

Adulteration linked nineteenth-century product regula-

tion to the governance of alcohol, of gambling and lot-

teries, and of pornography and sexuality. Notions of 

adulteration as a form of corruption (and not simply a 

failure of market information) were central to state pure 

food laws and, later, laws regulating the manufacture 

and dispensation of medicines. Concerns about adul-

teration also drove and shaped the evolution of occu-

pational licensing; not only products but also services 

and labor could be  immorally represented. Under these 

laws, local and state governments hired more inspectors 

and built administrative bodies for regulating everything 

from steamboats to meatpacking facilities to proprietary 

medicine fi rms. 

 Th e main constraint on American regulation lay in 

federalism. Capacities for regulation developed largely 

in states and localities and much less in the national 

government. Th is disjuncture fl owed partially from the 

commerce clause of Article I, Section IV of the U.S. 

Constitution; federal regulation was often justifi ed on 

the basis that the national state could uniquely govern 

patterns of commerce among the states. Th e primary ex-

ceptions to national regulatory weakness rested in areas 

where the American state had developed administrative 

capacity. In the national postal system, Americans were 

already accustomed to the regulation of markets whose 

products coursed by the million through that system. 

When Victorian reformers led by postal offi  cial Anthony 

Comstock turned their attention to the regulation of 

vice and morals, they achieved the Comstock Law of 

1872 and the Anti-Lottery Acts of 1890 and 1895. Th ese 

statutes and their enforcement projected the power of 

national government into the everyday sexuality of mil-

lions of women and men, and the latter brought an end 

to the most profi table gambling concern of the nine-

teenth century: the Louisiana Lottery Company. Th ey 

also changed the structure of the regulatory state; newly 

emboldened postal inspectors launched a massive postal 

fraud campaign, which issued over 20,000 fraud orders 

from 1910 to 1924. Postal regulators averaged 3,500 ar-

rests and 2,000 convictions annually by the 1920s, with 

targets ranging from Texas oil companies to patent medi-

cine outfi ts. 

 Growth of Federal Regulation 

 With the Meat Inspection Act of 1885, the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture began to acquire vast authority over 

the nation’s livestock farms, stockyards, slaughterhouses, 

and meat-processing plants; the agency hired thousands 

of inspectors, creating the largest regulatory apparatus 

outside of the postal system. 

 Robust patterns of economic activity had always 

crossed state boundaries, but the size and rapidity of in-

terstate commerce grew substantially in the nineteenth 

century, aided by federal policy itself—the postal sys-

tem, land grants to railroads, the forcible opening of 

cheap land by the U.S. Army. Th e coming of a new 

industrial age (and with it, a growing concentration of 
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capital and political power in fewer and fewer fi rms) 

meant that market developments outran the capacity of 

states and localities to monitor and govern them. Th e 

emblematic case came in railroads. Midwestern and 

western state legislatures passed a number of strong stat-

utes regulating railroad pricing and safety in the 1870s 

and 1880s. Th e federal government followed in 1887 

by creating a hybrid (and characteristically American) 

form of regulatory institution: the independent regula-

tory commission. Th e Interstate Commerce Commis-

sion (ICC) was governed not by a single individual but 

by a min-legislature, a fi ve-person commission with vot-

ing and staggered terms. Th e ICC’s powers grew slowly, 

often in contest with the federal courts, which were not 

eager to relinquish their regulatory powers to “expert 

commissions.” Yet with a series of statutes culminating 

in the National Transportation Act of 1920, the ICC 

assumed plenary authority (involving issues of pricing, 

safety, planning, and cost structure) over rail and truck 

transport in the United States. 

 Th e independent commission found expression in 

other modes of regulation as well, most notably in the 

Federal Trade Commission Act of 1914. Th e FTC’s pri-

mary architect was Louis Brandeis, often called the “pa-

tron saint” of the American regulatory tradition. Along 

with the Department of Justice, the FTC was responsible 

for regulating large corporations. In the republican polit-

ical tradition and in the “fair trade” and pro-competition 

vision of Brandeis, antitrust and corporate regulation 

served explicitly political purposes: to combat the con-

centration of economic and hence political and social 

power within large, unaccountable, and ungovernable 

organizations. As the American antitrust regime entered 

the New Deal, policy became less politically focused and 

more economically driven, captivated by the concept of 

“consumer surplus” and its maximization. 

 Other federal regulations of the Progressive and New 

Deal Eras also arrived in commission form. Th ese include 

the Federal Power Commission (1920), today the Federal 

Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC); the Federal 

Radio Commission (1927), renamed the Federal Com-

munications Commission (FCC) in 1934; the Securities 

and Exchange Commission (SEC) (1934); the National 

Labor Relations Board (NLRB) (1935); the Atomic En-

ergy Commission (AEC) (1946), now the Nuclear Regu-

latory Commission (NRC) (1975); and the now-defunct 

Civil Aeronautics Board (1938). 

 In these and other realms, federal and state regulators 

cooperated as often as they battled for turf. Comstock’s 

anti-vice crusades depended heavily on the willing sup-

port and subsidy given by state and local law enforce-

ment offi  cials, and the vice-suppression societies of 

major American cities. State regulators formed associa-

tions among themselves for the exchange of information, 

for professional fraternity, and for the making of model 

statutes. Two of the most notable of these adventures in 

“cooperative federalism” were the National Association 

of Railroad and Utility Commissioners (NARUC) and 

the National Association of Food and Drug Offi  cials. 

Th ese bodies sponsored model laws that were pivotal in 

shaping twentieth-century regulation and that served as 

templates for legislative activity at the federal level. 

 The Consumer Revolution in Regulation 

 Th e institution-building impulse of the Progressive and 

New Deal Eras marked a signifi cant expansion of the re-

gulatory state at the national level. Yet slowly, and pro-

foundly, it continued a transformation of ideals in 

Amer ican regulation. Increasingly, in the ideology, law, 

and administration of American governance, the object 

of policy was less the people’s welfare than consumer 

welfare. Regulation was meant less to protect the Ameri-

can as citizen and more to protect the American as con-

sumer. Th is language had its roots in nineteenth-century 

jurisprudence and political economy, and it slowly engen-

dered a policy world characterized by rights-based claims, 

individually focused analysis, and welfare-maximizing 

goals. 

 Th e Progressive-New Deal legacy is colossal. Th e fed-

eral government experimented with industrial licensure 

in the National Recovery Act. It counseled an expansion 

of trade practices and advertising by the Federal Trade 

Commission. It continued and bolstered Progressive Era 

programs of conservation in forestry, natural resources, 

and land management. Th e Agricultural Adjustment 

Acts of 1933 and 1938 created extensive patterns of reg-

ulation over agriculture, many of which persist to this 

day. Th e Glass-Steagall legislation separated commercial 

banking from investment banking and created the Fed-

eral Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC). For every 

regulation observed, countless other, more radical and 

more conservative ideas were fl oated. 

 Twentieth-century regulation was characterized by in-

stitutions and ideals that fl owed from multiple traditions 

of philosophy, ideology, law, and policy administration. 

Republican regulation of the “well-ordered society” 

was displaced by “liberal” regulation (what political 

philosopher Michael Sandel has called “the procedural 
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 republic”) as analysis and justifi cation purely in terms 

of costs and benefi ts have taken over. Th is is one of the 

crucial shifts in regulation in America in the twentieth 

century; its primary concern with Americans as consum-

ers and not citizens. Independent regulatory commis-

sions were created alongside regulatory bodies in large 

executive departments. Regulators combined statistical 

and economic tools with older patterns of legal analysis 

and enforcement. 

 Yet the republican face of early American regulation 

has not died out. Moral claims about regulation still echo 

in twenty-fi rst-century politics, not least because Ameri-

can political elites and regulators are still responsive to 

them. Th e regulation of telecommunications has been 

concerned with concentration of ownership, minority 

representation, and the advancement and standardiza-

tion of technology, but it has persistently returned to 

issues of indecency in broadcast radio and television. 

Antitrust and trade regulation have been motivated not 

merely by issues of effi  ciency but also of fairness. 

 Another forceful metaphor of twentieth- and twenty-

fi rst-century American regulation—one that harkens 

back to the symbolic logic of adulteration in the late 

1880s and early 1900s—is protection. Even the mantra 

of “consumer protection” legislation—from labor and 

health rules, the governance of consumer products, envi-

ronmental policy—implied that there were values other 

than rights and effi  ciency that were being served by the 

American regulatory regime. Indeed, the protection 

metaphor was transformed and recycled in the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s, precisely at the time that American cit-

izenship became defi ned ever more upon the principles 

of consumption and leisure. Cold war America saw new 

initiatives in environmental protection, most notably the 

Clean Air Act of 1970 and the establishment of the Envi-

ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) that same year. Th e 

Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 created the 

federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration 

(OSHA), which regulates workplace safety in a com-

plex web of overlapping relationships and jurisdictions 

with state labor safety agencies. Th e Consumer Products 

Safety Commission was created in 1972, empowered 

with the authority to recall products. 

 Th e 1960s and 1970s also witnessed growing patterns 

of regulation by the rule making of federal  agencies, even 

though the Administrative Procedures Act of 1946 was 

supposed to have constrained such practices. Scholars 

began to size up American regulation by tallying the 

number of pages published in each year’s  Federal Regis-

ter . Where formal rule making through administrative 

procedures has become cumbersome for agencies, they 

have shifted to issuing guidance documents that are not 

binding but nonetheless have a powerful shaping infl u-

ence on behavior. Federal regulatory agencies have also 

become adept at using advisory committees composed 

of outside experts in order to gather information and to 

gain legitimacy for their policies. 

 Deregulation and the Reemergence of Regulation 

 Th e closing of the twentieth century was marked by a 

reimagining of regulation and a campaign for deregula-

tion. Th ree forces—the growing political power of busi-

ness, the emergence of policy and academic critiques 

focusing on the self-corrective power of the marketplace, 

and the broad distrust of government among Ameri-

can citizens—fueled the rollback of regulation. All sec-

tors of regulation were aff ected—especially in airlines, 

where President Jimmy Carter joined with congressional 

Democrats and his appointee Alfred Kahn to eliminate 

federal price regulation, eventually terminating the Civil 

Aeronautics Board. Antitrust regulation was increasingly 

constrained by the notion that monopolistic markets 

might still be “contestable”; hence monopolies might 

limit their pricing out of the possibility that a presently 

invisible fi rm might enter the marketplace. Th e 1990s 

witnessed the deregulation of transportation (including 

the elimination of the ICC in 1995) and of telecommu-

nications (1995), and a more moderate deregulation of 

health and pharmaceuticals. A new law in 1999 repealed 

the Glass-Steagall Act, allowing investment banks and 

commercial service banks to consolidate operations. New 

agency rules were subject to cost-benefi t analysis, a prac-

tice centered in the president’s Offi  ce of Management 

and Budget. In this conservative political age, the na-

tional government became the restrainer, not the en-

abler, of state and local governance. 

 Th e governance of medical products constitutes the 

one sphere of regulation for which American insti-

tutions have served as an exemplar of strength and a 

global model. Th e U.S. Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA), empowered in the New Deal legislation of 1938 

and again in 1962 following the thalidomide tragedy, 

has created institutions, procedures, and scientifi c and 

technical concepts that have been copied worldwide. 

It is a small agency with a remarkably big power: the 

authority to veto the marketability of any new drug 

product, medical device, or vaccine. Its regulation of 

pharmaceuticals has powerfully structured the global 
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clinical research industry, cleaving modern medical re-

search into four distinct phases of experiment. Its regu-

lation of “safety” and “effi  cacy” has literally defi ned the 

terms on which medical and pharmaceutical innovation 

operates worldwide. 

 In reality, the experiment of American government 

writ large is one of regulation—the regulation of racial 

relations, of sexuality, of the poor, of fi rearms and other 

weapons, of labor relations, of personal space. Yet the re-

publican past, while faded, still lives with us. In the wake 

of numerous corporate accounting scandals in the early 

twenty-fi rst century, Congress passed the Sarbanes-Oxley 

Act, which regulates corporate accounting on a template 

not merely of rights and effi  ciency but of “responsibil-

ity.” Th e mortgage-lending crisis of 2007 and 2008 has 

led to calls for similar regulation of the lending indus-

tries. Th ese and other regulatory initiatives have been in-

troduced not for effi  ciency reasons, but out of senses of 

abuse, consumer protection, and the like. And with the 

fi nancial and global economic crises of 2008 and 2009, 

new regulatory visions and organizations are being cre-

ated. Th e language of regulation—the terms used to jus-

tify it, attack it, implement it, constrain it—is revealing 

and marks the enduring legacy of American regulation as 

well as its most contested transformations. 

  See also  consumers and politics; economy and politics; 

health and illness; Prohibition and temperance; 

transportation and politics. 
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 D A N I E L  C A R P E N T E R 

 religion and politics to 1865 

 To see how breathtaking the changes were in the rela-

tionship between religion and politics from the nation’s 

founding to 1865 and how easily American Protestants, 

the dominant religious group, accommodated them, one 

only need consider the way American Presbyterians did a 

quick about-face on the duties of the civil magistrate. In 

1787 the Synod of New York and Philadelphia, then the 

highest body in the American Presbyterian Church, ap-

pointed a committee to prepare a revised edition of the 

Westminster Confession of Faith and Larger and Shorter 

Catechisms for the proposed establishment of the Gen-

eral Assembly and its constitution. Th is revision rejected 

the understanding of the civil magistrate’s duties to main-

tain and protect the “true” religion that was common 

throughout the Protestant world during the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, and enshrined in the original 

documents of the Westminster Assembly. In so doing, 

American Presbyterians modifi ed their understanding of 

church and state in ways that at the time fellow Pres-

byterians in Scotland, Canada, Northern Ireland, and 

Australia would have found objectionable and perhaps 

even a betrayal of the genius of Calvinism. In fact, when 

English Parliament convened the Westminster Assembly 

during the Civil War of the 1640s, only Anabaptists and 

other radicals could have countenanced the kind of ar-

rangement affi  rmed in the American revisions. 

 Th e case of American Presbyterians reversing the pat-

terns of 15 centuries of church-state relations in the West 

is one example of the surprising ways that Protestants in 

the new nation reconciled themselves to what appeared 

to be a secular national government. As revolutionary as 

the new relationship between church and state was from 

a European perspective, it became palatable to Protes-

tants in the United States for a variety of reasons. On 

the one hand, American framers were not hostile to but 

supported Christianity, at least of a generic kind. At the 

same time, Protestant leaders adopted the ideology of in-

dependence in ways that gave the American experiment 
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redemptive signifi cance. On the other hand, church 

leaders would eventually learn that by severing ties to the 

state faith they could be even more infl uential than when 

regulated by the state. Indeed, the American Revolution 

unleashed religious motivations for political activism in 

ways barely imaginable in the late eighteenth century. But 

by the middle decades of the nineteenth century, when 

the United States began to experience greater religious 

diversity and confl ict, the benefi ts of religious activism 

for the American republic looked much less obvious than 

they appeared during the heady days of the 1770s. 

 Christian Republicanism 

 One of the Presbyterian ministers who had a hand in 

revising the Westminster Confession was also the only 

clergyman to sign the Declaration of Independence. 

John Witherspoon, the president of the College of New 

Jersey (now Princeton University), was a well-respected 

Presbyterian pastor who also trained graduates who 

would support the revolutionary cause. During his ten-

ure at the college, only 5 of its 355 graduates would 

remain loyal to the British crown. Th is earned Wither-

spoon’s school the nickname “seminary of sedition.” His 

educational labors as well as his service as a member of 

the Continental Congress made him one of the colonies’ 

leading patriots. 

 Witherspoon’s service to the revolution went beyond 

teaching and politics to enlisting Christianity for the 

cause of independence. One sermon in particular, “Th e 

Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men,” 

demonstrated the convergence of Protestant theology 

and revolutionary politics that allowed for such a harmo-

nious relationship between America’s believers and the 

nation’s framers. Witherspoon delivered this sermon on 

Friday, May 17, 1776, a day of prayer called by Congress. 

In this oration, published the next month in Philadelphia 

during the meetings of the Continental Congress, With-

erspoon articulated one of the chief themes that aligned 

Christianity and Enlightenment political thought: the 

sacred cause of liberty. He believed that the cause of 

America was one predicated on justice and liberty, and 

that it conformed to the truth about human nature. It 

also showed that religious and civil liberty were inextrica-

bly linked. Both the temporal and the eternal happiness 

of Americans depended on their gaining independence 

from England. In fact, religion prospered the most in 

those nations that enjoyed political liberty and justice. 

 Witherspoon’s logic not only typifi ed a large swath of 

Protestant colonists but also refl ected a similar attitude 

toward religion even among America’s less than ortho-

dox founders. When he deduced that the most zealous 

advocates of liberty were also the ones who were most 

active in promoting true religion, Witherspoon was as-

serting, in Christian idiom, the classical republican view 

that tied the prospects of liberty to the virtue of citi-

zens. Th is Christian republicanism, according to Mark A. 

Noll, featured two ideas. First was the fear of the abuse 

of illegitimate power and second was an almost mil-

lennial belief in the benefi ts of liberty. For Protestants 

like Witherspoon—and the Revolution found its great-

est clerical support from Calvinists in the Presbyterian 

and Congregationalist denominations—the best form of 

government was one that best preserved freedom, which 

would, in turn, nurture human fl ourishing. Th e fl ip side 

of this view was that any form of tyranny would be abu-

sive both for persons and society. Th e critical contrasts in 

Christian republicanism, consequently, were virtue ver-

sus corruption, and liberty versus slavery. Protestants like 

Witherspoon conceded that liberty could also be abused. 

But this was why religion was all the more essential to a 

republican form of government. Virtue promoted free-

dom, and vice produced tyranny and social disorder. For 

the Protestants who supported the cause of freedom, re-

ligion was the only way to guarantee the kind of virtue 

on which freedom depended. 

 Christian republicanism was not only the logic of 

Protestant colonists, however. Th e American framers also 

believed that liberty required a virtuous citizenry and 

that virtue generally stemmed from religion. Th omas Jef-

ferson was no favorite of many Calvinists who supported 

his Federalist opponents, but even he did not hesitate to 

affi  rm the new nation’s need for religion, such as in his 

1801 inaugural address as president. Th ere he declared, 

“Let us, then, with courage and confi dence pursue our 

own federal and republican principles. . . . enlightened 

by a benign religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in 

various forms, yet all of them including honesty, truth, 

temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; acknowledg-

ing and adoring an overriding Providence, which by all 

its dispensation proves that it delights in the happiness of 

man here and his greater happiness hereafter.”

Jeff erson’s faith in providence was a far cry from or-

thodox Protestantism. But it was not explicitly hostile to 

Christianity, especially with the qualifi cations supplied by 

clergy like Witherspoon. Jeff erson himself maintained “a 

more beautiful or precious morsel of ethics I have never 

seen” than the teachings of Jesus. Similar affi  rmations of 

faith came from Jeff erson’s political opponents, such as 
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John Adams, who was not much more orthodox in his 

Christian affi  rmation than the Virginian. In 1813 Adams 

wrote to Jeff erson that “Th e general principles, on which 

the Fathers achieved independence, were . . . the general 

Principles of Christianity, in which all these Sects were 

United. . . .” Th e basis for Adams’s positive assessment 

of Christianity drew directly on the fusion of Protestant 

and republican thought; religion and virtue supplied the 

only true foundation for a republican form of govern-

ment and political liberty. 

 To be sure, these appeals to Christianity by American 

statesmen not known for their doctrinal precision should 

not be read, as American Protestants have sometimes 

interpreted them, as an indication of U.S. Christian 

origins. Nor is it clear that Protestants like Wither-

spoon were theologically within their rights to endorse 

the Revolution on Christian or Protestant grounds. But 

the lure of Christian republicanism to both the orthodox 

and heterodox patriots is signifi cant for understanding 

why the American Revolution avoided an anticlerical or 

antireligious thrust. Th e widespread claim that republi-

canism and liberty depended upon virtue, and its corol-

lary that tyranny was fundamentally incompatible with 

virtue, provided all the leverage believers and skeptics 

needed to fi nd a place for religion in the new republic. 

As long as that connection existed, the orthodox could 

look on the skeptical as friendly to the churches and be-

lievers; and at the same time, as long as believers pro-

moted virtue—as opposed to dogma—as the necessary 

ingredient for liberty’s success, the skeptical among the 

framers could regard the churches and their members as 

benevolent partners in the enterprise of founding a free 

and well-ordered republic. 

 Disestablishment and Revival 

 Religious complications to the American founding 

emerged almost as soon as George Washington secured 

the terms of peace from Lord Cornwall at Yorktown. In 

the debates leading up to the Constitution, Protestants 

did not worry that the federal government required no 

religious tests for offi  ce or refused to establish Christian-

ity as the state’s religion. Th e federal government’s powers 

were so restricted that the Constitution’s lack of religious 

provisions were thoroughly in keeping with the expecta-

tion that state governments would oversee the lion’s share 

of general welfare within their borders. Furthermore, the 

framers regarded the maintenance of established churches 

at the state level as an appropriate outworking of the re-

lations between state and federal sovereignty. Even so, 

older fears of the Church of England gaining a foothold 

through the creation of an American bishop, which had 

contributed to some churches’ support for independence 

from Great Britain, led Protestants eventually to ques-

tion the wisdom of ecclesiastical establishments also at 

the state level. Consequently, while Protestants may not 

have objected to a federal Constitution free from reli-

gious tests, some were less than content with religious 

regulations within their own states. 

 Th e processes by which established churches in Vir-

ginia and Massachusetts lost their privileged status are 

instructive for understanding how the logic that in-

formed federal developments could trickle down to the 

local level. In Virginia, revivalist Protestantism and En-

lightenment political theory combined to undermine 

the Episcopal establishment inherited from the colonial 

era. Revivalist dissatisfaction with church-state patterns 

in Virginia went back to the Great Awakening of the 

mid-eighteenth century, when itinerant evangelists had 

been imprisoned for upsetting the social order because 

of their ministry outside the bounds of the Episcopal 

order. What is more, all ministers not in the Episcopal 

Church were required to assent to 34 of the Church of 

England’s Th irty-Nine Articles in order to lead worship 

legally. Even then, only Episcopal priests were allowed to 

perform marriages. At the same time, citizens were taxed 

by local vestries to pay for the services of the Episcopal 

churches. Dissenters, of course, relied on the generosity 

of their own congregations. 

 Th e arguments against preferential treatment for Epis-

copalians took two forms. On the one hand, dissenting 

Protestants deduced that by incorporating a particular 

denomination the state had usurped Christ’s own rule 

within the church. For instance, Virginia Presbyterians 

adopted a resolution in 1776 that called on the legislature 

to overturn all religious establishments, and to abolish 

taxes that violated liberty of conscience. Disestablish-

ment would properly defi ne the true relationship be-

tween civil and ecclesiastic authority. It would also do 

justice to Christ’s own status as the sole legislator and 

governor of the church. Baptists argued in a similar vein 

and urged the Virginia assembly to recognize that be-

cause Christ’s kingdom was not of this world it could not 

properly be regulated by the state. Baptists also argued 

that favoring one denomination above all others was un-

just and at odds with Virginia’s bill of rights.

On the other hand, the language of rights echoed 

a less Christian and more libertarian argument about 

freedom of thought. Th e Virginia Bill for Establishing 
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Religious Freedom (1786), written by Jeff erson, ap-

pealed to the politics of liberty even if it also claimed to 

know the mind of the Creator. Th is bill, which proved 

infl uential on debates leading to the First Amendment 

of the U.S. Constitution, asserted the principle of free-

dom of thought and disdained any attempt to coerce 

beliefs or ideas by legislation or state power. In fact, to 

bind anyone’s conscience was a violation of the law of 

nature as well as the law of liberty. Although the lan-

guage of the Virginia legislation clearly appealed to dis-

senting Protestants when it insisted that God did not 

intend to propagate Christianity by state coercion, its 

appeal to human reason was diff erent from Baptist and 

Presbyterian arguments for religious freedom. In the lat-

ter case, revivalist Protestants were more likely to claim 

the sincerity of faith or the religion of the heart than 

freedom of thought on behalf of religious freedom and 

ecclesiastical disestablishment. Even so, the logic of re-

vivalism and the Enlightenment combined in Virginia 

to place religious faith in the category of freedom of 

thought and expression. Th ose who advocated either a 

rational religion or a zealous Protestantism joined hands 

to conclude that the civil magistrate had no appropriate 

power to intrude into the arena of privately held beliefs 

and opinions. 

 Disestablishment of the Congregationalist churches in 

Massachusetts, the state-church system that lasted the lon-

gest of any—until 1833—stemmed less from the logic of 

freedom of expression than from internal confl icts within 

the churches themselves. Th e state’s constitution of 1779 

did provide for religious freedom but also, in Article III, 

empowered towns to raise taxes in support of teachers of 

religion—in other words, pastors—who would produce 

the instruction necessary for a religious and virtuous 

citizenry. Th is provision allowed the Congregationalist 

churches to continue to receive state support because of 

the preponderance of Congregationalists in the state.

But the Congregationalist churches encountered a 

double threat from opposite sides of the Protestant spec-

trum that threatened their established position. Baptists 

voiced objections to a system that forced them to pay 

taxes to support Congregationalist ministers. Like their 

counterparts in Virginia, New England Baptists were 

also supporters of revivalism and, in some cases, had run 

afoul of the established order by conducting religious 

services without legal permission. On the other side of 

the spectrum were liberal Congregationalists, the fore-

runners of Unitarianism, who continued to receive state 

support despite objections from Trinitarian Congrega-

tionalists, who believed the legislature should fund only 

orthodox faith. (Th e division between the two parties 

became so great when Unitarians in 1805 took control 

of theological instruction at Harvard University that 

orthodox rivals in 1808 founded Andover Seminary to 

counter the spread of false teaching from Cambridge.)

Th ese two sets of circumstances—a dissenting group 

of Protestants who objected to a state church and a theo-

logical rift within the established church itself—gener-

ated a series of court cases during the 1820s and forced 

Massachusetts to abandon tax support for the stand-

ing Congregationalist order. Even so, Massachusetts 

absorbed disestablishment with relative ease by relying 

on the public school system, created by school reformer 

Horace Mann, to provide the religious instruction that 

the state needed. 

 The Second Great Awakening 

 Disestablishment could have been a threat to Protestant-

ism in the United States had the sort of anticlericalism 

experienced in France accompanied the American form 

of separating church and state. But because political 

leaders typically couched disestablishment in the lan-

guage of neutrality to all Protestant denominations, the 

process of disentangling church and state proved to be a 

tremendous boon to spiritual vitality in the United States 

(and continues to account for the ironic combination of 

America’s secular political order and its unprecedented 

levels of religious observance among western societies). 

By weaning the church from the fi nancial nurture of the 

state, church leaders needed to draw support directly 

from the faithful. Th is environment gave an advantage 

to the most entrepreneurial of denominations in the new 

competition for adherents and fi nancial support. In par-

ticular, Methodists and Baptists, who had already learned 

to exist without state aid, benefi tted indirectly from re-

ligious disestablishment because of skills honed in the 

work of itinerancy and promoting revivals. In fact, dises-

tablishment was a boon to revivalistic Protestantism. 

 Of course, revivalism was not new to America. Th e 

First Great Awakening (1740s), led by the revivalist 

George Whitefi eld with support from the likes of Jona-

than Edwards and Gilbert Tennent, had already popu-

larized the practice of itinerancy—that is, the traveling 

evangelist who preaches anywhere, including fi elds, town 

markets, and meeting houses without regard for church 

etiquette or legal sanctions. For Methodists and Bap-
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tists, however, the practice of conducting revivals and 

 recruiting new members was not the exception but the 

rule. Indeed, the zeal for holiness and conversion that 

Methodist and Baptist forms of Protestantism encour-

aged sprang directly from the logic of conversion and 

the subsequent demand for holy living. In contrast to 

formal and apparently stuff y clergy trained in univer-

sities and colleges, revivalism opened the ministry to a 

host of lay itinerants adept at speaking the language of 

people well outside the infl uence of the older and estab-

lished churches. In turn, these itinerants also provided 

the building blocks of a denominational structure that 

emerged in the early nineteenth century for Method-

ists and Baptists with loosely established networks and 

associations. Th ese institutional forms gave a collective 

identity to populist denominations that stretched from 

the eastern seaboard to the expanding western frontier 

both in the North and the South. 

 Membership statistics from the era underscore the 

capacity of revivalism to adapt and thrive in the new 

circumstances of disestablishment. Th e most aggres-

sively revivalist denominations grew the fastest, leaving 

the older and more established ones behind. Congrega-

tionalists and Presbyterians at the time of the Ameri can 

Revolution, for example, constituted approximately 40 

percent of religious adherents in the United States (20 

and 19 percent, respectively), while Baptists (17 percent) 

and Methodists (3 percent) were only half the size of the 

Calvinist denominations at the time of the Declaration 

of Independence. But after the war for independence 

and the new church-state order took form, Methodists 

and Baptists outpaced their Protestant competitors. In 

1850 Methodists were the largest denomination, at 34 

percent of American Protestants, and Baptists were the 

next largest American Protestant church with a member-

ship of 20 percent of the Protestant whole. In contrast, 

by 1850 Congregationalists had fallen to 4 percent, and 

Presbyterians to 12 percent. Th e reasons for the growth 

among Methodists and Baptists and the decline of Cal-

vinistic denominations are numerous. But the dynamic 

of disestablishment combined with the innovation and 

expansionist impulses of revivalism were crucial to the 

change in fortunes of these denominations. Th e suc-

cess of Methodists and Baptists also demonstrated an 

unintended consequence of separating church and 

state—namely, that without the support and especially 

the oversight of government, churches could fl ourish in 

ways previously unimaginable. 

 Revivalism and Reform 

 Even if the Congregationalist and Presbyterian reli-

gions suff ered in popularity during the antebellum 

period, they made up for numerical inferiority with as-

sociational superiority. After 1820, the United States was 

awash in a sea of voluntary societies that further compli-

cated the relationship between religion and politics. Not 

only did disestablishment create a religious vacuum that 

revivalist-inspired Protestants fi lled with amazing eff orts 

to plant churches on the expanding western frontier, but 

the lack of political and social structures in the new na-

tion created an opening for religiously inspired political 

activism. Protestants in the Northeast, especially New 

England Congregationalists, responded with a vast array 

of voluntary associations designed to Christianize the 

new nation in a variety of ways. Most of these organiza-

tions received support and inspiration from the religious 

zeal of the Second Great Awakening, a series of revivals 

during the 1820s and 1830s whose principal agent was 

Charles Grandison Finney. Th ese revivals and the re-

forms they animated gave the new society a semblance 

of order. Th ey were not simply a religious but also a so-

cial response to unsettled and expanding conditions. In 

eff ect, the voluntary associations of the Second Great 

Awakening, also known as the Benevolent Empire, be-

came the mechanism for civilizing life on the frontier 

with the “proper” ways of the East. 

 Some of these voluntary associations were more explic-

itly religious than social or political. For instance, Con-

gregationalists, with help from northern Presbyterians, 

established organizations for the inexpensive production 

and distribution of religious materials such as Bibles and 

tracts. Other associations provided means for the educa-

tion of clergy and for supporting the establishment of 

new churches in the Northwest Territory. But religious 

voluntary societies encouraged a widespread percep-

tion of the United States as a republic that conformed 

to Christian ideals. Th is conviction led to a number of 

humanitarian eff orts to reform prisons, hospitals, es-

tablish schools, and train teachers for schools. A desire 

for a wholesome, well-ordered, and devout society also 

prompted revivalistic Protestants to insert themselves 

into the political process. 

 Sometimes the religious zeal of revivalistic Protestants 

had a direct infl uence on public policy and the electoral 

process. Some Protestant social crusades were of a limited 

duration and particular to a specifi c region of the country. 

Some started and gained momentum in the antebellum 
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era only to see their greatest infl uence in a later period. 

And some substantially changed the face of party politics. 

In each case, the Protestant political muscle showed that 

disestablishment could lead to entanglements of religion 

and politics far thornier than the architects of separating 

church and state had ever contemplated. 

 In the category of Protestant political reforms that 

were limited to a specifi c time and place stand both the 

Sabbatarian-inspired opposition to Sunday mails and 

the Anti-Mason movement. Opposition to post offi  ces 

staying open on Sundays surfaced as early as 1809, when 

Hugh Wylie, the postmaster of Washington, Pennsylva-

nia, and an elder in the Presbyterian Church, was dis-

ciplined by his church for keeping the post offi  ce open 

on the day of Christian worship. Th e U.S. postmaster 

general, Gideon Granger, responded, in 1810, by orches-

trating legislation that required all of the nation’s 2,300 

post offi  ces to remain open for business seven days a 

week. Th e issue of Sunday mails resurfaced at the time of 

the Second Great Awakening when Protestants formed 

the General Union for the Promotion of the Christian 

Sabbath, which launched a petition campaign to per-

suade Congress to repeal the 1810 Postal Act, in addition 

to calling for a boycott of all businesses that operated on 

Sundays. Th e eff ort generated over 900 petitions. But 

the arguments, many of which appealed to the nation’s 

Christian origins, failed to change federal law. Th e chair-

man of the Senate Committee on the Post Offi  ce and Post 

Roads, Richard M. Johnson, argued persuasively against 

the petitions, and post offi  ces continued to remain open 

on Sundays throughout the nineteenth century. 

 Anti-Masonry also emerged from Protestant objec-

tions to church members belonging to secret societies 

and from widespread fears of conspiracy that such secrecy 

encouraged. In the minds of many Protestants, secret so-

cieties were pagan in origin, smacked of Roman Catho-

lic hierarchy, and undermined true religion. In 1826 the 

cover-up of the murder of a defector from the Masonic 

Order led to the creation of America’s fi rst powerful third 

party. Anti-Masons called on American voters to drive 

Masons out of elected offi  ce. For them, Freemasonry was 

a privileged elite that lacked accountability to the nation’s 

republican institutions. Th eir antagonistic platform was 

hardly a stable foundation for a successful party. Even so, 

the Anti-Masonic Party ran its own candidate for presi-

dent in 1832, William Wirt, and proved disruptive to the 

National Republican Party’s fortunes in the North.

Eventually the populism of Anti-Masonry would 

fi nd an outlet in the Whig Party’s opposition to Andrew 

Jackson’s apparent disregard for legal and constitutional 

norms. For Whigs, Jackson’s expropriation of Indian land 

violated a proper Christian regard for existing treaties, and 

his banking policies constituted a swindling of the Ameri-

can republic by disregarding the obligations of contracts. 

 In contrast to these brief and focused episodes of parti-

san politics inspired by Protestant devotion, temperance 

was a social reform that began during the middle decades 

of the nineteenth century and would not succeed on a 

national level until the early twentieth century. Again, 

the reasons drew heavily on Protestant understandings 

of self-control and biblical commands against drunk-

enness. Th e organizational spirit of the Second Great 

Awakening generated numerous voluntary associations 

with active local societies, large membership, and many 

tracts and journals. During the 1840s, an argument for 

moderation and against drunkenness turned into a brief 

for total abstinence as the only solution to the nation’s 

lack of temperance. New associations emerged that re-

fl ected this shift in rationale: the Independent Order of 

Good Templars, the Sons of Temperance, the Templars 

of Honor and Temperance and, after the Civil War, the 

Anti-Saloon League, and the Prohibition Party.

Demand for abstinence led to the fi rst legislation to 

ban the sale and distribution of alcohol. In 1851 Maine 

took the lead in passing laws to ban the sale of alcohol 

except for medicinal and manufacturing purposes. By 

1855, 12 states had passed similar measures. Prohibition 

proved to be a divisive issue and spawned a number of 

independent parties and political candidates at the state 

level, especially in Ohio and New York but also in Dela-

ware and Maryland. Neither Whigs nor Democrats were 

skillful enough to shepherd evangelical temperance de-

mands for party gains. In fact, evangelical dissatisfaction 

with both Whigs and Democrats over temperance fueled 

the appeal in the 1850s of the American Party. 

 Dissolution of the Second-Party System 

 As volatile as temperance, Anti-Masonry, and Sabbatari-

anism were for American politics during the antebellum 

era, antislavery and anti-Catholicism proved that the 

separation of church and state was incapable of adjudi-

cating the demands of either religious-inspired reforms 

or Protestant-based defenses of a republican order. Th e 

radical antislavery movement emerged among revivalist 

Protestants during the 1830s, citing slavery as the grav-

est example of the young nation’s compromise with sin. 

Charles Finney, the greatest revivalist of the era, spoke 

out vociferously against slavery and added vigor to an 
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emerging abolitionist movement. But the demands for 

immediate emancipation proved divisive among even 

those who opposed slavery. Some abolitionists split from 

the American Colonization Society in 1838 and then the 

American Anti-Slavery Society a few years later. Volun-

tary societies were not the only casualties; Methodists 

and Baptists split along sectional lines in 1844 over de-

mands to condemn slavery. 

 With its failure to unite Protestants, the antislavery 

movement found other political outlets that stemmed 

more from rising sectionalism than from moral rectitude. 

Free-soil spokespersons and Northerners opposed to the 

expansion of slavery in the West became prominent allies 

of the movement. In turn, third parties emerged that 

sapped the electoral strength of both the Whigs and 

the Democrats. Th e Liberty Party signifi cantly hurt the 

Whigs by attracting enough votes to prevent the election 

of Henry Clay in 1844. Th e Democrats were not immune 

from antislavery attempts, at least in the North. Th e Free 

Soil Party upended the Democrats in 1848 and pointed 

forward to the emergence of the Republican Party. 

 If Protestants lost the chance to rally around the an-

tislavery cause in the pursuit of righteous politics, the 

increasing presence of Roman Catholics in the United 

States gave them another opportunity for unity. But 

anti-Catholicism, which turned primarily on older ar-

guments about the affi  nity between Protestantism and 

republicanism, further unraveled the two-party system 

dominated by Whigs and Democrats. Protestant hos-

tility was steeped in religious disputes and wars going 

back to the English Civil War of the 1640s and Whig 

hostility to the Stuart monarchy fueled antagonism to 

Roman Catholicism. During the 1830s and 1840s, anti-

Catholicism became politically explicit as white Ameri-

can Protestants reacted to economic uncertainty and 

political upheaval. 

 In 1845 the founding of the Order of the Star Spangled 

Banner tapped these hostilities. Originally a secret soci-

ety whose aim was to prevent immigrants and Roman 

Catholics from holding elected offi  ce, this association 

eventually blossomed into the Know-Nothing Party, 

nicknamed for its response to questions about the party 

and eff orts to maintain its secrecy. Between 1854 and 1855, 

the party was one of the fastest growing in the United 

States, and it tapped voters in both the North and the 

South. By 1856 it had adopted the name the American 

Party and had sapped enough of the Whig Party’s sup-

port for many to think the American Party’s presidential 

nominee, Millard Fillmore, might have a chance in the 

general election. But again the issue of bringing slavery 

into the territories could not prevent the American Party 

from splitting, with many of its northern members de-

serting to the Republican Party. 

 Although evangelicals faulted the American Party 

for its initial secrecy and intolerance of foreign-born 

Americans, anti-Catholicism was an important piece of 

a religiously inspired defense of republicanism. In fact, 

Roman Catholicism shared qualities with slavery and 

alcohol that it made anti-Catholicism a plausible preju-

dice for those committed to antislavery and temper-

ance. Native Protestants easily associated drinking with 

Roman Catholics because the cultures from which many 

of the new immigrants came—those of Ireland and 

Germany—  encouraged the consumption of alcohol, 

not to mention that Rome had never countenanced a 

policy of abstinence. Protestants also noted resemblances 

between slavery and Roman Catholicism because of the 

latter’s hierarchical system of church government and the 

obedience that Rome demanded (at least on paper) of 

church members. Protestantism was considered the most 

republican form of Christianity while Rome stood for 

thralldom and dependence. 

 Th e net eff ect of religion on America’s Second Party 

System was to show the inadequacies of the arrangement 

if not to unravel it all together. Religious-based reforms 

inspired new parties during the three decades before the 

Civil War that often wooed away voters from the Whigs 

and Democrats. In addition, the moral dilemma of slav-

ery caused splits within the established parties along re-

gional lines. In 1852 Whigs, Democrats, and the Free Soil 

Party each supported their own candidates in the presi-

dential election. In 1856 the third party to run alongside 

Whigs and Democrats was the Republican Party. And 

in 1860, four candidates ran for the presidency—two 

Democrats (northern and southern), one Constitutional 

Union, and one Republican. By 1860 the Whigs no lon-

ger existed and the Democrats were seriously divided. 

Economic and political circumstances would have made 

the longevity of the Whig-Democrat system unlikely. 

But religion added signifi cantly to the political instability 

that the parties and their candidates tried to negotiate. 

 Divided Allegiances 

 In the years between the Declaration of Independence 

and the outbreak of the Civil War, the United States 

emerged as a formally secular political order that was in-

formally one of the most religious societies in the West. 

Although apparently in fundamental tension, secular 
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politics and religious zeal turned out to be almost di-

rectly proportional. Th e disestablishment of Christianity, 

what some have called de-Christianization, was actually 

immensely useful for the popularity of religion in the 

United States. And yet, the religious fervor that Ameri-

cans displayed between 1776 and 1865 did not prove as ad-

vantageous for America’s political leaders. At times, faith 

could perform remarkable assistance in American public 

life. But it also proved especially diffi  cult to govern and 

invariably competed with the major political parties for 

Americans’ allegiance. Ironically, by conceding that re-

ligion is a private matter that government should not 

coerce, America’s founders also established conditions 

that allowed religion to be even more politically potent 

than it was in those states where the churches were still 

established. 

  See also  Catholics and politics; Protestants 

and politics. 
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 religion and politics, 1865–1945 

 Religious institutions were among the most infl uential 

forces shaping American culture and society from 1865 to 

1945. Every major religious group experienced tremen-

dous growth in numbers and institutional might in this 

period even as Protestantism, the largest and most infl u-

ential religious group in 1864, lost its prominence in the 

public arena after 1920. 

 American Religion on the Eve of the Civil War 

 By the beginning of the Civil War, the power of reli-

gion in America was perhaps best expressed in its theo-

logical and political ideals and its cultural infl uence 

rather than its actual numerical dominance. Only about 

25 percent of Americans were members of religious in-

stitutions at the time of the Civil War, and the majority 

of those belonged to Protestant institutions. Neverthe-

less, most Americans—Protestants, Catholics, and those 

belonging to smaller groups like Jews, spiritualists, and 

others—adhered to a fairly uniform set of assumptions. 

Beyond a simple belief in God, most assumed God was 

a personal being involved in the intricacies of human life 

who intended that humans adhere to moral certainties 

that were easily discerned through revelation or common 

sense, and that life as a member of a family, community, 

and nation connected to God’s providence. Moreover, 

even though only about one-fourth of Americans were 

formal members of religious institutions, far more at-

tended local congregations, read religious literature, at-

tended schools that promoted religious belief, or were 

conversant in biblical or Christian theological ideas. 

Even Native Americans, who practiced non-European 

religions, interacted with Christianity in degrees ranging 

from conversion to syncretism to rejection. 

 If religious Americans of European origin held to 

these general theological assumptions, most also be-

lieved America—and, most important, its Republican 
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or Democratic political ideals and institutions—marked 

the highest stage of God’s providential development of 

human beings. For religious Americans—in the North 

or the South; slave or free; Protestant, Catholic, Jew, the-

osophist, or do-it-yourselfer—the lineaments of religious 

belief, philosophy, political and economic activity, fam-

ily, and community were almost seamless. To be religious 

was to be American; to be American was to be religious. 

 As those who believed God’s providence established 

the United States as a “city on a hill,” religious Americans 

were also aware of the diffi  culties in discerning and then 

living up to that providential plan. Seen most clearly in 

the antebellum dispute over slavery but also in the anti-

Catholicism (among Protestants), anti-Mormonism, and 

temperance movements, as well as other causes that 

enlisted the debate and activity of religious Americans, 

commitments to common sense–based certainty and 

patriotic millennialism drove Christians into confl ict 

that ranged from anti-Catholic violence to the Civil War 

itself. 

 Post–Civil War Structural Developments 

 By 1865, then, Americans still held to these essential 

theological and political ideals but faced both the con-

sequences of having pushed those ideals to bloodshed as 

well as the need to address an emerging American land-

scape that would look increasingly diff erent from the one 

in 1860. Specifi cally, religious Americans addressed and 

adapted themselves and their institutions to the most 

important historical trends of this period: migrations of 

people westward within America, and immigration into 

America from overseas; urbanization; industrialization; 

war and the emergence of America as a world power; and 

new patterns of thought such as pragmatism, theological 

liberalism/modernism, and evolution. 

 Shaping such connections among religion, politics, 

and society between 1865 and 1945 was the striking and 

unprecedented numerical growth among religious groups 

in America, which was marked by growing institutional 

predominance with centralization and professionaliza-

tion, increasing diversity in terms of new religious belief, 

ethnicity, and schisms within older religious groups, and 

new theological, philosophical, and social ideas emerging 

from the engagement with urbanization and new intel-

lectual patterns. Because of such growth in real numbers 

and infl uence, if it was not the case before the Civil War, 

it became increasingly the case afterward that America 

was, if not a “Christian nation,” then certainly a nation 

of believers. 

 In 1865 the majority of American churchgoers re-

mained affi  liated with Protestant denominations, and 

this remained true up to 1945, as these denominations 

grew at extraordinary rates. Methodists, the largest 

Protestant denomination in 1860 with about 2 million 

members, grew to about 5.5 million members in 1900 

and then to just under 12 million in 1950. Baptists grew 

from 1 million to 4.5 million to 15 million in that same 

period, passing Methodists as the largest Protestant de-

nomination. Other Protestant denominations such as 

the Lutherans, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Congrega-

tionalists, and Disciples of Christ grew in similar scale. 

 At the same time, however, non-Protestant or groups 

on the fringes of Protestantism grew in like manner, 

challenging Protestant hegemony. Roman Catholics, for 

example, became the largest single Christian religious 

body in the nation before the Civil War, with just under 

5 million adherents. Catholic numbers exploded due to 

post–Civil War immigration to approximately 10 million 

by 1900 and well over 20 million by 1950. Likewise, Ho-

liness and Pentecostal denominations (Church of God in 

Christ, Church of God–Cleveland Tennessee, Church of 

the Nazarene, Assemblies of God, and others) emerged 

at the turn of the century; drawing on older traditions 

of moral certitude, a belief in the human perfection, and 

the experience of religious ecstasy, along with speaking 

in tongues and healing, they forged a movement that 

by the end of the twentieth century was probably the 

most pervasive and dynamic Christian body worldwide, 

claiming 100 million and possibly as high as 500 million 

adherents. Th is movement would provide the backbone 

of the religious right of the late twentieth century. Like 

Pentecostals, Eastern Orthodoxy (primarily Russian and 

Greek), the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 

and eastern religions (especially Buddhism and Confu-

cianism), grew between 1865 and 1945, but did so espe-

cially after 1945. 

 Th e late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also 

saw the emergence of spiritualist and adventist groups. 

Th ough these groups were often rooted in antebellum 

patterns of thought, groups such as the Christian Science 

movement of Mary Baker Eddy, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 

the Th eosophical Society of Madame H. P. Blavatsky, 

Mesmerism, and other mind cures or loosely Christian 

adventists prospered in the twentieth century and, in 

some cases, especially overseas. Sometimes, as in the case 

of Christian Science and its  Christian Science Monitor , 
these groups exerted a political and social infl uence be-

yond their actual number of adherents. 
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 American Judaism also prospered and grew in this 

period. Before the 1890s, most American Jews were of 

German origin and clustered in cities such as Cincinnati, 

Ohio, or Charleston, South Carolina. Th ese were often 

Reform Jews who mitigated the strictures of the Torah 

according to American cultural, political, and social cus-

toms. Immigration from Eastern Europe, and especially 

Russia, brought the number of Jews in the United States 

to nearly 1 million by 1900, and then to about 5 million 

by 1950. Th ese Eastern European Jews saw immigration 

as a means to exercise their religious practices freely; 

hence, many of these immigrants established conserva-

tive or orthodox synagogues as they sought initially to be 

faithful Jews rather than assimilated Americans. 

 Finally, Native American religious belief systems de-

clined in the number of adherents throughout the sec-

ond half of the nineteenth century through Christian 

missionary activity, persecution, and privatization of 

Native American lands under the 1887 Dawes Severalty 

Act or syncretism with or conversion to Christianity. 

One prominent example of such syncretism was the 

Ghost Dance movement of the Plains Indians, which, 

as taught by the Piute prophet Wovoka, merged Chris-

tian patterns of millennialism with traditional Native 

American religious beliefs, teaching that participation in 

a series of rituals (the Ghost Dance) would hasten a mil-

lennial world as well as happiness in the here and now. 

Th e movement was suppressed by the 1890s, most infa-

mously at the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890. Native 

American religion experienced revival, however, under 

the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, which not only 

restored tribal lands and governance but encouraged the 

practice of traditional religions. 

 Immigration and Nativism 

 As noted, the swell of immigration that lasted from the 

1870s to the 1920s from China (until the Exclusion Act 

of 1882), Japan, and Europe led to tremendous growth 

among certain groups—Roman Catholics, Jews, and 

Lutherans especially. But immigration had other con-

sequences as well, for as many immigrants connected 

ethnicity to religion, some religious groups experienced 

fragmentation along ethnic lines. For example, Swedes, 

Norwegians, and other immigrants from Scandinavia 

established their own Lutheran bodies, while Catholics 

from Poland, Portugal, Austria, Italy, Germany, Bohe-

mia, and elsewhere solidifi ed their own parish identities 

and regularly fought with the established Irish leader-

ship for control; one extreme example was the establish-

ment of the Polish National Catholic Church in 1904. 

Jewish immigration also led to fragmentation as Jewish 

synagogues aligned themselves along three lines: Reform 

(generally Americanized Jews from previous immigra-

tions), Conservative, and Orthodox (the latter two made 

up largely of immigrants arriving after 1890). 

 Another way that ethnicity connected to religion was 

in the way some Protestants connected Roman Catholi-

cism (and, later in the early twentieth century, Judaism) 

to ethnicity in periodic outbreaks of nativism. As far 

back as the Puritan era, many Protestants had opposed, 

sometimes with violence, Catholics on theological and—

especially in the antebellum period—political grounds, 

arguing that Catholic allegiance to the Papacy threat-

ened the basis of American Democracy. After the Civil 

War, this theological or political anti-Catholicism—most 

often expressed in struggles over public funding for Cath-

olic education—combined with fears of urbanization and 

xenophobia in the form of nativism. Nativists, many of 

whom were explicitly Protestant, blamed immigrants—

especially Catholic and Jewish immigrants—for the vices 

of cities, local political corruption (bossism), radical po-

litical ideas, and a perceived shift in America away from 

its Protestant culture. Nativist activity was especially 

prominent in the 1890s and 1920s and expressed insti-

tutionally through the American Protective Association 

(APA) in the late nineteenth century and the Ku Klux 

Klan in the 1920s. 

 Progressivism, Modern Organization, 

and the Social Gospel 

 As all these religious groups grew in number they also 

organized themselves along the lines of the emerging 

corporate culture of the late nineteenth and early twen-

tieth centuries, borrowing the language and concepts of 

centralization and effi  ciency to create some of the most 

prominent and powerful institutions in the country. 

Protestant denominations, Roman Catholic dioceses, 

Spiritualists, Buddhists, and even Native Americans 

(who formed the Native American Church in 1918 to 

legally protect the use of peyote) centralized the gover-

nance of their own institutions, professionalized their 

clerical ranks, established colleges, graduate schools, 

and seminaries or divinity schools, and funneled money 

into clerical pensions and especially missionary activi-

ties at home and abroad and to social services. Much 

of this centralization took place within denominational 

structures already in place; Protestant denominations, 

Mormons, Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others 
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funded missionaries, especially to China and Asia in the 

twentieth century; Roman Catholics founded the Cath-

olic Foreign Missionary Society in 1911 in Maryknoll, 

New York, which focused on Central and South America. 

Catholics also established the National Catholic Welfare 

Conference (originating in 1917 as the National Catholic 

War Council), which, under Monsignor John A. Ryan, 

voiced the needs of the poor among Catholics. Mission-

ary activities, especially in China, the Philippines, and 

Central and South America, dovetailed in friendly or 

hostile ways with growing American military and com-

mercial interests abroad. 

 Along with denominational initiatives, organizations 

such as the Federal Council of Churches (1908) and the 

Synagogue Council (1926) established organizational ties 

across institutions. More important, though, organiza-

tions outside denominational and church institutions 

also organized with great effi  ciency and impact. Rooted 

in the volunteer societies of the antebellum period, na-

tional religious groups formed to address specifi c prob-

lems or to engage in missionary work. Some of the most 

prominent were the Young Men’s (and Women’s) Chris-

tian Associations (YMCA and YWCA), which strove to 

protect young men and women from the vices of city 

life; the Student Volunteer Movement, founded by John 

R. Mott, which sent young college graduates overseas as 

missionaries; the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) led by Frances Willard; the Knights of Colum-

bus, which provided mutual aid for Roman Catholics; 

the Salvation Army, from England; the Catholic Worker 

movement (1933) of Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, 

countless rural and urban holiness, Pentecostal, and 

apostolic groups that preached the Gospel in farming 

communities or storefront churches and also provided as-

sistance to the poor; and the organizations, conferences, 

and schools that grew up around the most prominent 

independent preachers of the period such as Dwight L. 

Moody and Billy Sunday. Th ese groups and personalities 

often competed with denominations in terms of loyalty 

and impact. 

 Even though the memberships of most religious bodies 

included more women than men, those that were exten-

sions of denominations and churches, as well as most in-

dependent organizations, retained an almost completely 

male leadership and clergy. Th ere were exceptions to this 

such as Christian Science and some holiness/Pentecos-

tal groups. Women often organized or held prominent 

roles in organizations and missionary endeavors exist-

ing alongside these churches; the WCTU or Catholic 

Worker movement are prominent examples. Th e early 

twentieth century saw some movement toward ordina-

tion of women among Protestants, but most movement 

in this direction occurred after 1945. Th e Catholic Sis-

ters, however, were at the heart of Catholic educational 

life and benevolence. 

 At the turn of the century, much of the activity of 

these and other institutions focused on alleviating the 

“social problem”—meaning urban poverty, political cor-

ruption (especially at the local level), and labor unrest. 

While in the antebellum period, volunteer societies had 

addressed issues like abolition and temperance, between 

the 1880s and the end of World War I, Protestants and 

many Catholics adopted what has come to be called the 

Social Gospel (though at the time religious leaders used 

the name “Applied Christianity”). 

 For religious Americans, the “social problem,” which 

came to prominence with Jacob Riis’s  How the Other 
Half Lives  (1891) and Henry George’s  Progress and Poverty  
(1879), involved urban poverty and its attendant vices, 

which were often associated with Catholic or Jewish im-

migrants. For this reason, some Social Gospel advocates 

were implicitly or explicitly nativist or promoted Anglo-

Saxon superiority (Josiah Strong and his  Our Country  
[1885], for example). 

 Often, too, the social problem was connected to the 

specter of “class warfare,” the assumption being that if 

economic conditions in American cities fell to the point 

of “European conditions,” America would fi nd itself 

in a war between the middle class and the politically 

radicalized “masses.” To stay the advance of such a class 

war, many religious Americans turned to older forms of 

benevolence—assisting the poor, fi ghting alcohol con-

sumption, and so on. Th ose who adopted the Social 

Gospel, however, employed the new social science of so-

ciology; social scientifi c theories of education, liberal, or 

modernist theology; and forms of social evolution—in 

short, progressivism—to forge a systemic approach to 

urban poverty, education, and work. Social Gospel ad-

vocates like Walter Rauschenbusch, Washington Glad-

den, and Richard T. Ely wanted clerics trained in the 

social sciences to use political and educational means to 

alter systems of vice, oppression, and urban corruption 

in order to end the social problem. In their minds, such 

political and otherwise practical endeavors would intro-

duce the Kingdom of God—a new social and political 

system based on love and justice—to the world. Th is 

movement was especially prominent in cities outside the 

South and in Protestant divinity schools. 
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 Even though Protestants were more visible in organiz-

ing activities associated with the Social Gospel, Catho-

lics, too, engaged in such thought, often with a more 

radical edge. Based on the criticism of capitalism and call 

for social justice in Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical letter 

 Rerum Novarum  (Of New Th ings), which was restated 

in 1931 when Pope Pius XI issued  Quadragesimo Anno  

(In the Fortieth Year), groups like the Catholic Worker 

movement put social action in place that was in some 

ways more radical that Protestants. Th e Catholic Worker 

movement associated with radical political and intel-

lectual movements and explicitly challenged a belief in 

capitalism. 

 After World War I, as intellectuals gradually dismissed 

many of the progressive ideals touting human prog-

ress and perfectibility through education and reform, 

the ideals of the Social Gospel gave way in seminaries, 

universities, and divinity schools, at least among Protes-

tants, to the theological “Neo-Orthodoxy” of the 1930s 

and 1940s. Th is Neo-Orthodoxy, which drew on the 

thinking of Swiss Th eologian Karl Barth and Americans 

Reinhold Niebuhr and H. Richard Niebuhr, professed 

little confi dence in human perfection, stressing instead, 

and in diff erent ways, the transcendent gap between 

God (or philosophical ideals) and the mire of the human 

condition. 

 Fragmentation, Schism, and the 

Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy 

 Th e growth and centralization of institutional life also 

brought about fragmentation and schism among Prot-

estants just as pressures from immigration brought 

schism to American Judaism and Catholicism. In the 

late nineteenth century, many Protestants, especially in 

the Upper South and Midwest, drew on the same fears 

about centralization and hierarchy that had earlier pro-

duced groups like the Disciples of Christ and Primitive 

Baptists. Many rural practitioners worried that the new 

institutions favored leaders from larger urban churches, 

while others worried that centralized plans for setting 

amounts and distributing missionary funds were inher-

ently antidemocratic. Often these concerns coupled 

with theological emphases on holiness, antimissionary 

Calvinism, or religious ecstasy to produce a number 

of separatist groups that formed their own denomina-

tions. Already mentioned are the holiness and Pente-

costal groups, black and white, that formed with these 

emphases; other important Protestant groups included 

Landmark Baptists and the Churches of Christ, which 

split from the Disciples of Christ. Similar struggles in 

ethnic churches pitted those who wished to retain Old 

World languages and theological emphases against those 

who more openly embraced the English language and 

American intellectual and political ideals. Such ten-

sions were especially strong among certain Lutherans 

and Dutch Calvinists. Catholics, too, struggled between 

allegiance to the worldwide church with it Eurocentric 

emphases, practices, and ideals, and allegiance to Ameri-

can ideals such as congregational autonomy and the 

separation of church and state. Th is struggle in America 

often paralleled European struggles between liberal and 

ultramontane leaders and theologians. Supporters of 

Ultramontane Catholicism, drawing on Pope Pius IX’s 

 Syllabus of Errors  (1864), generally condemned political 

liberalism and the separation of church and state. 

 Th e major Protestant denominations in the North 

(Presbyterians, Methodists, remained separated as north-

ern and southern bodies until 1983 and 1939, respectively) 

experienced schism most acutely in the fundamentalist-

modernist controversy that extended roughly from the 

Presbyterian heresy trial of Charles A. Briggs in 1892 to 

the Scopes Trial of 1925. Other denominations, because 

they were decentralized (such as the Lutherans) or more 

uniform theologically (as with southern denominations 

and Roman Catholics), avoided this schism over the 

control of denominations. 

 Th e fundamentalist-modernist controversy involved 

some elements of the concerns over centralization but 

focused more on theological and intellectual innovations 

that were sweeping the nation and on who would con-

trol denominational machinery—in particular, the gov-

ernance of overseas missionaries and the divinity schools 

and seminaries. 

 Th eological modernism emerged out of Europe— 

especially Germany—as well as from Unitarian and theo-

logically experimental institutions of higher education in 

the United States. It challenged a number of traditional 

assumptions about the origins and content of the Old 

and New Testaments and especially the relationship of 

theology to science and philosophy. Higher criticism of 

the Bible challenged traditions of authorship and dating 

in biblical documents along with the historical verifi abil-

ity of biblical events and persons. For many, higher criti-

cism of the Bible undercut the claims of authority that 

Christians believed it held. Other thinkers challenged 

theological claims of Christian exclusivity in light of in-

creasing knowledge of world religions. And the introduc-

tions of Darwinism, philosophical positivism, historicism, 
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ethical pragmatism, and the ideas of Karl Marx, Sigmund 

Freud, and others challenged traditional views concern-

ing the unity of theology, philosophy, and science. Un-

like the challenges to religion itself from science, skeptics, 

or atheists, modernist theology attempted to adapt mod-

ern thought and criticism to the basic tenets of Christian-

ity in order to save it by modernizing it. Modernist 

thinkers also generally adopted social scientifi c views 

about human nature and society consistent with the 

Social Gospel. Th e impact of modernism was strongest 

in northern and midwestern denominations. Southern 

Protestants were more uniformly resistant to modern ism, 

while the Roman Catholic hierarchy also resisted it. 

 As theological modernists became increasingly vocal 

and gained leadership in northern Protestant denomina-

tions, traditionalists began to challenge them. Th e fi rst 

challenge to gain widespread notoriety was the trial of 

Charles A. Briggs in 1892. Briggs, a northern Presbyte-

rian and professor of biblical literature at New York’s 

Union Seminary, was tried and acquitted of heresy by 

the Presbytery of New York for accepting certain tenets 

of higher criticism. At the same time, conservatives at-

tempted to wrest control of missionary activities, fear-

ing that modernists saw missions as an extension of the 

Social Gospel and therefore a program for social service 

rather than for preaching the gospel. 

 As the opponents to modernism coalesced, their lead-

ers became known as “fundamentalists,” so named for a 

series of books called  Th e Fundamentals , published from 

1910 to 1917 and edited by A. C. Dixon and R. A. Torrey. 

Although conservatives, led by fi gures such as Dixon, 

Torrey, and J. Gresham Machen of Princeton Seminary 

eventually lost control over their denominations (many 

left to form their own), fundamentalism became a larger 

cultural and religious movement by the early 1920s. It 

fought not only theological modernism but the Social 

Gospel, Bolshevism, and—especially—evolution, all of 

which, taken together, were seen as leading to atheism 

and the destruction of American society. Along with 

being theologically conservative, many in the movement 

also expressed a belief in divine healing and holiness as 

well as dispensational premillennialism, which taught 

that the world would continue to get worse as Satan 

ruled the present dispensation of time; only when God 

removed Christians from the world would Jesus return, 

redeem the earth, and establish the millennium through 

direct intervention. Th is belief system ran counter to 

the earlier nineteenth-century postmillennialism that 

expected human beings to work with God in perfect-

ing the earth and establishing the millennium—a belief 

that had prompted countless nineteenth-century reform 

movements, including abolitionism. 

 Th is stage of the fundamentalist movement peaked 

at the 1925 Scopes Monkey Trial in Dayton, Tennes-

see, in which William Jennings Bryan battled Clarence 

Darrow over John T. Scopes’s right to teach evolution 

in the schools. Bryan, arguing for the prosecution 

against Scopes, won the legal battle in Dayton, but 

fundamentalists lost the war for American culture, as 

media personalities such as H. L. Mencken and Rev-

erend Henry Emerson Fosdick cast fundamentalists as 

rural yokels attempting to point Americans in a back-

ward direction. Fundamentalist Protestants continued, 

however, to prosper, establishing radio ministries, Bible 

colleges,  missionary endeavors, publications, and other 

institutions. Th eir numbers grew and their institutions 

strengthened throughout the middle of the twentieth 

century, even though their public voice was restricted 

largely to radio preaching. Th ey were poised, however, to 

reappear with Billy Graham in the 1950s and later with 

conservative political movements. 

 African American Christianity 

 Much of what characterized white religious activity also 

characterized that of African-American Christianity, 

but with some important exceptions. In the North, free 

blacks had formed their own denominations in the an-

tebellum period, mostly in cities like Philadelphia and 

New York. Th e two most important were the African 

Methodist Episcopal (AME) and the African Method-

ist Episcopal Zion (AMEZ) churches, both of which ex-

perienced growth rates similar to other religious groups 

between 1865 and 1945. 

 Southern black religion developed in the crucible of 

slavery, so although the southern blacks shared certain 

beliefs with whites and northern blacks—conversion, 

baptism, and in some cases ecstatic worship—the his-

torical context of slavery meant many shared beliefs took 

on profoundly diff erent meanings. Furthermore, in the 

South, the black church became the central social and 

political institution for the developing African American 

community and culture. 

 Although introduced to Christianity by whites, slaves 

quickly made it their own as they developed the “secret 

institution”—secret meetings held in “brush harbors” 

beyond white control. Th ese secret meetings provided 

sanctuary as slaves developed their own rituals and 

beliefs, selected their own leaders, and found release 
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through religious ecstasy. Slaves also synthesized Chris-

tianity in varying degrees with African and Caribbean 

religious beliefs. 

 After 1865, African Americans quickly established 

churches free, as much as possible, from white control. 

Black Baptists, who developed into the largest body of 

black Christians, formed their own state conventions 

immediately after the Civil War, though they continued 

to utilize help from southern and northern whites (and 

eventually formed the National Baptist Convention). 

Black missionaries from the AME and AMEZ churches 

established congregations throughout the South, while 

southern whites helped draw some blacks into their own 

separate, white-controlled denominations such as the 

Colored Methodist Episcopal Church. Catholic Parishes 

in the South typically followed this latter pattern. 

 As with white denominations in this period, such 

growth involved confl ict that almost always had racial 

overtones. Th e two primary axes of confl ict were be-

tween urban, middle-class blacks and rural blacks on the 

one hand, and confl ict between blacks and northern and 

southern whites on the other. Many middle-class urban 

African Americans who attempted to earn cultural, so-

cial, and political equality through “respectability” pro-

duced increasing class tensions in the late nineteenth 

century within and among diff erent churches as they 

saw poor, uneducated, and often rural blacks with their 

ecstatic worship and uneducated preachers as a hin-

drance to racial uplift. Th ese class-related tensions fueled 

both intradenominational (localists versus denomina-

tional centralizers) and interdenominational warfare—

especially between the more middle-class AME/AMEZ 

churches and the more rural Baptists. In terms of black/

white tensions, blacks often needed northern whites’ 

resources but resented white control and paternalism. 

Also, southern whites off ered blacks land, money, and 

education, but such benevolence was not only coupled 

with paternalism but white supremacy. 

 African American churches also became enclaves 

against the subtle or overt horrors of postbellum rac-

ism as they continued to nurture black leadership and 

to provide relief, mutual aid, and secondary and higher 

education. At the same time, the church functioned as 

the primary public sphere for black men and women 

in southern society through education, preaching, and 

moral reform designed to gain equality with whites. 

Black women were often at the forefront of these en-

deavors. Especially before the imposition of legal vote 

restriction and Jim Crow in the 1890s, for black men, 

and especially black preachers, the church provided the 

primary base for political involvement and mobilization 

aimed at securing suff rage and civil equality. Like white 

Protestants, blacks coupled their conceptions of spiritual 

freedom and equality with republican notions of indi-

vidual and social freedom and American millennialism. 

Th is would become evident in the civil rights movement 

of the 1950s and 1960s. 

 By the turn of the century, black Baptists and various 

other independent congregations practiced a Pentecos-

tal style of worship and ecstasy. Many African Ameri-

cans also accepted the practices of healing, the second 

blessing, and the Baptism of the Holy Spirit common to 

Pentecostalism. By the middle of the twentieth century, 

black Pentecostal groups were the second largest group 

of black Christians behind the Baptists. 

 Loss of a Mainstream Protestant Political Voice 

 Th rough the twentieth century, even as white Protes-

tant churches and denominations grew in number and 

strengthened denominational infrastructures, and infl u-

enced ideas, social patterns, laws (Prohibition), and the 

like, Protestantism also experienced an increasing alien-

ation from and lack of infl uence in the public arenas it 

had dominated in the nineteenth century. It would be 

hard to call this phenomenon “secularization” in light of 

the institutional and numerical growth among not just 

Protestants but religious groups generally in this period. 

But in the realm of politics, arts, literature, and higher 

education, Protestant leaders gave way to other, often 

nonreligious ones. Partly because of the general cultural 

and intellectual assault on progressivism and the Social 

Gospel, partly as fallout from the Scopes trial, and partly 

from new models and criteria for professional achieve-

ment and celebrity, by the 1920s, Protestant ministers 

and theologians disappeared from state dinners and no 

longer oversaw large reform movements. Th ey yielded to 

fi gures like Walter Lippmann, thinkers like John Dewey, 

and popular novelists regarding the moral instruction of 

the public, and turned public education over to teach-

ers trained under Dewey’s educational ideas and secular 

leaders in institutions of higher education (exceptions 

would include Reinhold Niebuhr, Billy Graham, and by 

the 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.). All the while, 

Protestants shared the American public stage with 

Catholics, Jews, and village atheists like Mencken and 

Darrow. Ironically, even as Protestants, Catholics, and 

religious Americans in general experienced tremendous 

growth numerically and institutionally between 1865 and 
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1945, Protestants, who in 1860 held pervasive cultural and 

social sway over the nation, saw their infl uence decline. 

  See also  Catholics and politics; Jews and politics; 

Protestants and politics. 
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 J O E  C R E E C H 

  religion and politics since 1945 

 Th e United States in the second half of the twentieth 

century was, paradoxically, both very secular and very 

religious. Like most other industrialized democracies, it 

conducted its daily business in a pragmatic and down-

to-earth way. At the same time, however, most of its 

citizens believed that an omnipotent God was watching 

over them. While the church membership rate in West-

ern Europe had dwindled to just 4 or 5 percent, in the 

United States it was still over 50 percent. American re-

ligion and politics, meanwhile, were linked in complex 

ways, even though the First Amendment to the Consti-

tution specifi ed their separation. 

 No aspirant to high political offi  ce could be indif-

ferent to religious questions, and every school board in 

the country had to wrestle with the problem of what 

religious symbols and activities they should allow on 

their campuses without displeasing the Supreme Court. 

Th e evangelist Billy Graham befriended every presi-

dent between Harry Truman and George W. Bush, and 

all of them valued his goodwill. As recently as 2007, 

the governor of Georgia held a meeting on the steps 

of his state capitol, during a drought, to beseech God 

for rain. 

 European sociologists early in the twentieth century 

predicted a continuous process of secularization for in-

dustrial societies, and the experience of most nations 

vindicated them. Why was the United States such an 

exception? Numerous theories were off ered at the time. 

One was that the United States had such a diverse popu-

lation, drawn from so many immigrant groups (volun-

tary and unfree), that religion was used to hold on to the 

vestiges of an older identity. Rural Italian immigrants, 

for example, had to turn themselves into urban indus-

trial workers when they came to America and had to 

learn English, but they could still be Roman Catholics. 

A second theory was that a highly mobile population 

sought a proxy form of community and found it by join-

ing churches as they moved from one city to the next. 

A third was that church-state separation, which denied 

state support to any church, forced religious leaders to 

act like businessmen, seeking out “customers” and mak-

ing sure they off ered a “product” to the liking of their cli-

ents; otherwise they would not get paid. A fourth, often 

advanced during an upsurge in religiosity in the 1950s, 

was that the fear of annihilation in a nuclear war was so 

intense that it drove anxious men and women back to 

churches and synagogues for reassurance. All these theo-

ries could fi nd empirical support; together they went far 

to explain the anomalous American situation. 

 The Cold War 

 Many Americans perceived the cold war as a confl ict of 

both political and religious signifi cance, in which the 

United States, champion of religion, confronted “god-

less communism.” Emphasizing that America stood 

not just for democratic capitalism but also for religious 

freedom was a way of sharpening and clarifying the 
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face-off . Among the organizations advocating militant 

anti-Communist policies in the 1950s was the Christian 

Anti-Communist Crusade, whose leader, Fred Schwartz, 

regarded communism as a substitute religion, a horrible 

parody of Christianity. President Dwight Eisenhower 

inspired some observers and amused others by declar-

ing that America itself made no sense without “a deeply 

held religious faith—and I don’t care what it is!” Th is 

was a way of affi  rming a point that was later made more 

formally by sociologist Robert Bellah: that America has 

a civil religion in addition to its citizens’ many particu-

lar religions. Eisenhower also authorized the inclusion of 

the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance and 

the stamping of “In God We Trust” on currency. 

 Th e fact that America’s defense policy was based on 

nuclear deterrence added an apocalyptic dimension to 

the cold war. A nuclear war could do the kind of world-

shattering damage that until then only God had been 

able to accomplish—and that he had promised Noah 

he would never do again after the great fl ood. Nuclear 

weapons themselves occasioned an anguished religious 

debate. Twenty-two Protestant theologians from the 

Federal Council of Churches declared that the bombing 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 was “morally 

indefensible.” Th e editors of the  Catholic World  agreed, 

adding that America had “struck the most powerful 

blow ever delivered against Christian civilization and 

the moral law.” Th e hardheaded neo-orthodox theolo-

gian Reinhold Niebuhr, a man highly respected among 

foreign policy makers, wrote in  Th e Irony of American 
History  (1952) that America had created for itself an in-

tolerable paradox. Posing as the defender of Christian 

civilization, it was able to make good on the commit-

ment only by threatening to use a weapon so fearsome, 

and so indiscriminate, that it would make a mockery of 

its users’ claim that they believed in a righteous and lov-

ing God. 

 Civil Rights 

 Th e cold war standoff  persisted through the 1950s as the 

United States underwent dynamic changes. None was 

more signifi cant than the civil rights movement, whose 

activist phase began in late 1955 with the Montgomery 

bus boycott. Energized by the Supreme Court’s school 

desegregation decision in  Brown v. Board of Education  

(1954), the Montgomery Improvement Association per-

suaded African Americans not to ride the city’s segre-

gated buses until the company changed its seating policy. 

Martin Luther King Jr., a Baptist minister, took com-

mand of the boycott and guided it to victory after nearly 

13 months. A native of Atlanta whose father was also a 

prominent minister, King developed a superb preach-

ing style. Boycott meetings in Montgomery were closely 

akin to religious revivals; hymn singing and his passion-

ate sermons strengthened the boycotters’ sense of unity 

and determination to persist. 

 King went on to become a leader of the nationwide 

civil rights movement, which succeeded in prompting 

Congress, over the next decade, to abolish all legally en-

forced racial segregation and to guarantee the vote to Af-

rican Americans for the fi rst time since Reconstruction. 

He had the knack of linking immediate circumstances 

in the South to transcendent questions of religious sig-

nifi cance, a skill demonstrated in his “Letter from Bir-

mingham Jail” (1963), which compared his work to that 

of Jesus and St. Paul in the early Christian communities. 

It is no coincidence that King and nearly all the other 

early civil rights movement leaders (Ralph Abernathy, 

Fred Shuttlesworth, Jesse Jackson, and others) were cler-

gymen. Ministers enjoyed high status in the segregated 

African American community and often brokered agree-

ments between whites and blacks. King, moreover, knew 

how to appeal to whites as well as blacks in a language 

drenched in biblical imagery—both races honored the 

scriptures. Th e fact that he was also able to achieve a high 

level of nonviolence gave his group, the Southern Chris-

tian Leadership Conference, the moral high ground, and 

worked eff ectively on the consciences of white voters. 

 Religion and Politics 

 Th e success of the civil rights movement was to have pro-

found consequences not just for African Americans but 

also for the two main political parties. Th e Democrats’ 

electoral base had long been the white Solid South, but as 

southern blacks began to vote Democrat after the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965, growing numbers of southern whites 

began to switch their allegiance to the Republican Party. 

Party politics was also changed in 1960 by the election of 

a Roman Catholic, John F. Kennedy, to the presidency. 

Th e only other Catholic to run for the presidency up 

to that time, Al Smith, had been soundly beaten in the 

election of 1928, partly because southern whites, most 

of them evangelical Christians, had refused to vote for a 

Catholic. Anti-Catholicism had a long history in America 

by 1960, some of it lowbrow bigotry, symbolized by epi-

sodes of anti-Catholic rioting in  nineteenth-century cit-

ies. It could also be refi ned and well read, however, as Paul 

Blanshard’s best-selling  American Freedom and Catholic 
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Power  (1949) bore witness. Blanshard, whose book was 

favorably reviewed in all the mainstream media, argued 

that Catholics’ loyalty to an absolute monarch, the pope, 

overrode their loyalty to the nation, making them dubi-

ous citizens. He even suggested that Catholics, like Com-

munists, were an internal fi fth column, threatening the 

future of the republic. Kennedy, in the run-up to the 1960 

election, appeared before a meeting of evangelical Prot-

estant ministers in Houston and denied having divided 

loyalties. He later joked to advisors that it was unreason-

able for Blanshard and others to suspect him of disloyalty 

because he was such a bad Catholic! 

 During the Kennedy administration, the Supreme 

Court, under the leadership of Chief Justice Earl Warren, 

who was already controversial because of the  Brown  deci-

sion, issued its fi ndings in several church-state cases:  Engel 
v. Vitale  (1962),  Murray v. Curlett  (1963), and  School Dis-
trict of Abington Township v. Schempp  (1963). Th e Court 

ruled that collective prayers in public school classrooms, 

then widespread, were a violation of the First Amend-

ment. So, too, were Bible reading and recitation of the 

Ten Commandments. Th e cases had been brought by an 

alliance of Unitarians, Jews, and atheists, who wanted to 

strengthen the wall of separation between church and 

state. Most other religious groups protested against this 

breach of American tradition, with some arguing that it 

would give comfort to the Communists and diminish 

the religious dimensions of the cold war. Numerous draft 

constitutional amendments appeared before Congress in 

the following years, trying to reinstate school prayer, but 

none won the necessary two-thirds majority. At almost 

the same time (1961), however, the Supreme Court up-

held the conviction of Abraham Braunfeld, who claimed 

his free exercise of religion was abridged by the state of 

Pennsylvania. An orthodox Jew, Braunfeld closed his fur-

niture store on Saturdays, but the state’s Sunday closing 

laws forbade him to open it then, putting him at an un-

fair business disadvantage. Th e Court ruled against him, 

decreeing that Sunday closing laws served a compelling 

secular interest, even if their origin could be found in a 

religious practice. 

 In the following decades, however, the trend in 

church-state cases was toward an increasingly emphatic 

dissociation. In 1983 the Supreme Court even considered 

a case,  Lynch v. Donnelly , involving government-owned 

illuminated Christmas displays—it decided to permit 

them if nonreligious items like candy canes, Santa Claus, 

and red-nosed reindeer were there, but to object if the 

exhibit comprised only a Christian crèche. 

 Vietnam 

 Soon after President Kennedy’s death, the American es-

calation in Vietnam began. In the early days of American 

involvement, a Catholic doctor, Tom Dooley, who had 

served there in the 1950s, regarded the war as a battle 

between Christian South Vietnam and the Communist 

North; at fi rst Cardinal Francis Spellman of New York 

and the American Catholic hierarchy agreed. Doubts 

about the “domino theory,” however, along with the lack 

of a clear military objective and unease about the viabil-

ity and integrity of the South Vietnamese ally, led to an-

tiwar protests. Religious observers from many diff erent 

traditions began to think of the war as power politics at 

its dirtiest—sacrifi cing Vietnam and its people because 

the risk of fi ghting the cold war in Europe was too great. 

Roger LaPorte, a young Catholic activist, set fi re to him-

self on the steps of the United Nations in 1965 to protest 

the war. An interfaith organization, Clergy and Laity 

Concerned about Vietnam (founded in 1966), agreed to 

put aside its members’ religious diff erences in its cam-

paign to end the war. It organized protests and sent a 

delegation to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, 

led by Rabbi Abraham Heschel, William Sloane Coffi  n 

(Protestant), and Daniel Berrigan (Catholic). 

 Berrigan, a Jesuit priest, also led a group of religious 

antiwar activists in invasions of two Selective Service of-

fi ces in the Baltimore area. Th ey poured blood over draft 

fi les in the fi rst and set fi re to fi les in the second with 

homemade napalm, then stood waiting to be arrested, 

explaining to local journalists the symbolic signifi cance 

of their actions. Berrigan was convicted but went un-

derground rather than to prison. For a year he was the 

romantic hero of the religious resistance, showing up 

unexpectedly to preach in diff erent churches, then dis-

appearing again before the police or FBI could arrest 

him. 

 Vietnam also raised anew question of religious con-

scientious objectors (C O s). During World War II the 

judiciary had permitted members of the historic peace 

churches, Quakers, Mennonites, and Jehovah’s Wit-

nesses, to register as COs and to perform alternative ser-

vice rather than enter the army. Th is rule persisted, but 

now, large numbers of draftees from other traditions also 

claimed that their consciences forbade them from serving 

in Vietnam. Such objectors found the Supreme Court 

partially sympathetic to their point of view in a 1970 de-

cision that permitted objections based on “a deeply held 

and coherent ethical system,” even if it had no explicit 

religious element. On the other hand, the Court added 
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in a case the following year, CO status would not be 

granted to protesters against only some wars: it had to 

be all or nothing. 

 American Judaism 

 Another confl ict, the 1967 Six-Day War between Is-

rael and its Arab neighbors, had a very diff erent eff ect 

on American religious history. It galvanized American 

Jews into a renewed sense of pride, identity, and concern 

for their community. Jews, only about 3 percent of the 

American population in 1945—most of them children 

or grandchildren of immigrants—had been preoccupied 

with assimilation, often trying to minimize the distinc-

tive elements of their way of life. Except among a hand-

ful of Orthodox communities, mainly in the New York 

area, Jews tended to blend in rather than stand out in the 

1950s and early 1960s. Many opted to join Conservative 

synagogues, to keep kosher tradition at home but not 

elsewhere, not to wear distinctive garments like the  kip-
pah  in public, and at times even to placate their fretful 

children in December by celebrating Christmas. Inter-

marriage rates between Christians and Jews rose steadily. 

 Th ree trends changed this trajectory toward assimi-

lation. First was Israel, which since its creation in 1948 

had to fi ght for its existence. Israel’s leaders hoped that 

well-to-do American Jews would migrate there, bring-

ing their wealth, education, and skills. Most declined 

to do so, but they did lobby on behalf of Israel, made 

sure its point of view was well represented in Congress, 

and sent fi nancial contributions. Second was the redis-

covery of the Holocaust. Many Jews’ fi rst instinct had 

been to forget about it—very little literature discussed 

it in the 1950s—but after Hannah Arendt’s  Eichmann in 
Jerusalem  (1963) it became a central issue in American 

Jewish education and self-defi nition; her book was fol-

lowed by a fl ood of Holocaust-related literature. Th ird 

was the Six-Day War itself, which, though it ended vic-

toriously for Israel, showed that Jews still faced terrify-

ing enemies eager to annihilate them. In the aftermath, 

contributions to Israel and American Jews’ decision to 

migrate there rose sharply. Modern Orthodoxy began to 

develop in the late 1960s and 1970s, a form of Judaism 

that permitted full engagement in American life without 

compromising religious distinctiveness and observance. 

Ensuring American Jews’ support, meanwhile, remained 

a high priority among Israeli politicians. It led to a con-

troversy, which continues to the present, over whether 

“the Jewish lobby” is a disproportionately powerful ele-

ment in American political life and whether it prompts 

the American government to act in ways that are more 

benefi cial to Israel than to the United States itself. 

 Abortion Politics 

 Th e 1960s witnessed great social turbulence and a rapid 

shift in public mores, many of which had religious and 

political implications. Th e women’s movement, for ex-

ample, lobbied for the abolition of gender discrimination 

in employment and raised a variety of questions under 

the previously unfamiliar category of “sexual politics.”

One was the issue of abortion, which has convulsed 

American religious and political life ever since. Th e Su-

preme Court ruled in  Roe v. Wade  (1973) that women 

could legally obtain abortions in the fi rst trimester of a 

pregnancy and, with some restrictions, in later stages of 

pregnancy. Th e decision overturned laws in all 50 states. 

It delighted feminists who had been working for revi-

sion of restrictive abortion laws, in line with their belief 

that women should have the right to choose whether or 

not to give birth. But it horrifi ed those believers who 

considered an unborn fetus to be a human being and 

who saw the ruling, in eff ect, as authorizing the killing 

of children. Subsequent decisions of the Court, nota-

bly  Planned Parenthood v. Casey  (1992), upheld the  Roe  
precedent but had the eff ect of embittering political and 

judicial life; advocates of each side found it diffi  cult to 

sympathize with the other.

Th e fi rst antiabortion activists were Catholics. Some 

lobbied for legal restrictions or a constitutional amend-

ment; others undertook direct action, picketing abortion 

clinics and trying to persuade pregnant women to carry 

their babies to term, off ering them and their babies ma-

terial and psychological support. In the 1980s, the move-

ment became more radical; Randall Terry’s Operation 

Rescue brought large numbers of “pro-life” evangelical 

Protestants into direct activism side by side with Catho-

lics, a combination that would have been unlikely prior 

the 1960s. Operation Rescue worked across denomina-

tional lines and tried to get large numbers of its mem-

bers arrested at the Democratic convention of 1988 in 

Atlanta, packing the jails as a symbolic way of bringing 

attention to the issue. In the 1990s a trio of the most 

extreme activists, Michael Griffi  n, Paul Hill, and Shel-

ley Shannon, assassinated abortion providers in the fi rm 

belief that God authorized this drastic step. Th e eff ect 

of their attacks was almost certainly counterproductive, 

horrifying not only most American citizens but also the 

majority of religious pro-lifers, who were explicitly dedi-

cated to the sanctity of life. 
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 The New Christian Right and Left 

 Th is turn to activism bore witness to an important trend 

in the 1970s, the return of evangelicals and fundamen-

talists to active politics. Ever since the Scopes trial of 

1925, most fundamentalists (Protestants who thought of 

the Bible as literally true and accurate, the direct and 

dependable word of God) had withdrawn from public 

life. Many of them were dispensational premillennial-

ists, believers that the second coming of Jesus was very 

close and that it was more important to turn to Jesus 

individually than to work on transforming society. In 

the 1970s, dismayed by sexual permissiveness, unfamiliar 

new roles for women, legal abortion, and what seemed 

like the breakdown of the family, they began to return 

to political life, joining Christian lobbies like Jerry Fal-

well’s Moral Majority. Th eir theorist was the theologian 

Francis Schaeff er, who urged them to contest what he 

thought of as the growing power of evil in the world. 

Th ey were also goaded into action by what was, to them, 

the disappointing presidency of Jimmy Carter: A born-

again evangelical Christian, Carter should have been sol-

idly behind their program but in practice seemed too 

willing to accept the orthodoxy of the Democratic Party 

on gender and family questions. He was also an advocate 

of détente with the Soviet Union, despite its persecution 

of Russian Christians and Jews. 

 Th e New Religious Right drew the lion’s share of 

media attention in the late 1970s and early 1980s, not 

least because it contributed to the defeat of Carter and 

the election of an outspoken conservative, Ronald Rea-

gan. It would be quite wrong, however, to imagine that 

religion was, as a whole, a conservative force in American 

life. Religious feminists had begun to transform gender 

roles inside churches and synagogues, while religious 

 anti-Vietnam activists could be found, a few years later, 

working in poverty programs and in the “sanctuary” 

movement, helping Nicaraguan and Salvadoran refu-

gees in the Southwest, or working in the environmental 

movement. Stewardship of God’s creation was, in the 

view of many Christians, a religious imperative.

Th is way of looking at nature also prompted a renewed 

assessment of nuclear weapons. Th ey remained in the 

1980s, as in the 1950s, the basis of America’s defense pol-

icy, but a growing religious antinuclear movement con-

sidered them utterly incompatible with civilization and 

common decency. Th e National Conference of Catholic 

Bishops wrote a pastoral letter on the issue, “Th e Chal-

lenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response” (1983), 

condemning the targeting of Soviet cities and coming 

close to opposing any policy that condoned the use 

of nuclear weapons. Once a dependable bloc of anti-

 Communists, the bishops were now staking out new 

territory, openly critical of their government. Many of 

the Protestant churches wrote comparable letters. One 

Methodist bishop, John Warman of Harrisburg, Penn-

sylvania, signed his denomination’s letter and told a 

journalist: “You cannot boil seven million human beings 

in their own juices and then speak of Christian love. It 

would be far better for us to trust the God of the Resur-

rection and suff er death than to use such a weapon.” 

Other Christians dissented sharply; Michael Novak, 

a lay Catholic and political conservative, wrote “Moral 

Clarity in the Nuclear Age” (1983), a book-length answer 

to the bishops that fi lled an entire special issue of  Na-
tional Review . Invoking the tradition of “just war theory,” 

as had the bishops, he argued that nuclear weapons were 

actually instruments of peace. Paradoxically, the govern-

ment  used  them by  not  fi ring them, merely threatening 

to do so, and in this way assured the maximum of deter-

rence with the minimum of destruction. 

 Religious Celebrities 

 Everyone can be grateful that the cold war ended with-

out an exchange of nuclear missiles. Th e Soviet empire in 

Eastern Europe began to unravel in 1989, the Berlin Wall 

came down, Germany was reunifi ed, and in 1991 Soviet 

communism itself came to a peaceful end. 

Several individuals who played prominent roles in this 

world-changing sequence of events became political-re-

ligious celebrities in America. One was Lech Walesa, the 

Gdansk dockyard worker whose Solidarity movement 

created a new center of legitimacy inside Communist 

Poland in the 1980s and made him a luminous fi gure to 

human rights activists. Th e Catholic faith had the same 

kind of function for Solidarity as evangelical Christianity 

had had in the American civil rights movement, bind-

ing members together and empowering them to resist 

unjust power. A second individual who became promi-

nent in America was Karol Wojtyla, who in 1978 was 

elevated to the papacy and chose the name Pope John 

Paul II. Also Polish, and the former archbishop of Kra-

kow, Wojtyla’s life and work demonstrated that Christi-

anity, even when persecuted, could outlast communism. 

His visits to America drew vast crowds of Catholics and 

non-Catholics alike.

Several other religious fi gures also played symboli-

cally important roles in movements to resist political 

oppression. One was the Russian novelist Alexander 
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Solzhenitsyn, a Russian Orthodox exile in America from 

1975, who gave the commencement address at Harvard 

in 1978; another was the Anglican South African bishop 

Desmond Tutu, a leading antiapartheid activist. A third 

was the Dalai Lama, religious leader of the Tibetan 

community in exile, who embodied Buddhist resistance 

to the Chinese conquest of Tibet. All were revered in 

America and helped discredit the regimes against which 

they campaigned. 

 The Changing Religious Landscape 

 By 1990 historians and sociologists were observing seis-

mic shifts in American religious life. First was the steady 

decline in membership and infl uence of “mainstream” 

Protestant churches. Presbyterians, Congregationalists, 

Episcopalians, and Lutherans, who had once dominated 

the religious landscape, faced dwindling congregations, 

whereas the Assemblies of God, Disciples of Christ, 

Southern Baptists, and independent Christian churches 

enjoyed rapid increases. Th ese growing congregations, 

many under the leadership of charismatic evangelical 

leaders, imposed tough rules on their members, expect-

ing them to tithe (give a tenth of their pretax income to 

the church) and follow exacting codes of personal con-

duct. Th ey provided foot soldiers for the Moral Majority 

and for its successor, the Christian Coalition, and cam-

paigned hard for seats on school boards, city councils, 

and state assemblies.

A second shift was the increasing politicization of reli-

gious life. Th e sharpest divisions had once been between 

denominations, but now separation was deepest between 

the religious left and the religious right, often with repre-

sentatives of both points of view in the same denomina-

tion. Princeton sociologist Robert Wuthnow charted this 

shift in his infl uential book  Th e Restructuring of American 
Religion  (1988). 

 Denominational conferences squabbled over theo-

logical and doctrinal questions, and over whether to re-

gard scripture as inerrant. Th e wider public felt the eff ect 

of these disputes in renewed attacks on the teaching of 

Darwinian evolutionary theory. Evangelicals on school 

boards argued that school science curricula should in-

clude “Creation science,” an approach to human origins 

that was consonant with the creation narrative in Gen-

esis. Th ey were aware, however, that the Supreme Court 

would reject that approach if they made its religious prov-

enance explicit. Proponents therefore claimed that they 

were indeed advancing a genuine science, rather than a 

religious point of view in religious dress. Th e Institute for 

Creation Research in San Diego backed up this claim. 

Th eir antagonists, an alliance of nonfundamentalist 

Christians, Jews, and academic scientists, countered that 

creation science was a bogus form of special pleading, 

and that the evolutionary hypothesis alone could explain 

the nature of life on Earth. Several southern states passed 

laws in the 1980s that were hospitable to creationists, 

only to see them rejected by the courts on First Amend-

ment grounds. Evangelical activists on school boards also 

tried to stop sex education classes or else convert them 

into advocacy seminars on sexual abstention.

At the same time, independent Christian schools 

thrived as places where evangelical teachings on creation 

and sexuality could be central to the curriculum. In 

southern states, many of these schools were attractive to 

white parents who disparaged the eff ects of public school 

desegregation.

A more radical alternative was homeschooling. Th e 

homeschooling movement had begun among advocates 

of the 1960s counterculture, who protested the repressive 

and conformist nature of public education. Ironically, it 

was overtaken by Christian homeschoolers who thought 

public education was too secular, undisciplined, ideo-

logically biased against religion, and tended to expose 

students to excessive peer pressure. Homeschool organi-

zations lobbied successfully for state laws entitling them 

to educate their children at home so long as they met 

basic standards of literacy and numeracy. 

 New Religions 

 Th ese developments bore witness to the continuing en-

ergy and diversity of American religious life. So did the 

growth of new religions, hundreds of which had sprung 

up throughout American history. Many lasted only a 

few years, but a few, like the Mormons, the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, and the Nation of Islam, struck a resonant 

chord among citizens and became permanent parts of 

the religious landscape. Th e sharp divisions in Ameri-

can national life during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s 

prompted the creation of a new crop of religions, a 

few of which had political implications. Some put such 

psychological pressure on their members that anxious 

relatives sought government prevention or regulation 

of what they perceived as brainwashing. Other groups 

demanded the handing over not just of a tenth but of 

all a member’s property. Some sheltered illegal sexual 

practices.
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Two dramatic incidents illustrated these dangers. Th e 

fi rst was the fate of the People’s Temple, under the lead-

ership of Jim Jones. It began as a Christian  Pentecostal 

church in Indianapolis and was the city’s fi rst fully ra-

cially integrated congregation. Th e church moved to 

rural California in 1964, when Jones became convinced 

that nuclear war was imminent. Th en it became involved 

in San Francisco politics when Jones’s preaching proved 

eff ective at reforming drug addicts. Finally, Jones, under 

investigation for fi nancial and sexual irregularities and 

convinced that he was the target of government persecu-

tion, moved the People’s Temple to a settlement that be-

came known as Jonestown, in Guyana, South America. 

Th e parents of some members asked a California con-

gressman, Leo Ryan, to investigate the church, and his 

arrival at Jonestown in November 1978 triggered a hor-

rifi c fi nale. A group of Jones’s men ambushed and killed 

Ryan, then the whole community—900 men, women, 

and children—drank cyanide-poisoned Kool-Aid in a 

mass suicide ritual, something they had practiced in the 

foregoing months. 

 Th e second incident involved the Branch Davidians, a 

splinter group from the Seventh-Day Adventists, which 

was led by charismatic preacher David Koresh. Koresh, 

like Jones, had sexual relationships with a variety of the 

group’s members. When rumors surfaced in 1993 that 

his partners included children, the Federal Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms raided the compound 

in Waco, Texas. Th e group fought back, FBI armored 

cars rolled in, and the two sides exchanged gunfi re and 

tear gas for several days. Th e entire compound eventu-

ally caught fi re and burned to the ground, killing 103 

people, including at least 17 children. Public reaction was 

sharply divided; to some citizens drastic action against 

cults was necessary. Others saw the government’s heavy-

handedness as disgraceful and disproportionate. Th is 

second view gained credibility when it later emerged that 

Timothy McVeigh—who two years later blew up a fed-

eral building in Oklahoma City—had been convinced 

by the Waco aff air that the federal government was at 

war with ordinary citizens. 

 Increasing religious diversity included not just new 

sects and cults but also the arrival in America of larger 

numbers of non-Judeo-Christian peoples than ever be-

fore. Th e Immigration Reform Act of 1965 abolished 

racial and geographical discrimination in immigrants’ 

point of origin and opened the way for large-scale im-

migration from Africa and Asia. America’s wealth and 

political stability, along with First Amendment pro-

tection to all religions, made it an extremely desirable 

destination. Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim communi-

ties grew in many cities, while scholars hurried to study 

them and to widen the ideal of American inclusiveness. 

For many of these immigrants from societies where re-

striction and intolerance were the norm, America was 

a pleasant surprise. Some American Muslims took the 

view that the United States was the ideal place in which 

to practice Islam. Th e international situation, however, 

tended to work against this easy accommodation. Surges 

of anti-Islamic prejudice coincided with such events as 

the Iranian Revolution and hostage crisis (1978–80), the 

fi rst Gulf War (1990–91), and the attack on the World 

Trade Center and Pentagon (2001). After the latter 

event, politicians, led by President George W. Bush, 

took the view that the United States would protect all 

forms of religious practice, Islam included, but would 

make unceasing war on militarized forms of Islamic 

fundamentalism. 

 The Catholic Child Abuse Scandal 

 Balancing the two imperatives specifi ed in the First 

Amendment—free exercise and no establishment—has 

never been easy, as a new scandal made clear at the be-

ginning of the twenty-fi rst century. Journalistic investi-

gations uncovered widespread sexual abuse of children 

and teenagers by Catholic priests, and evidence showed 

that it had been going on for a long time. Church au-

thorities had earlier reacted to reports of predatory 

priests not by turning them over to the law—which 

would cause scandal and discredit—but by reassigning 

them to new parishes with a promise of reform. Th e 

reform rarely worked, and abuse recurred. Th e Catholic 

Church was sued successfully by victims and their fami-

lies, and it sustained catastrophic losses and was forced 

to sell assets to cover the cost of judgments against it. 

Th e scandal raised the possibility that religious freedom 

had provided cover for misconduct, and that closer 

scrutiny would have prevented it, just as closer scrutiny 

of cults could have prevented the tragedies of Jones-

town and Waco. Th e cost of scrutiny would also be 

high, however, both fi nancially and in the erosion of 

civil liberties. 

 Th e scandal in the Catholic Church bore witness to 

the inextricable mixing of religion and politics in Ameri-

can life. As the twenty-fi rst century began, the United 

States remained the most religiously diverse nation in the 
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world, and the most religiously active among the West-

ern industrial democracies. Its hospitality to religions of 

all kinds, and the prosperity of these groups, took vis-

ible form in the shape of beautiful new churches, syna-

gogues, temples, and mosques. America maintained a 

high degree of religious freedom, off ered tax exemp-

tion to all alike, and tried to ensure that all enjoyed free 

 exercise. It was reasonable to anticipate that this state of 

aff airs would persist. 

  See also  Catholics and politics; Jews and politics; Muslims and 

politics; Protestants and politics. 
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 PAT R I C K  A L L I T T 

  Republican Party 

 During its century and a half as a major political orga-

nization, the Republican Party has undergone signifi cant 

shifts in its ruling ideology and electoral base. Created in 

1854 in response to the Kansas-Nebraska Act as a way of 

opposing the expansion of slavery into the territories, the 

Republican Party, for the fi rst 50 years of its existence, 

favored the broad use of national power to promote eco-

nomic growth. During the early twentieth century, as the 

issue of government regulation emerged in the national 

debate, Republicans became identifi ed with opposition 

to such supervision of the economy. Th at stance defi ned 

the party’s position on economic questions for the next 

six decades. 

 By the 1960s, the Republicans slipped away from their 

traditional posture in favor of the rights of African Amer-

icans and sought new support from alienated white vot-

ers in the previously Democratic South. Th e party grew 

more conservative, opposing abortion rights and other 

manifestations of cultural liberalism. In foreign policy, 

Republicans have been, by turns, expansionists from 

1890 to 1916, isolationists in the 1930s and 1940s, and 

militant anti-Communists during the cold war. A fi rm 

belief that they were the natural ruling party and that the 

Democrats carried the taint of treason and illegitimacy 

have been hallmarks of Republican thinking throughout 

the party’s history. 

 Th e fi rst phase of Republican history extended from 

the party’s founding through the presidential election of 

1896. In 1854 antislavery Northerners, former Whigs, and 

some dissenting Democrats came together to create a new 

party that took the name “Republican” from the Jeff erso-

nian tradition. After the Republican presidential candi-

date, John C. Fremont, lost in 1856, the Republican Party 

won the White House in 1860 behind Abraham Lincoln, 

who led the nation through the Civil War. Republican 

strength was sectional, with its base in the Northeast and 

the upper Middle West. Th e Middle Atlantic states were 

a contested battleground with the Democrats. 

 To wage that confl ict, the Republicans in power en-

acted sweeping legislation to impose income taxes, 

distribute public lands, and create a national banking 

system. Party leaders also pushed for a constitutional 

amendment to abolish slavery, and the more intense or 

“radical” Republicans called for political rights for the 

freedmen whom the war had liberated from bondage. 
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 Lincoln’s assassination in 1865 brought to power his 

vice president, Andrew Johnson, a former Democrat 

with little sympathy for Republican ideology or the 

plight of former slaves in the South. Th e result was a 

contest between the mainstream of the party for some 

degree of political rights for African American men and 

a president who opposed such innovations. Th roughout 

Reconstruction and beyond, the Republicans sought to 

build an electoral base in the South of black and white 

voters sympathetic to government support for economic 

growth. Th e eff ort was protracted and sincere; the re-

sults were disappointing. By the mid-1870s, the South 

had become solidly Democratic, with the Republicans 

a minority party in most of the states below the Mason-

Dixon Line. 

 During Reconstruction, the Republicans did achieve 

the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amend-

ments to the Constitution to provide citizenship and 

voting rights to former slaves. Th ese signifi cant contri-

butions attested to the party’s sincerity on the issue, but 

the will to extend equality further in the 1880s and 1890s 

proved lacking. Republicans slowly relinquished their 

interest in black rights and turned to questions of indus-

trialization and economic expansion at the end of the 

nineteenth century. 

 Th e protective tariff  became the hallmark of Republi-

can ideology during this period. Using the taxing power 

of the government to provide an advantage to domestic 

products appealed to the entrepreneurial base of the Re-

publicans as well as to labor. Th e tariff  off ered a vision 

of benefi ts diff used throughout society in a harmonious 

manner. In the hands of such leaders as James G. Blaine 

and William McKinley, the doctrine of protection also 

took on a nationalistic character as a way of achieving 

self-suffi  ciency in a competitive world. Charges soon 

arose that the tariff  was nothing more than a rationale 

for economic selfi shness. As businesses grew larger and 

industrialism took hold in the United States, Republi-

cans were seen as the party of producers and identifi ed 

with capitalist aspirations. Measures such as the McKin-

ley Tariff  of 1890 and the Dingley Tariff  of 1897 raised 

tariff  rates. Republicans argued that protection brought 

prosperity and that Democratic free-trade policies im-

periled the nation’s economic health. 

 Th roughout the late nineteenth century, Republicans 

and Democrats battled on even electoral terms. Th en, 

in the 1890s, the Grand Old Party (as it had become 

known) emerged as the nation’s dominant political or-

ganization. With the election of Benjamin Harrison in 

1888, the Republicans controlled Congress and the pres-

idency. Th eir activist program in the 51st Congress 

(1889–90) brought a voter backlash that led to a Demo-

cratic victory in the 1892 presidential contest. Th e onset 

of the economic downturn in 1893 discredited the Dem-

ocrats under President Grover Cleveland and gave the 

Republicans their opportunity. Th e congressional elec-

tions of 1894 produced a Republican sweep in the House 

of Representatives and opened an era of dominance for 

the party. 

 Years of Ascendancy: 1896–1932 

 Th e presidential election of 1896, which brought William 

McKinley to the White House, confi rmed the emer-

gence of a national Republican majority. For most of the 

next four decades, the party held an electoral advantage. 

Under McKinley, Th eodore Roosevelt, and William 

Howard Taft, the Republicans acquired an overseas em-

pire, broadened government power over the economy, 

and took a few steps toward limiting the power of cor-

porations. By 1912, however, as Roosevelt and Taft split 

the party, the Republicans moved rightward and gener-

ally opposed the expansion of government regulatory 

authority. 

 During the eight years that Woodrow Wilson and 

the Democrats were in power, from 1913 to 1921, the 

emphasis on Republican conservatism intensifi ed. Th e 

1916 presidential campaign between Wilson and Charles 

Evans Hughes anticipated the ideological divisions 

of the later New Deal on domestic questions. In that 

contest, the Republican candidate opposed organized 

labor, federal regulation of child labor, and farm credit 

legislation. Wilson won reelection largely on the issue 

of American neutrality in World War I. As the country 

swung to the right during the war and the Democratic 

electoral coalition broke up, Republicans made big gains 

in the 1918 congressional elections. Th e landslide victory 

of Warren G. Harding two years later confi rmed that 

Republican dominance of national politics had returned 

after an eight-year interruption. 

 Th e presidencies of Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and 

Herbert Hoover, from 1921 to 1933, represented a high 

point of Republican rule. Under Harding and Coolidge, 

income tax cuts stimulated the economy and helped fuel 

the expansion of that decade. Government regulation 

receded, labor unions were weakened, and social justice 

laws died in Congress. As long as prosperity continued, 

the Democrats seemed an impotent minority. Th e Re-

publicans still had no base in the South, despite eff orts 
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of the presidents to break that monopoly. Outside of 

Dixie, Republicans dominated the political scene. In 

1928 Hoover won a decisive triumph over Democrat Al 

Smith, as if to confi rm the Republican mastery of na-

tional politics. 

 Th e onset of the Great Depression of the 1930s un-

dermined the Republican position just as the depression 

of the 1890s had the Democrats. President Hoover’s fail-

ure to provide real relief for the unemployed during the 

hard times of 1931–33 doomed his reelection chances. 

Th e Democrats selected Franklin D. Roosevelt as their 

presidential candidate in 1932, and his promise of a New 

Deal produced a landslide victory for his party. Th e 

Republicans were then to experience 20 years without 

presidential power. 

 Against the New Deal Coalition: 1932–68 

 During the 1930s and 1940s, the Grand Old Party strug-

gled to fi nd an answer to Roosevelt and the Democrats. 

In the three elections in which they faced the incumbent 

president (1936, 1940, and 1944), the Republicans sought 

to moderate their conservatism and appeal to the broad 

middle of national politics. Th ey continued this strategy 

in 1948 when Th omas E. Dewey ran against Harry S. 

Truman. Each time they lost. 

 In Congress and in the nation at large, the Republi-

cans were more explicit about their conservatism. Th ey 

opposed the social programs and defi cit spending of 

the Roosevelt and Truman administrations. On issues 

of foreign policy, the party was isolationist during the 

1930s and anti-Communist in the 1940s and 1950s. Be-

lieving that the Democrats had a predisposition to help 

the nation’s enemies, the Republicans readily assumed 

that Roosevelt and Truman were soft on the Communist 

“menace.” Th e leading symbol of this point of view be-

came Senator Joseph R. McCarthy of Wisconsin, whose 

crusades against Communists in government delighted 

many Republicans between 1950 and 1954. Republicans 

of this stripe hoped that Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio 

(known as “Mr. Republican”) would be the Republican 

nominee in 1952 and oust the Democrats after what Mc-

Carthy called “20 years of treason.” 

 In 1952 the Republicans, after a bitter convention, 

nominated Dwight D. Eisenhower, a military hero whose 

election was more certain than Taft’s would have been. 

Finally regaining power after 20 years, the Republicans 

found their 8 years in power with Eisenhower reward-

ing at fi rst but frustrating in the long run. Th e president 

governed to the right of center but did not embark on 

crusades to roll back the programs of the New Deal. He 

called his point of view “modern Republicanism.” Eisen-

hower’s popularity brought his reelection in 1956, but, 

by then, Republicans were a minority in Congress again. 

As the 1960 election approached, Vice President Rich-

ard M. Nixon sought to extend the Eisenhower legacy 

while party conservatives went along grudgingly. 

 After Nixon’s narrow defeat by John F. Kennedy, con-

servative Republicans sought to recapture control of 

the party through the presidential candidacy of Senator 

Barry M. Goldwater of Arizona. In 1964, Goldwater 

defeated the moderate alternative, Governor Nelson A. 

Rockefeller of New York, and his forces controlled the 

national convention in San Francisco. Goldwater’s can-

didacy was an electoral disaster. He carried only his home 

state and fi ve states in the South, as Lyndon B. Johnson 

secured a landslide victory. 

 In terms of Republican history, however, Goldwater’s 

candidacy proved a sign of things to come. Although a 

majority of Republicans in the House of Representatives 

and the Senate helped to pass the Civil Rights Act of 

1964, the party appealed to white Southerners as an alter-

native to the more liberal and racially integrated national 

Democrats. Th e movement of southern Democrats into 

Republican ranks accelerated in the three decades after 

1964. In another electoral portent, an actor turned politi-

cian named Ronald Reagan gave a very successful fund-

raising speech at the end of the Goldwater campaign. 

Soon Reagan would enter national politics himself. 

 After the disaster of 1964, the Republicans regrouped. 

Soon the Democrats under Lyndon Johnson became 

bogged down in an unpopular war in Vietnam. Racial 

tensions mounted within the United States, and a re-

action against the party in power ensued. Republicans 

made gains in Congress during the 1968 elections, and 

Nixon again emerged as the leading Republican candi-

date for the White House. He united the party behind 

his candidacy and gained the nomination despite a last-

minute challenge from Ronald Reagan. Nixon went on 

to win the presidency in a narrow victory over Democrat 

Hubert Humphrey and independent Alabama governor 

George Wallace. 

 Conservative Dominance: 1968–2004 

 Nixon’s presidency proved a troubled episode for the 

Grand Old Party. At fi rst, he seemed to have found 

the way to marginalize the Democrats. Th e strategy of 
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winding down the war in Vietnam proved popular, and 

Republicans capitalized on divisions in the  opposition 

party to achieve a landslide triumph of their own in the 

1972 presidential election. Nixon crushed the Demo-

cratic candidate, George McGovern. 

 Th e triumph was not to last. Th e Watergate scandal, 

covered up during the election, burst into full view in 

1973 and led to Nixon’s resignation in August 1974 in 

advance of impeachment and removal. Nixon’s legacy to 

the party was mixed. He had strengthened its southern 

base, but his moderate social policies and foreign policy 

opening to China put off  many conservatives. Th at wing 

of the party looked to Reagan as its champion. Nixon’s 

successor, Gerald R. Ford, won the presidential nomi-

nation in 1976 over Reagan, but then lost the election 

to Democrat Jimmy Carter in the fall. Reagan was the 

party’s nominee in 1980. 

 Reagan beat the weakened Carter in that election, 

and the Republicans also regained control of the Senate. 

During the eight years that followed, Reagan became a 

Republican icon for his policies of lowering taxes, advo-

cating an antimissile defense system, and bringing down 

the Soviet Union. Th e reality was more complex, since 

Reagan also raised taxes, the missile system did not work, 

and the fall of the Soviet Union that came after he left 

offi  ce was not his achievement alone. Yet, because of his 

landslide reelection victory in 1984, Reagan remained 

the electoral standard by which future Republicans were 

measured. 

 Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, had a rocky 

single term. Having pledged during the 1988 campaign 

not to raise taxes, Bush never recovered when he reached 

a budget deal in 1990 that imposed new taxes. He lost to 

Democrat Bill Clinton in the 1992 presidential contest. 

Clinton’s fi rst two years were diffi  cult, and the Repub-

licans made big gains in the 1994 elections. Th ey took 

back the Senate, and under the leadership of Newton 

“Newt” Gingrich, they recaptured the House for the fi rst 

time in 40 years, with a “Contract for America” as their 

program. Gingrich proved to be better at campaigning 

than governing; yet the Republicans, now dominant 

in the South, retained their congressional majority for 

12 years. In 1998 the majority party in Congress im-

peached President Clinton for lying under oath and 

other alleged crimes, but the Senate acquitted him. 

 Th e 2000 election brought Governor George W. Bush 

of Texas, son of George H. W. Bush, to the White 

House. Although he lost the popular vote, Bush won a 

disputed election in the Electoral College. Th e terrorist 

attacks of September 11, 2001, and Bush’s initial response 

to them lifted the new president to high poll ratings. Re-

publicans gained in the 2002 elections and, for the next 

four years, controlled all branches of the federal govern-

ment. Bush won reelection in 2004, defeating Democrat 

John Kerry. 

 Yet in that period, the Grand Old Party experienced 

striking changes. Th e party of small government ex-

panded the size of the federal establishment to unprece-

dented levels. Th e champions of lower spending brought 

government expenditures to record heights. Proud of 

their record as administrators, the Republicans under 

Bush mismanaged wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, perme-

ated the federal government with partisan cronies, and 

produced record budget defi cits. Bush’s poll rating sank, 

and his unpopularity spilled over to other members of 

his party. 

 Social conservatives wanted a government that regu-

lated private behavior; pro-business conservatives hoped 

for a government that would keep taxes low and dimin-

ish regulations. Disputes over immigration and control 

of the borders further divided the GOP. By the end of 

the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, it was un-

clear what constituted the ideology of the Republican 

Party. After a century and a half in American politics, the 

Republicans faced a crisis over their identity that would 

shape how they performed during the century to come. 
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 Republican Party to 1896 

 Th e Republican Party emerged in the 1850s and soon be-

came one of the nation’s two major parties. It began as a 

coalition of elements set loose by the collapse of America’s 

Second Party System. In the previous two decades, the 

Whigs and the Democrats had divided principally over 

such economic issues as the tariff , the Bank of the United 

States, and internal improvements. But as the question 

of territorial expansion grew more salient, the vexatious 

issue of slavery, especially the extension of the institu-

tion westward, made it diffi  cult for leaders of both those 

parties to keep their organizations united across sectional 

lines. Th e Whigs’ staggering loss in the 1852 election 

dealt a devastating blow to that party, whose constituent 

elements—anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant nativists, 

temperance advocates, and antislavery Northerners—

concluded that the party had become an ineff ectual ve-

hicle to achieve their ends. 

 Th e climactic crisis for the Second Party System 

came with the controversy over the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act of 1854, which repealed the Missouri Compromise 

ban on slavery in most of the Louisiana Purchase ter-

ritory. Confl ict between northern and southern Whigs 

over this law completed the destruction of their party 

as a signifi cant national entity, although a remnant 

limped along for the next few years. Th ough sponsored 

by Illinois Democrat Stephen Douglas and endorsed by 

the Democratic administration of Franklin Pierce, the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act tore a gash through the Demo-

cratic Party, whose unity its northern and southern 

leaders had maintained for many years only with great 

diffi  culty. Th e Nebraska issue dominated the congres-

sional elections of 1854. In states across the North, the 

Democrats confronted an array of variously confi gured 

coalitions that included old Free Soilers, anti-Nebraska 

Democrats, antislavery Whigs, temperance supporters, 

and nativists. Th ese anti-Democratic “parties” fought 

under various names: Anti-Nebraska, Fusion, Opposi-

tion, and People’s Party. In only two states, Michigan 

and Wisconsin, did they take the name  Republican . 

Whatever the label, the new coalitions achieved phe-

nomenal success, winning a plurality of seats in the new 

House of Representatives. 

 As time passed, more of these northern state coalitions 

adopted Republican as a fi tting name to cast the party as 

a relentless opponent of corruption and tyranny and a 

defender of liberty and civic virtue. In 1854, however, the 

Republican Party did not emerge either full blown or as 

the sole alternative to the Democrats. Some Whigs still 

harbored hope for a reversal of their party’s ill fortunes, 

but more problematic for the new Republican strategists 

was the anti-Catholic and nativist Know-Nothing move-

ment, which claimed to have elected 20 percent of new 

House members from districts scattered throughout the 

country, especially in New England. Know-Nothingism 

proved attractive not only to Americans who resented the 

presence of immigrants and “papists” and their supposed 

subservience to the Democratic Party but also to those 

who saw nativist issues as a way to defl ect attention from 

the potentially Union-rending slavery question. Th e task 

of those who strove to make the Republicans the princi-

pal anti-Democratic party was to fashion an approach to 

public questions that would co-opt the Know-Nothings 

while preserving the allegiance of the various northern 

antislavery elements that had made up the fusion move-

ment of 1854. 

 In 1856 the nativists fi elded a presidential candidate, 

former president Millard Fillmore, under the American 

Party banner and garnered 22 percent of the popular vote 

and 8 electoral votes from Maryland. Th e Republicans, 

now campaigning generally under that name, nominated 

John C. Frémont and put forth a combative platform 

focused on opposition to slavery expansion, and particu-

larly condemning the outrages committed by proslavery 

forces in the battle for control of Kansas Territory. Fré-

mont posted a remarkable showing for the party’s fi rst 

run for the White House. Running only in the North, 

he won 33 percent of the national popular vote and 114 

electoral votes to Democrat James Buchanan’s 45 percent 

of the popular vote and 174 electoral votes. In the free 

states, signifi cantly, Frémont outpolled Fillmore by more 

than three to one. Had Frémont won Pennsylvania plus 

either Indiana or Illinois, he would have been the fi rst 

Republican president. Republican leaders recognized 

that future success depended on converting or reassuring 

enough nativists and conservatives on the slavery ques-

tion to win these key northern states. 
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 Events in 1856 and the ensuing years moved the slav-

ery question to center stage in the struggle against the 

Democrats. Th ese included not only the Kansas turmoil 

but also the vicious caning of Massachusetts Republican 

senator Charles Sumner by a South Carolina congress-

man, the Supreme Court’s  Dred Scott  decision declar-

ing unconstitutional the Missouri Compromise ban on 

slavery in a territory, and calls by southern leaders for 

a reopening of the African slave trade and for a federal 

code sustaining slavery in the territories. Although these 

developments served to underscore Republicans’ warn-

ings of the threats posed by an aggressive “slave power,” 

the new party designed its campaign strategy in 1860 not 

only to retain the support of men who gave priority to 

that issue but also to attract as broad an array of voters in 

the North as possible. 

 Th e party’s platform in 1860 took a balanced ap-

proach on slavery, denouncing the  Dred Scott  decision 

and denying the power of Congress or a legislature to 

legalize slavery in any territory, but also upholding the 

individual states’ right to decide the slavery question for 

themselves, and condemning John Brown’s attempt to 

spark a slave revolt at Harpers Ferry. Aiming to appeal to 

men on the make, the party endorsed an economic pack-

age that included a protective tariff , internal improve-

ments, and a homestead law. In an eff ort to woo German 

Americans, who formed a critical bloc in key states, 

the Republicans eschewed nativism and called for the 

protection of the rights of immigrants and naturalized 

citizens. Most important, in choosing their presidential 

nominee, they turned aside candidates such as William 

Seward and Salmon Chase, deemed too radical on slav-

ery, and selected the newcomer Abraham Lincoln, whose 

record on the issue appeared more conservative. Hope-

lessly riven, the northern and southern Democrats chose 

separate nominees, Stephen A. Douglas and John C. 

Breckinridge, while a nativist remnant and other con-

servatives off ered a fourth ticket headed by John Bell. 

In the popular vote, Lincoln led with only 39.6 percent 

of the vote. In the Electoral College he swept the entire 

free-state section except for New Jersey, which he split 

with Douglas, who came in last behind Breckinridge and 

Bell. 

 Civil War and Reconstruction 

 Despite Lincoln’s victory, his party still stood on shaky 

ground. It failed to win a majority in either house of 

Congress, and only the departure of Southerners after 

their states had seceded enabled Republicans to assume 

control. Th ey proceeded to pass most of their legislative 

agenda, but in the face of prolonged bad news from the 

military front during the Civil War, the Democrats re-

mained alive and well and actually gained House seats 

in the 1862 midterm elections. Lincoln also confronted 

severe critics in his own party, and, in the summer of 

1864, he doubted he could win reelection. At their con-

vention, the Republicans even changed their name to the 

National Union Party to attract pro-war Democrats. At 

last, Union battlefi eld successes muffl  ed the carping, and 

Lincoln defeated Democrat George McClellan. 

 Th at the Republicans’ fi rst president was a man of Lin-

coln’s greatness, who guided the nation safely through its 

darkest hour, contributed mightily to establishing the 

party as a permanent fi xture on the American political 

landscape. Ever after, Republicans could rightly claim 

the mantle of saviors of the Union and liberators of the 

slaves. In the wake of Lincoln’s death, however, recon-

structing the Union proved enormously diffi  cult. In 1864 

the party had put a Tennessee War Democrat, Andrew 

Johnson, on the ticket, and, when he succeeded to the 

presidency, he broke with Congress and the Republicans 

and did all in his power to block their eff orts to remodel 

the South. After a titanic struggle, Republicans added 

the Fourteenth and the Fifteenth Amendment to the 

Constitution to uphold blacks’ civil rights and the right 

of black men to vote. To reorder the southern political 

landscape, Republicans encouraged the creation of a new 

wing of the party in the South comprising blacks, south-

ern white Unionists, and Northerners who had moved 

south. Against this tenuous coalition, conservative white 

Democrats posed a fi erce, sometimes violent, opposition. 

Although congressional Republicans passed enforcement 

legislation and Johnson’s Republican successor, Ulysses 

S. Grant, occasionally intervened militarily, state after 

state in the South fell under Democratic control. 

 In the North, moreover, the Republicans suff ered 

divisions, especially spurred by so-called Liberal Re-

publicans who opposed Grant’s southern policy, his ac-

ceptance of probusiness policies such as the protective 

tariff , and his handling of the touchy subject of federal 

appointments. In 1872 Grant easily defeated liberal Re-

publican (and Democratic) nominee Horace Greeley, 

but, during his second term, a series of scandals tainted 

his administration and hurt his party. Economic collapse 

after the panic of 1873 compounded the Republicans’ 

woes. In 1874, the Democrats took the House of Rep-

resentatives for the fi rst time since before the war. Only 

after a prolonged and bitter controversy following the 
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indeterminate outcome of the 1876 election was Repub-

lican Rutherford B. Hayes able to win the presidency. 

 Political Equilibrium 

 During Hayes’s term, the Democrats secured control of 

the last southern states formerly held by Republicans, 

and the nation entered a prolonged period of equilibrium 

between the two major parties. From the mid-1870s to 

the mid-1890s, the Republicans and Democrats were 

nearly equal in strength nationwide. Th e Democrats had 

a fi rm grip on the Solid South, while Republicans en-

joyed support nearly as solid in New England and the 

upper Midwest. But neither of these blocs held enough 

electoral votes to win the presidency, and each election 

in this period turned on the outcome in a few key swing 

states, most notably New York and Indiana. Moreover, 

the national government was nearly always divided in 

this era. Th e Democrats usually controlled the House, 

and the Republicans usually controlled the Senate. Rarely 

did one party hold both houses and the presidency. Th ese 

circumstances obviously made governing diffi  cult. 

 Although close elections underscored the need for 

party unity, Republicans nonetheless continued to suf-

fer divisions. Most Liberal Republicans returned to the 

party fold, but as independents, later dubbed “mug-

wumps” (after an Indian word for leader), they contin-

ued to push for civil service reform and chastised party 

leaders whose probity they suspected. In several states 

the party was rent by factions, often based on loyalty to 

particular party leaders. Th is factionalism reached a head 

in the convention of 1880, where “stalwarts” hoping to 

restore Grant to the presidency battled against the adher-

ents of former House speaker James G. Blaine, labeled 

“half-breeds” by their enemies for their alleged lukewarm 

commitment to the party’s older ideals. Th e delegates 

eventually turned to a dark horse, James A. Garfi eld, a 

half-breed, and nominated for vice president a stalwart, 

Chester A. Arthur, who succeeded to the White House 

after Garfi eld’s assassination. 

 In presidential election campaigns during this period, 

Republicans faced a strategic dilemma. Some insisted 

they should work to mobilize a united North, including 

the swing states, by emphasizing the righteousness of the 

party’s position on black rights and by denouncing po-

litical oppression in the South—a tactic their opponents 

and many later historians disparaged as “waving the 

bloody shirt.” Other party leaders argued that the party 

should strive to break its dependence on winning New 

York and other doubtful northern states by trying to de-

tach states from the Democratic Solid South, primarily 

through economic appeals and the promise of prosperity 

for a new South. 

 In 1884 presidential nominee James G. Blaine took the 

latter course, pursuing a conciliatory campaign toward 

the South and emphasizing the benefi ts of Republican 

economic policies, especially the protective tariff , to the 

southern states and the nation at large. Th is strategy 

dovetailed with the party’s increasing solicitude for the 

nation’s industries and for workers threatened by for-

eign competition. Blaine lost every former slave state, 

and with his narrow defeat in New York, he lost the 

presidency to Democrat Grover Cleveland. But Blaine 

received 49 per cent of the vote in Virginia and 48 per-

cent in Tennessee. Had he carried those two states, he 

would have secured a victory without any of the north-

ern doubtful states, including New York. 

 Republicans had won every presidential election from 

1860 to 1884, and in 1888 they faced the unaccustomed 

prospect of campaigning against a sitting president. GOP 

leaders could not, as in the past, turn to federal employees 

as a ready contingent of campaign workers and contribu-

tors, but they could tap a large corps of party cadres eager 

to regain what they had lost. In addition to the regular 

party organization of national, state, and local commit-

tees, they created a structure of thousands of Republican 

clubs around the country ready to do battle. 

 In 1888 Republican nominee Benjamin Harrison, like 

Blaine, emphasized the tariff  issue, though not entirely 

omitting civil rights questions. He defeated Cleveland. 

Like Blaine, Harrison carried none of the former slave 

states but ran well in the upper South. In the congres-

sional elections the Republicans won enough House seats 

from the upper South to take control of the new Congress. 

Th us, for the fi rst time since the Grant years, the GOP 

held both the presidency and the two houses. In one of 

the most activist Congresses of the nineteenth century, the 

party passed a host of new laws, including the McKinley 

Tariff , the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, the Sherman Silver 

Purchase Act, the Meat Inspection Act, and the Forest 

Reserve Act, and it came close to enacting strict new 

protections for black voting in the South. In addition, 

legislatures in key Republican states passed “cultural” reg-

ulations such as temperance laws and restrictions on the 

use of foreign languages in private schools. Despite these 

accomplishments, all the activism alarmed an essentially 

conservative electorate still enamored of Jeff ersonian 
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ideals of limited government. Voters turned against the 

Republicans overwhelmingly in the 1890 midterm con-

gressional elections and in 1892 put Cleveland back in the 

White House joined by a Democratic Congress. 

 The New Majority Party 

 Soon after Cleveland took offi  ce, the panic of 1893 struck, 

and the economy spiraled downward into the deepest 

depression of the century. Th e GOP blamed the Demo-

crats, and Cleveland’s bungling of tariff  and currency 

legislation underscored the Republicans’ charge that the 

Democrats’ negative approach to governing failed to 

meet the needs of a modernizing economy. In the 1894 

congressional elections, Republicans crushed their op-

ponents in the largest shift in congressional strength in 

history. Two years later Republican presidential nominee 

William McKinley campaigned as the “advance agent of 

prosperity,” emphasizing the tariff  issue and condemning 

Democrat William Jennings Bryan as a dangerous radical 

whose support for the free coinage of silver threatened 

to destroy the economy. McKinley won in a landslide, 

and, with a Republican Congress, he proceeded to enact 

a new protective tariff  and other probusiness measures. 

McKinley was a popular chief executive. During his 

term, the economy rebounded, largely for reasons un-

related to government policy. But the Republicans took 

credit for prosperity and positioned themselves as the na-

tion’s majority party for more than three decades. 

 McKinley was the last Civil War veteran to serve in 

the White House. His victory in 1896 marked the culmi-

nation of the party’s drift away from sectional issues as 

the key to building a constituency. After the Democrats 

secured their grip on the South in the late 1870s, some 

Republicans touted issues such as nativism and temper-

ance to build a following in the North on the basis of 

cultural values. But Blaine, Harrison, and McKinley rec-

ognized the futility of this sort of exclusionary politics. 

Instead they emphasized economic matters such as tariff  

protectionism tempered by trade reciprocity, plus a stable 

currency, to fashion a broad-based coalition of manufac-

turers, laborers, farmers, and others who put economic 

well-being at the center of their political concerns. As a 

result, the Republicans held the upper hand in American 

politics until the Great Depression demonstrated the in-

adequacy of their economic formula. 

  See also  American (Know-Nothing) Party; Democratic Party; 

Free Soil Party; nativism; slavery; Whig Party. 
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 Republican Party, 1896–1932 

 In the history of the Republican Party, the years be-

tween the election of William McKinley in 1896 and the 

defeat of Herbert Hoover in 1932 stand as a period of 

electoral dominance. To be sure, Woodrow Wilson and 

the Democrats interrupted this period with eight years 

of power from 1913 to 1921. Th at shift occurred in large 

measure because the Republicans themselves split, fi rst 

between Th eodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft 

in 1912 and then, to a lesser extent, over World War I in 

1916. For all these 36 years, however, the electoral align-

ment that had been established during the mid-1890s 
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endured. Th e Republican majority that emerged during 

the second term of President Grover Cleveland and the 

Panic of 1893 lasted until another economic depression 

turned Hoover and the Republicans out of offi  ce. 

 Th e coalition that supported the Republicans during 

this period rested on capitalists, predominantly in the 

Northeast and Midwest; Union veterans; skilled work-

ers; and prosperous, specialized farmers who identifi ed 

with the tariff  policies of the party. German Americans 

also comprised a key ethnic voting bloc for the Repub-

licans. African American voters in the North, although 

still a small contingent, regularly endorsed Republican 

candidates. In those states that were more industrialized, 

the Republicans tended to be stronger and their majori-

ties more enduring. Outside of the Democratic South, 

Republicans enjoyed wide backing from all segments of 

society. 

 Th e Republican triumph during the 1890s rested fi rst 

on voter alienation from the Democrats. Cleveland and 

his party had not been able to bring relief and recovery 

from the economic downturn that began during the 

spring of 1893. Th e resulting social unrest that fl ared in 

1894 contributed to the perception that the Democrats 

lacked the capacity to govern. Th ese causes helped the Re-

publicans sweep to victory in the congressional elections 

of 1894, when the largest transfer of seats from one party 

to another in U.S. history took place. Th e Republicans 

gained 113 seats in the U.S. House of Representatives and 

the Democrats suff ered serious losses in the Northeast 

and Midwest, a growing bastion of Republican strength. 

Th e third party, the Populists, failed to make much head-

way with their appeal to farmers in the South and West. 

 The Republican Appeal 

 Th e Republican appeal rested on more than just criticism 

of the Democrats. Th e main ideological position of the 

party was support for the protective tariff . Republicans 

believed that raising duties on foreign imports encour-

aged the growth of native industries, provided a high 

wage level for American workers, and spread economic 

benefi ts throughout society. Th e Grand Old Party also 

associated prosperity with the benefi ts of protection. Ac-

cording to Republicans, the Democratic Party, with its 

free-trade policies, was a menace to the economic health 

of the country. By 1896 William McKinley of Ohio was 

the politician most identifi ed with protection as a Re-

publican watchword. 

 As the 1896 election approached, McKinley emerged 

as the front-runner for the nomination. With his record 

in the House of Representatives and his two terms as 

governor of Ohio, McKinley was the most popular Re-

publican of the time. His campaign manager, Marcus A. 

Hanna, an Ohio steel magnate, rounded up delegates 

for his candidate and easily fought off  challenges from 

other aspirants. McKinley was nominated on the fi rst 

ballot at the national convention. He then defeated the 

Democratic nominee, William Jennings Bryan, in the 

most decisive presidential election victory in a quarter 

of a century. 

 Republican fortunes improved during the McKinley 

administration. Th e Dingley Tariff  Law (1897) raised 

customs duties and became associated with the prosper-

ity that returned at the end of the 1890s. Th e success in 

the war with Spain in 1898 brought the United States 

an overseas empire. Th ese accomplishments identifi ed 

the Republicans with national power and world infl u-

ence. In the 1898 elections, the Grand Old Party limited 

Democratic gains. McKinley then defeated Bryan in a 

1900 rematch with a larger total in the electoral vote and 

in the popular count. By the start of the twentieth cen-

tury, the electoral dominance of the Republicans seemed 

assured. As his second term began, McKinley pursued 

a strategy of gradual tariff  reduction through a series 

of reciprocity treaties with several of the nation’s trad-

ing partners. In that way, the president hoped to defuse 

emerging protests about high customs duties. 

 The Age of Theodore Roosevelt 

 Th e assassination of McKinley in September 1901 

brought Th eodore Roosevelt to the White House. In 

his fi rst term, Roosevelt put aside McKinley’s tariff  

reciprocity initiative in the face of Republican opposi-

tion. Instead, he assailed large corporations (known as 

“trusts”), settled labor disputes, and promised the vot-

ers a “square deal” as president. In 1904 the Democrats 

ran a more conservative candidate, Alton B. Parker, as a 

contrast to Roosevelt’s fl amboyance. Th e strategy failed, 

and Roosevelt won by a large electoral and popular vote 

landslide. Elected in his own right, the young president 

wanted to address issues of government regulation that 

an industrial society now faced. While his party enjoyed 

big majorities in both houses of Congress, these Repub-

lican members were less enthusiastic about government 

activism and regulation than Th eodore Roosevelt. 

 During his second term, Roosevelt persuaded Con-

gress to adopt the Hepburn Act to regulate the railroads, 

the Pure Food and Drug Act to safeguard the public, and 

inspection legislation to address the problem of diseased 
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and tainted meat. He pursued conservation of natural 

resources and legislation to protect workers and their 

families from the hazards of an industrial society. Th ese 

measures bothered Republicans who were now doubtful 

that government should be overseeing the business com-

munity as Roosevelt desired. When the issue of regulation 

arose, conservative Republicans believed that the govern-

ment’s role should be minimal. By the time Roosevelt 

left offi  ce in March 1909, serious divisions existed within 

his party over the issue of government power. 

 To succeed him, Roosevelt selected his secretary of 

war, William Howard Taft, as the strongest Republican 

in the 1908 election. Taft defeated William Jennings 

Bryan in a race where ticket-splitting helped Democrats 

put in offi  ce a number of state governors. Th e Republi-

cans still enjoyed substantial majorities in Congress, but 

there was restiveness among the voters over the party’s 

congressional leaders, Speaker Joseph G. Cannon of Il-

linois and Senator Nelson W. Aldrich of Rhode Island. 

At the same time, the transition from Roosevelt to Taft 

was unpleasant. Surface harmony hid tensions between 

the two men over Taft’s cabinet choices and the future 

direction of the party. 

 In their 1908 platform, the Republicans had pledged 

to revise the tariff . Taft sought to fulfi ll that promise 

during the spring of 1909. Long-simmering disagree-

ments over the tariff  broke into public view when the 

Payne Bill, named after the chair of the Ways and Means 

Committee, Sereno E. Payne, reached the Senate. Th e 

House had made reductions in duties. Senator Aldrich, 

who lacked a secure majority, made concessions to other 

senators that drove rates up again. Midwestern senators, 

known as insurgents, rebelled and fought the changes. 

In the ensuing conference committee, Taft secured some 

reductions in the rates of what became known as the 

Payne-Aldrich Tariff  Law. Hard feelings lingered within 

the party about the result. 

 During Taft’s fi rst year in offi  ce, while Roosevelt was 

on a hunting trip in Africa, controversy erupted between 

his friend Chief Forester Giff ord Pinchot and Secretary 

of the Interior Richard A. Ballinger over conservation 

policy. Th e ouster of Pinchot accelerated Roosevelt’s feel-

ing that he had made a mistake in selecting Taft. When 

he returned from his journey, Roosevelt plunged into 

Republican politics with a philosophy of “new nation-

alism,” which called for more presidential power and 

government regulation of the economy. Roosevelt’s tac-

tics contributed to the Republican disunity that marked 

1910. Th e Democrats regained control of the House in 

that fall’s elections and the GOP lost ground as well in 

the Senate. Taft’s prospects for 1912 seemed bleak. 

 The Crisis of 1912 

 By the eve of 1912, relations between Taft and Roosevelt 

had deteriorated to the point where the former president 

was on the verge of challenging the incumbent. Brushing 

aside the candidacy of Robert M. La Follette of Wiscon-

sin, Roosevelt entered the race in February 1912. A bitter 

battle for delegates ensued during the spring, which led 

to a series of primary elections, most of which Roosevelt 

won. Taft controlled the party machinery and came to the 

national convention with a narrow but suffi  cient lead in 

delegates. After Taft men used their power to renominate 

the president, Roosevelt decided to form his own party. 

Th e Republican division had now become open warfare. 

 Roosevelt bested Taft in the fall election with his new 

Progressive Party. However, the Democrats, behind the 

candidacy of Woodrow Wilson, won the White House 

as well as majorities in both houses of Congress. Th e 

success of Wilson in enacting the New Freedom Pro-

gram of lower tariff s, banking reform, and antitrust leg-

islation showed that the Democrats could govern. Still, 

the Republicans looked to the 1914 elections as a test of 

whether the country was returning to its usual political 

allegiances. Th e outbreak of World War I in August 1914 

changed the political landscape. Th e Democrats urged 

voters to rally behind Wilson. Nonetheless, Republicans 

regained seats in the House while Democrats added seats 

in the Senate. Prospects for Wilson’s reelection in 1916 

seemed doubtful, but the Republicans had to fi nd a win-

ning presidential candidate. 

 Th e impact of World War I clouded Republican 

chances as the 1916 election approached. Some eastern 

party members wanted a more assertive policy against 

Germany’s submarine warfare toward neutral nations. If 

that meant war, they supported it as a way of helping 

Great Britain and France. In the Midwest, where Ger-

man Americans formed a large voting bloc among Re-

publicans, sentiment for war lessened. Th e party had to 

fi nd a way to oppose Wilson’s neutrality strategy without 

alienating voters who wanted to stay out of war. Th eo-

dore Roosevelt, now edging back toward the GOP, was 

the leading exponent of pro-war views. Nominating him 

seemed unwise to party elders. 

 Th eir alternative was Charles Evans Hughes, a former 

governor of New York who was chief justice on the Su-

preme Court. Hughes had not been involved in the elec-

tions of 1912 and was seen as a fresh face who could win. 
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Th e Republicans nominated him, only to learn that the 

jurist lacked charisma and campaign skills. Hughes never 

found a winning appeal against Wilson and the Demo-

crats, who proclaimed that the president “kept us out of 

war.” Th e election was close, but after days of counting 

the returns, Wilson eked out a narrow victory. 

 When Wilson later took the United States into World 

War I, the coalition that brought him victory in 1916 

broke up. Th e Republicans capitalized on popular dis-

content with higher taxes, a growing government bu-

reaucracy, and ineffi  ciency in the war eff ort. Wilson’s call 

for the election of a Democratic Congress to sustain him 

in October 1918 outraged the GOP. Even with victory 

in sight in Europe, voters ended Democratic control of 

both houses of Congress. Republican electoral suprem-

acy, outside of the South, had reasserted itself. 

 The Harding Years 

 Republicans, under the direction of Senate leader Henry 

Cabot Lodge, then blocked Wilson’s campaign to ap-

prove the Treaty of Versailles, which would have taken 

the United States into the League of Nations. By early 

1920, it was evident that the Republicans were likely to 

win the presidency, and a crowded fi eld of candidates 

emerged to compete for the prize. Few took seriously the 

chances of Warren G. Harding, a one-term Republican 

senator from Ohio. After three intellectually formidable 

candidates in Roosevelt, Taft, and Hughes, the party was 

ready for a less threatening nominee. Th e aff able Harding 

was the second choice of many delegates at the national 

convention. Despite the legend that he was designated 

in a “smoke-fi lled” room by Senate leaders, Harding won 

the nomination because of his good looks, availability, 

and adherence to party orthodoxy; the delegates chose 

Calvin Coolidge of Massachusetts as his running mate. 

Th e election of 1920 was no contest. Harding swamped 

the Democratic nominee, James Cox, also of Ohio, with 

nearly 61 percent of the vote. Only the South stayed in 

the Democratic column. 

 Harding’s brief presidency was undistinguished, 

though not as bad as historical legend has it. Two high 

points were the adoption of a federal budget for the fi rst 

time and the Washington Naval Conference of 1922 to 

reduce armaments. By 1923, however, the administration 

faced a looming scandal over money exchanged for leases 

to oil lands in California and Wyoming that became 

known as Teapot Dome. Worn out by the exertions of his 

offi  ce and suff ering from a serious heart condition, Hard-

ing died while on a tour of the country in August 1923. 

 Calvin Coolidge pursued pro-business policies with 

a greater fervor than Harding. Th e new president 

gained from the disarray of the Democrats, who were 

split on cultural issues such as Prohibition and the Ku 

Klux Klan. Coolidge easily won nomination in his own 

right. In the 1924 election, he routed the Democrats and 

brushed aside the third-party candidacy of Robert M. 

La Follette. Th e Republicans seemed to have regained 

the position of electoral dominance they had enjoyed 

at the turn of the century. With the economic boom 

of the 1920s roaring along, their ascendancy seemed 

permanent. 

 After Coolidge chose not to run for another term, 

the Republicans turned to his secretary of commerce, 

Herbert Hoover, in 1928. In a campaign based on the 

cultural and religious divide within the country, Hoover 

bested the Democratic Party nominee, Alfred E. Smith 

of New York. Smith’s Catholicism helped Hoover carry 

several states in the South. Prosperity was also an essen-

tial ingredient in Hoover’s triumph. 

 The End of Republican Dominance 

 Within a year of his election, the economic environment 

soured. Th e stock market crash of 1929 and the depres-

sion that ensued over the next three years tested the resil-

ience of the Republican coalition. When Hoover proved 

incapable of providing relief for the unemployed, his 

assurances of an imminent return of prosperity seemed 

hollow. Th e Republicans lost seats in the congressional 

elections of 1930. Soon it was evident that the nation 

had lost faith in Hoover, too. Th e defeat he suff ered at 

the hands of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 was an elec-

toral landslide. Democrats now dominated both houses 

of Congress as well. 

 Beneath the wreckage, Republicans retained the alle-

giance of some 40 percent of the voters. However, they 

had failed to address the economic inequities of the na-

tion during the 1920s or to propose eff ective solutions to 

the plight of farmers, industrial workers, and the disad-

vantaged. Th ey had the power to do so but chose instead 

not to off end the business interests at the heart of their 

party. For these lapses, they would spend two decades 

out of the White House and a decade and a half out of 

control of Congress. 

 Until the 1930s, the Republicans held the allegiance 

of African American voters, both North and South. 

Th e Grand Old Party continued its rhetorical devotion 

to black rights against the racist policies of the Demo-

crats, but it did little to advance the interests of African 
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Americans. Under Taft, Harding, and Hoover, some Re-

publicans proposed abandoning blacks and appealing to 

white southern Democrats. By 1932 suffi  cient disillusion 

existed among African Americans about Republicans 

that an opening for the Democrats existed if that party 

changed its segregationist stance. 

 From the heady days of the late 1890s, when Repub-

licanism seemed the wave of the nation’s political fu-

ture, through the challenges of the Roosevelt-Taft years, 

the Republican Party had at least engaged some of the 

major issues and concerns of the time. After eight years 

of  Wilson, however, the conservatism of the GOP lost 

its creative edge and became a defense of the status quo. 

As a result, the party encountered a well-deserved rebuke 

during the depths of the Great Depression in 1932. 

  See also  Democratic Party, 1896–1932; Gilded Age, 1870s–90s; 

Progressive parties; progressivism and the Progressive Era, 

1890s–1920. 
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 Republican Party, 1932–68 

 The FDR Eclipse 

 Th e GOP began the 1930s as the nation’s majority party. 

Winner of eight of the ten presidential elections dating 

back to 1896, it held a coalition comprising eastern pro-

business conservatives, who controlled the party purse 

strings, and reform-minded midwestern and western 

progressives, who identifi ed more with middle-class 

Americans. But during the Great Depression, the main-

stays of Republican dominance—a surging economy 

and stock market—lay prostrate. Another usual source 

of GOP political strength, the protectionism embodied 

in the Smoot-Hawley Tariff  of 1930, only worsened the 

economic quagmire. By decade’s end, amid economic de-

spondency, Franklin D. Roosevelt had welded together a 

new Democratic coalition that crushed the Republican 

supremacy. 

 Th e contrast between the 1928 and 1932 presiden-

tial elections demonstrated the GOP’s devastation. In 

1928 Herbert Hoover won 41 states; four years later, 

he claimed just 6, all in the Republican Northeast and 

New England. While the party in power usually loses 

ground in midterm elections, the Democrats increased 

their congressional majority in 1934. Worse for Republi-

cans, their small minority splintered between pro–New 

Deal progressives and conservatives who opposed FDR, 

although feebly. Th e 1936 election brought Republi-

cans more despair. Not only did Roosevelt pummel its 

nominee, Governor Alf Landon of Kansas, who won 

just Maine and Vermont, but his victory transcended 

geographical lines. He claimed the traditionally Repub-

lican regions of the Northeast and Midwest, as the GOP 

hemorrhaged members; liberals, African Americans, ur-

banites, and farmers abandoned it to join the New Deal 

coalition. 

 But Roosevelt’s hubris following his 1936 triumph 

enabled Republicans to regain some footing. When the 

president clumsily proposed “packing” the Supreme 

Court with up to six more justices to ensure against hav-

ing his programs ruled unconstitutional, the overwhelm-

ingly Democratic Congress defi ed him. Roosevelt’s 

blunder and an economic downturn in 1937, which 

critics dubbed the “Roosevelt recession,” allowed Re-

publicans to band together with conservative southern 

Democrats, forming a coalition on Capitol Hill to op-

pose Roosevelt and later Harry Truman. 

 Southern members of Congress fought Roosevelt partly 

because his programs expanding the federal government’s 

powers and spending reawakened their traditional sympa-

thy for states’ rights. Th e New Deal also provoked a fun-

damental shift in the Republican Party’s philosophy. Heir 

to the Hamiltonian tradition supporting a strong cen-

tral government, Republicans began to espouse  limited 
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federal powers and states’ rights, positions they advocated 

more emphatically in the coming decades. Despite coop-

erating with Republicans, southern Democrats declined 

to switch parties, for that would have cost them senior-

ity and committee chairmanships. Th ey stayed put, and 

although the GOP gained seats in the 1938 midterms, it 

remained in the congressional minority. 

 Republicans also squabbled, revealing deep party fi s-

sures. By 1940 they were divided between internationalists 

and isolationists. With war consuming Europe and Asia, 

isolationists wanted to steer clear of the confl ict, while 

internationalists favored aid to allies. An even deeper 

breach was between Northeast and Middle Atlantic Re-

publicans, who tightly controlled the party, and western 

progressives, who resented the eastern establishment’s 

power. Th ese splits helped Wendell Willkie, an Indiana 

native and former president of an electric utility, to win 

the 1940 GOP nomination, beating out rivals like estab-

lishment favorite Th omas Dewey of New York. Willkie 

was an unusual candidate, and his elevation showed the 

dearth of Republican leaders. A political novice, he had 

been a Democrat until 1938. To balance Willkie’s interna-

tionalism, Republicans picked as his running mate iso-

lationist Senator Charles McNary of Oregon. Although 

Willkie received more votes than Hoover or Landon did 

against FDR, the president won an unprecedented third 

term. In the 1944 election, Roosevelt’s margin of victory 

over GOP nominee Dewey was slimmer still, but war-

time bipartisanship reduced Republican chances of mak-

ing inroads against the Democrats. 

 A Surge of Strength and Modern Republicanism 

 When Roosevelt died in 1945, Republican fortunes ap-

peared to change. Truman had far fewer political gifts 

than FDR, and in the 1946 midterm elections, Re-

publicans scored their greatest gains of the twentieth 

century, picking up a total of 67 seats in Congress—55 

in the House and 12 in the Senate—to win control of 

both houses of Congress. Jubilant Republicans bran-

dished brooms to symbolize their sweeping victories, 

and  Newsweek  declared, “An Era Begins,” anticipat-

ing a long Republican reign on Capitol Hill. Th e 80th 

Congress stamped a permanent conservative imprint, 

passing the anti-labor Taft-Hartley Act and the Twenty-

Second Amendment, which limited the president to 

two terms. But the new Congress proved unable to roll 

back New Deal programs, and GOP dominance proved 

short-lived. 

 In the election of 1948, the strong Democratic coali-

tion helped Truman pull off  an upset of Th omas Dewey, 

and Democrats retook control of Congress. But the pres-

ident soon suff ered setbacks. In 1949 the Soviet Union 

exploded its fi rst atomic bomb; Communists won con-

trol of China, prompting charges that Truman “lost” the 

world’s largest nation to a growing Red tide. Th e Korean 

War, which began in 1950, exacerbated fears of world-

wide Communist gains. Republican Senator Joseph Mc-

Carthy of Wisconsin capitalized on the Red Scare by 

charging that a large conspiracy of Communist spies had 

infi ltrated America’s government. Cold war anxieties and 

the issue of anticommunism provided a winning theme 

for Republicans and united the party’s moderates, liber-

tarians, and social and moral conservatives. 

 Th e new unity boded well for the 1952 election, but the 

run-up to the contest again revealed party friction. Con-

servatives wielded considerable strength, yet in both 1944 

and 1948, Dewey, an eastern moderate, won the nomi-

nation. In 1952 the leading conservative contender was 

Senator Robert Taft of Ohio, President William Howard 

Taft’s son. But Taft suff ered a severe charisma defi cit and 

generated no widespread appeal. Moreover, he had an 

isolationist bent, favoring a decreased U.S. commitment 

to NATO and opposing the Marshall Plan, America’s 

successful economic aid program for Western Europe. 

Th ese views alarmed Taft’s potential rival for the GOP 

nod, General Dwight Eisenhower, the World War II 

hero and NATO commander. 

 A late 1950 meeting with Taft proved critical in pro-

pelling Eisenhower into politics. Before conferring with 

the senator, he had drafted a letter declaring himself out 

of the 1952 race, intending to make it public if he found 

Taft’s diplomatic views palatable. But Taft refused to 

commit to NATO and internationalism. After the meet-

ing, Eisenhower destroyed the letter. 

 Th e importance of American internationalism was just 

one factor inducing Eisenhower to run. Growing federal 

budget defi cits jarred his sense of fi scal integrity. Th e string 

of fi ve consecutive Democratic presidential victories made 

him fear the two-party system’s collapse if the Republi-

cans lost again. Supporters entered him in the GOP pri-

maries, and he won the nomination. But Taft controlled 

party machinery, and the Republican  platform refl ected 

conservative views more than Eisenhower’s moderation, 

denouncing Truman’s foreign policy of containment and 

the 1945 Yalta agreements for immuring Eastern Europe 

behind the iron curtain.  Conservatives advocated a more 
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aggressive stance, “rollback,” which meant forcing Com-

munists to yield ground and free captive peoples. 

 Th e 1952 elections allowed Republicans to taste suc-

cess for the fi rst time in more than 20 years. Eisenhower 

soundly defeated the Democratic nominee, Governor 

Adlai Stevenson of Illinois. Signifi cantly, he made in-

roads into the Solid South, winning four states there and 

establishing a beachhead in a region that proved fertile 

ground for Republicans. His coattails also extended to 

Congress. Th e GOP gained control of the House and 

had equal strength with Senate Democrats, where Vice 

President Richard Nixon’s vote could break a tie. 

 In 1956 Eisenhower read  A Republican Looks at His 
Party , a book written by his undersecretary of labor, 

Arthur Larson. A centrist, Larson considered New Deal 

activism excessive but believed modern times demanded 

a greater government role in areas like labor and social 

insurance. Th e president praised the book for encapsu-

lating his own political philosophy. What Eisenhower 

called “modern Republicanism” embraced international-

ism and fi scal conservatism yet accepted a more active 

government role in social services than conservatives 

could stomach. Disdaining conservatives out to shrink 

or even end Social Security, he wrote, “Should any politi-

cal party attempt to abolish social security and eliminate 

labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of 

that party again in our political history.” 

 Eisenhower proved a popular president. His approval 

ratings averaged 66 percent during his eight-year tenure, 

and the prosperity of the 1950s allowed Republicans to 

shuck their image as the party of the Great Depression. 

In 1956 Eisenhower beat Stevenson more handily than 

four years earlier. He exulted, “I think that Modern Re-

publicanism has now proved itself, and America has ap-

proved of Modern Republicanism.” 

 But Eisenhower’s popularity was personal and never 

translated to a broader party appeal. During the 1954 

midterms, Democrats regained control of Congress and 

in 1956, picked up one more seat in each house. In the 

1958 midterms, Democrats rode a wave of worries over a 

recession, national security, and lack of progress in areas 

like space exploration, concerns made palpable in 1957 

when the Soviet Union launched the world’s fi rst sat-

ellite,  Sputnik . Th ey pasted the GOP, gaining 48 seats 

in the House and 13 in the Senate. Many Republican 

elected during these years—especially in the House, 

which remained Democratic until 1995—spent their en-

tire Capitol Hill careers in the minority. 

 Restless Conservatism 

 Republican conservatives were restive. Th e party’s failure 

to make gains against Democrats was frustrating, and 

they howled in protest at Eisenhower’s budgets, which 

grew despite his attempts to restrain spending. Blaming 

modern Republicanism for the increases, they derided 

it as a political philosophy that advanced government 

programs on only a smaller scale than what Democrats 

liked—a “dime store New Deal,” as Republican Senator 

Barry Goldwater of Arizona called one GOP program. 

Th ey resented Taft’s being passed over as a presidential 

nominee, and his death in 1953 left them bereft of a 

leader. Th ey failed to limit the president’s foreign policy 

powers when the Bricker amendment, which would have 

constrained them, was defeated. An image of extrem-

ism sullied fringe conservatives, such as members of the 

John Birch Society, the extremist anti-Communist group 

founded in 1958, whose leader even charged that Eisen-

hower was a Communist agent. Indeed, the battles over 

many of Eisenhower’s domestic and international views 

within the party explain why, despite a successful two-

term presidency, he never won the reverence within the 

GOP that Ronald Reagan later did. 

 Moderates got another crack at the Democrats when 

the GOP nominated Nixon in 1960. Although the Califor-

nian had built a reputation as a harshly anti- Communist 

conservative in Congress, as vice president he identifi ed 

himself with Eisenhower’s moderation. His razor-thin loss 

to Senator John Kennedy in the presidential election gave 

conservatives more heft to advance one of their own.

Th ey gained strength, especially in the South and 

West, regions ripe for right-wing thought. In the West, 

the spirit of individualism and freedom from personal 

restraints meshed with the ideal of limited government. 

Westerners distrusted the federal government, and its vast 

western land ownership irritated residents. In the South, 

Democratic support for the civil rights movement drove 

white conservatives out of the Democratic Party and into 

a new home, the GOP. Th ese Sunbelt regions also enjoyed 

an economic boom, and their fi nancial contributions—

including from Texas oilmen—registered a growing im-

pact in the party. Th e GOP, once too weak even to fi eld 

congressional candidates in the South, began to bring 

in big names and even cause conversions. In 1961 Texas 

Republican John Tower won Lyndon Johnson’s Senate 

seat; in 1964 Democratic Senator Strom Th urmond of 

South Carolina switched to the Republicans, and Gov-

ernor John Connally of Texas later followed suit. 
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 Conservatives determined to get their chance in 

1964, nominating Barry Goldwater to run against 

President Johnson. To many moderates, Goldwater’s 

views were extreme. He urged a tough stand against the 

USSR, favored voluntary Social Security, and opposed 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964, because he feared it would 

lead to hiring quotas. Moderates fought him. Liberal 

New York governor Nelson Rockefeller ran against 

Goldwater in the 1964 primaries, and after Rockefeller 

withdrew, Pennsylvania governor William Scranton 

jumped in. In defeat, Scranton sent Goldwater a harsh 

letter denouncing “Goldwaterism” for “reckless” foreign 

policy positions and civil rights views that would fo-

ment disorder. Th e letter killed any possibility of a uni-

fying Goldwater-Scranton ticket, and the bitter clash 

between moderates and conservatives persisted to the 

national convention, where conservatives booed Rock-

efeller. Th e intraparty fi ght left the nominee wounded; 

Goldwater recalled, “Rockefeller and Scranton cut me 

up so bad there was no way on God’s green earth that 

we could have won.” Other moderates rebelled. Rock-

efeller and Governor George Romney of Michigan de-

clined to campaign for Goldwater, and Arthur Larson 

even endorsed LBJ. 

 Badly trailing Johnson in polls, Goldwater hoped to 

garner at least 45 percent of the popular vote. Instead, 

he received just 38.5 percent. Democrats gained 2 Sen-

ate seats and 37 House members, making Congress even 

more Democratic. So thorough was the Republican Par-

ty’s repudiation that pundits expressed doubts about its 

viability. 

 Goldwater later refl ected, “We were a bunch of West-

erners, outsiders, with the guts to challenge not only the 

entire Eastern establishment—Republican and Demo-

cratic alike—but the vast federal apparatus, the great 

majority of the country’s academics, big business and big 

unions. . . .” Th erein lay an important facet of Gold-

water’s eff ort. He laid the groundwork for a future con-

servative upsurge by energizing the party’s southern and 

western forces, which began to wrest control of the party 

from the eastern establishment. His ideological brand 

of conservatism provided rallying cries for Republicans: 

lower taxes, small government, states’ rights, anticom-

munism, and an emphasis on law and order. His crusade 

also enlisted the participation of fresh faces in politics, 

including actor Ronald Reagan, who fi lmed an eloquent 

television spot endorsing Goldwater. Th e humiliation of 

1964 also prodded Republicans to fi nd better leadership. 

In 1965 House Republicans elected Michigan congress-

man Gerald Ford minority leader, providing more eff ec-

tive resistance to Johnson policies, while new Republican 

National Committee chairman Ray Bliss also helped re-

build the party. 

 Signifi cantly, Goldwater won ten southern states in 

1964. He emphasized campaigning “where the ducks are,” 

so he hunted for votes in the South. Th ere, white con-

servatives, traditionally states’ rights supporters, viewed 

federal support for civil rights as big government intru-

sion. Desiring more local control over issues involving 

integration, taxes, and church, they began drifting from 

the Democrats and moored themselves to the GOP. 

 The Southern Strategy 

 Republicans rebounded in the 1966 midterms to win 50 

congressional seats, 47 in the House and 3 in the Senate. 

Richard Nixon rode the wave of renewed GOP energy, 

capturing the 1968 nomination and fashioning an elec-

toral strategy that used two overarching issues, the Viet-

nam War (he called for “an honorable settlement”) and 

“law and order.” 

 Th e war had generated protests nationwide, and 

riots in cities plus student uprisings shattered the coun-

try’s sense of stability. Th e unrest disturbed middle-

class Americans, and polls showed that a majority of 

respondents felt that LBJ had moved too quickly on 

civil rights. An independent candidate, Alabama gov-

ernor George Wallace, played on such sentiments by 

charging that communism lay behind the civil rights 

movement.

Nixon’s appeal was more subtle. Promising law and 

order, he addressed patriotic “forgotten Americans” 

who quietly went to work and spurned the demon-

strations that rocked the nation. His vice presidential 

pick reinforced his message: as Maryland governor, 

Spiro Agnew had taken a strong stand against urban 

rioters. Agnew’s presence on the ticket plus Nixon’s 

strong stand on crime and opposition to forced busing 

for integrating schools all capitalized on race as a po-

litical issue. Burgeoning suburbs, home to millions of 

middle-class Americans, welcomed Nixon’s message, 

and the suburbs drew strength away from old Demo-

cratic political machines in cities. Meanwhile, in the 

South a momentous reversal occurred. White con-

servatives there switched to the GOP, while African 

Americans nationwide deserted the party of Abraham 

Lincoln. In 1960, Nixon won 30 percent of the African-

American vote; eight years later, he received little more 

than 10 percent. 
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 Nixon’s “southern strategy” helped him win the elec-

tion, beating Vice President Hubert Humphrey by a 

slim popular margin. Had third-party candidate Wal-

lace not won fi ve southern states, Nixon would have 

gained them. His appeal to issues involving race, crime, 

and war cracked the core of the New Deal coalition, at-

tracting traditional Democratic voters such as blue-collar 

workers. He also pulled the South more fi rmly into the 

Republican fold. After a century as solidly Democratic, 

the region became reliably Republican. Although Nixon 

failed to carry either house of Congress, his party had 

made much headway since the 1930s. Struggling for 

decades, it gained enough strength by 1968 to win the 

White House while making new regional inroads. For 

Republicans, the doleful days of the Great Depression 

seemed a part of the past. After a third of a century as the 

minority party and a disastrous defeat in 1964, Republi-

cans had built the foundation for a promising future. 

  See also  era of consensus, 1952–64; New Deal Era, 1932–52. 
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 YA N E K  M I E C Z KO W S K I 

 Republican Party, 1968–2008 

 When former vice president Richard M. Nixon became 

the Republican Party nominee for president in 1968, the 

GOP was deeply divided between its moderate and con-

servative wings. Moderates such as New York governor 

Nelson Rockefeller had supported racial equality and 

federal spending on education, health care, and welfare. 

Conservatives like Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona 

opposed what they called “big government” and “tax-

and-spend” policies, and they championed limited gov-

ernment, individualism, and self-reliance. 

 Goldwater’s 1964 presidential nomination seemed to 

have shifted the momentum to the conservative wing 

until his landslide defeat by President Lyndon B. John-

son in the general election. But the conservative wing 

eventually rebounded with renewed strength in the 1980s 

under the leadership of Ronald Reagan. Th e revived con-

servative movement that turned into a juggernaut in the 

1980s was a result of a variety of factors, including a reac-

tion against the social upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s, 

as well as the gradual political realignment of the South. 

 Nixon: The Southern Strategy and a New Foreign Policy 

 Many Southerners had become dissatisfi ed with high 

taxes, government regulations, federal civil rights legisla-

tion, and what they saw as the dismantling of traditional 

institutions, such as church and family. Goldwater ap-

pealed to these Southerners and other Americans upset 

with the direction of U.S. politics. Despite his loss, the 

1964 election marked the fi rst time since Reconstruc-

tion that most Southerners had voted Republican. Th is 

achievement set the stage for what became known as 

Richard Nixon’s “southern strategy” for regaining the 

White House in 1968. 

 Th e 1968 presidential race touched on many sensi-

tive issues. Public concerns ignited over the confl ict in 

Southeast Asia, the civil rights movement, inner-city 

riots, and the violent antiwar protests on college cam-

puses throughout the nation. Nixon faced off  against 

Democratic nominee Vice President Hubert Humphrey 

and third-party candidate George Wallace. 

 Nixon won 301 electoral votes and 43.4 percent of the 

popular vote. Humphrey received 191 electors and 42.7 

percent. Nixon won the popular vote by approximately 

500,000 votes. It was a narrow victory, with a margin 

that was almost as small as John F. Kennedy’s against 
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Nixon in 1960. Wallace garnered 13.5 percent of the vote 

and 46 electors. 

 For Republicans, Nixon’s victory meant the beginning 

of the demise of the New Deal liberal coalition and the 

emergence of a political realignment. In  Th e Emerging 
Republican Majority , Kevin Phillips argued that “a lib-

eral Democratic era ha[d] ended and that a new era of 

consolidationist Republicanism ha[d] begun.” Yet the 

evidence for realignment was not so clear. 

 Indeed, from 1968 until the 1990s, Republicans domi-

nated presidential elections, while Democrats main-

tained strong majorities in the House of Representatives. 

It was the beginning of an era of divided government, 

which emerged from the increase of registered indepen-

dents, the weakening of political parties, and the rise of 

split-ticket voters. Since 1968, Republicans have won 

seven out of eleven presidential elections, losing only 

four times to Democrats—to Jimmy Carter in 1976, Bill 

Clinton in 1992 and 1996, and Barack Obama in 2008. 

In Congress, from 1968 until 1994, Republicans gained a 

majority in the Senate only once and for only six years, 

from 1981 until 1987. Republicans served as the minority 

party in the House for 40 straight years, from 1954 until 

1994. 

 To be sure, Republicans learned well their role as a 

minority party, at least until they captured both houses 

of Congress in 1994, the year of the so-called Republican 

revolution. Nevertheless, Republican presidents, begin-

ning with Nixon, faced Democratic-controlled Con-

gresses and had to come to terms with the concept of 

“separated institutions sharing powers.” As a result, some 

GOP presidents moved their policies to the center of the 

political spectrum. 

 In the 1970 midterm elections, Republicans won two 

seats in the Senate but lost nine seats to the Democrats 

in the House. Nixon characterized the outcome as a 

victory for Republicans because usually the president’s 

party loses many more congressional seats in midterm 

elections. However, the true test of the party’s strength, 

and its ability to build a coalition big enough to win 

another presidential election, would occur two years 

later. 

 Nixon’s 1972 reelection campaign relied on personal 

loyalists instead of party leaders at the national, state, 

and local levels. Former senator Bob Dole of Kansas, 

then the chair of the Republican National Committee, 

stated, “Th e Republican Party was not only not involved 

in Watergate, but it wasn’t involved in the nomina-

tion, the convention, the campaign, the election or the 

 inauguration.” Isolated from his party, but possessing 

a favorable foreign policy record, Nixon campaigned 

tirelessly. 

 Leading up to the 1972 election, conservatives had 

mixed feelings about Nixon’s social, economic, and for-

eign policy record. Nixon’s policies in health care, affi  r-

mative action, and the environment estranged him from 

conservatives. He proposed a national health insurance 

program, approved affi  rmative action programs for fed-

eral workers, and signed into law legislation establishing 

the Environmental Protection Agency. 

 Yet Nixon made some policy decisions that pleased 

conservatives. For example, he rejected congressional at-

tempts to reduce defense spending. He removed many 

antipoverty programs passed under Johnson’s Great Soci-

ety, including Model Cities, Community Action Activi-

ties, and aid to depressed areas. Nixon pushed for tough 

crime laws. He also ordered offi  cials at the Department 

of Health, Education, and Welfare to not cut off  fund-

ing to school districts that failed to comply with the Su-

preme Court’s desegregation order. 

 In an eff ort to court the vote of disaff ected white 

Southerners, Nixon spoke out against court-ordered 

busing and lamented the moral decline in America. He 

de nounced the Supreme Court’s decision in  Swann v. 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education , which up-

held busing laws and allowed federal courts to oversee 

the integration process. Th e issue of busing caused many 

working-class Americans to join Nixon and the GOP. 

To gain the Catholic vote and the support of religious 

conservatives, Nixon bemoaned the loss of traditional 

moral values and condemned abortion and the removal 

of prayer in public schools. 

 Nixon’s foreign policy accomplishments enhanced his 

stature. A longtime staunch anti-Communist, Nixon 

surprised his critics when he reached out to China and 

when he sought détente with the former Soviet Union. 

His trip to China in 1972 was a success. Intending to 

drive a wedge between China and the Soviet Union, 

Nixon successfully negotiated a trade agreement and 

thereby opened China to Western markets. Achiev-

ing relations with China empowered Nixon during his 

trip to Moscow that same year. Nixon and the Soviet 

premier Leonid Brezhnev met and formulated a Strate-

gic Arms Limitations Treaty (SALT I), which imposed 

limits on both countries’ nuclear weapons. Th ough the 

treaty did not do much in the area of arms reduction, 

the meeting itself was enough to temporarily ease U.S.-

Soviet tensions. Nixon’s opening to China and his trip 
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to Moscow enhanced his credibility among American 

voters. 

 Nixon’s 1972 opponent was Senator George McGov-

ern of South Dakota. As a liberal Democrat, one of 

McGovern’s biggest problems was that most voters in 

America still remembered the urban riots and violent 

protests on college campuses that occurred in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. 

 Nixon won by the largest margin in history—60.7 

percent of the popular vote to McGovern’s 37.5 percent. 

Th e electoral margin between the two was 520 to 17. In 

the congressional elections, Republicans lost 1 seat in the 

Senate and gained 12 in the House. However, the mo-

mentum for Republicans would soon change after the 

1972 election because of scandals in the White House. 

 Vice President Spiro Agnew resigned after revelations 

of his involvement in bribes and tax evasion while gov-

ernor of Maryland. Th en the Watergate scandal began to 

consume the Nixon presidency. On June 17, 1972, fi ve 

men had broken into the Democratic National Com-

mittee’s headquarters, located in the Watergate Hotel 

in Washington, D.C. Although Nixon dismissed the 

break-in by people associated with his reelection cam-

paign as a “third rate burglary,” the president’s role in 

the cover-up led to his resignation on August 8, 1974. 

Nixon’s vice president, Gerald R. Ford, appointed previ-

ously to replace Agnew, succeeded to the presidency. 

 Ford’s Accidental Presidency 

 Ford was an unlikely person to rise to the presidency, as 

he had never aspired to an offi  ce higher than the House 

of Representatives and was contemplating retiring from 

public life when Nixon chose him to replace Agnew. As 

president, Ford moved quickly to win public trust—an 

essential goal given public cynicism toward government 

and political leaders in the wake of Watergate. Although 

Ford initially succeeded in that task, he lost enormous 

support from the public when he issued a controversial 

pardon for Nixon a mere month after taking offi  ce. Th e 

combined eff ects of Watergate and the Nixon pardon 

on public perceptions were disastrous for the GOP. Th e 

party lost 49 seats in the House of Representatives and 

3 seats in the Senate in the 1974 midterm elections. Th e 

president himself never recovered politically from the 

pardon and lost his bid for election to the presidency 

in 1976. 

 Ford’s brief tenure highlighted the ideological rift in 

the GOP. He appointed Nelson Rockefeller as his vice 

president, an action that infuriated conservatives who 

had long battled the politically moderate New Yorker for 

control of the GOP. Ford further alienated the Right with 

his support for détente with the former Soviet Union. 

Former California governor Ronald Reagan challenged 

Ford’s quest for the 1976 GOP nomination, and the two 

ran a close race right up to the party’s convention. Ford 

prevailed, but not before he had suff ered much political 

damage. In the general election, Ford lost to Democratic 

nominee Jimmy Carter, a former one-term governor of 

Georgia whose improbable campaign for the presidency 

stunned political observers. 

 By the time Carter assumed the presidency in 1977, 

the Republicans were hugely outnumbered by the Dem-

ocrats in Congress. Th e GOP held a mere 143 seats in 

the House (versus 292 for the Democrats) and 38 in the 

Senate (against 61 Democrats and 1 independent). Th e 

GOP did gain 15 House seats in the 1978 midterm elec-

tions, as well as 3 seats in the Senate. Public disaff ection 

with Carter created an opportunity for the GOP to stage 

a political comeback. 

 Reagan and the Rise of the New Right 

 Th e conservative wing of the Republican Party gained 

strength during Carter’s term. Conservatives reached 

out to working- and middle-class voters with appeals 

for lower taxes, deregulation, and reduced social spend-

ing, and they courted religious voters by criticizing lib-

eral abortion laws and the elimination of school prayer. 

Many conservative Catholics and evangelical Protestants 

set aside their theological diff erences and joined the 

ranks of the Republican Party. A movement known as 

the New Right brought together a new coalition of vot-

ers for the GOP. Th e New Right stood for traditional 

institutions (family and church), traditional moral val-

ues (antigay, antiabortion, and progun), and states rights 

(limited government). 

 Some conservative Democrats joined the GOP. Many 

became known as “neoconservatives,” and they were dis-

tinctive in their emphasis on strong defense and U.S. 

intervention abroad along with their preference for pro-

gressive domestic policies. Together, the New Right and 

neoconservatives set in motion a conservative juggernaut, 

which became palpable in the 1980 election of Reagan. 

Th e conservatism of Reagan revolutionized the Repub-

lican Party. What Reagan had done to the party was to 

revitalize the type of conservatism that Barry Goldwater 

advocated in the 1960s. 

 Reagan’s 1980 campaign held Carter and Democrats 

responsible for high infl ation, high interest rates, and for 
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the long hostage crisis in Iran. Reagan believed that the 

federal government had become too large and power-

ful, that it had assumed too much social and economic 

responsibility. In his fi rst inaugural address, Reagan 

told Americans, “government is not the solution to our 

problems; government is the problem.” 

 Reagan won 51 percent of the popular vote, carried 44 

states and 489 electoral votes compared to Carter’s 49. 

In addition to winning the White House, Republicans 

picked up 32 seats in the House, which was short of a 

majority, but which marked the largest gain of seats in 

the House during a presidential election since 1920. Of 

greater importance was the Republican victory in the 

Senate. Republicans won 12 seats and took control of 

the Senate. Republicans had not been the majority party 

in the upper house since 1955. Overall, the outcome of 

the 1980 election demonstrated a signifi cant shift in the 

political landscape. 

 After taking offi  ce in 1981, Reagan pushed his conser-

vative agenda. Cutting domestic programs, deregulating 

the economy, reducing taxes, and building up the mili-

tary were some of his key initiatives. Reagan proposed 

cutting the Food Stamp and School Lunch programs. 

He proposed loosening many environmental regulations. 

Reagan perpetuated Carter’s deregulation of the airline 

industry, and he objected to the Federal Communica-

tions Commission (FCC) regulating the cable television 

networks industry. In foreign aff airs, Reagan sought to 

put an end to the spread of communism. In doing so, he 

rejected the policies of containment and détente. He ac-

cepted the use of military intervention in and economic 

aid to non-Communist countries, a policy known as the 

“Reagan Doctrine.” To improve national security—and 

perhaps to bankrupt the Soviet Union—Reagan oversaw 

the largest military buildup during peacetime in Ameri-

can history. 

 By the 1984 presidential election, Reagan had in-

creased his popularity among the American electorate. 

One reason was that the economy had rebounded dur-

ing his fi rst term. He had achieved major tax cuts and 

convinced the Federal Reserve to loosen its grip on the 

money supply. Another reason for Reagan’s popularity 

had to do with his decisions in foreign policy. He la-

beled the former Soviet Union the “evil empire” and 

launched his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), bet-

ter known as “Star Wars.” He aided anti-Communist 

groups in their fi ght against oppressive regimes. Rea-

gan’s speeches also imbued Americans with optimism 

about their future. 

 Th e 1984 GOP platform was a document of conser-

vative principles. It contained promises to pass an an-

tiabortion amendment, a balanced budget amendment, 

and a law that would reform the federal tax code. In the 

general election, Reagan defeated former vice president 

Walter Mondale. Reagan won 59 percent of the popular 

vote and 525 electoral votes. In Congress, the GOP lost 

only 2 seats in the Senate and gained a small number in 

the House. 

 In his second term, Reagan had his share of diffi  cul-

ties. Republicans lost six seats in the Senate in the 1986 

midterm election and, consequently, their majority sta-

tus. Reagan could not, as he had promised, balance the 

budget. Th e federal defi cit surged well over $200 billion 

in 1986 and dropped down thereafter to $150 billion, a 

result attributed to both economic growth and tax re-

form. A big victory for Reagan occurred in 1986, when 

he signed a tax reform bill into law. Th e new law sim-

plifi ed the tax code by setting uniform rates for people 

with similar incomes, and it eliminated many tax deduc-

tions. However, in the same year, the Iran-Contra scan-

dal broke. 

 Top White House offi  cials, including Lieutenant 

Colonel Oliver North and Admiral John Poindexter, had 

illegally sold arms to Iran in exchange for the release of 

American hostages. Th e proceeds of the arms deal were 

sent surreptitiously to a rebel group, called the Contras, 

who were trying to overthrow the Communist regime in 

Nicaragua. Leading up to the 1988 elections, the scandal 

did not hurt the Republican Party as much as Democrats 

would have liked. In the fi nal two years of Reagan’s presi-

dency, other events overshadowed Iran-Contra. 

 In 1987 Reagan’s conservative Supreme Court nomi-

nee Robert Bork failed to win confi rmation. In De-

cember 1987, Reagan and the Soviet premier, Mikhail 

Gorbachev, signed the Intermediate-range Nuclear 

Forces (INF) treaty. Unlike SALT I, which limited the 

number of nuclear weapons, the INF treaty eliminated 

an entire class of nuclear weapons. Most Americans 

lauded Reagan’s foreign policy decisions. Th ey believed 

his agreement with Gorbachev and his May 1988 trip to 

Moscow signaled the beginning of the end of the cold 

war. Despite record federal budget defi cits, Reagan left 

the presidency—and his party—in relatively good shape 

for the 1988 election. 

 The One-Term Presidency of George H. W. Bush 

 In 1988 the GOP nominated Vice President George 

H. W. Bush for the presidency, and he campaigned 
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on the promise to continue Reagan’s policies. He also 

pledged not to support new taxes. Bush beat Democratic 

nominee governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, 

winning 40 states and 54 percent of the popular vote. 

However, while Republicans held on to the presidency, 

the Democrats kept their majorities in Congress. 

 Bush’s middle-of-the-road views widened the gap 

between moderates and conservatives. For example, in 

1990 he signed into law the Americans with Disabilities 

Act and an extension of the Clean Air Act. Th e savings-

and-loan bailout, spending on the Gulf War, as well as 

welfare and Medicare payments increased the strain on 

the federal budget. As a result, the defi cit rose, and Bush 

was compelled to break his pledge not to raise taxes. 

 In response, Pat Buchanan, a conservative columnist, 

challenged Bush for the GOP nomination in 1992. Bu-

chanan forcefully spoke out against abortion, gay rights, 

and sexual tolerance, and he advocated the restoration of 

prayer in public schools. Although Buchanan’s challenge 

failed, he had weakened Bush politically and embar-

rassed the party with an overheated prime-time speech 

at the Republican National Convention. 

 The Clinton Era and the Gingrich-led 

Republican Revolution 

 Th e Democrats nominated Governor Bill Clinton of Ar-

kansas. Th e general election also included a billionaire 

third-party candidate, Ross Perot, who garnered 19 percent 

of the vote. Clinton won with merely 43.3 percent of the 

popular vote. Within two years, however, voters started 

to view Clinton negatively because of his proposed tax 

increases and proposed universal health care program. 

 In the 1994 midterm election, sensing an electorate 

disgruntled over low wages and the loss of traditional 

moral values, conservative Republicans, led by Repre-

sentative Newt Gingrich of Georgia, devised a series of 

campaign promises. Under the rubric of the Contract 

with America, the promises included tax cuts, welfare re-

form, tougher crime laws, congressional term limits, an 

amendment to balance the budget, and a return of power 

and responsibility to the states. Some 300 Republican 

candidates signed the contract in a public ceremony on 

the steps of the U.S. Capitol. Republicans won control 

of both houses of Congress. Th ey had not enjoyed a ma-

jority in the House in 40 years. 

 Yet, after failed attempts to enact the Contract with 

America, the public soon became disgruntled with the 

GOP in Congress, so much so that the 1996 presidential 

nominee Bob Dole distanced himself from Gingrich and 

others associated with the Republican revolution. Clin-

ton ably defi ned the GOP “revolutionaries” as political 

extremists and easily won reelection, although he failed 

to win a majority of the vote with Perot again on the 

ballot. 

 The George W. Bush Era 

 In the 2000 campaign, Texas governor George W. Bush 

faced off  against Vice President Al Gore. Bush called 

himself a “compassionate conservative,” which was a 

campaign stratagem designed to attract independents 

and moderates without sacrifi cing conservative support. 

Bush promised to restore dignity to the White House, 

a reference to President Clinton’s personal scandals and 

impeachment. After the polls closed on November 7, it 

was clear that Gore had won the popular vote by a nar-

row margin, a little over 500,000 votes. Not so clear was 

the winner of the Electoral College. Th e election came 

down to Florida. Th e winner of Florida’s 25 electoral 

votes would become president-elect. For over a month, 

Florida remained undecided because of poorly designed 

ballots in Palm Beach County. As recounts by hand were 

taking place, Gore’s legal team convinced the Florida 

Supreme Court to rule that the results of a hand count 

would determine the winner. On December 12, Bush’s 

legal team appealed the decision to the U.S. Supreme 

Court. In a 5 to 4 decision, the Supreme Court stopped 

recounts on the premise that they violated the equal pro-

tection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Bush thus 

won Florida and with it the presidency. 

 In his fi rst year in offi  ce, Bush signed into law a bill 

that lowered tax brackets and cut taxes by $1.35 tril-

lion over a ten-year period. In education, his No Child 

Left Behind Act required standardized national tests 

for grades three through eight. He proposed a school 

voucher program that would allow children to leave 

failing schools and attend schools of their choice—

including private, parochial schools—at the expense of 

taxpayers. He also banned federal funding for research 

on stem cell lines collected in the future. 

 Bush’s leadership would be put to the test on Septem-

ber 11, 2001, when terrorists attacked the World Trade 

Center and the Pentagon. He reminded Americans of 

their resiliency and assured them the United States would 

seek and punish the terrorist group responsible for the 

attacks. His approval ratings soared, and the GOP gained 

seats in Congress in the midterm elections in 2002. 

 Bush won the 2004 election against Senator John 

Kerry of Massachusetts with 51 percent of the popular 
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vote and 286 votes in the Electoral College. In Congress, 

Republicans increased their majorities, winning four 

more seats in the Senate and fi ve more in the House. 

Th e success of the Republican Party was, in part, a re-

sult of a strategy to focus on the registration of conser-

vative voters, especially in key battleground states, such 

as Florida, Ohio, Iowa, and Pennsylvania. To mobilize 

conservatives in those states, Republicans emphasized 

social issues, such as abortion, stem cell research, and 

gay marriage. 

 However, by the 2006 midterm elections, Bush’s pop-

ularity had fallen signifi cantly due to the bungled U.S. 

military intervention in Iraq and the government’s slow 

response to hurricane Katrina in the Gulf States. Bush’s 

mismanagement of Katrina lowered public confi dence 

in the national government. Moreover, in the month 

preceding the election, a number of scandals within the 

GOP had become public. House Majority Leader Tom 

Delay of Texas violated the campaign fi nance laws of 

Texas. He later resigned his seat in the House. Repre-

sentative Mark Foley of Florida resigned due to sexual 

misconduct. 

 Democrats won majorities in both houses of Con-

gress. Th ey interpreted their victory as a mandate to end 

the war in Iraq. Bush continued to prosecute the war, 

and shortly after the elections he requested more money 

from Congress to fund the troops. Th e unpopular war 

and Bush’s low approval ratings increased Democrats’ 

prospects of taking back the White House in 2008. 

 The 2008 Elections: Democrats Take Back Control 

of Washington 

 Th e 2008 GOP nomination contest failed to attract 

much enthusiasm from conservatives. Th e leading 

 candidates—former Massachusetts governor Mitt Rom-

ney, former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee, and 

Senator John McCain of Arizona—were all seen by con-

servative activists as too politically moderate. McCain 

eventually won the nomination, and to shore up con-

servative support, he chose as his vice  presidential run-

ning mate the staunchly conservative governor of Alaska, 

Sarah Palin. 

 Amid the collapse of the U.S. fi nancial sector under 

a Republican administration and a national surge in 

support for the Democratic Party, McCain lost the elec-

tion to fi rst-term senator Barack Obama of Illinois. In 

Congress, the Democrats picked up 21 seats in the House 

of Representatives and at least 8 seats (one race was un-

decided at the time of this writing) in the U.S. Senate. 

For the fi rst time since 1993, Republicans were clearly the 

minority party. 

  See also   Conservative ascendancy, 1980–2008; 

Era of confrontation and decline, 1964–80. 
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 M A R K  R O Z E L L  A N D  K Y L E  B A R B I E R I 

 republicanism 

 Republicanism is a political philosophy that exerted a 

profound cultural infl uence on the life and thought of 

Americans living in the Revolutionary and antebellum 

eras (1760–1848). Th is unique view of government and 

society originated during the crisis in Anglo-American 

relations that resulted in the independence of the 13 colo-

nies and the creation of a new nation. 

 English Commonwealthmen 

 Responding to actions of the British government dur-

ing the 1760s and 1770s, colonial American spokesmen 

drew extensively on the libertarian thought of English 

commonwealthmen. Epitomized by John Trenchard 

and Th omas Gordon’s  Cato’s Letters  and James Burgh’s 

 Political Disquisitions , the publications of these dissent-

ing radicals railed against the urgent danger posed by 

the systematic corruption they attributed to Robert Wal-

pole’s ministry (1721–42). Th e parliamentary government 

emerging under Walpole appeared to them to maintain 

the facade of constitutional procedures while actually 
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monopolizing the whole of governmental powers within 

his cabinet. In their minds, Walpole’s machinations were 

destroying the balance among king, lords, and commons 

that constituted the very strength of the British consti-

tution. Believing in a separation of powers among the 

three constituent elements of the government, common-

wealthmen urged parliamentary reforms such as rotation 

in offi  ce, the redistribution of seats, and annual meetings 

to restore the proper constitutional balance. Beyond that, 

their concern for freedom of thought and the sovereignty 

of the people led them to speak out passionately against 

the increasing corruption and tyranny they believed to 

be infecting English society and government. Pairing lib-

erty with equality, Trenchard and Gordon’s  Cato’s Letters  
and Burgh’s  Disquisitions  proclaimed the preservation 

and extension of liberty to be all important. Since the 

greatest danger to the liberty and the equality of the peo-

ple came from their leaders, all citizens must maintain a 

constant vigilance to prevent governmental offi  cials from 

being corrupted by power and stealthily usurping liberty 

away from the people. In their minds all men were natu-

rally good; citizens became restless only when oppressed. 

Every man should, therefore, act according to his own 

conscience, judge when a magistrate had done ill, and, 

above all, possess the right of resistance. Without such a 

right, citizens could not defend their liberty. 

 Revolutionary Republicanism 

 While revolutionary leaders in America made extensive 

use of such conceptions, the ideas of these common-

wealthmen did not cross the Atlantic intact. Americans 

adapted beliefs regarding consent, liberty, equality, civic 

morality, and constitutions to their specifi c and concrete 

needs, so that even when the same words were used 

and the same formal principles adhered to, novel cir-

cumstances transformed their meanings. Consequently, 

revolutionary leaders, believing that history revealed a 

continual struggle between the spheres of liberty and 

power, embraced a distinctive set of political and so-

cial attitudes that gradually permeated their society. 

A consensus formed in which the concept of republican-

ism epitomized the new world they believed they were 

creating. Th is republicanism called for a constant eff ort 

on the part of all American citizens to protect the realm 

of liberty (America) from the ceaseless aggression of the 

realm of power (Great Britain) under the guidance of 

gentlemen of natural merit and ability.

Above all, republicanism rested on a self-reliant, in-

dependent citizenry. Th e sturdy yeoman—the equal of 

any man and dependent upon none for his livelihood— 

became the iconic representation of American republi-

canism. Americans believed that what made republics 

great or what ultimately destroyed them was not the 

force of arms but the character and spirit of the peo-

ple. Public virtue, the essential prerequisite for good 

government, became all important. A people practic-

ing frugality, industry, temperance, and simplicity were 

sound republican stock; those who wallowed in luxury 

were corrupt and would corrupt others. Since furthering 

the public good—the exclusive purpose of republican 

government—required a constant sacrifi ce of individual 

interests to the greater needs of the whole, the people, 

conceived of as a homogeneous body (especially when 

set against their rulers), became the great determinant 

of whether a republic lived or died. Th us republican-

ism meant maintaining public and private virtue, social 

solidarity, and vigilance against the corruptions of power. 

United in this frame of mind, Americans set out to gain 

their independence and to establish a new republican 

world. 

 By the end of the eighteenth century, the American 

commitment to republicanism had grown even stronger 

than it had been in 1776. Its principal tenets—a balance 

between the separate branches of government and a  

vigilance against governmental power—had been in-

scribed in the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights. 

America had indeed become republican, but hardly in 

the manner intended by its early leaders. Economic and 

demographic changes taking place at an unparalleled rate 

had begun to work fundamental transformations within 

the new nation. Geographic expansion spawned incred-

ible mobility, and great numbers of Americans, becom-

ing increasingly involved in the market economy, strived 

to gain all the advantages they could from their newly 

acquired social and economic autonomy. 

 Revolutionary republicanism, rather than constrain-

ing these activities, seemed rather to encourage them 

and to aff ord them legitimacy. Th e emphasis placed 

on equality in revolutionary rhetoric stimulated great 

numbers of previously deferential men to question all 

forms of authority and to challenge distinctions of every 

sort. Rather than generating an increased commitment 

to order, harmony, and virtue, republicanism appeared 

to be fostering an acquisitive individualism heedless of 

the common good and skeptical about the benevolent 

leadership of a natural elite. Postrevolutionary Amer-

ica, instead of becoming the New World embodiment 

of transcendent classical values, appeared increasingly 
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materialistic, utilitarian, and licentious: austerity gave 

way to prosperity; virtue appeared more and more to 

connote the individual pursuit of wealth through hard 

work rather than an unselfi sh devotion to the collective 

good. No longer a simple, ordered community under 

the benign leadership of a natural elite, America seemed 

instead to be moving toward being a materialistic and 

utilitarian nation increasingly responsive to both the de-

mands of the market and the desires of ordinary, obscure 

individuals. 

 Th e rapid democratization and vulgarization that 

took place in American society during the last decades 

of the eighteenth century helped create a far more open 

and fl uid society than had been anticipated by most 

revolutionary leaders. Indeed, the transformations tak-

ing place in American society through these years were 

so complex and indeliberate, so much a mixture of day-

to-day responses to a rapidly changing socioeconomic 

environment, that most Americans were unaware of 

the direction that such changes were taking them and 

their society. Th eir commitment to republicanism, how-

ever, allowed them to continue to imagine themselves as 

members of a virtuous, harmonious, organic society long 

after the social foundations of such a society had eroded. 

Th e fact that republican language became increasingly 

disembodied from the changing cultural context made 

self-awareness that much more diffi  cult. Such language 

allowed—even impelled—citizens to view themselves as 

committed to the harmony, order, and communal well-

being of a republican society while actively creating an 

aggressive, individualistic, and materialistic one. 

 Most Americans clung to a harmonious, corporate 

view of their society and their own place in it, even while 

behaving in a materialistic, utilitarian manner in their 

daily lives. Th us, while rapidly transforming their soci-

ety in an open, competitive, modern direction, Ameri-

cans idealized communal harmony and a virtuous social 

order. Republicanism condemned the values of a bur-

geoning capitalistic economy and placed a premium on 

an ordered, disciplined personal liberty restricted by the 

civic obligations dictated by public virtue. In this sense, 

republicanism formalized or ritualized a mode of thought 

that ran counter to the fl ow of history; it idealized the 

traditional values of a world rapidly fading rather than 

the market conditions and liberal capitalistic mental-

ity swiftly emerging in the late eighteenth century. As 

a result, Americans could—and did—believe simulta-

neously in corporate needs and individual rights. Th ey 

never, however, had a sense of having to choose between 

two starkly contrasting traditions—republicanism and 

liberalism. Instead, they domesticated classical republi-

canism to fi t contemporary needs while amalgamating 

inherited assumptions with their liberal actions. 

 Jeff ersonian Republicanism 

 Th e kind of society that would emerge from the increas-

ingly egalitarian and individualistic roots being formed 

in the late eighteenth century was unclear when Th omas 

Jeff erson assumed the presidency in 1801. Even by that 

time, the perception of personal autonomy and indi-

vidual self-interest had become so inextricably inter-

twined that few of Jeff erson’s supporters had any clear 

comprehension of the extent to which entrepreneurial 

and capitalistic social forces were shaping American life. 

Under the pressure of such rapidly changing conditions, 

the autonomous republican producer—the yeoman in-

tegrally related to the welfare of the larger community—

gradually underwent a subtle transmutation into the 

ambitious self-made man set against his neighbors and 

his community alike. Consequently, by incorporating 

as its own the dynamic spirit of a market society and 

translating it into a political agenda, the party of Jef-

ferson had unself-consciously developed a temper and 

a momentum that would carry it beyond its original 

goals. Indeed, even by 1800, personal independence no 

longer constituted a means by which to ensure virtue; it 

had itself become the epitome of virtue. Th e process by 

which this took place was complicated, often confused, 

and frequently gave rise to unintended consequences. It 

ultimately resulted, nonetheless, in profound changes in 

American culture in the nineteenth century. 

 Republicanism in the hands of the Jeff ersonians—

the foremost advocates of the persuasion—spawned a 

social, political, and cultural movement that quite unin-

tentionally created the framework within which liberal 

commitments to interest-group politics, materialistic 

and utilitarian strivings, and unrestrained individual-

ism emerged. Simultaneously, however, republicanism 

also fostered a rhetoric of unselfi sh virtue—of honest 

independence devoted to the communal welfare—that 

obscured the direction in which American society was 

moving. By promoting the desire for unrestrained en-

terprise indirectly through an appeal to popular virtue, 

the Jeff ersonians helped produce a nation of capitalists 

blind to the spirit of their enterprise. Consequently, 

their movement enabled Americans to continue to de-

fi ne their purpose as the pursuit of traditional virtue 

while actually devoting themselves to the selfi sh pur-
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suit of material wealth. Irresponsible individualism 

and erosive factionalism replaced the independent pro-

ducer’s commitment to the common good. Still, free 

enterprisers, who by the 1850s would include publicly 

chartered business corporations, fell heir to the repub-

lican belief that an independent means of production 

suffi  ciently attached a citizen’s interests to the good of 

the commonwealth. Entrepreneurial fortunes became 

investments in the general welfare. Th e entrepreneur 

himself, freed by the American belief in virtuous inde-

pendence, could proceed unencumbered by self-doubts 

in his attempt to gain dominion over a society of like-

minded individuals who could only applaud his success 

as their own. 

 Th e triumph of Th omas Jeff erson initiated a brief 

period—a “Jeff ersonian moment”—when the virtues of 

both republicanism and eighteenth-century liberalism 

merged into a cohesive political philosophy off ering the 

bright promise of equal social and economic advance-

ment for all individuals in a land of abundance. Th at 

the moment was brief stands less as a critique of the in-

dividuals who combined to bring Jeff erson to the presi-

dency than it is a comment on the forces that impelled 

them, forces over which they had little control and, per-

haps, even less understanding. Just at the time when an 

ideology translated the realities of the American envi-

ronment into a coherent social philosophy, those very 

realities carried American society far beyond the origi-

nal goals of the Jeff ersonian movement as they trans-

muted eighteenth-century American republicanism into 

nineteenth-century American democracy. 

 Republican Historiography 

 If the protean nature of republicanism obscured such 

transformations by providing a sense of harmony and 

comfort to great numbers of late-eighteenth- and early-

nineteenth-century Americans, no such cordiality and 

consensus characterizes scholarly attempts to come to 

grips with republicanism as a historical concept. In-

deed, since fi rst receiving formal analytic and conceptual 

identity in the early 1970s, republicanism has been at 

the epicenter of strife and contention among historians 

of the early national period. Even though the concept 

had become omnipresent in scholarly literature by the 

mid-1980s (in the terms  republican motherhood ,  artisan 
republicanism ,  free labor republicanism ,  pastoral repub-
licanism ,  evangelical republicanism , and others), a good 

many scholars, particularly social historians, remained 

convinced that the emphasis on republicanism obscured 

far more than it clarifi ed about early American society. 

For them the scholarly concentration on republicanism 

occluded vast domains of culture—religion, law, po-

litical economy, and ideas related to patriarchy, family, 

gender, race, slavery, class, and nationalism—that most 

scholars knew were deeply entangled in the revolution-

ary impulse. 

 Th e greatest challenge to republicanism, however, 

came not from social historians but from scholars wed-

ded to the concept of liberalism. For these individuals, 

Americans of the Revolutionary era manifested aggres-

sive individualism, optimistic materialism, and pragmatic 

interest-group politics. In their minds, John Locke’s 

liberal concept of possessive individualism, rather than 

Niccolò Machiavelli’s republican advocacy of civic hu-

manism, best explained American thought and behavior 

during the years after 1760.

Th e intellectual confl ict that emerged between advo-

cates of republicanism and those of liberalism ushered in 

years of sterile debate. An entirely unproductive “either/

or” situation resulted: either scholars supported repub-

licanism or they espoused liberalism. Fortunately, in 

realizing that partisans of both republican and liberal in-

terpretations had identifi ed strands of American political 

culture that simply could not be denied, a great many 

historians transcended this tiresome dialogue. Replac-

ing it with a “both/and” mode of analysis, these scholars 

have revealed the manner in which republicanism, liber-

alism, and other traditions of social and political thought 

interpenetrated one another to create a distinctive and 

creative intellectual milieu. Over time a “paradigmatic 

pluralism” emerged: scholars employing a “multiple 

traditions” approach emphasized concepts drawn from 

natural rights, British constitutionalism, English opposi-

tion writers, contract theory, Protestant Christian moral-

ity, Lockean liberalism, and republicanism. Such work 

has resulted in a far more sophisticated understanding of 

early American culture. 

 Th e multiple traditions approach to early American 

history provides scholars with signifi cant insights of in-

estimable value in their eff orts to analyze this vital era. 

Th e fi rst and perhaps most important of these is that 

no single concept—whether republicanism, liberalism, 

or Protestant Christianity—provides a master analytical 

framework for understanding revolutionary America. 

Each of these concepts comprised a multitude of argu-

ments developed in diff erent contexts to solve diff erent 

problems and to articulate diff erent ideals. Whatever 

confl icts or contradictions might seem apparent among 
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them could always be held in suspension by the inter-

penetration of ideas and mutual reinforcement. While 

republicanism can clearly no longer be considered  the  
key to understanding early American history, it certainly 

remains  a  vital constituent element in the political cul-

ture of revolutionary America. If no longer a concep-

tion of transcendent meaning, republicanism remains a 

discourse deeply embedded in the central issues facing 

Americans in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries—a time in which a distinctive pattern of social 

and political thought incorporating republican, liberal, 

and religious ideas emerged in response to these issues. 

Each of these clusters of ideas comprised a vital part of 

the larger meaning Americans brought to particular dis-

putes in the years of the early republic. To abstract one 

set of ideas—whether republican, liberal, or religious—

from this intellectual fabric not only impairs an un-

derstanding of this distinctive pattern of thought, but 

obscures the special character—the very uniqueness—of 

the early republic. 

  See also  democracy; era of a new republic, 1789–1827; 

liberalism; war for independence. 
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 Rocky Mountain region 

 While the political history of the Rocky Mountain 

region—Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Idaho, Utah, 

Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico—does not lack sto-

ries of partisan division and struggle, a greater share of 

that history challenges the assumptions and conventions 

of party loyalty and identifi cation. Over a century and 

a half, the desires for economic development and fed-

eral money have acted as incentives to pay little atten-

tion to the usual boundaries of party. A proliferation of 

factions and interest groups has often muddled eff orts to 

defi ne and patrol the usual lines of partisanship. Rein-

forced by an enthusiasm for individualism and indepen-

dence, electoral success has frequently coincided with 

eccentric personality and temperament in the candidate. 

In the Rockies, traditional party activists have often 

found themselves a demoralized people, bucking a trend 

toward the hybrid and the maverick. 

 For all the electoral success awarded to eccentrics who 

set their own courses, the political history of the region 
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in the last century tracks the usual arrangement of eras 

and phases in American political history. And yet the 

region’s citizens gave those familiar eras a distinctive or 

even unique infl ection. Moreover, the U.S. Constitution 

enhanced the national impact of the Rockies, since states 

with comparatively sparse populations were awarded the 

same number of senators as eastern states with dense 

populations. Th us, a number of senators from the Rocky 

Mountain states have exercised consequential power in 

national and international decisions. 

 In the invasion, conquest, mastery, and development 

of the interior West, an initially weak federal govern-

ment acquired greater authority, force, and legitimacy. 

Th e history of the Rockies is rich in case studies of agen-

cies and institutions of the federal government exercising 

a remarkable force in the political life (not to mention 

the social, cultural, economic, and emotional life) of the 

region. Under the Department of State until 1873 and 

then under the Department of the Interior, the territorial 

system oversaw the progression (sometimes quite pro-

longed and halting) to statehood. Even after statehood, 

the residents of the Rockies found themselves subject to 

the rules, regulations, and sometimes arbitrary author-

ity of agencies in the executive branch, many of them 

clustered in the Department of the Interior: the Offi  ce 

(later Bureau) of Indian Aff airs, the U.S. Army (both the 

combat forces and the Army Corps of Engineers), the 

U.S. Geological Survey, the Bureau of Reclamation, the 

Forest Service, the National Park Service, the Fish and 

Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Land Management (a 

hybrid itself of the venerable General Land Offi  ce and 

the more junior Grazing Service), the Atomic Energy 

Commission, the Department of Energy, and the Envi-

ronmental Protection Agency. 

 Many of the activities of federal agencies in the Rock-

ies focus on the management, use, preservation, and reg-

ulation of the region’s mountains, canyons, and deserts. 

In national politics, the issues that have come to occupy 

the category of “the environment” have fl uctuated in the 

attention paid to them, sometimes dipping below visibil-

ity. In the Rockies, policies governing water, land, and 

wildlife have long held a place at the center of political 

life; the region has thus functioned as a political seismo-

graph, recording dramatic shifts in attitudes toward na-

ture. Th is is a region in which indigenous peoples retain 

important roles in local, state, and national politics, as do 

the “other” conquered people—the descendants of Mex-

icans who lived in the territory acquired by the United 

States in the Mexican-American War. In this case and 

in the case of Asian immigrants, western race relations 

are often intertwined with international relations, with 

the terms of treaties and the actions of consuls stirred 

into the struggles of civil rights. Th e great diversity of the 

population meant that the civil rights era had many di-

mensions, as Indians, Mexican Americans, Asian Ameri-

cans, and African Americans pursued similar, though 

sometimes confl icting, agendas of self-assertion. 

 Early Native American Political Systems and Confl icts 

 Diversity, variation, and complex negotiations between 

and among peoples set the terms for Rocky Mountain 

politics long before the arrival of Europeans. Decentral-

ized governance characterized the nomadic groups of 

the northern Rockies as well as the Southwest, with the 

band far more established as the unit of loyalty than any 

broader tribal identity. Kinship set the terms of cohesion 

and obligation, and leaders rose to authority by repeated 

demonstrations of their courage and wisdom. 

 Th e arrival of Spanish explorers, soldiers, settlers, and 

missionaries near the end of the sixteenth century ini-

tiated a long-running struggle for imperial dominance. 

As the more rigid and hierarchical systems of Europeans 

encountered the widely varying structures of leadership 

among native peoples, the comparatively simple dreams 

of empire produced far more tangled realities. One 

particularly ironic and awkward outcome was the rise of 

a vigorous slave trade in the Southwest, as Utes, Navajos, 

and Apaches traded captives from other tribes to Spanish 

settlers; centuries later, under U.S. governance, the cam-

paign for the abolition of the interior West’s version of 

slavery extended well beyond the abolition of the much 

better known practices of the American South. 

 Th e Spanish introduction of horses into North Amer-

ica unleashed a cascade of unintended and unforeseen 

rearrangements in the balance of power. With the horse, 

Indian people took possession of a new mobility for 

trading, raiding, hunting, and warfare. Th e spread of the 

horse unsettled the balance of power between the newly 

mounted native people and their would-be European 

conquerors. When the Navajos and Apaches, as well as 

the Utes and Comanches (nomadic people to the north 

of the New Mexican settlements) took up the horse, 

both Pueblo Indians and Spanish settlers found them-

selves living in communities where the possibilty of a 

raid was a constant source of risk and vulnerability. 

 Th e opportunities for bison hunting and migration 

off ered by the horse brought new peoples into the re-

gion, and thereby accelerated the contests for turf and 
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power. By the time of European contact, these groups 

would become known as the Cheyenne, Arapaho, Sioux, 

Crow, Blackfeet, Shoshone, Gros Ventre, and Nez Perce. 

In the northern and central Rockies, while people with a 

shared language, similar religious beliefs, and a sense of 

common origin gathered together annually for ceremo-

nies, they spent most of the year divided into bands who 

dispersed for hunting and gathering through much of 

the year. Tribes varied widely in the formality and infor-

mality of their designation of leaders. In many groups, 

men rose to leadership through constant and repeated 

demonstration of generosity and courage. For most 

tribes, decisions rested on consensus emerging from 

long discussion. Over the next centuries, the political 

diversity and complexity of the native groups, as well as 

their democratic forms of decision making, would per-

plex European and American newcomers to the Rocky 

Mountains. Non-Indian explorers, emissaries, or mili-

tary leaders, who arrived expecting to meet a group and 

identify a man or men who carried the authority to make 

lasting decisions for all, had come to the wrong place. 

 Centralized, imperial authority held sway only inter-

mittently in locations remote from capitals and home of-

fi ces. Disunity and opposing factions within the colonial 

society could set the empire’s plans to wobbling as eff ec-

tively as resistance from the indigenous communities. 

 The Mexican Period and Fluid National Boundaries 

 Mexican independence in 1821 introduced even greater 

complexity to an already complicated and precarious 

political landscape. One of the most consequential ac-

tions of the new nation was the opening of the northern 

borderlands to trade with Americans, a change in policy 

of great political consequence. As merchants began trav-

eling back and forth between Santa Fe, New Mexico, 

and St. Louis, Missouri, the United States acquired the 

chance to have a commercial presence, initially toler-

ated and welcomed, in Mexican terrain. But the Santa 

Fe trade presented the possibility of a conquest by mer-

chants, and Mexican authorities struggled to limit the 

intrusions of the legal and illegal aliens of their day. 

 Th us, by the 1820s, the future of sovereignty in the 

Rocky Mountains was an unsettled domain. It was one 

thing to sit in distant offi  ces and trace lines of sovereignty 

on a map, and quite another to give substance and mean-

ing to those lines. No other section of the United States 

experienced so many changes in national boundaries and 

came under so many governmental jurisdictions. In the 

fi rst half of the nineteenth century, maps of the Rockies 

recorded claims by six nations: Spain, France, Mexico, 

Britain, the United States, and the independent repub-

lic of Texas. Th e former Spanish territories—from the 

southwest corner of Wyoming through the western half 

of Colorado, and the bulk of what would become Utah, 

Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico—remained under 

Mexican control after independence. Th e purchase of 

the Louisiana Territory from the French placed the cen-

tral and northern Rockies under the sovereignty of the 

United States. Between 1836 and 1850, Texas claimed 

portions of New Mexico, Colorado, and even a sliver 

of Wyoming. Meanwhile, the area now called Idaho 

fell under the joint occupation of Great Britain and 

the United States until awarded to the United States by 

treaty in 1846. Th ese “offi  cial” Euro-American boundar-

ies, moreover, existed in not particularly splendid isola-

tion from the most important dimension of power on 

the ground: the authority of the Indian tribes. 

 Th e aridity, elevation, and diffi  cult terrain of much 

of the Rockies further challenged the aspirations of em-

pire. Th e area seemed, as early explorers bluntly noted, 

ill-suited to conventional American agricultural settle-

ment. Given the aridity in the interior West, it seemed 

possible that Americans would fi nd that they had no 

need or desire to assert power over areas like the Great 

Salt Lake Basin, since there seemed to be no imaginable 

economic use to which to put them. And yet Americans 

still hoped that explorers would uncover other resources 

that would inspire settlers and lead to the political in-

corporation of this territory into the nation. Still, the 

pursuit of beaver pelts, the key resource of the 1820s and 

1830s, did not off er much of a foundation for a new po-

litical order. As it did elsewhere on the continent, the fur 

trade brought Euro-Americans and Indian people into 

a “middle ground” of shifting power, with no obvious 

answer to the question of who was in charge. 

 In 1846, the joint occupancy of the Northwest came 

to an end, assigning the Oregon territory to the United 

States. Th e Mexican-American War dramatically rear-

ranged the lines of sovereignty to the advantage of the 

United States. In 1848 the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

transferred more than one-third of Mexico’s land to the 

Americans. Hundreds of one-time Mexican citizens 

found themselves reconstituted as residents of the United 

States. In a promise that, in the judgment of some latter-

day activists, still awaits full delivery, Article IX of the 

treaty declared that the Mexicans in the acquired terri-

tories “. . . who shall not preserve the character of citi-

zens of the Mexican Republic . . . shall be incorporated 
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into the Union of the United States, and be admitted 

at the proper time (to be judged of by the Congress of 

the United States) to the enjoyment of all the rights of 

citizens of the United States.” 

 With the Gadsden Purchase of 1853, the United States 

achieved its lasting borders. Th e value of the territory of 

the Rocky Mountains was undemonstrated and unrecog-

nized; it had simply been necessary to acquire this land 

in order to span the continent from sea to sea. In the 

1840s, the movements of Americans—overland travelers 

on their way to California and Oregon, and then, in the 

late 1850s, gold seekers drawn to discoveries in Colorado 

and Nevada—began to give on-the-ground meaning to 

U.S. territorial claims. And yet the undiminished powers 

of Indian tribes still rendered the U.S claims both hollow 

and precarious. 

 Civil War, Reconstruction, Territories, 

and Indian Conquest 

 Th e discovery of gold and silver put to rest any linger-

ing doubt that the territory of the Rockies might not 

be worth the trouble of political incorporation. In many 

sites in the mountains, collections of individualistic 

strangers improvised methods of governance that would, 

at the least, formalize mining claims and property rights. 

Th e political unit of the mining district tied small camps 

together and established procedures for platting out the 

district’s boundaries, defi ning claims, setting up law-

enforcement and court systems, and establishing water 

rights, most often through the system known as prior 

appropriation, or “fi rst in time, fi rst in right.” Settlers 

also sought recognition, organization, and aid from the 

federal government. 

 For white Americans newly arrived in Colorado, the 

onset of the Civil War brought a heightened sense of vul-

nerability to Indian attack, since the new settlements de-

pended on an overstretched and ill-defended supply line 

to the Midwest, and the resources and attention of the 

Union Army were directed to the war in the East. Th e 

primary feature of the Civil War era in the Rocky Moun-

tain region was thus an escalation of Indian-white vio-

lence, as militia and volunteer forces reacted forcefully to 

threats and suspicions. With the shift of federal attention 

away from the West, at the Bear River Massacre in Utah, 

at the Sand Creek Massacre in Colorado, and in the cam-

paign against the Navajo, the conduct of white soldiers 

and volunteers was often extreme and unregulated. 

 Th e Confederate Territory of Arizona (the southern 

half of the New Mexico Territory) represented the one 

foothold of the rebellion in the West. Operating out of 

Texas, Confederate troops entered New Mexico, took 

Santa Fe, and headed north to take the Colorado gold 

mines, but then met defeat from a Colorado militia at 

Glorieta Pass. With this battle, the question of the loy-

alty of the Rocky Mountain states was put to rest. 

 Th e post–Civil War era in the Rockies gained its 

shape and structure from three major projects: creating 

territories and then determining when they had reached 

the condition that justifi ed the awarding of statehood; 

designing and installing systems for allocating property 

in minerals, land, water, and transportation routes; and 

conquering (sometimes through direct military engage-

ments and sometimes through more subtle processes of 

negotiation and escalating economic dependence) the 

Indian people of the region and confi ning them to res-

ervations under treaties that, even if negotiated under 

terms of surrender and defeat, nonetheless turned out to 

provide a basis for a reassertion of Indian self-governance 

a century later. 

Mining towns like Black Hawk, Colorado, shown here circa 

1878, developed in the Rocky Mountain region after discover-

ies of gold or silver. (Charles Weitfl e/Miningbureau.com)
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 In the post–Civil War era, the political circumstances 

of the West both resembled and diff ered from the politi-

cal circumstances of the South. In the Reconstruction en-

terprise of providing the vote to African American men, 

the West led the South. African Americans in Colorado 

tied the cause of black suff rage to the cause of statehood, 

and enlisted infl uential senators to their cause. Th e Ter-

ritorial Suff rage Act of 1867 granted the vote to African 

American men in the territories, two months before the 

fi rst Reconstruction Act gave freedmen the vote in the 

former Confederacy. 

 In their greatest era of common experience, the South 

and the West were the targets and subjects of the atten-

tions, plans, and reforms of ambitious northern Repub-

licans. If the word  Reconstruction  sums up this experience 

for the South, historian David Emmons has argued, the 

similar process for the West might more accurately be 

called Construction. In the South, Republicans under-

took to reconstruct a comparatively well-defi ned social 

and political order, while in the West, without a com-

parable, well-established elite like the southern plant-

ers, the Republicans had the opportunity to construct a 

new political and economic order from the foundation. 

Under the terms of territorial government, American 

citizens found their assumed rights of self-government 

temporarily (for New Mexico and Arizona, this “tempo-

rary” status endured for over 60 years) diminished and 

restricted. Th ey could elect their territorial legislators, 

and they could send a nonvoting delegate to Congress, 

but the federal government appointed the governor and 

(perhaps even more important) the judges. Th ose who 

chafed under this regime and longed for statehood often 

found that their cause had become thoroughly entangled 

in national tussles over slavery, race, and partisan domi-

nance in Congress. 

 Th rough most of the territorial period, Republicans 

held the presidency, and Democrat Grover Cleveland 

did not make a consistent practice of using his patronage 

power to replace Republicans with Democrats in terri-

torial positions. At fi rst glance, this situation may have 

seemed to give an advantage to Republicans in shaping 

the partisan leanings of the territories under their gov-

ernance. But territorial government was so unpopular, 

and the governors so often resented and disliked, that 

the Republican advantage in appointments over the ter-

ritorial period may actually have worked in favor of the 

Democrats, or at least did them little injury. Historian 

Earl Pomeroy has reported that Democrats in Montana 

in 1877 privately acknowledged that they were happy to 

have a Republican governor, noting that “it will keep 

the [Republican] party divided and we will stand a 

much better show to defeat them in the elections.” Even 

though denunciation of appointed offi  cers as outsiders 

was a standard refrain, appointing a local man to offi  ce 

did not necessarily increase the supply of goodwill. Th e 

legacy of territorial status lingered in the minds, hearts, 

and certainly the rhetorical reserves of Westerners, en-

hancing resentment of the federal government and re-

inforcing a sense of powerlessness and victimization. As 

Pomeroy has observed, the “political complexions” of the 

Rocky Mountain states came out of the territorial period 

stamped as “unpredictable, insurgent.” 

 Tension over the control exercised by Congress and 

presidential appointees was most sustained in Utah, as 

northern Republicans undertook to eliminate Mormon 

polygamy, which they had initially paired with slavery 

as one of the “twin relics of barbarism.” Before the cre-

ation of the Utah Territory, and in the years in which 

Mormon Church leader Brigham Young held the of-

fi ce of governor, the Mormon homeland of Deseret 

was a theocracy, a state of aff airs that troubled the souls 

of northern Republicans even as they themselves were 

guided in many of their own political undertakings by 

Protestant Christianity. With a sequence of increasingly 

forceful antipolygamy laws, the federal government un-

dertook a purposeful campaign to end Mormon political 

and cultural distinctiveness, including congressionally 

mandated disenfranchisement of Utah territory women 

in 1887. Th e Woodruff  Manifesto in 1890, renouncing 

polygamy, was a key step in Utah’s progression toward 

legitimacy and statehood. How to shift the distinct poli-

tics of Utah to the partisan rivalries of the nation as a 

whole was far more complicated and orchestrated with 

considerably less explicit exercise of church authority. 

Given the long campaign of persecution of the church 

by the Republican Party during the territorial period, the 

Mormons’ eventual shift to a strong Republican affi  lia-

tion off ered its own telling demonstration that political 

categories have shown, in this region, a remarkable ca-

pacity for reconfi guration and realignment. 

 Along with territorial government, a second major 

arena for the process of “constructing” the West involved 

the federal government’s allocation of property rights in 

transportation routes, land, minerals, and water. Th e re-

moteness and isolation of the region made the building 

of railroads a major concern of settlers; by ending the 

struggle over whether the route of the transcontinental 

railroad would serve the interests of the North or the 
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South, the secession of the Confederacy opened the way 

for the Pacifi c Railroad Act of 1862, providing crucial 

government aid. In a similar way, secession cleared the 

way for the passage of the Homestead Act in 1862, fol-

lowed by a complicated stream of legislation trying to 

adapt the homestead principle to the diffi  cult terrain of 

the Rockies. Th e 1872 Mining Law took the local impro-

visations of the mining West and built them into federal 

legislation, guaranteeing free access of prospectors and 

miners to the public domain and omitting a royalty that 

would have directed a portion of the revenue from min-

ing to the public treasury. Th e allocation of water pre-

sented the greatest challenge to federal hopes of bringing 

order to the West; under the doctrine of prior appro-

priation, a tangle of water rights already held status in 

the region well before Congress or the executive branch 

could try to establish a national policy. 

 In the last half of the nineteenth century, the most 

unambiguous display of federal power occurred in the 

fi nal campaigns of conquest against Indian people. After 

the Civil War, the West became the main arena for the 

military campaigns of the U.S. Army. Military forts and 

posts, already signifi cant, gained in importance as eco-

nomic drivers for the region. In 1849, jurisdiction over 

the Offi  ce of Indian Aff airs transferred from the Depart-

ment of War to the newly established the Department of 

Interior. Th is shift of agencies gave institutional form to 

the contest between civilians and the military in setting 

the direction of Indian relations. 

 In the region of the Rockies, Indian peoples tried 

every imaginable strategy to respond to the imposition of 

American power. Even as the Sioux and Cheyenne fought 

against George Armstrong Custer in the battle at Little 

Big Horn, Crow Indians allied themselves with Custer 

as scouts and auxiliaries. In the Southwest, the Army 

used Apache scouts to fi nd and pursue other Apaches 

who had refused to surrender. In their dealings with the 

Americans, native peoples chose various combinations of 

alliance and resistance, and those choices meant stress 

and strain for Indian communities. All these strategies 

led to the negotiation (and sometimes imposition) of 

treaties shrinking the tribes’ land holdings, designating 

reservations for their confi nement, ending their mobil-

ity, prohibiting their religious practices, and subordinat-

ing tribal leadership to the arbitrary powers of appointed 

agents of the Offi  ce of Indian Aff airs. And yet the treaties 

also recorded a formal recognition of the tribes and their 

rights, providing the foundation for the U.S. Supreme 

Court’s recognition of tribal sovereignty a century later. 

 In this era of constructing the region, voters responded 

with enthusiasm to the idea of governmental support 

for economic development, and with that priority front 

and center, the warmth of support could shift easily and 

rapidly from Republican to Democratic and back again. 

Th e category of “booster of the economy” trumped party 

affi  liation. In states like Nevada, Colorado, or Montana, 

with the mining industry at the center of the economy, 

the state legislatures had a way of selecting (sometimes 

with an incentive, encouragement, or bribe provided by 

the aspiring offi  ceholder) the heads of mining companies 

to serve in the Senate. In any individual state or territory, 

citizens sparred and struggled over the material benefi ts 

and advantages delivered by political success, but these 

contests were rarely guided by political principle. A term 

coined by historian Kenneth Owens,  chaotic factionalism , 

goes a long way toward capturing the reality of political 

conduct in the Rockies in the last half of the nineteenth 

century. Th e term works equally well when applied to 

Indian tribes, making diffi  cult choices between resistance 

and accommodation; to the agencies and offi  cials of the 

federal government;  and  to the region’s Euro-American 

settlers, almost infi nitely divided by nationality, class, 

and competing occupations and professions. 

 Rocky Mountain Style Populism and Progressivism 

 In the 1890s, populism diminished the “chaotic” part 

of “factionalism” for at least a few years. Responding to 

the serious economic troubles of that decade, the Peo-

ple’s Party posed a genuine challenge to northeastern 

political and economic dominance, as a sectional party 

with a complicated mix of southern and western dimen-

sions. Fusion politics—loose, temporary alliances across 

party lines—spurred campaigns that emphasized issues 

and candidates over party loyalty. Th e 1896 campaign 

of Democrat William Jennings Bryan marked the high 

point of fusion politics in the interior West. Bryan’s pro-

labor and pro-silver Populist Party/Democratic Party co-

alition earned the popular and electoral votes of every 

western state except California and Oregon. Th e election 

also highlighted the limits of Rocky Mountain electoral 

power, since states with such sparse populations yielded 

just a fraction of the electoral votes Bryan would have 

needed to win the presidency. Carrying the Rockies still 

meant losing nationwide. 

 Demanding federal intervention and protections 

against burdensome railroad shipping rates and arbitrary 

charges for the storage and marketing of grain, farm 

families were the backbone of Midwestern and southern 
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 populism. In the Rockies, the activism of miners and their 

unions gave rise to a more inclusive and class-conscious 

form of populism. Rocky Mountain populism brought 

together a coalition of farmers, workers, and small busi-

nesspeople. Th is large voting bloc helped elect more 

Peoples’ Party candidates in the mountain states than 

in any other region. Populist goals moved well beyond 

economic protections for farmers to include passage of 

the nation’s fi rst eight-hour day laws and protections for 

union organizing. Populist support for women’s suff rage 

spurred the enactment of that radical measure, and thus 

gave additional clout to the voting power of the People’s 

Party in Colorado, Utah, and Idaho. Th e Populist enthu-

siasm for “direct democracy” also fi red up voter interest 

in election campaigns in the Rockies. Electoral reforms 

like the voter initiative and referendum, and the direct 

election of senators, were not unique to the Mountain 

West, and yet, embraced by voters, they quickly became 

the hallmark of elections and lawmaking in the region 

during and after the 1890s. 

 Four of the Rocky Mountain states—Wyoming (1869 

territory, 1890 state), Colorado (1893 state), Utah (1870 

territory, until congressional disenfranchisement in 1887; 

1896 state), and Idaho (1896 state)—led in the cause 

of women’s voting rights in the United States. Arizona 

women voted by 1912, joined by women in Nevada and 

Montana in 1914, all well in advance of the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Voting rights in all of 

the interior mountain states were achieved through pop-

ular referenda, demonstrating a remarkable willingness 

to experiment on the part of male voters. Strong and 

active mining unions, as well as the infl uential Populist 

Party, proved receptive to eff orts of persuasion and re-

cruitment by activist women. Women’s unmistakable 

importance in the household economies of farming and 

ranching carried a symbolic power that, in itself, made a 

case for suff rage. 

 Th e Mountain West also led the nation in women’s 

party and electoral activism. From 1896 to 1910, when 

no additional states granted suff rage, an era that eastern 

suff ragists and historians have dubbed “the doldrums,” 

women in the fi rst four Rocky Mountain suff rage states 

seized their new powers. Spurred on by the belief that 

western politics off ered a greater openness to experimen-

tation, suff rage leaders in the Rocky Mountain states 

often reached across dividing lines of place, race, ethnic-

ity, creed, and economic circumstance to win both men 

and women to their cause. In many states of the region, 

early women activists and voters embraced “nonpartisan-

ship,” furthered third-party movements and independent 

candidates, promoted public referenda to circumvent 

entrenched and lethargic state legislators, and won early 

electoral reforms like primary election laws opening up 

the nomination process to wider constituencies. Partisan 

women in the interior West also worked to open up the 

party machinery to broader participation, with Moun-

tain West women emerging as the nation’s fi rst female 

elected offi  cials, well into the Progressive and New Deal 

Eras. 

 Even though the Populist Party had faded in member-

ship and infl uence by 1900, many of the innovations it 

had placed on the political agenda came to fruition dur-

ing the Progressive Era. Th e legacy of western populism, 

ongoing labor activism, women’s independent voting 

patterns, and the sweeping national reform movement 

known as progressivism combined to produce a whirl-

wind of political reforms in the Rockies. Since partici-

pants in this movement were sometimes Republicans, 

sometimes Democrats, and sometimes members of the 

Progressive Party, this era made its own contribution to 

the muddling of partisan identity in the region. 

 Th e fact that the Progressive Era coincided with the 

era of labor wars in the Rockies made a reckoning with 

the tensions of industrial labor relations unavoidable. 

Under the militant leadership of the Western Federation 

of Miners, unions spread in the precious-metal mining 

districts, especially in Colorado, Idaho, Utah, and Mon-

tana. At the same time, organizers for the United Mine 

Workers went into action in Utah, Colorado, and New 

Mexico to establish union locals in coal mining com-

munities. Strikes often edged into violence, as miners 

clashed not only with company guards but also with 

state troops. Th e repetitious pattern of state intervention 

of the military on behalf of mining companies produced 

political repercussions regionally and nationally. Created 

by Congress in 1912, the Commission on Industrial Re-

lations led by Frank Walsh held highly visible hearings 

on Colorado’s Ludlow Massacre. In 1914 a strike against 

the Colorado Oil and Fuel Company, owned by John 

D. Rockefeller Jr. exploded in a long run of violence 

involving strikers, their families, mine guards, and the 

Colorado National Guard. When Rockefeller and labor 

activist Mother Jones both testifi ed at the Walsh Com-

mission hearings, the intensity of labor struggles in the 

Rockies preoccupied the nation. 

 Beyond strikes, the members of mining and other 

labor unions in the mountain states joined the political 

fray in state legislatures, electoral campaigns, and voter 
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initiatives. Th e eight-hour workday, workers’ compen-

sation acts, unemployment relief, and laws protecting 

union organizing came relatively early in the Rocky 

Mountain states. Th e nation’s fi rst eight-hour day law 

for miners in the nation was passed (and upheld by the 

U.S. Supreme Court) in the Utah legislature in 1899. 

Th e peaceful, eff ective, and legal political activity of 

unionists in the Rocky Mountain region contrasted dra-

matically with the “pure and simple” unionism of the 

eastern leadership of the American Federation of Labor. 

Th e pursuit of progressive unionism also portrayed 

union members as good citizens and voters, quite dif-

ferent from the violent terrorists that newspapers of the 

time often made them out to be based on the actions of 

a few hard-boiled radical union leaders. 

 Water and Progressivism in the Semi-Arid Rockies 

 Urban progressivism gained a foothold in Denver, Colo-

rado; Salt Lake City, Utah; Boise, Idaho; and Albuquer-

que and Santa Fe, New Mexico. Middle-class women 

reformers played a direct and visible role as enfranchised 

citizens in western urban reform movements, which 

by and large matched the national pattern of concerns 

for public education, civil service laws, juvenile courts, 

child labor laws, public transportation franchises, pub-

lic health, and sanitation. Water supply added a regional 

variation to the Progressive agenda, as urbanites re-

sponded to the challenges of aridity. In Denver, women’s 

groups joined forces with men’s civic associations and 

union leaders to demand public control of the city water 

system, resulting in the creation of the Denver Water 

Department, a quasi-public agency with an enormous 

impact on the allocation and distribution of water in the 

Rockies. Over the next century, Denver Water would be 

a central case study in the mounting friction between 

urban and rural interests, as confl icting visions of the 

region’s political and economic future came to focus on 

the supply of water. 

 In Progressive minds, the storage and diversion of 

water in dams and canals fell under the category of con-

servation, since water left in streams and rivers seemed 

wasted and thus in need of “conserving” for productive 

use. Nevada Democratic U. S. senator Francis Newlands 

led the campaign for the Newlands Reclamation Act in 

1902, setting up the framework for the Reclamation Ser-

vice (later, the Bureau of Reclamation) to build dams 

and reservoirs to supply water to farms and ranches. Th e 

passage of the Reclamation Act has posed a puzzle for 

historians: Why did senators and congressmen, repre-

senting eastern and Midwestern regions with agricul-

tural sectors, vote in favor of a federal program to aid 

their competitors in the arid West? Historian Don Pisani 

has solved this riddle with a fi nding of relevance to the 

big picture of the region’s political history: the passage 

of the Reclamation Act off ers prime evidence of “the 

West’s increasing power in Congress,” produced by the 

admission, in the 1890s, of North and South Dakota, 

Montana, Washington, Idaho, Utah, and Wyoming, 

with those seven additional states having two senators 

each. Th e West now “had the power to block important 

legislation in the Senate,” and recognition of that power 

“explains the passage of the Reclamation Act.” 

 In both the Progressive and New Deal Eras, enthu-

siasm for dam building was widespread, in a dramatic 

contrast to lamentations in the mid- and late twentieth 

century over the disturbance of free-fl owing rivers. Con-

siderably more controversial was the revolution in fed-

eral management of the public domain, as policy shifted 

from disposal (the transfer to private ownership) to the 

permanent reservation of lands under federal control. 

With much of his hearty public image derived from his 

hunting expeditions in the Rockies, President Th eodore 

Roosevelt and his chief forester Giff ord Pinchot were the 

iconic proponents of this enormous change. Progres-

sive conservation launched a process that remapped the 

Rockies, with half or more of land recategorized as pub-

lic, not private, property. 

 To many Westerners, ranging from the heads of large 

mining and timber corporations to small-scale ranchers, 

the creation of the Forest Service and the National Park 

Service seemed not an exciting and enterprising inven-

tion of a new form of land management, but a resur-

gence of the familiar colonialism of the territorial period. 

Th e struggle, both rhetorical and material, between the 

authority of the states and the authority of the federal 

government would remain central to regional political 

life, even as economic change revealed that landscapes 

reserved from extractive activity could provide equally 

valuable economic opportunities in recreation and 

tourism. 

 During World War I and into the 1920s, the eff orts 

at political cooperation between the middle class and 

workers took a downturn, as anti-immigrant and antila-

bor political movements gained force. A mob in Bisbee, 

Arizona, forcefully deported over a thousand striking 

miners to a remote desert town in New Mexico in 1917; 

in Montana, alarm over the speeches and actions of the 

Industrial Workers of the World came to reshape the 
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basic terms of national civil liberties. During the war, 

the Sedition Act of 1798 had come back into play as 

prosecutors around the country used it to bring charges 

against people who criticized the war or the govern-

ment. Wanting more power to police than the 1798 law 

 provided, Democratic senator Henry Myers of Montana 

proposed a bill in Congress in August 1917 that gave the 

terms of sedition a very broad defi nition, including criti-

cism of the government during wartime; when it failed 

to pass at the national level, the Montana legislature “re-

cycled” it, passing it in 1918. With the national mood 

toward dissent souring, Senator Myers then returned 

to Washington, D.C., and proposed the bill again. Th is 

time, it passed with only minor changes. 

 The Mountain West’s Imprint on New Deal 

Politics and Policy 

 Already of inestimable importance in the Rockies, the 

role of the federal government expanded in the Depres-

sion, as federal funding provided the investments once 

derived from private capital. Th e operations of the New 

Deal proved compatible with the enthusiasm of west-

ern political leaders for economic development. Th e 

landslide victory of Franklin D. Roosevelt throughout 

the West in 1932 and in subsequent elections, moreover, 

reconfi rmed the power of personality in the region’s 

political culture. Warm feelings toward Roosevelt were 

validated and reconfi rmed as the Rocky Mountain states 

received a disproportionately large fl ow of federal dol-

lars per capita. Th e interior mountain states’ regional 

average was between one-third and one-half more than 

the next highest region, the Pacifi c states, and double 

that received by the states in the Great Plains. One form 

of federal funding had a lasting impact on the region’s 

landscape, providing an important foundation for the 

growing tourism economy. Teams of the Civilian Con-

servation Corps (CCC) cleared hundreds of mountain 

trails, built roads and bridges, and even carved a spec-

tacular public amphitheater, near Denver, out of solid 

red rock. 

 Representatives from the Rocky Mountain states had 

an important impact in the area of federal agricultural 

policy and aid programs. Most notably, the Taylor Graz-

ing Act of 1934, sponsored by Colorado’s Democratic 

congressman, Edward P. Taylor, rescued the region’s cat-

tle industry from extinction during the drought-ridden 

1930s by regulating grazing on federal land. In the next 

quarter century, the Grazing Service would be merged 

with the General Land Offi  ce to become the Bureau of 

Land Management, the federal agency with the ironic 

combination of the largest territory with the lowest pro-

fi le and funding. 

 At the other end of the spectrum of visibility and 

fame, Hoover Dam remains the most telling monument 

Hoover Dam was completed 

in 1935 on the border between 

Arizona and Nevada. (Library of 

Congress)
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to the centrality of Depression-era federal funding in the 

Rocky Mountain West. As much as the dam has come to 

stand for New Deal achievements, its very existence was 

made possible by its pre–New Deal namesake, Herbert 

Hoover, and his work as secretary of commerce in nego-

tiating the Colorado River Compact of 1922. Th e com-

pact, as an interstate agreement signed by all the western 

states through which the river fl owed, was itself a po-

litical innovation. By the early 1920s, uncertainty over 

the provisions for allocating the waters of the Colorado 

River put the economic well-being of all the neighbor-

ing states at risk. Called together by Secretary of Com-

merce Hoover, representatives from Arizona, California, 

Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming 

all signed on to a plan to divide the fl ow of the river 

between the Colorado River’s upper and lower basins. 

Even though the agreement assumed a much greater and 

steadier fl ow of water than the river actually delivered, 

the compact provided the legal foundation for construc-

tion of Hoover Dam and the massive system of dams and 

reservoirs along the Colorado. 

 The Military in the Mountain West 

 In the 1940s, the Mountain West had both an extraordi-

nary range of federally controlled open spaces in remote 

locations and an extraordinary enthusiasm on the part of 

local communities for jobs arising from federal projects. 

Th e match between these qualifi cations and the needs 

of the American military was an obvious one. Th e tech-

nology involved may have been innovative and novel, 

but these military installations in the West echoed and 

even revived the pattern of the nineteenth century, when 

Army forts had played an important role in providing 

markets for farmers, ranchers, and merchants. World 

War II and the cold war led to a resurgence in the im-

portance of the military in the region, with new military 

posts and bases, as well as contractor-operated defense 

plants. Th e majority of the strategically remote Japanese 

American internment camps dotted the interior West. 

Th e Manhattan Project made Los Alamos, New Mexico, 

into the vital center of the new nuclear age. As the cold 

war arms race gathered momentum, the interior West 

won the competition for many of the key facilities in nu-

clear weapons production: the Nevada Nuclear Test Site 

north of Las Vegas, the Idaho National Engineering Labs 

near Twin Falls, the Sandia Laboratory in Albuquerque, 

and the Rocky Flats nuclear weapons plant near Denver. 

All of these research and production facilities generated 

contaminated material and waste requiring permanent 

storage, and after considerable controversy, the Waste 

Isolation Pilot Project near Carlsbad, New Mexico, came 

into operation in 1999. Th e passage of time would make 

the legacy of these enterprises into yet another source of 

tense relations between Westerners and the federal gov-

ernment, as communities worried about the dangers of 

radioactivity in the soil, water, and air, and workers from 

the plants asked for a reckoning with the health impacts 

of their jobs. 

 Defense projects brought millions of dollars and hun-

dreds of new residents into the region during and after 

World War II. In ways both directly and indirectly re-

lated to those projects, the cold war reconfi gured both 

the western infrastructure and political landscape. Justi-

fi ed by the needs of national security, the Highway Act 

of 1956 transformed transportation through the region. 

In the mid-twentieth century, the Bureau of Reclama-

tion went into overdrive, designing, funding, and op-

erating a new network of dams and diversions. Here, 

too, cold war justifi cations played their part; the interior 

West’s greatest champion of water projects, Democratic 

congressman Wayne Aspinall from western Colorado, 

was also an outspoken cold warrior, drawing anti-

 Communist rhetoric into the arguments he made for 

more dams. Th e massive Central Arizona and Central 

Utah Projects represented both the enthusiasm of the 

interior West’s residents for federally subsidized eco-

nomic development and the ambitions of the Bureau of 

Reclamation at their peak. 

 The Politics of Post–World War II Demographic 

Shifts and Environmentalism in the Rocky 

Mountain West 

 Central to the political changes of World War II and the 

cold war was the push for greater power and representa-

tion on the part of Indians, Mexican Americans, Asian 

Americans, and African Americans. Th e civil rights 

movements of the Rockies were thus multiple and var-

ied, ranging from the reclaiming of treaty rights by In-

dian tribes to the protesting of segregation, on the part of 

both Mexican Americans and African Americans, in the 

Denver school system, with Asian Americans contest-

ing both discrimination and relegation to the status of 

“model minority.” All these campaigns for rights took 

place in the context of a region shaped by waves of mi-

gration and immigration, leaving the legitimacy of any 

group or individual always open to dispute, as were the 
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roles of insider and outsider. Tensions over population 

growth thus sometimes pitted groups of white Ameri-

cans against other white Americans, as “old-timers” 

and “newcomers” squared off  in an ongoing dispute of 

who was a deserving resident of the Rockies and who 

was an unwelcome intruder. In that context, with citi-

zens already squabbling intensely among each other, the 

issue of immigration policy—and especially the status 

of Mexican immigrants—could be the subject of heated 

debate while also registering as just another one of many 

disputes over who deserved the status of rightful Rockies 

resident. 

 While the region held no particular advantage over 

any part of the nation in its progression toward racial 

inclusiveness and equity in the political process, the his-

tory of Denver’s election of mayors is nonetheless strik-

ing, with the Latino Federico Peña serving from 1983 

to 1991, followed by the African American Wellington 

Webb. In the same spirit, when the state of Idaho be-

came the home of pernicious white supremacy groups, 

citizens of the state rallied with a number of organiza-

tions, monuments, and governmental resolutions, de-

nouncing racism and defending human rights. Idaho’s 

Malicious Harassment Act of 1983, adding force to the 

prosecution of “crimes based on religious and racial ha-

tred,” was, as Stephen Shaw has described it, “the pro-

duct of bipartisan eff ort in the Idaho legislature and 

especially between a Democratic governor and a Repub-

lican attorney general.” 

 In the second half of the twentieth century, an extraor-

dinary reorientation of public opinion and legislation 

brought on a political earthquake that has not stopped 

shaking voters and elected offi  cials in the interior West. 

For more than a century, the discovery and development 

of natural resources, and the use of land and water to sup-

port expanding human settlement, had the enthusiastic 

support of most Westerners. As the national movement 

known as environmentalism played out, with particu-

lar impact in the interior West, it dramatically shifted 

the very direction of progress and improvement. In the 

minds—and votes—of many, the direction ascribed to 

progress reversed, as population growth and economic 

development were recast, not as the hope of the region 

but as its bane and burden. As articulate, powerful, and 

well-funded organizations, exemplifi ed by the success-

ful voter initiative rejecting Colorado’s bid for the 1976 

Winter Olympics, campaigned for the preservation of 

natural ecosystems, a new political alignment came into 

being. 

 Th e most consequential element of this change was 

the passage of an extraordinary package of environ-

mental laws in the 1960s and 1970s, ranging from the 

 Wilderness Act of 1964 to the Endangered Species Act of 

1973. Without the active and committed support of both 

Republican and Democratic members of Congress (and 

the signature of Republican president Richard Nixon), 

most of these laws would have remained pipe dreams. 

But as they went into eff ect, the memory of their biparti-

san origins faded from public awareness. Astute Repub-

lican offi  ce seekers in the Rockies seized the opportunity 

presented by the friction and frustration arising from the 

implementation of environmental laws. With an agile 

dismissal of recent history, they built an image of the 

Republican Party as the standard-bearer for the right of 

local Westerners to use natural resources, free of burden-

some regulations and restraints imposed by the imperial 

East. In the Rockies, as elsewhere in the nation, Demo-

crats became more and more identifi ed as the party al-

lied with federal oversight and environmental causes, 

and Republicans became more and more identifi ed as 

the party supporting the traditional forces for develop-

ment, extraction, and growth, a confi guration without 

particularly deep roots in time. 

 Of the many environmental laws passed in the 1970s, 

the Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) 

of 1976—the organic act that belatedly established the 

specifi c powers and mission of the Bureau of Land Man-

agement (BLM) 30 years after its birth—had the greatest 

eff ect in stirring up local resistance. Th e FLPMA gave 

the BLM (cynically nicknamed the “Bureau of Livestock 

and Mining”) a much broader, “multiuse” mandate, 

with recreational and ecological values now included in 

the BLM’s mandate, along with extractive uses. In areas 

where locals had come to take for granted their right to 

graze livestock, make mining claims, and build roads on 

public lands, the FLPMA evoked strong resentment. In 

the late 1970s, the Sagebrush Rebellion, calling for the 

transfer of federal lands to state ownership, as well as 

relief from federal grazing, mineral, water, and environ-

mental regulations, became a force in several legislatures 

in the region. Nevada set the precedent with a resolution 

in 1979 with Assembly Bill 413 mandating the transfer of 

BLM lands to the state, and Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, 

and Wyoming passed similar laws. In the manner of such 

campaigns, Sagebrush Rebels championed the cause of 

small-scale ranchers, loggers, or miners. While many of 

their troubles stemmed from changes in the national and 

even international economy rather than from federal in-
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trusion, many of the reforms they sought also suited the 

purposes of extractive corporations operating on a vastly 

larger scale. Senator Orrin Hatch of Utah introduced the 

Western Lands Distribution and Regional Equalization 

Act—a Sagebrush Rebellion bill—in Congress in the fall 

of 1979, but the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 took 

the wind out of the sails of the Sagebrush Rebellion, 

with the installation of a presidential administration that 

declared offi  cial sympathy and support for the rebels. 

 Rocky Mountain Federalism: Late Twentieth-Century 

National and Local Politics 

 Since the 1970s, the majority of the region’s electoral 

votes have gone to Republican presidential candidates, 

tempting pundits to declare that the region had become 

solidly and defi nitively conservative. And yet the region’s 

voters often chose Democrats as governors, senators, and 

congresspeople. Th e case study of Idaho makes this point 

dramatically: widely characterized as extremely conser-

vative, the voters of Idaho four times elected Democrat 

Cecil Andrus as governor .  Utah’s history makes the 

same point: between 1965 and 1985, Democrats (Calvin 

Rampton, followed by Scott Matheson) held the post 

of governor. Gubernatorial elections have never ceased 

to follow a pattern of committed variability: in 2000, 

all eight of the Rocky Mountain states had Republican 

governors, but by 2006 fi ve had chosen Democrats as 

governors. Th e region’s defi ance of clear and steady po-

litical categorization, and the reluctance of many voters 

to see themselves as consistent party loyalists, continued 

into the twenty-fi rst century. 

 Th e Republican Party, meanwhile, faced a number 

of tough challenges in self-defi nition. To some degree, 

this involved the national split between social conserva-

tives and fi scal conservatives. But the energy boom of 

the 1990s and the early twentieth-fi rst century opened 

new rifts in the center of the party. Beginning in the 

1990s, a big boom in natural gas production in the Rock-

ies strained Republican unity, as oil and gas developers 

struggled with opposition from ranchers and sportsmen. 

A shared identifi cation of all these people as “conserva-

tives” did nothing to reduce this confl ict. 

 While some Rocky Mountain residents gave unswerv-

ing support to the cause of environmental preservation 

and some gave equally single-minded support to the ex-

traction of natural resources, a much larger percentage 

of the region’s residents occupied a category one could 

call “the muddled majority,” with attitudes that were far 

more characterized by hybridity than by purity. Th is ma-

jority tried to accommodate its desire for the resources 

produced by extraction to the changing economic valu-

ation of nature, as recreation, tourism, second homes, 

and the attraction of intact landscapes to employers and 

employees became increasingly powerful forces in local 

and state economies. 

 As a practice called cooperative conservation emerged 

in response to this complicated set of issues, the politi-

cal world of the Rockies presented an instructive and 

telling laboratory for experiments in the evolving mean-

ing of federalism. In many arenas, the relationship be-

tween federal authority and local governments came up 

for renegotiation and redefi nition. Over a century and 

a half, the region had emerged with a proliferation of 

jurisdictional lines laying out the turf of numerous fed-

eral agencies, state agencies, municipalities, counties, 

tribes, and special districts with jurisdiction over mat-

ters like electricity and water supply. Nearly every law, 

regulation, or policy required some degree of coordi-

nation between these various jurisdictions, demanding 

considerable political inventiveness in fi nding methods 

of negotiation and collaboration across these lines, and 

in allocating authority and responsibility among various 

levels of governance. In many western communities, a 

new tradition of “stakeholder” coalitions or “watershed” 

associations came into play as representatives of agencies 

and various interest groups met to work out agreements 

for the management of local natural resources. From the 

Malpai Borderlands Group in southern New Mexico 

and Arizona north to the Clark Fork Basin Committee 

in Montana, the Rockies saw a proliferation of groups 

attempting to avoid the usual channels of contention 

and litigation, and, in the words of Matt Mc Kinney and 

William Harmon, “to integrate the interests of aff ected 

parties” through “collaboration and consensus build-

ing.” Without any particular awareness of the connec-

tion between them, the descendants of white settlers 

had happened onto a process of decision making that 

bore a similarity, coincidental but still striking, to the 

consensus-based practices of the Native American tribes 

who originally lived in the region. 

 The Weak Parties of the Rockies: A Persistent Pattern 

 In the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century in the state 

of Colorado, one-third of registered voters chose “un-

affi  liated” over identifi cation with either major party. 

In all the states of the Rockies, even many voters who 

went ahead and registered as Democrats or Repub-

licans showed, in their voting, the region’s trademark 
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fl exibility and inconsistency. How can the persistent pat-

tern of weak party identifi cation and independent voting 

be explained? 

 First, economic development, often with federal sup-

port, has been the key concern of the region’s citizens, 

and Democrats and Republicans have both pursued this 

goal. In the early twenty-fi rst century, environmental 

preservation may be primarily identifi ed with Demo-

crats, but Democrats from the region have a strong re-

cord in supporting projects in economic development, 

whatever their eff ect in environmental disruption. Dem-

ocratic congressman and senator Carl Hayden was the 

leading force behind the giant Central Arizona Project, 

bringing water to the state’s cities, a project loyally sup-

ported by the noted conservationist, Democratic con-

gressman Morris Udall. 

 Second, for many of the most pressing and immedi-

ate western issues, the positions of the major parties had 

little bearing or relevance. In matters ranging from the 

allocation of water for urban or agricultural use to land-

use planning in growth-burdened counties, from the 

challenges of fi ghting wildlands fi re to the mediation of 

confl icts between the recreational economy and the ex-

tractive economy, the political platforms of both parties 

bore a striking resemblance to Mother Hubbard’s very 

bare cupboard. 

 Th ird, in many parts of the Rocky Mountain West, 

high rates of mobility have both introduced and mini-

mized the possibility of big changes in political behav-

ior. In the late twentieth century, the Rockies had the 

highest population growth rates in the country. Yet, 

even if many of those newcomers arrived with far more 

settled party loyalties than those held by longer-term 

residents, the newcomers did not come in organized 

phalanxes, equipped to swing into action and to substi-

tute their ways for local tradition. Moreover, in recent 

decades, for many of the new residents, the charm of 

natural landscapes has been a major factor in the deci-

sion to relocate, leaving them solid reasons to join the 

“muddled majority,” with loyalties split between contin-

ued economic growth and the preservation of natural 

amenities. 

 And, fourth, the persistent and omnipresent western 

myth, of a region populated by hardy folk character-

ized by an unbreakable spirit of independence and self-

 determination, has exercised an unmistakable power over 

voters—with consequential results. Th e myth’s inability 

to achieve a high score in historical accuracy has not 

in any way reduced the certainty that it inspires in its 

believers, nor its political power. With surprisingly un-

diminished power, this myth can be counted on to vali-

date and celebrate the region’s party-defying mavericks. 

Resting on the inseparability of myth from reality, the 

political history of the Rocky Mountain states off ers 

constant reminders of the extraordinary subjectivity that 

guides human self-perception and self-appraisal in the 

terrain of politics. 

  See also  Great Plains; Native Americans and politics; 

territorial governments. 
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S
 sectional confl ict and secession, 1845–65 

 Sectional confl ict, or growing tensions between northern 

and southern states, mounted from 1845 to 1860 as the 

main fault lines in American politics shifted from a parti-

san division (Whigs versus Democrats) to a geographical 

one (North versus South). In broad terms, a majority 

of northern and southern voters increasingly suspected 

members of the other section of threatening the liberty, 

equality, and opportunity of white Americans and the 

survival of the U.S. experiment in republican govern-

ment; specifi c points of contention between northern 

and southern states included the right of a state to leave 

the federal union and the relationship between the federal 

government and slavery. Constitutional ambiguity and 

the focus of both the Whig and Democratic parties on 

national economic issues had allowed the political system 

to sidestep the slavery issue in the early nineteenth cen-

tury, but the territorial expansion of the United States in 

the 1840s forced Congress to face the question of whether 

or not slavery should spread into new U.S. territories. 

Th e pivotal event that irreversibly injected slavery into 

mainstream politics was the introduction of the Wilmot 

Proviso in Congress in August 1846. Th e slavery extension 

issue destroyed the Whig Party, divided the Democratic 

Party, and in the 1850s, enabled the rise of an exclusively 

northern Republican Party founded to oppose the west-

ward expansion of slavery. When Republican candidate 

Abraham Lincoln won the presidential election of 1860, 

his victory precipitated the immediate secession of seven 

states, the eventual secession of four more states, and a 

Civil War that lasted from 1861 to 1865. 

 The Slavery Extension Issue 

 Beginning with the annexation of Texas in 1845, the 

rapid acquisition of western territories stoked sectional 

confl ict by forcing Congress to face the question of 

slavery’s expansion into those new territories. In prior 

decades, the two dominant national parties, the Whigs 

and the Democrats, relied on the support of both north-

ern and southern constituencies and courted voters by 

downplaying slavery and focusing on questions of gov-

ernment involvement in the economy. Before 1845, ex-

pansion, much like support for tariff s or a national bank, 

was a partisan rather than sectional issue, with Demo-

crats championing and Whigs opposing the acquisition 

of territory, but the annexation of Texas set in motion 

of series of events that would eventually realign loyalties 

along sectional contours. 

 A Mexican state from the time of Mexican inde-

pendence in 1821, Texas was settled largely by white 

American Southerners who chafed against the Mexican 

government’s abolition of slavery in 1829 and broke away 

to form the Republic of Texas in 1836. Th e 1836 Treaty 

of Velasco between the Republic of Texas and General 

Antonio Lopez De Santa Ana of Mexico named the Rio 

Grande as the border between Texas and Mexico. But 

the Mexican Congress refused to ratify that boundary 

because the Nueces River, far to the North of the Rio 

Grande, had been the southern limit of Texas when it 

was a Mexican state, and redrawing the border at the 

Rio Grande gave thousands of miles of Mexico’s north-

ern frontier (the present-day southwest) to Texas. Almost 

immediately, Americans in Texas began to press for the 

admission of Texas into the Union. When the United 

States annexed Texas in 1845, it laid claim to land be-

tween the Nueces River and the Rio Grande, which 

Mexico still regarded as part of Mexico, thus provok-

ing a boundary dispute between the United States and 

Mexico. American president James K. Polk, an ardent 

Democrat and expansionist, ordered U.S. troops under 

General Zachary Taylor to the banks of the Rio Grande, 

where they skirmished with Mexican forces. Pointing 

to American casualties, Polk asked Congress to approve 
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a bill stating that a state of war existed between Mex-

ico and the United States, which Congress passed on 

May 12, 1846. 

 Militarily, the Mexican-American War seemed like 

an easy victory for the United States, but international 

context and domestic politics helped make the war a 

spur to sectional disharmony. According to the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, negotiated on February 2, 1848, and 

announced by President Polk to be in eff ect on July 4 

of that year, the United States was to assume debts owed 

by the Mexican government to U.S. citizens and pay 

the Mexican government a lump sum of $15 million, 

in exchange for which it would receive Texas to the Rio 

Grande, California, and the New Mexico territory (col-

lectively known as the Mexican Cession). Public opinion 

was shaped in part by diff ering American reactions to 

the revolutions of 1848 in Europe, with some Americans 

interpreting the European blows for liberal democracy 

as mandates for the expansion of American-style democ-

racy via territorial acquisition, while others (primarily 

in the North) viewed conquest as the abandonment of 

democratic principles. Reaction was even more acutely 

infl uenced by developments within the Democratic 

Party on the state level. While the annexation of Texas 

and the war with Mexico were generally popular among 

the proexpansion Democratic Party in the northern as 

well as southern states, fear that the party was being 

turned into a tool for slaveholders began to percolate 

with the annexation of Texas and intensifi ed in response 

to the war with Mexico. In New Hampshire, for exam-

ple, loyal Democrat John P. Hale denounced Texas an-

nexation and broke with the state organization to form 

the Independent Democrats, a coalition of antislavery 

Democrats, dissatisfi ed Whigs, and members of the 

Liberty Party (a small, one-issue third party formed in 

1840) that grew strong enough to dominate the New 

Hampshire legislative and gubernatorial elections of 

1846. In New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, some Dem-

ocratic voters grew increasingly worried that President 

Polk had precipitated the war with Mexico specifi cally to 

expand slavery’s territory. In hopes of quelling such fears, 

Pennsylvania Democratic congressman David Wilmot 

irrevocably introduced slavery into political debate in 

August 1846 with the Wilmot Proviso. 

 Wilmot introduced his proviso when Polk asked Con-

gress for a $2 million appropriation for negotiations with 

the Mexican government that would end the war by 

transferring territory to the United States. Wilmot added 

an amendment to the appropriations bill mandating that 

“neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall ever exist” 

in the territories gained from Mexico. Th e proposed 

amendment did not end slavery anywhere (slavery was 

illegal under Mexican law in the territories in question), 

but it did attempt to curb slavery’s extension, and from 

that time on, the slavery expansion question dominated 

congressional debate and fueled sectional confl ict. With 

the support of all northern Whigs and most northern 

Democrats, and against the opposition of all southern 

Democrats and Whigs, the Wilmot Proviso passed in the 

House of Representatives but failed in the Senate. 

 Outside of Washington, D.C., the impact of the 

Wilmot Proviso escalated in 1847 and 1848. By the spring 

of 1847, mass meetings throughout the South pledged to 

oppose any candidate of any party who supported the 

Proviso and pledged all-southern unity and loyalty to 

slavery. In the North, opinion on the Proviso was more 

divided (in politically powerful New York, for example, 

the Democratic Party split into the anti-Proviso Hunkers 

and pro-Proviso Barnburners). But the same strands that 

had come together to form the Independent Democrats 

in New Hampshire in 1846 began to interweave through-

out the North, culminating in the Buff alo National Free 

Soil Convention of 1848, a mass meeting attended by 

delegates elected at public meetings throughout the 

northern states. 

 An incongruous mix of white and black abolition-

ists, northern Democrats who wanted no blacks (slave 

or free) in the western territories, and disaff ected Whigs 

and Democrats, the Buff alo convention created a new 

political party, the Free Soil Party, based on a platform of 

“denationalizing slavery” by barring slavery from western 

territories and outlawing the slave trade (but not slavery) 

in Washington, D.C. Adopting the slogan, “Free Soil, 

Free Speech, Free Labor, and Free Men,” the Free Soil 

Party nominated former Democrat Martin Van Buren 

as its candidate for the 1848 presidential election. Van 

Buren did not win (Zachary Taylor, a nominal Whig 

with no known position on the slavery extension issue 

became president), but he did get 10 percent of the 

popular vote. In addition, 12 Free Soil candidates were 

elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. In Ohio, 

8 Free Soilers went to the state legislature, where they 

repealed Ohio’s discriminatory “black laws” and sent 

Free Soiler Salmon P. Chase to the Senate. In all, the 

emergence of the Free Soil Party weakened the existing 

two-party system even as it signaled growing northern 

disinclination to share the western territories with slaves 

and slaveholders. 
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 Th e growth of Free Soil sentiment in the North wor-

ried many moderate southern voters, who grew alarmed 

that the nonextension of slavery beyond its current lim-

its would eventually place the slaveholding states in a 

minority in the Union as more free states entered and 

tipped the current balance. A radical group of south-

ern separatists known as the Fire Eaters and led by men 

such as William Yancey, Edmund Ruffi  n, and Robert 

Barnwell Rhett, gained infl uence as moderates’ concern 

over permanent minority status grew. Th e Fire Eaters 

succeeded in convincing all slaveholding states to send 

delegates to a formal southern convention to meet in 

Nashville, Tennessee, on June 3, 1850, where delegates 

would discuss strategies for combating growing hostil-

ity to slavery, including secession from the Union. Th e 

Nashville Convention asserted the southern states’ com-

mitment to slavery and assumed the rights of a state to 

secede if its interests were threatened, but the convention 

also affi  rmed that slavery and southern interests were 

best served within the Union, as long as Congress met 

a series of conditions. Conditions included rejection of 

the Wilmot Proviso, a prohibition against federal inter-

ference with slavery in Washington, D.C., and stronger 

federal support for slaveholders attempting to reclaim 

slaves who had escaped to free states. Th e convention 

agreed to reconvene after Congress had resolved the slav-

ery extension issue to determine if the solution met its 

conditions. 

 While opinion hardened in House districts, Congress 

tackled the question of slavery’s fate in the Mexican Ces-

sion. Four possible answers emerged. At one extreme 

stood the Wilmot Proviso. At the opposite extreme stood 

the doctrine, propagated by South Carolinian and lead-

ing southern separatist John C. Calhoun, that “slavery 

followed the fl ag” and that all U.S. territories were de 

facto slave territories because Congress lacked the right 

to bar slavery from them. A possible compromise, and 

third possible approach, was to extend the Missouri 

Compromise line all the way to the Pacifi c, banning slav-

ery from territories north of the 36° 30  line, and leaving 

territories south of that line open to the institution; this 

approach would permit slavery in the Mexican Cession. 

A fi nal possibility (the favorite of many northern Demo-

crats) was to apply the principle of “popular sovereignty,” 

which would permit voters living in a territory, and not 

Congress, to determine if slavery would be allowed in 

the territory; noted adherents such as Lewis Cass and 

Stephen Douglas did not specify if voters would deter-

mine slavery’s fate at the territorial or statehood stage. 

 Th e Nashville Convention and the urgent press to 

admit California to the Union following the discov-

ery of gold in 1849 forced Congress to cobble together 

the Compromise of 1850. An aging Henry Clay, whose 

brand of compromise and Whig Party were both wilting 

as the political climate relentlessly warmed, submitted 

an omnibus compromise bill that admitted California 

as a free state, barred the slave trade in Washington, 

D.C., threw out the Wilmot Proviso, and enacted an 

unusually harsh Fugitive Slave Law. Clay’s bill pleased 

nobody, and was soundly defeated. Illinois Democrat 

Stephen Douglas separated the individual provisions 

and scraped together the votes to get each individual 

measure passed in what has become known as the Com-

promise of 1850. In reality, the measure represented a 

truce more than a compromise. Th e passage of the indi-

vidual measures, however contentious, satisfi ed most of 

the demands of the Nashville Convention and depressed 

support for secession. Conditional unionist candidates, 

or candidates who advocated remaining in the Union 

as long as conditions like those articulated at Nashville 

were met, did well in elections throughout the South in 

1850 and 1852. 

 Despite the boost that the Compromise of 1850 gave 

to conditional unionism in the South, two provisions of 

the Compromise prevented lasting resolution. One was 

the Fugitive Slave Law. While Article IV of the U.S. Con-

stitution asserted the rights of masters to recapture slaves 

who fl ed to free states, the Fugitive Slave Law included 

new and harsher provisions mandating the participation 

of northern states and individuals in the recapture pro-

cess and curtailing the rights of alleged fugitives to prove 

they were not runaways. Th e severity of the law and the 

confl ict it created between state and federal jurisdiction 

led to controversy. Harriet Beecher Stowe published 

 Uncle Tom’s Cabin , a novel that gained great popularity 

in the North but was banned in the South. Th e New 

England states, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Michigan passed 

personal liberty laws allowing state citizens to refrain 

from participating in slave recaptures if prompted by 

personal conscience to refrain. Rescue cases like those of 

Anthony Burns in Massachusetts and Joshua Glover in 

Wisconsin captured headlines and further strained rela-

tions between northern and southern states. 

 Th e second problem with the Compromise of 1850 

was that it did not settle the question of slavery’s ex-

pansion because it rejected the Wilmot Proviso without 

off ering an alternative, an omission whose magnitude 

became apparent when Kansas Territory opened to white 
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settlement in 1854. Fearing that southern congressmen 

would impede the opening of Kansas because slavery was 

barred there by the Missouri Compromise (which pro-

hibited slavery in the Louisiana Purchase above the 36° 30  

latitude), Democratic senator Stephen Douglas of Illi-

nois introduced the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which threw 

out the Missouri Compromise and opened Kansas and 

Nebraska Territories to popular sovereignty.

Th e result was that violence erupted between proslav-

ery and free-state settlers in Kansas. Proslavery advocates 

from Missouri initially gained the upper hand and, in an 

election in which 6,318 votes were cast despite the pres-

ence of only 2,905 legal voters in Kansas, elected a pro-

slavery convention. In 1857 the convention drafted the 

Lecompton constitution, which would have admitted 

Kansas to the Union as a slave state and limited the civil 

rights of antislavery settlers, and sent it to  Washington 

for congressional approval over the objections of the ma-

jority of Kansans. 

 The “Slave Power Conspiracy” 

and “Black Republicans” 

 Th e violence in “Bleeding Kansas” and the obvious un-

popularity of the Lecompton constitution did more than 

just illustrate the failure of popular sovereignty to resolve 

the slavery extension issue. Kansas further weakened 

the Second Party System by speeding the collapse of the 

Whig Party, facilitating the emergence of the Republican 

Party, and deepening divisions within the Democratic 

Party. Crippled by its inability to deal eff ectively with the 

slavery question, the Whig Party steadily weakened and 

for a brief time, the anti-immigrant American Party (or 

Know-Nothings) appeared likely to become the second 

major party. But when the Know-Nothings failed to re-

spond eff ectively to the Kansas-Nebraska Act, they lost 

support among Northerners.

Meanwhile, Free-Soil Democrats, former Whigs, and 

veterans from the Liberty and Free Soil parties united 

within several northern states to form a new party ex-

plicitly pledged to prevent the westward expansion of 

slavery. Th e new party allegedly adopted its name, the 

Republican Party, at a meeting in Ripon, Wisconsin. 

Discontented Democrats like Salmon Chase, Charles 

Sumner, Joshua Giddings, and Gerritt Smith helped 

to knit the newly emerging state organizations into a 

sectionwide party by publishing “An Appeal of the In-

dependent Democrats in Congress to the People of the 

United States” in two newspapers the day after the intro-

duction of the Kansas-Nebraska Bill. Th e appeal criti-

cized slavery as immoral and contrary to the principles 

of the nation’s founders, and it portrayed the question 

of slavery in Kansas and other territories as a crisis of 

American democracy because a “slave power conspiracy” 

was attempting to fasten slavery on the entire nation, 

even at the cost of suppressing civil liberties and betray-

ing the principles of the American Revolution.

Th e violence in Kansas seemed to support charges of a 

slave power conspiracy, especially in May 1856, when pro-

slavery settlers sacked the abolitionist town of Lawrence, 

Kansas—just one day before South Carolina congress-

man Preston Brooks marched onto the Senate fl oor to 

beat Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner into uncon-

sciousness in retaliation for Sumner’s fi ery “Crime against 

Kansas” speech, which portrayed proslavery Southerners 

generally—and one of Brooks’s relatives particularly—in 

an unfl attering light. “Bleeding Sumner and Bleeding 

Kansas” made Republican charges that a small number 

of slaveholders sought to dominate the nation and sup-

press rights persuasive to many northern voters in the 

1856 election; Republican candidate John C. Frémont lost 

to Democrat James Buchanan, but he carried the New 

England states, Ohio, Michigan,  Wisconsin, and New 

York, and Republican candidates won seats in Congress 

and state offi  ces in the North. 

 In 1857, a fi nancial panic, the Supreme Court’s  Dred 
Scott v. Sanford  case, and the Lecompton constitution 

built Republican strength in the North while the Demo-

cratic Party fractured. Dred Scott, a slave taken to Illinois 

and Wisconsin Territory by his master and then brought 

back to slavery in Missouri, sued for his freedom on the 

grounds that residency in states and territories where 

slavery was illegal made him free. Chief Justice Roger 

B. Taney’s decision against Scott declared that blacks 

could not be citizens, even though several northern 

states recognized them as such, and that in fact they had 

“no rights which the white man is bound to respect”; it 

also held that Congress could not outlaw slavery in any 

U.S. territory, and that slaveholders retained the right to 

take slaves wherever they pleased. By denying the right of 

Congress, territorial governments, or residents of a ter-

ritory to ban slavery from their midst, Taney’s decision 

seemed to support Republican charges that southern oli-

garchs sought to fasten slavery onto the entire nation 

regardless of local sentiment. When President James 

Buchanan (a Pennsylvanian thought to be controlled by 

southern Democrats) tried unsuccessfully to force Con-

gress to ratify the Lecompton constitution and admit 

Kansas as a slave state over the objections of the major-
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ity of Kansans, the Democratic Party splintered. Even 

Stephen Douglas faced stiff  competition for his Senate 

seat in 1858. In a series of debates throughout Illinois, 

Douglas faced Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln, 

who articulated the slave power conspiracy theme and 

outlined a platform of opposition to the extension of 

slavery. Because the Democrats retained a slim edge in 

the state legislature and state legislatures (not the popu-

lar vote) selected senators, Douglas retained his Senate 

seat. But the wide press coverage of the Lincoln-Douglas 

debates gained a national audience for Lincoln and his 

views. 

 Th e fast but exclusively northern growth of the Re-

publicans alarmed Southerners who saw themselves as 

potential victims of a “Black Republican” conspiracy to 

isolate slavery and end it, sentence the South to subservi-

ent status within the Union, and destroy it by imposing 

racial equality. With conditional unionism still domi-

nant throughout much of the South, many southern 

leaders called for fi rmer federal support for the Fugitive 

Slave Law, federal intolerance for state personal liberty 

laws, and a federal slave code mandating the legality of 

and federal protection for slavery in all U.S. territories as 

prerequisites for southern states remaining in the Union. 

Th e Fire Eaters added the demand for the reopening of 

the African slave trade, even as they increasingly insisted 

that southern states could preserve their rights only by 

leaving a Union growing more hostile to the institu-

tion on which the South depended. Fears of a “Black 

 Republican” conspiracy seemed to be realized in 1859 

when John Brown seized the federal arsenal at Harpers 

Ferry, Virginia, in hopes of overthrowing slavery by in-

spiring slave insurrection throughout the South. Brown 

failed and was executed for treason in December 1859, 

but a white Northerner marching South to arm slaves 

embodied white Southerners’ grimmest fears that the 

growing strength of the Republican Party could only 

lead to violent insurrections. 

 Election, Secession, and War 

 Th e Democratic Party split deepened in 1860, setting 

the stage for the election of a Republican president. In 

January 1860, Mississippi senator Albert Brown submit-

ted resolutions calling for a federal slave code and an 

expanded role for Congress in promoting slavery. Th e 

Alabama State Democratic Convention identifi ed the 

resolutions as the only party platform it would support 

in the presidential election; several additional southern 

state delegations also committed themselves to the “Ala-

bama Platform.” Northern Democrats espoused popu-

lar sovereignty instead. When the National Democratic 

Convention assembled in Charleston, South Carolina, it 

split along sectional lines. 

 As the Democratic rift widened in 1859–60, the Re-

publican Party faced the decision of how best to capi-

talize on its opponents’ dissent. Should it nominate a 

well-known candidate like senator and former New York 

governor William Seward, who was seen as a radical 

because of famous speeches declaring that slavery was 

subject to a “higher law” than the Constitution (1850) 

and that the slave and free states were locked in an “ir-

reconciliable confl ict” (1858)? Or should it nominate a 

more moderate but lesser-known candidate? After four 

ballots, the Republican convention in Chicago settled 

on Abraham Lincoln, a less prominent politician whose 

debates with Douglas and a February 1860 New York 

City address about slavery and the founders had helped 

introduce him to a national audience. Th e convention 

also adopted a platform that decried John Brown and 

advocated economic measures like a homestead act, but 

its most important plank consisted of its opposition to 

the expansion of slavery. 

 Th e 1860 presidential campaign shaped up diff erently 

in the North and South. Southern Democrats nomi-

nated John Breckinridge, who ran on the Alabama plat-

form. He vied for southern votes with John Bell of the 

newly created Constitutional Union Party, a party that 

appealed to moderate Southerners who saw the Alabama 

platform as dangerously infl ammatory and instead sup-

ported the maintenance of slavery where it was but took 

no stand on its expansion. In the North, Democrat Ste-

phen Douglas and his platform of popular sovereignty 

opposed Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln and 

the Republican nonextension platform. No candidate 

won a majority of the popular vote. Stephen Douglas 

captured the electoral votes of New Jersey and Missouri. 

John Bell carried Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. 

John Breckinridge won every remaining slave state, and 

Abraham Lincoln, with 54 percent of the northern popu-

lar vote (and none of the southern popular vote) took 

every remaining free state and the election. 

 Anticipating Lincoln’s victory, the South Carolina leg-

islature stayed in session through the election so that it 

could call a secession convention as soon as results were 

known. On December 20, 1860, the convention unani-

mously approved an ordinance dissolving the union 

between South Carolina and the United States. By Feb-

ruary 1, 1861, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, 
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Louisiana, and Texas had also seceded in response to 

the election results. Th e secession ordinances all made 

clear that Lincoln’s election on a nonextension of slav-

ery platform and northern failure to uphold the Fugitive 

Slave Clause entitled southern states to leave the Union. 

Delegates from the seven states met in Montgomery, Al-

abama, to form the Confederate States of America, draft 

a provisional constitution, select Jeff erson Davis and Al-

exander Stephens as provisional president and vice presi-

dent, and authorize the enrollment of 100,000 troops. 

 Th e states of the Upper and Border South, where 

Constitutional Unionist candidate John Bell had done 

well, resisted Deep South pressure to secede immedi-

ately, and instead waited to see if Lincoln’s actions as 

president could be reconciled with assurances for slav-

ery’s safety within the Union. Yet they also passed coer-

cion clauses, pledging to side with slaveholding states if 

the situtation came to blows. Congress considered the 

Crittenden Compromise, which guaranteed perpetual 

noninterference with slavery, extended the Missouri 

Compromise line permanently across the United States, 

forbade abolition in the District of Columbia without 

the permission of Maryland and Virginia, barred Con-

gress from meddling with the interstate slave trade, ear-

marked federal funds to compensate owners of runaway 

slaves, and added an unamendable amendment to the 

constitution guaranteeing that none of the Crittenden 

measures, including perpetual noninterference with slav-

ery, could ever be altered. Th e Crittenden Compromise 

failed to soothe conditional unionists in the South while 

it angered Republican voters in the North by rejecting 

the platform that had just won the election. Stalemate 

ensued. 

 Th e Fort Sumter Crisis pressured both Lincoln and 

the states of the Upper South into action. When Lin-

coln took offi  ce in March 1861, all but four federal forts 

in seceded states had fallen. Fort Sumter in Charleston 

Harbor remained in Union hands but was short of sup-

plies. South Carolina offi  cials warned that any attempt 

to resupply the fort would be seen as an act of aggression. 

Believing that he could not relinquish U.S. property to 

a state in rebellion, nor could he leave U.S. soldiers sta-

tioned at Fort Sumter to starve, Lincoln warned Confed-

erate president Davis and South Carolina offi  cials that a 

ship with provisions but no ammunition would resup-

ply Fort Sumter. In the early morning hours of April 12, 

1861, South Carolina forces bombarded Fort Sumter 

before the supply ship could arrive; Fort Sumter surren-

dered on April 14. Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to 

serve for 90 days to put down the rebellion. In response, 

Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee se-

ceded. Th e border slave states of Delaware, Kentucky, 

Maryland, and Missouri remained in the Union, though 

each state except Delaware contained a signifi cant seces-

sionist minority. 

 Fought from 1861 to 1865, the Civil War settled the 

question of slavery’s extension by eventually eliminating 

slavery. Th e war also made the growth of federal power 

possible, although dramatic growth in the federal govern-

ment would not really occur until the later Progressive 

and New Deal Eras. Confl icts between state and federal 

sovereignty would persist in U.S. political history, but 

the Civil War removed secession as a possible option for 

resolving those confl icts. 

  See also  Civil War and Reconstruction; Confederacy; 

Reconstruction Era, 1865 –77; slavery. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Earle, Jonathan H.  Jacksonian Antislavery and the Politics of Free 

Soil, 1824–1854.  Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2004. 

 Foner, Eric.  Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men :  Th e Ideology of the 

Republican Party Before the Civil War.  New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1971. 

 Gienapp, William E. “Th e Crisis of American Democracy: Th e 

Political System and the Coming of the Civil War.” In  Why 

Th e Civil War Came , edited by Gabor S. Boritt. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1996. 

 ———.  Th e Origins of the Republican Party, 1852–1856.  New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1987. 

 Howe, Daniel Walker.  What Hath God Wrought: Th e 

Transformation of America, 1815–1848.  New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2007. 

 Potter, David.  Th e Impending Crisis, 1848–1861 . New York: 

Harper and Row, 1976. 

 Richards, Leonard L.  Th e California Gold Rush and the Coming 

of the Civil War.  New York: Knopf, 2007. 

 Rothman, Adam. “Th e ‘Slave Power’ in the United States, 

1783–1865.” In  Ruling America: A History of Wealth and 

Power in a Democracy , edited by Steve Fraser and Gary 

Gerstle. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005. 

 Sewell, Richard H.  Ballots for Freedom: Antislavery Politics in 

the United States, 1837–1860 . New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1976. 

 Stampp, Kenneth M.  America in 1857: A Nation on the Brink . 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1990. 



 segregation and Jim Crow

 735

 Wilentz, Sean.  Th e Rise of American Democracy: Jeff erson to 

Lincoln . New York: Norton, 2005. 

 C H A N D R A  M A N N I N G 

 segregation and Jim Crow 

 Jim Crow is the system of racial oppression—political, 

social, and economic—that southern whites imposed on 

blacks after the abolition of slavery. Jim Crow, a term 

derived from a minstrel-show routine, was a derogatory 

epithet for blacks. Although the system met its formal 

demise during the civil rights movement of the 1960s, its 

legacy is still felt today. 

 Political White Supremacy 

 During Reconstruction (1865–77), recently enfranchised 

southern blacks voted in huge numbers and elected 

many black offi  ceholders. During the fi nal decades of 

the nineteenth century, however, black voting in the 

South was largely eliminated—fi rst through fraud and 

violence, then through legal mechanisms such as poll 

taxes and literacy tests. Black voter registration in Ala-

bama plummeted from 180,000 in 1900 to 3,000 in 1903 

after a state constitutional convention adopted disfran-

chising measures. 

 When blacks could not vote, neither could they be 

elected to offi  ce. Sixty-four blacks had sat in the Mis-

sissippi legislature in 1873; none sat after 1895. In South 

Carolina’s lower house, which had a black majority dur-

ing Reconstruction, a single black remained in 1896. 

More importantly, after disfranchisement, blacks could 

no longer be elected to the local offi  ces that exercised 

control over people’s daily lives, such as sheriff , justice of 

the peace, and county commissioner. 

 With black political clout stunted, radical racists swept 

to power. Cole Blease of South Carolina bragged that he 

would rather resign as governor and “lead the mob” than 

use his offi  ce to protect a “nigger brute” from lynching. 

Governor James Vardaman of Mississippi promised that 

“every Negro in the state w[ould] be lynched” if neces-

sary to maintain white supremacy. 

 Economic White Supremacy 

 Jim Crow was also a system of economic subordination. 

After the Civil War ended slavery, most southern blacks 

remained under the economic control of whites, grow-

ing cotton as sharecroppers and tenant farmers. 

 Laws restricted the access of blacks to nonagricultural 

employment while constricting the market for agricul-

tural labor, thus limiting the bargaining power of black 

farmworkers. Th e cash-poor cotton economy forced la-

borers to become indebted to landlords and suppliers, 

and peonage laws threatened criminal liability for those 

who sought to escape indebtedness by breaching their 

labor contracts. Once entrapped by the criminal justice 

system, blacks might be made to labor on chain gangs 

or be hired out to private employers who controlled their 

labor in exchange for paying their criminal fi nes. Dur-

ing planting season, when labor was in great demand, 

local law enforcement offi  cers who were in cahoots with 

planters would conduct “vagrancy roundups” or other-

wise “manufacture” petty criminals. 

 Some black peons were held under conditions almost 

indistinguishable from slavery. Th ey worked under armed 

guard, were locked up at night, and were routinely beaten 

and tracked down by dogs if they attempted to escape. 

Blacks who resisted such conditions were often killed. In 

one infamous Georgia case in the 1920s, a planter who 

was worried about a federal investigation into his peon-

age practices simply ordered the murder of 11 of his ten-

ants who were potential witnesses. 

 While southern black farmers made gains in land 

ownership in the early twentieth century, other eco-

nomic opportunities for blacks contracted. Whites re-

possessed traditionally black jobs, such as barber and 

chef. Th e growing power of racially exclusionary labor 

unions cut blacks off  from most skilled trade positions. 

Black lawyers increasingly found themselves out of work, 

as a more rigid color line forbade their presence in some 

courtrooms and made them liabilities to clients in oth-

ers. Beginning around 1910, unionized white railway 

workers went on strike in an eff ort to have black fi remen 

dismissed; when the strike failed, they simply murdered 

many of the black workers. 

 Social White Supremacy 

 As blacks lost their political clout and white racial atti-

tudes hardened, racial segregation spread into new spheres 

of southern life. Beginning around 1890, most southern 

states required railroads to segregate their passengers, and 

laws segregating local streetcars swept the South soon after 

1900. Many southern states also segregated restaurants, 

theaters, public parks, jails, and saloons. White nurses 
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were forbidden to treat black hospital patients, and white 

teachers were forbidden to work in black schools. Banks 

established separate deposit windows for blacks. Begin-

ning in 1910, southern cities adopted the fi rst residential 

segregation ordinances. 

 Segregation statutes required that accommodations 

for blacks be equal, but in practice they never were. 

Blacks described Jim Crow railway cars as “scarcely fi t 

for a dog to ride in”; the seats were fi lthy and the air was 

fetid. Convicts and the insane were relegated to these 

cars, which white passengers entered at will to smoke, 

drink, and antagonize blacks. Such conditions plainly 

violated state law, yet legal challenges were rare. 

 Notwithstanding state constitutional requirements 

that racially segregated schools be equal, southern 

whites moved to dismantle the black education system. 

Most whites thought that an education spoiled good 

fi eld hands, needlessly encouraged competition with 

white workers, and rendered blacks dissatisfi ed with 

their subordinate status. In 1901 Georgia’s governor, 

Allen D. Candler, stated, “God made them negroes and 

we cannot by education make them white folks.” Racial 

disparities in educational funding became enormous. 

By 1925–26, South Carolina spent $80.55 per capita for 

white students and $10.20 for blacks; for school trans-

portation, the state spent $471,489 for whites and $795 

for blacks. 

 Much social discrimination resulted from informal 

custom rather than legal rule. No southern statute re-

quired that blacks give way to whites on public sidewalks 

or refer to whites by courtesy titles, yet blacks failing to 

do so acted at their peril. In Mississippi, some white post 

offi  ce employees erased the courtesy titles on mail ad-

dressed to black people. 

 Violent White Supremacy 

 Jim Crow was ultimately secured by physical violence. 

In 1898 whites in Wilmington, North Carolina, con-

cluded a political campaign fought under the banner of 

white supremacy by murdering roughly a dozen blacks 

and driving 1,400 out of the city. In 1919, when black 

sharecroppers in Phillips County, Arkansas, tried to or-

ganize a union and challenge peonage practices, whites 

responded by murdering dozens of them. In Orange 

County, Florida, 30 blacks were burned to death in 1920 

because 1 black man had attempted to vote. 

 Th ousands of blacks were lynched during the Jim 

Crow era. Some lynching victims were accused of noth-

ing more serious than breaches of racial etiquette, such as 

“general uppityness.” Prior to 1920, eff orts to prosecute 

even known lynchers were rare and convictions virtu-

ally nonexistent. Public lynchings attended by throngs 

of people, many of whom brought picnic lunches and 

took home souvenirs from the victim’s tortured body, 

were not uncommon. 

 National Endorsement 

 Jim Crow was a southern phenomenon, but its persis-

tence required national complicity. During Reconstruc-

tion, the national government had—sporadically—used 

force to protect the rights of southern blacks. Several 

factors account for the gradual willingness of white 

Northerners to permit white Southerners a free hand in 

ordering southern race relations. 

 Black migration to the North, which more than 

doubled in the decades after 1890 before exploding dur-

ing World War I, exacerbated the racial prejudices of 

northern whites. As a result, public schools and public 

accommodations became more segregated, and deadly 

white-on-black violence erupted in several northern lo-

calities. Around the same time, the immigration of mil-

lions of southern and eastern European peasants caused 

native-born whites to worry about the dilution of “Anglo-

Saxon racial stock,” rendering them more sympathetic 

to southern racial policies. Th e resurgence of American 

imperialism in the 1890s also fostered the convergence 

of northern and southern racial attitudes, as imperialists 

who rejected full citizenship rights for residents of the 

new territories were not inclined to protest the disfran-

chisement of southern blacks. 

 Such developments rendered the national government 

sympathetic toward southern Jim Crow. Around 1900, 

the U.S. Supreme Court rejected constitutional chal-

lenges to racial segregation and black disfranchisement, 

made race discrimination in jury selection nearly im-

possible to prove, and sustained the constitutionality of 

separate-and- un equal education for blacks. Meanwhile, 

Congress repealed most of the voting rights legislation 

enacted during Reconstruction and declined to enforce 

Section II of the Fourteenth Amendment, which  requires  
reducing the congressional representation of any state 

that disfranchises adult male citizens for reasons other 

than crime. 

 Presidents proved no more inclined to challenge Jim 

Crow. William McKinley, who was born into an aboli-

tionist family and served as a Union offi  cer during the 

Civil War, ignored the imprecations of black leaders to 

condemn the Wilmington racial massacre of 1898, and 
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his presidential speeches celebrated sectional reconcilia-

tion, which was accomplished by sacrifi cing the rights of 

southern blacks. His successor, Th eodore Roosevelt, re-

fused to criticize black disfranchisement, blamed lynch-

ings primarily on black rapists, and proclaimed that 

“race purity must be maintained.” Roosevelt’s successor, 

William Howard Taft, endorsed the eff orts of southern 

states to avoid domination by an “ignorant, irresponsible 

electorate,” largely ceased appointing blacks to southern 

patronage positions, and denied that the federal govern-

ment had the power or inclination to interfere in south-

ern race relations. 

 Decline of Jim Crow 

 A variety of forces contributed to the gradual demise 

of Jim Crow. Between 1910 and 1960, roughly 5 mil-

lion southern blacks migrated to the North, mainly in 

search of better economic opportunities. Because north-

ern blacks faced no signifi cant suff rage restrictions, their 

political power quickly grew. At the local level, north-

ern blacks secured the appointment of black police of-

fi cers, the creation of playgrounds and parks for black 

neighborhoods, and the election of black city council 

members and state legislators. Soon thereafter, north-

ern blacks began infl uencing national politics, success-

fully pressuring the House of Representatives to pass an 

antilynching bill in 1922 and the Senate to defeat the 

Supreme Court nomination of a southern white su-

premacist in 1930. 

 Th e rising economic status of northern blacks facili-

tated social protest. Larger black populations in north-

ern cities provided a broader economic base for black 

entrepreneurs and professionals, who would later sup-

ply resources and leadership for civil rights protests. 

Improved economic status also enabled blacks to use 

boycotts as levers for social change. Th e more fl exible ra-

cial mores of the North permitted challenges to the sta-

tus quo that would not have been tolerated in the South. 

Protest organizations, such as the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People ( NAACP), and 

militant black newspapers, such as the  Chicago Defender , 
developed and thrived in the North. Because of a less 

rigid caste structure, blacks in the North were less likely 

to internalize racist norms of black subordination and 

inferiority. 

 Jim Crow was also being gradually eroded from within. 

Blacks moved from farms to cities within the South in 

search of better economic opportunities, eventually fos-

tering a black middle class, which capitalized on the seg-

regated economy to develop suffi  cient wealth and leisure 

time to participate in social protest. Many blacks in the 

urban South were economically independent of whites 

and thus could challenge the racial status quo without 

endangering their livelihoods. In cities, blacks found 

better schools, freer access to the ballot box, and a more 

relaxed code of racial etiquette. Because urban blacks en-

joyed better communication and transportation facilities 

and shared social networks through black colleges and 

churches, they found it somewhat easier to overcome the 

organizational obstacles confronting any social protest 

movement. 

 World Wars I and II had profound implications for 

Jim Crow. Wars fought “to make the world safe for de-

mocracy” and to crush Nazi fascism had ideological im-

plications for racial equality. In 1919, W.E.B. Du Bois 

of the NAACP wrote: “Make way for Democracy! We 

saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will 

save it in the United States of America, or know the rea-

son why.” Blacks who had borne arms for their country 

and faced death on the battlefi eld were inspired to as-

sert their rights. A black journalist noted during World 

War I, “Th e men who did not fear the trained veterans 

of Germany will hardly run from the lawless Ku Klux 

Klan.” Th ousands of black veterans tried to register to 

vote after World War II, many expressing the view of one 

such veteran that “after having been overseas fi ghting for 

democracy, I thought that when we got back here we 

should enjoy a little of it.” 

 World War II exposed millions of Southerners, white 

and black, to more liberal racial attitudes and practices. 

Th e growth of the mass media exposed millions more to 

outside infl uence, which tended to erode traditional ra-

cial mores. Media expansion also prevented white South-

erners from restricting outside scrutiny of their treatment 

of blacks. Northerners had not seen southern lynchings 

on television, but the brutalization of peaceful black 

demonstrators by southern white law enforcement offi  -

cers in the 1960s came directly into their living rooms. 

 Formal Jim Crow met its demise in the 1960s. Federal 

courts invalidated racial segregation and black disfran-

chisement, and the Justice Department investigated and 

occasionally prosecuted civil rights violations. Southern 

blacks challenged the system from within, participat-

ing in such direct-action protests as sit-ins and freedom 

rides. Brutal suppression of those demonstrations out-

raged northern opinion, leading to the enactment of 

landmark civil rights legislation, which spelled the doom 

of formal Jim Crow. 
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 Jim Crow’s Legacy 

 Today, racially motivated lynchings and state-sponsored 

racial segregation have largely been eliminated. Public 

accommodations and places of employment have been 

integrated to a signifi cant degree. Blacks register to vote 

in roughly the same percentages as whites, and more 

than 9,000 blacks hold elected offi  ce. Th e previous two 

secretaries of state have been black. 

 Blacks have also made dramatic gains in education 

and employment. Th e diff erence in the median num-

ber of school years completed by blacks and whites, 

which was 3.5 in 1954, has been eliminated almost en-

tirely. Th e number of blacks holding white-collar or 

middle-class jobs increased from 12.1 percent in 1960 

to 30.4 percent in 1990. Today, black men with col-

lege degrees earn nearly the same income as their white 

counterparts. 

 Yet not all blacks have been equally fortunate. In 1990 

nearly two-thirds of black children were born outside of 

marriage, compared with just 15 percent of white chil-

dren. Well over half of black families were headed by 

single mothers. Th e average black family has income that 

is just 60 percent and wealth that is just 10 percent of 

those of the average white family. Nearly 25 percent of 

blacks—three times the percentage of whites—live in 

poverty. Increasing numbers of blacks live in neighbor-

hoods of extreme poverty, which are characterized by di-

lapidated housing, poor schools, broken families, juvenile 

pregnancies, drug dependency, and high crime rates. 

 Residential segregation compounds the problems of 

the black urban underclass. Spatial segregation means 

social isolation, as most inner-city blacks are rarely ex-

posed to whites or the broader culture. As a result, black 

youngsters have developed a separate dialect of sorts, 

which disadvantages them in school and in the search 

for employment. Even worse, social segregation has fos-

tered an oppositional culture among many black young-

sters that discourages academic achievement—“acting 

white”—and thus further disables them from succeeding 

in mainstream society. 

 Today, more black men are incarcerated than are en-

rolled in college. Blacks comprise less than 12 percent of 

the nation’s population but more than 50 percent of its 

prison inmates. Black men are seven times more likely 

to be incarcerated than white men. Th e legacy of Jim 

Crow lives on. 

  See also  African Americans and politics; South since 1877; 

voting. 
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 Senate 

 Th e framers of the U.S. Constitution viewed the Senate 

as a check on the more passionate whims of the House 

of Representatives. Known as the “greatest deliberative 

body,” the Senate has traditionally valued procedure over 

expediency, thereby frustrating action-oriented House 

members and presidents. Despite its staid reputation, 

however, the Senate has produced many of American 

history’s most stirring speeches and infl uential policy 

makers. Indeed, the upper chamber of Congress has both 

refl ected and instigated changes that have transformed 

the United States from a small, agrarian-based country 

to a world power. 

 In its formative years, the Senate focused on foreign 

policy and establishing precedents on treaty, nomina-

tion, and impeachment proceedings. Prior to the Civil 

War, “golden era” senators attempted to keep the Union 

intact while they defended their own political ideolo-

gies. Th e Senate moved to its current chamber in 1859, 

where visitors soon witnessed fervent Reconstruction 

debates and the fi rst presidential impeachment trial. 

 Twentieth-century senators battled the executive branch 

over government reform, international relations, civil 

rights, and economic programs as they led investigations 

into presidential administrations. While the modern 

Senate seems steeped in political rancor, welcome devel-

opments include a more diverse membership and bipar-

tisan eff orts to improve national security. 

 The Constitutional Convention 

 Drafted during the 1787 Constitutional Convention, 

the Constitution’s Senate-related measures followed 

precedents established by colonial and state legisla-

tures, as well as Great Britain’s parliamentary system. 

Th e delegates to the convention, however, originated 

the institution’s most controversial clause: “Th e Senate 

of the United States shall be composed of two Senators 

from each State, chosen by the Legislature thereof. . . .” 

Although delegates from large states supported James 

Madison’s Virginia Plan, which based Senate represen-

tation on state population, small-state delegates wanted 

equal representation in both the House and the Senate. 

Roger Sherman sought a third option: proportional rep-

resentation in the House and equal representation in the 

Senate. Adopted by the delegates on July 16, Sherman’s 

Connecticut Compromise enabled the formation of a 

federal, bicameral legislature responsive to the needs of 

citizens from both large and small states. 

 Compared to the representation issue, the measure 

granting state legislatures the right to choose senators 

proved less divisive to convention delegates. Madison 

dismissed concerns that indirect elections would lead to 

a “tyrannical aristocracy,” and only James Wilson argued 

that senators chosen in this manner would be swayed 

by local interests and prejudices. By the late nineteenth 

century, however, corruption regarding the selection of 

senators triggered demands for electoral reform. Rati-

fi ed in 1913, the Seventeenth Amendment established 

direct election, allowing individual voters to select their 

senators. 

 As outlined in Article I of the Constitution, the Sen-

ate’s primary role is to pass bills in concurrence with the 

House of Representatives. In the event that a civil offi  cer 

committed “high crimes and misdemeanors,” the Con-

stitution also gives the Senate the responsibility to try 

cases of impeachment brought forth by the House. And, 

under the Constitution’s advice and consent clause, the 

upper chamber received the power to confi rm or deny 

presidential nominations, including appointments to 

the cabinet and the federal courts, and the power to ap-

prove or reject treaties. Th e Senate’s penchant for stalling 
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nominations and treaties in committee, though, has de-

feated more executive actions than straight up-or-down 

votes. 

 Within a year after the Constitutional Convention 

concluded, the central government began its transition 

from a loose confederation to a federal system. In Sep-

tember 1788, Pennsylvania became the fi rst state to elect 

senators: William Maclay and Robert Morris. Other 

legislatures soon followed Pennsylvania’s lead, selecting 

senators who came, in general, from the nation’s wealth-

iest and most prominent families. 

 The Early Senate 

 Th e fi rst session of Congress opened in the spring of 

1789 in New York City’s Federal Hall. After meeting its 

quorum in April, the Senate originated one of the most 

important bills of the era: the Judiciary Act of 1789. Cre-

ated under the direction of Senator Oliver Ellsworth, the 

legislation provided the structure of the Supreme Court, 

as well as the federal district and circuit courts. Although 

advocates of a strong, federal judiciary system prevailed, 

the bill’s outspoken critics indicated the beginning of the 

states’ rights movement in the Senate, a source of signifi -

cant division in the nineteenth century. 

 Between 1790 and 1800, Congress sat in Philadelphia 

as the permanent Capitol underwent construction in 

Washington, D.C. During these years, the fi rst political 

parties emerged: the Federalists, who favored a strong 

union of states, and the anti-Federalists, later known as 

Republicans, who were sympathetic to states’ rights. Th e 

parties aired their disputes on the Senate fl oor, especially 

in debates about the controversial Jay Treaty (1794) and 

the Alien and Sedition Acts (1798). 

 Negotiated by Chief Justice John Jay, the Jay Treaty 

sought to resolve fi nancial and territorial confl icts with 

Great Britain arising from the Revolutionary War. In the 

Senate, the pro-British Federalists viewed the treaty as a 

mechanism to prevent another war, while the Republi-

cans, and much of the public, considered the treaty’s pro-

visions humiliating and unfair to American merchants. 

By an exact two-thirds majority, the treaty won Senate 

approval, inciting anti-Jay mobs to burn and hang sena-

tors in effi  gy. 

 Partisan battles erupted again in 1798, when the 

 Federalist-controlled Congress passed four bills known 

as the Alien and Sedition Acts. Meant to curtail Repub-

lican popularity, the legislation, in defi ance of the First 

Amendment, made it unlawful to criticize the govern-

ment. Ironically, the acts unifi ed the Republican Party, 

leading to Th omas Jeff erson’s presidential election and a 

quarter-century rule by Senate Republicans. 

 Th e Federalist-Republican power struggle continued 

in the new Capitol in Washington. In 1804 the Senate, 

meeting as a court of impeachment, found the Feder-

alist U.S. district court judge John Pickering guilty of 

drunkenness and profanity and removed him from the 

bench. Th e following year, the Senate tried the Federalist 

Supreme Court justice Samuel Chase for allegedly exhib-

iting an anti-Republican bias. Chase avoided a guilty ver-

dict by one vote, which restricted further eff orts to control 

the judiciary through the threat of impeachment. 

 Prior to the War of 1812, foreign policy dominated 

the Senate agenda. Responding to British interference 

in American shipping, the Senate passed several trade 

embargoes against Great Britain before declaring war. In 

1814 British troops entered Washington and set fi re to the 

Capitol, the White House, and other public buildings. 

Th e Senate chamber was destroyed, forcing senators to 

meet in temporary accommodations until 1819. In the 

intervening years, the Senate formed its fi rst permanent 

committees, which encouraged senators to become ex-

perts on such issues as national defense and fi nance. 

 When the war concluded in 1815 without a clear vic-

tor, the Senate turned its attention to the problems and 

opportunities resulting from territorial expansion. As 

lands acquired from France, Spain, and Indian tribes 

were organized into territories and states, senators de-

bated the future of slavery in America, the nation’s most 

divisive issue for years to come. 

 The Antebellum Senate 

 In 1820 the 46 senators were split evenly between slave 

states and free states. Th e Senate considered numer-

ous bills designed to either protect or destroy this deli-

cate balance. Legislation regulating statehood produced 

the Missouri Compromise (1820–21), the Compromise 

of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854). While 

the compromises attempted to sustain the Union, the 

Kansas- Nebraska Act, with its controversial “popular 

sovereignty” clause, escalated the confl ict between slave 

owners and abolitionists. 

 Senate historians consider the antebellum period to 

be the institution’s golden era. Th e Senate chamber, a 

vaulted room on the Capitol’s second fl oor, hosted pas-

sionate fl oor speeches enthralling both the public and 

the press. At the center of debate stood the Senate’s 

“Great Triumvirate”: Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and 

John C. Calhoun. 
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 As Speaker of the House, Clay had overseen the for-

mation of the Missouri Compromise, which stipulated 

that Missouri would have no slavery restrictions, while 

all territories to the north would become free states. 

Later, as senator, Clay led the opposition against Presi-

dent Andrew Jackson’s emerging Democratic Party. In 

1834 he sponsored a resolution condemning Jackson for 

refusing to provide a document to Congress. Although 

the fi rst (and only) presidential censure was expunged 

in 1837, it sparked the rise of the Whig Party in the late 

1830s. 

 Webster, one of the greatest American orators, de-

fended the importance of national power over regional 

self-interest, declaring in a rousing 1830 speech, “Liberty 

and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable!” His 

views challenged Vice President Calhoun’s theory of nul-

lifi cation, which proposed that states could disregard 

laws they found unconstitutional. By the time Calhoun 

became a senator in 1832, the Senate had divided be-

tween those who promoted states’ rights and those with 

a nationalist view. 

 Th e Mexican-American War infl amed the issue of 

slavery. Led by Calhoun, the Senate blocked adoption of 

the House-sponsored Wilmot Proviso (1846) that would 

have banned slavery in the territories won from Mexico. 

Fearing a national crisis, Clay drafted new slavery regu-

lations. When Calhoun, now gravely ill, threatened to 

block any restrictions, Webster responded with a famous 

address upholding the Missouri Compromise and the 

integrity of the Union. 

 After Calhoun’s death in March 1850, the atmosphere 

in the Senate chamber grew so tense that Henry S. Foote 

drew a pistol during an argument with antislavery sena-

tor Th omas Hart Benton. After months of such heated 

debates, however, Congress passed Clay’s legislation. As 

negotiated by Senator Stephen A. Douglas, the Compro-

mise of 1850 admitted California as a free state, allowed 

New Mexico and Utah to determine their own slavery 

policies (later known as popular sovereignty), outlawed 

the slave trade in Washington, D.C., and strengthened 

the controversial fugitive slave law. 

 Webster and Clay died in 1852, leaving Douglas, as 

chairman of the Senate Committee on Territories, to 

manage statehood legislation. Catering to southern 

senators, Douglas proposed a bill creating two territories 

under popular sovereignty: Nebraska, which was expected 

to become a free state, and Kansas, whose future was 

uncertain. Despite the staunch opposition of abolition-

ists, the bill became law, prompting pro- and  antislavery 

advocates to fl ood into “Bleeding Kansas,” where more 

than 50 settlers died in the resulting confl icts. 

 Opponents of the Kansas-Nebraska Act formed the 

modern Republican Party, drawing its membership from 

abolitionist Whigs, Democrats, and Senator Charles 

Sumner’s Free Soil Party. In 1856 Sumner gave a scathing 

“crime against Kansas” speech that referred to slavery as 

the wicked mistress of South Carolina senator Andrew P. 

Butler. Th ree days after the speech, Butler’s relative, 

Representative Preston S. Brooks, took revenge in the 

Senate chamber. Without warning, he battered Sumner’s 

head with blows from his gold-tipped cane. Th e incident 

made Brooks a hero of the South, while Sumner, who 

slowly recovered his health, would become a leader of 

the Radical Republicans. 

 The Civil War and Reconstruction 

 In the late 1850s, to accommodate the growing member-

ship of Congress, the Capitol doubled in size with the 

addition of two wings. Th e new Senate chamber fea-

tured an iron and glass ceiling, multiple galleries, and a 

spacious fl oor. It was in this setting that confl icts with 

the Republican-majority House led to legislative grid-

lock, blocking a series of Senate resolutions meant to 

appease the South. In December 1860, South Carolina 

announced its withdrawal from the Union. One month 

later, in one of the Senate’s most dramatic moments, 

the Confederacy’s future president, Jeff erson Davis, and 

four other southern senators resigned their seats, fore-

telling the resignation of every senator from a seced-

ing state except Andrew Johnson, who remained until 

1862. 

 Following the fall of Fort Sumter in April 1861, 

Washington, D.C., was poised to become a battle zone. 

A Massachusetts regiment briefl y occupied the Senate 

wing, transforming it into a military hospital, kitchen, 

and sleeping quarters. Eventually, thousands of troops 

passed through the chamber and adjacent rooms. One 

soldier gouged Davis’s desk with a bayonet, while oth-

ers stained the ornate carpets with bacon grease and 

tobacco residue. 

 Now outnumbering the remaining Democrats, con-

gressional Republicans accused southern lawmakers of 

committing treason. For the fi rst time since Senator 

William Blount was dismissed for conspiracy in 1797, 

Senate expulsion resolutions received the required two-

thirds vote. In total, the Senate expelled 14 senators from 

the South, Missouri, and Indiana for swearing allegiance 

to the Confederacy. 
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 Within the Republican majority, the Senate’s Radical 

Republican contingent grew more powerful during the 

war. Staunch abolitionists formed the Joint Committee 

on the Conduct of the War to protest President Abraham 

Lincoln’s management of the army. Radicals demanded 

an end to slavery and investigated allegations of gov-

ernment corruption and ineffi  ciency. Th ey also passed 

signifi cant domestic policy laws, such as the Homestead 

Act (1862) and the Land Grant College Act (1862). 

 When a northern victory seemed imminent, Lincoln 

and the congressional Republicans developed diff erent 

plans for reconstructing the Union. In December 1863, 

the president declared that states would be readmitted 

when 10 percent of their previously qualifi ed voters took 

a loyalty oath. Radicals countered with the Wade-Davis 

Bill requiring states to administer a harsher, 50 percent 

oath. Lincoln vetoed the legislation, outraging Sena-

tor Benjamin F. Wade and Representative Henry W. 

Davis. 

 In the closing days of the war, the Senate passed the 

Th irteenth Amendment abolishing slavery. After Lin-

coln’s assassination in April 1865, the new president, 

former senator Andrew Johnson, infuriated congres-

sional Republicans when he enabled Confederate poli-

ticians to return to power and vetoed a bill expanding 

the  Freedmen’s Bureau, which assisted former slaves. 

Republicans, in turn, enacted the Fourteenth Amend-

ment, providing blacks with citizenship, due process of 

law, and equal protection by laws. 

 Chaired by Senator William P. Fessenden, the Joint 

Committee on Reconstruction declared that the restora-

tion of states was a legislative, not an executive, function. 

Accordingly, Congress passed the Reconstruction Acts of 

1867, which divided the South into military districts, 

permitted black suff rage, and made the adoption of the 

Fourteenth Amendment a condition of state readmit-

tance. To protect pro-Radical civil offi  cials, Republicans 

proposed the Tenure of Offi  ce Act, requiring Senate 

approval before the president could dismiss a cabinet 

member. 

 Johnson violated the act by fi ring Secretary of War 

Edwin M. Stanton, and the House of Representatives 

impeached him on February 24, 1868. A week later, the 

Senate convened as a court of impeachment, and on 

May 16, 35 senators voted to convict Johnson, 1 vote 

short of the two-thirds majority needed for removal. Th e 

case centered on executive rights and the constitutional 

separation of powers, with 7 moderate Republicans join-

ing the 12 Democrats in voting to acquit. 

 While Johnson retained his offi  ce, he was soon re-

placed by Ulysses S. Grant, the Civil War general. 

Marked by corruption, the Grant years (1869–77) split 

the congressional Republicans into pro- and antiadmin-

istration wings. The party was weakened further when 

representatives and senators were caught accepting bribes 

to assist the bankrupt Union Pacifi c Railroad. And after 

two senators apparently bought their seats from the 

Kansas legislature, much of the press began calling for 

popular Senate elections to replace the indirect election 

method outlined by the Constitution. 

 Meanwhile, Republicans still dominated southern 

state legislatures, as most Democrats were unable to vote 

under Radical Reconstruction. In 1870 Mississippi’s Re-

publican legislature elected the fi rst black U.S. senator, 

Hiram R. Revels, to serve the last year of an unexpired 

term. Another black Mississippian, Blanche K. Bruce, 

served from 1875 to 1881. (Elected in 1966, Edward W. 

Brooke was the fi rst African American to enter the Sen-

ate after Reconstruction.) 

 Th e 1876 presidential election ended Radical Recon-

struction. Although the Democrat, Samuel J. Tilden, 

won the popular vote, ballots from Florida, Louisiana, 

and South Carolina were in dispute. To avert a constitu-

tional crisis, Congress formed an electoral commission 

composed of fi ve senators, fi ve representatives, and fi ve 

Supreme Court justices, who chose Republican Ruther-

ford B. Hayes by a one-vote margin. As part of the Com-

promise of 1877, Republicans agreed to end military rule 

in the South in exchange for Democratic support of the 

Hayes presidency. 

 The Gilded Age and the Progressive Era 

 During the late nineteenth century, corruption perme-

ated the public and private sectors. While the two major 

parties traded control of the Senate, the Republicans 

divided between those who wanted institutional reform 

and those in favor of retaining political patronage, the 

practice of dispensing government jobs in order to re-

ward or secure campaign support. 

 New York senator Roscoe Conkling epitomized the 

problem of patronage. In the 1870s, he fi lled the New 

York Custom House with crooked friends and fi nancial 

backers. Moderates from both parties called for a new 

method to select government workers. In 1881 a dis-

turbed patronage seeker assassinated President James A. 

 Garfi eld. Th e act motivated Democratic senator George H. 

 Pendleton to sponsor legislation creating the merit-based 

civil service category of federal jobs. 
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 In 1901 William McKinley’s assassination elevated 

progressive Republican Th eodore Roosevelt to the White 

House, while Republicans once again dominated the 

Senate. As chairman of the Republican Steering Com-

mittee, as well as the Appropriations Committee, Wil-

liam B. Allison dominated the chamber along with other 

committee chairmen. In a showdown between two fac-

tions of Republicans, Allison’s conservative Old Guard 

blocked progressives’ eff orts to revise tariff s. Despite 

the continued opposition of conservatives, however, 

Roosevelt achieved his goal of regulating railroad rates 

and large companies by enforcing Senator John Sher-

man’s Antitrust Act of 1890. 

 Prior to World War I, Progressive Era reformers at-

tempted to eradicate government corruption and in-

crease the political infl uence of the middle class. Th e 

campaign for popular Senate elections hoped to achieve 

both goals. In 1906 David Graham Phillips wrote several 

muckraking magazine articles exposing fraudulent rela-

tionships between senators, state legislators, and busi-

nessmen. His “Treason of the Senate” series sparked new 

interest in enabling voters, rather than state legislatures, 

to elect senators. But although the Seventeenth Amend-

ment (1913) standardized direct elections, the institution 

remained a forum for wealthy elites. 

 In 1913 reform-minded Democrats took over the Sen-

ate, as well as the presidency under Woodrow Wilson, 

resulting in a fl urry of progressive legislation. Wilson’s 

Senate allies, John Worth Kern and James Hamilton 

Lewis, ushered through the Federal Reserve Act (1913), 

the Federal Trade Commission Act (1914), and the Clay-

ton Antitrust Act (1914). As chairman of the Demo-

cratic Conference, Kern acted as majority leader several 

years before the position was offi  cially recognized, while 

Lewis served as the Senate’s fi rst party whip. As such, 

he counted votes and enforced attendance prior to the 

consideration of important bills. 

 World War I and the 1920s 

 Following Europe’s descent into war in 1914, domestic 

concerns gave way to foreign policy, and Wilson battled 

both progressive and conservative Republicans in Con-

gress. On January 22, 1917, Wilson addressed the Senate 

with his famous “peace without victory” speech. Shortly 

thereafter, a German submarine sank an unarmed U.S. 

merchant ship, and the president urged Congress to pass 

legislation allowing trade vessels to carry weapons. Non-

interventionist senators, including progressive Republi-

cans Robert M. La Follette and George W. Norris, staged 

a lengthy fi libuster in opposition to Wilson’s bill, pre-

venting its passage. Furious, Wilson declared that a “lit-

tle group of willful men” had rendered the government 

“helpless and contemptible.” Calling a special Senate ses-

sion, he prompted the passage of Rule 22, known as the 

cloture rule, which limited debate when two-thirds (later 

changed to three-fi fths) of the senators present agreed to 

end a fi libuster. 

 Th e 1918 elections brought Republican majorities to 

both houses of Congress. As the Senate’s senior Republi-

can, Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge chaired 

the Foreign Relations Committee and his party’s confer-

ence. Angered by the lack of senators at the Paris Peace 

Conference (1919), the de facto fl oor leader attached 14 

reservations to the war-ending Treaty of Versailles, alter-

ing the legal eff ect of selected terms, including the provi-

sion outlining Wilson’s League of Nations (the precursor 

to the United Nations), which Lodge opposed. Th e Sen-

ate split into three groups: reservationists, irreconcilables, 

and pro-treaty Democrats, who were instructed by Wilson 

not to accept changes to the document. Unable to reach 

a compromise, the Senate rejected the treaty in two sepa-

rate votes. Consequently, the United States never entered 

the League of Nations and had little infl uence over the 

enactment of the peace treaty. 

 In the 1920s, the Republicans controlled both the 

White House and Congress. Fearing the rising numbers 

of eastern Europeans and East Asians in America, con-

gressional isolationists curtailed immigration with the 

National Origins Act of 1924. Senators investigated cor-

ruption within the Harding administration, sparking the 

famous Teapot Dome oil scandal. 

 Two years after the Nineteenth Amendment gave 

women the right to vote, Rebecca Latimer Felton, an 

87-year-old former suff ragist, served as the fi rst woman 

senator for just 24 hours between November 21 and 22, 

1922. Felton considered the symbolic appointment proof 

that women could now obtain any offi  ce. Th e second 

female senator, Hattie Wyatt Caraway, was appointed to 

fi ll Th addeus Caraway’s seat upon his death in 1931. She 

became the fi rst  elected  female senator, however, when 

she won the special election to fi nish her husband’s term 

in 1932. Caraway won two additional elections and spent 

more than 13 years in the Senate. 

 In 1925 the Republicans elected Charles Curtis as 

the fi rst offi  cial majority leader, a political position that 

evolved from the leadership duties of committee and 

conference chairmen. Curtis had the added distinction 

of being the fi rst known Native American member of 
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Congress (he was part Kaw Indian) and was later Her-

bert Hoover’s vice president. 

 The New Deal and World War II 

 Th e 1929 stock market crash signaled the onset of the 

Great Depression and the end of Republican rule. Dem-

ocrats swept the elections of 1932, taking back Congress 

and the White House under Franklin Roosevelt, who 

promised a “new deal” to address the nation’s economic 

woes. Th e fi rst Democratic majority leader, Joseph T. 

Robinson, ushered through the president’s emergency 

relief program, while other senators crafted legislation 

producing the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, 

the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Social Security Ad-

ministration, and the National Labor Relations Board. 

 In 1937 the Senate majority leader worked furiously to 

enlist support for Roosevelt’s controversial Court reor-

ganization act, designed to expand the Supreme Court’s 

membership with liberal justices. Prior to the Senate 

vote, though, Robinson succumbed to a heart attack, 

and the president’s “Court-packing” plan died with him. 

Th e debate over the bill drove a deep wedge between lib-

eral and conservative Democrats. 

 In the late 1930s, another war loomed in Europe. Led by 

Republican senators William E. Borah and Gerald P. Nye, 

Congress passed four Neutrality Acts. After Germany in-

vaded France in 1940, however, Roosevelt’s handpicked 

Senate majority leader, Alben W. Barkley, sponsored the 

Lend-Lease Act (1941), enabling the United States to send 

Great Britain and its allies billions of dollars in military 

equipment, food, and services. Th e monumental aid plan 

invigorated the economy, ending the Depression, as well 

as American neutrality. 

 During the war, little-known senator Harry Truman 

headed the Senate’s Special Committee to Investigate the 

National Defense Program. Elected as Roosevelt’s third 

vice president in 1944, Truman assumed the presidency 

when Roosevelt died three months into his fourth term. 

Th e new president relied heavily on Senate support as he 

steered the nation through the conclusion of World War II 

and into the cold war. 

 The Cold War Senate 

 Th e Senate assumed a primary role in shaping the mid-

century’s social and economic culture. In 1944 Senator 

Ernest W. McFarland sponsored the Servicemen’s Read-

justment Act. Better known as the GI Bill, the legislation 

provided veterans with tuition assistance and low-cost 

loans for homes and businesses. In 1947 the Republicans 

regained Congress and passed the antilabor Taft-Hartley 

Act (1947) over Truman’s veto. Th e act restricted the 

power of unions to organize and made conservative sena-

tor Robert A. Taft a national fi gure. Responding to the 

Soviet Union’s increasing power, the Foreign Relations 

Committee approved the Truman Doctrine (1947) and 

the Marshall Plan (1948), which sent billion of dollars 

of aid and materials to war-torn countries vulnerable to 

communism. 

 Th e Senate itself was transformed by the Legislative 

Reorganization Act (1946), which streamlined the com-

mittee system, increased the number of professional 

staff , and opened committee sessions to the public. In 

1947 television began broadcasting selected Senate hear-

ings. Young, ambitious senators capitalized on the new 

medium, including C. Estes Kefauver, who led televised 

hearings on organized crime, and junior senator Joseph R. 

McCarthy from Wisconsin, whose name became syn-

onymous with the anti-Communist crusade. 

 In February 1950 Republican senator McCarthy made 

his fi rst charges against Communists working within 

the federal government. After announcing an “all-out 

battle between communistic atheism and Christianity,” 

he gave an eight-hour Senate speech outlining “81 loyalty 

risks.” Democrats examined McCarthy’s evidence and 

concluded that he had committed a “fraud and a hoax” 

on the public. Meanwhile, Republican senator Margaret 

Chase Smith, the fi rst woman to serve in both houses of 

Congress, gave a daring speech, entitled “A Declaration 

of Conscience,” in which she decried the Senate’s decline 

into “a forum of hate and character assassination.” 

 Nevertheless, McCarthy continued to make charges 

against government offi  cials, and as chairman of the Per-

manent Subcommittee on Investigations, he initiated 

more than 500 inquiries and investigations into suspi-

cious behavior, destroying numerous careers along the 

way. In 1954 McCarthy charged security breaches within 

the military. During the televised Army-McCarthy hear-

ings, the army’s head attorney, Joseph N. Welch, uttered 

the famous line that helped bring about the senator’s 

downfall: “Have you no sense of decency?” On Decem-

ber 2, 1954, senators passed a censure resolution con-

demning Mc Carthy’s conduct, thus ending one of the 

Senate’s darker chapters. 

 A new era in Senate history commenced in 1955, when 

the Democrats, now holding a slight majority, elected 

Lyndon B. Johnson, a former congressman from Texas, 

to be majority leader. Johnson reformed the committee 

membership system but was better known for applying 
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the “Johnson technique,” a personalized form of intimi-

dation used to sway reluctant senators to vote his way. 

Th e method proved so eff ective that he managed to get a 

1957 civil rights bill passed despite Senator Strom Th ur-

mond’s record-breaking fi libuster, lasting 24 hours and 

18 minutes. In the 1958 elections, the Senate Democrats 

picked up an impressive 17 seats. Johnson leveraged the 

62–34 ratio to challenge President Dwight D. Eisen-

hower at every turn, altering the legislative-executive 

balance of power. 

 Johnson sought the presidency for himself in 1960 

but settled for the vice presidency under former senator 

John F. Kennedy. Although popular with his colleagues, 

the new majority leader, Mike Mansfi eld, faced diffi  cul-

ties uniting liberal and conservative Democrats, and bills 

aff ecting minority groups stalled at the committee level. 

Following Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963, 

Democrat Hubert H. Humphrey and Republican Everett  

M. Dirksen engineered the passage of Johnson’s Civil 

Rights Act of 1964. Th ey did so by fi rst securing a his-

toric cloture vote that halted a fi libuster led by southern 

Democrats Robert C. Byrd and Richard B. Russell. John-

son and Mansfi eld then won additional domestic policy 

victories, including the Voting Rights Act (1965) and the 

Medicare/Medicaid health care programs (1965). 

 Th e president’s foreign policy decisions, however, 

would come to haunt him and the 88 senators who voted 

for the 1964 Tonkin Gulf Resolution. Drafted by the 

Johnson administration, the measure drew the nation 

into war by authorizing the president to take any mili-

tary action necessary to protect the United States and its 

allies in Southeast Asia. As the Vietnam War escalated, 

Senator John Sherman Cooper and Senator Frank F. 

Church led eff orts to reassert the constitutional power 

of Congress to declare war, culminating in the War Pow-

ers Resolution of 1973, which required congressional ap-

proval for prolonged military engagements. 

 Although the Democrats lost the presidency to Rich-

ard M. Nixon in 1968, they controlled the Senate until 

1981. In 1973 the Senate Select Committee on Presidential 

Campaign Activities investigated Nixon’s involvement 

in the cover-up of the 1972 break-in at the Democratic 

Party’s National Committee offi  ce in the Watergate 

complex. Chaired by Senator Samuel J. Ervin, the select 

committee’s fi ndings led to the initiation of impeach-

ment proceedings in the House of Representatives. In 

early August 1974, prominent Republicans, including 

Senate Minority Leader Hugh Scott, Senator Barry 

Goldwater, and House Minority Leader John Rhodes, 

informed Nixon that he did not have the party support 

in either house of Congress to remain in offi  ce. Rather 

than face a trial in the Senate, Nixon resigned prior to an 

impeachment vote in the House. 

 The Modern Senate 

 From 1981 to 1987, the Republicans controlled the Senate 

and supported White House policy under President Ron-

ald Reagan. During this period, the Senate began televis-

ing fl oor debates. Televised hearings, however, continued 

to captivate followers of politics, especially after the Dem-

ocrats regained the Senate in 1987 and conducted hearings 

on the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations. 

 In 1987 the House and Senate held joint hearings to 

investigate the Iran-Contra aff air. Later that year, sena-

tors grilled conservative Supreme Court nominee Rob-

ert Bork, before defeating his appointment. Nominated 

for defense secretary in 1989, retired Republican senator 

John G. Tower suff ered a humiliating rejection from his 

former Senate colleagues, and in 1991 Clarence Th omas 

survived the Judiciary Committee’s scrutiny of his Su-

preme Court nomination despite allegations of sexual 

harassment by his former staff  member Anita Hill. 

In  1992, the “Year of the Woman,” female candidates 

won elections nationwide, including fi ve seats in the 

Senate, with Carol Moseley Braun serving as the fi rst 

African American woman senator. President Bill Clin-

ton’s early domestic policy initiatives, such as the Family 

and Medical Leave Act (1993), refl ected the infl uence of 

mothers serving in Congress. In 1994, however, the “Re-

publican revolution” brought the Senate under conserva-

tive rule, and Republicans thwarted Clinton’s legislative 

agenda while they investigated his public and personal 

activities. 

 In December 1998, the House of Representatives 

passed two articles of impeachment against Clinton: 

lying under oath and obstruction of justice regarding a 

1994 sexual harassment case and an aff air with the White 

House intern Monica Lewinsky. With Chief Justice Wil-

liam H. Rehnquist presiding, the Senate convened as a 

court of impeachment in January 1999. Although several 

Democratic senators voiced objections to Clinton’s be-

havior, on February 12 every Democrat, as well as a few 

moderate Republicans, voted for his acquittal. 

 Th e 1990s closed with a divided Senate, bruised from 

in-fi ghting and media reports criticizing the infl uence of 

lobbyists in Washington. While it did not reduce can-

didate spending, the 2002 McCain-Feingold Campaign 

Finance Bill limited “soft money” contributions and 
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regulated the broadcast of issue ads. Th e bipartisan eff ort 

demonstrated that Republican and Democratic senators 

could work together to achieve common goals, although 

they rarely chose to do so. 

 Th e September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks provided an 

opportunity to unite the Senate in support of national 

security policies. Shortly after 9/11, Congress adopted the 

controversial USA Patriot Act, increasing federal law-

enforcement and intelligence-gathering capabilities to the 

possible detriment of civil liberties. Th e October 2001 an-

thrax attack on the Hart Senate Offi  ce Building prompted 

senators and staff ers to work together to eliminate vulner-

abilities in the Capitol complex. But soon tensions esca-

lated, as senators sparred over the ongoing war in Iraq. 

 Despite instances of acrimony throughout its history, 

the Senate has maintained a more cordial environment 

than the much larger House of Representatives. Insti-

tutional rules keep tempers in check, although lapses in 

demeanor occur. However strained, friendships “across 

the aisle” do exist and are helpful in forging compro-

mises prior to important votes. In the years ahead, the 

Senate will continue to shape American society as long 

as thoughtful deliberation remains the institution’s most 

distinguishing feature. 

  See also  House of Representatives; presidency; 

Supreme Court .
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 slavery 

 Slavery was deeply entrenched in the early United States, 

and its overthrow is one of the epic stories of the nation’s 

history. It is tempting to believe that the problem of slav-

ery was destined to haunt American politics from the 

very moment that the Declaration of Independence an-

nounced that “all men are created equal” and “endowed 

by their Creator with certain unalienable rights” includ-

ing liberty, but those words might have remained dead on 

the page if both black and white Americans opposed to 

slavery had not struggled together to give them an anti-

slavery meaning in the political arena. From the end of 

the American Revolution onward, the ebb and fl ow of 

the slavery controversy in politics can be roughly divided 

into four general periods: the republican era, leading up 

to the Missouri Compromise; the Jacksonian era, from 

the Missouri Compromise to the Mexican-American 

War; the years of sectional crisis, from the Mexican War 

to the secession of the southern states; and the fi nal 

chapter, of Civil War and emancipation. 

 Many Northerners in the 1840s and 1850s thought 

that a “slave power” had come to dominate American 

politics. Although some historians have dismissed that 

idea as a paranoid fantasy, slaveholders actually did wield 

political power from the start to protect their controver-

sial interest in human property. Accommodating slave-

holders’ concerns, the framers of the U.S. Constitution 

included three clauses that off ered thinly veiled protec-

tions to slaveholders: the Th ree-Fifths Clause mandated 

that the enslaved population count in a fractional ratio 

for purposes of determining representation in the U.S. 

House of Representatives; the Fugitive Slave Clause pre-

vented “persons bound to labor” from acquiring their 

freedom by virtue of escaping to another state; and the 

Slave Trade Clause prevented the U.S. Congress from 

prohibiting the importation of foreign slaves until 1808. 

 Th e Th ree-Fifths and Slave Trade Clauses were not 

pure concessions to slaveholders. Southern delegates 

wanted slaves to count fully for purposes of represen-

tation, and while the slaveholders from South Carolina 
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and Georgia wanted to protect slave importation, many 

in the Upper South would have preferred an immedi-

ate ban. Although American slaveholders united to de-

fend their claims to human property (as in the Fugitive 

Slave Clause), they disagreed among themselves over an 

array of secondary issues relating to slavery (as in the de-

bates over slave importation before 1810 and again in the 

1850s). In the framing of the Constitution, they compro-

mised for the sake of union. 

 The Republican Era: 1789–1821 

 Th e northern and southern states followed diff erent 

paths in the republican era that followed the American 

Revolution. Slavery slowly disappeared in the North 

through judicial fi at, state legislation mandating gradual 

emancipation, private acts of manumission, and the sale 

of slaves to the South. Free black communities emerged 

in northern towns and cities from Boston to Phila-

delphia, where they endured legal discrimination and 

customary prejudice and, with few exceptions, were rel-

egated to the lowest rungs of the economic ladder. Free 

black northerners banded together in “African” mutual 

aid societies and independent churches, which were the 

earliest stronghold of radical abolitionism in the United 

States. 

But i n the southern states, slavery weathered the re-

publican storm. Manumission signifi cantly increased the 

free black population in Maryland and Virginia before 

new legal restrictions made it more diffi  cult for owners 

to free their slaves. As to bacco and rice growers regained 

their economic footing on the Atlantic seaboard, bur-

geoning demand for short-staple cotton in the industrial 

centers of British textile manufacturing gave a powerful 

boost to the use of slave labor in the southern interior 

from the Carolina upcountry to the lower Mississippi 

River valley. Th e number of slaves in the country dou-

bled between 1790 and 1820, and several new slave states 

(Kentucky, Tennessee, Louisiana, Alabama, and Missis-

sippi) joined the Union. Th irty years after the ratifi ca-

tion of the Constitution, those who hoped that slavery 

would evaporate in the new United States were sorely 

disappointed. 

 During this early republican period, the two main 

points of contention over slavery at the national level 

were the regulation of U.S. participation in the Atlan-

tic slave trade and the status of slavery in new territo-

ries. Th omas Jeff erson’s fi rst draft of the Declaration of 

Independence had accused King George III of waging 

“cruel war against human nature itself ” by protecting 

the slave trade; the Continental Congress cut the accu-

sation out of the fi nal version. Most of the states pro-

hibited foreign slave importation after independence, 

although South Carolina’s temporary lifting of its state 

ban in 1804 allowed traders to import tens of thou-

sands of African slaves before Congress exercised its 

constitutional power to end slave importation in 1808. 

Highly publicized cases of slave smuggling into the 

Gulf South after the War of 1812 prompted Congress to 

pass a series of reforms between 1818 and 1820 that au-

thorized the U.S. Navy to suppress illegal slave trading 

on the African coast and defi ned such trading as piracy 

punishable by death. But not until the Civil War, with 

the execution of Nathaniel Gordon in 1862, was capital 

punishment used as a sentence in the United States for 

participation in the illegal slave trade. Congress also 

tried to stop U.S. citizens from participating in the 

slave trade between Africa and foreign countries begin-

ning with an anti–slave trade law in 1794, but fragmen-

tary evidence suggests that the legislative eff ort to stop 

such activity was ineff ective. Despite British naval and 

diplomatic pressure, Atlantic slave trading persisted as 

a shadowy sector of the American economy well into 

the nineteenth century. 

 More controversial was the issue of slavery’s west-

ern expansion. Th e Continental Congress prohibited 

slavery in the Northwest Territory in 1787 but allowed 

it in the territory south of the Ohio River, implicitly 

drawing a line between free and slave territories in the 

trans-Appalachian West. In 1798 and in 1803, Congress 

debated the status of slavery in the Mississippi and Or-

leans territories, respectively, allowing slaveholding but 

not foreign slave importation in both places. 

 Th ree decades of simmering confl ict over the geo-

graphic extension of slavery boiled over in 1819 when 

Missouri, a slave-owning territory, applied for state-

hood. For the fi rst time, northern opponents of slav-

ery blocked the introduction of a state rather than a 

territory, raising a new and explosive constitutional 

question. Th omas Jeff erson called it “a fi rebell in the 

night.” Led by Congressman Rufus King of New York, 

northeastern representatives in the House tapped into 

a genuine wellspring of antislavery sentiment among 

their constituents, for whom slavery was now a potent 

metaphor for oppression rather than a day-to-day real-

ity. Th ey saw the prospect of slavery fl ourishing in the 

“empire of liberty” west of the Mississippi as a betrayal 

of American ideals. But unionism prevailed. Th e Mis-

souri Compromise welcomed Missouri as a slave state 
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and Maine as a free state, thereby preserving sectional 

balance in the U.S. Senate, and drew a line between 

free and slave territories elsewhere in the Louisiana Pur-

chase at 36° 30  latitude. For a generation, this agree-

ment bought sectional peace on the question of slavery’s 

expansion. 

 The Jacksonian Era: 1822–45 

 Th e Missouri crisis also revealed the danger of antago-

nistic sectional interests in national politics. One solu-

tion, as New York’s “little magician” Martin Van Buren 

rec ognized, was to forge a national political coalition 

around the shared interests of people in the north ern 

and southern states. Rising to power with the election of 

the slave-owning planter and military hero Andrew Jack-

son in 1828, Van Buren’s Democratic Party pursued an 

 anti- antislavery position consistent with its principles of 

limited government. Th e Democrats refused to continue 

federal support for the gradual emancipationist African 

Colonization Society, which had been granted a de facto 

subsidy through the 1819 slave trade law. Th e Democrats 

sustained a “gag rule” in the House of Representatives 

from 1836 to 1844 that prevented debate on petitions 

relating to slavery. As proponents of a strong national 

government and moral reform, the northern wing of the 

Whig Party was less ideologically hostile to antislavery 

than the Democrats. (Returning to Congress as a Mas-

sachusetts Whig, John Quincy Adams became the lead-

ing opponent of the gag rule in the House.) Yet for the 

Whigs, too, the task of winning national elections re-

quired the muffl  ing of antislavery tendencies so as not to 

alienate its southern constituency. Th e Jacksonian two-

party system thus repolarized national politics around 

issues other than slavery. 

 Yet the progress of antislavery ideas and organizations 

in northern civil society made it diffi  cult for the two-

party system to keep the lid on the slavery issue. Th e 

slave population continued to increase and, although the 

United States had legally withdrawn from the Atlantic 

slave trade, a new interstate slave trade carried enslaved 

people from the Upper South to the Deep South. Th e 

image of slave traders marching coffl  es of chained slaves 

through the District of Columbia became a staple of 

abolitionist propaganda. Th e American Colonization 

Society (ACS) and its program for gradual emancipation 

came under intense fi re from both port and starboard. 

Free black Northerners and their radical white abolition-

ist allies assailed the ACS as a proslavery trick, while pro-

slavery ideologues in the South regarded it as impractical 

at best and, at worst, a Trojan horse of state-sponsored 

abolition. 

 As the promise of gradual emancipation faded, some 

white Northerners sought a clean break with slavery. 

Inspired by perfectionist ideas emanating from the Sec-

ond Great Awakening, a radical abolitionist movement 

sprang up in the 1830s under the banner of William 

Lloyd Garrison’s Boston-based newspaper, the  Liberator . 
Th e radical abolitionists regarded slavery as a terrible sin, 

advocated immediate emancipation, and rejected the 

colonization of freed people outside the United States. 

After Garrison and other leading abolitionists organized 

the American Anti-Slavery Society (AAAS) in 1833, state 

and local chapters proliferated in the northern states, 

much to the horror of southern slaveholders and their 

“doughface” northern allies. 

 Th e abolitionist movement launched two campaigns 

in the mid-1830s that tested the American political sys-

tem’s tolerance for antislavery dissent. Th e fi rst came in 

1835, when the wealthy New York merchant Lewis Tap-

pan orchestrated a scheme to use the national postal sys-

tem to fl ood the southern states with AAAS propaganda, 

including a children’s gazette called  Th e Slave’s Friend . 

Angry mobs seized the off ending literature from many 

southern post offi  ces and burned it on the pretext of pro-

tecting public safety, prompting abolitionists to protest 

against interference with the mail and the violation of 

free speech. Buoyed by the publicity garnered through 

the postal campaign, the AAAS launched a petition 

drive designed to demonstrate northern support for the 

abolition of slavery and the slave trade in the District of 

Columbia. It was this petition drive that provoked the 

House of Representatives to initiate the gag rule. 

 Th e end of the decade witnessed a schism in the aboli-

tionist movement, pitting those who wanted to press the 

slavery issue in the political arena against the Garrisonian 

faction, who wanted nothing to do with politics what-

soever. (Garrison would eventually denounce the U.S. 

Constitution as a “covenant with death.”) Supported by 

the splinter group American and Foreign Antislavery 

Society, the political wing of abolitionism launched the 

Liberty Party in 1840, running former ACS agent James 

Birney as a candidate for president. Although Birney 

won only 7,000 votes in 1840 and 62,000 votes in 1844, 

the Liberty Party did articulate an antislavery alternative 

to the Jacksonian party system. 

 Events beyond the nation’s borders bolstered Jack-

sonian-era antislavery. Abolitionists celebrated British 

West Indian emancipation in the 1830s, even though the 
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British government paid 20 million to slaveholders. In 

1839 northeastern abolitionists rallied to the defense of a 

group of Africans who had commandeered a Spanish sla-

ver, the  Amistad.  Th e Africans were captured by a U.S. 

naval vessel off  the coast of Long Island, New York, as 

they tried to sail back to Sierra Leone. Th eir case was 

litigated all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, which 

ruled, in 1841, that they had been illegally enslaved in vio-

lation of Spanish law and treaty obligations. Later that 

year, a ship called the  Creole  carrying slaves from Rich-

mond, Virginia, to New Orleans was also commandeered 

by its human cargo, who sailed the vessel to the Baha-

mas, where they were liberated. In a striking contrast to 

the  Amistad  case, the United States demanded that the 

slaves be returned to their owners. Joshua Giddings, an 

antislavery Whig representative from Ohio, introduced a 

resolution declaring the slaves’ revolt to be legal and the 

government’s eff ort to recover them dishonorable. He 

was censured by the House, resigned his seat, and was 

promptly reelected by his constituents. 

 As the British stepped up their campaign against 

the Atlantic slave trade, the United States steadfastly 

refused to allow the Royal Navy to search American 

vessels suspected of “blackbirding.” Instead, the Webster-

Ashburton Treaty of 1842 committed the United States 

to maintaining a naval patrol off  the West African coast 

to “act in concert and cooperation” with the British navy 

in the suppression of the Atlantic slave trade. Th e results 

were unimpressive, as American naval vessels in the West 

Africa Squadron captured only 36 slavers between 1843 

and 1861. 

 Until the mid-1840s, Whigs and Democrats avoided 

the issue of slavery’s expansion. When Texas won inde-

pendence from Mexico in 1836, Democratic leaders ini-

tially defl ected pressure to annex the new republic. After 

Van Buren’s defeat in 1840, William Henry Harrison, 

a Whig, would undoubtedly have kept Texas at arm’s 

length, but his untimely death catapulted the idiosyn-

cratic Virginian John Tyler to the presidency. After Tyler 

clashed with his own party, he seized on Texas annexa-

tion as a way to rally southern Democrats behind him. 

In 1844 Secretary of State John C. Calhoun, who openly 

feared British abolitionist infl uence in Texas, negotiated 

an annexation treaty that was defeated by an alliance of 

Whigs and northern Democrats in the Senate. Th e lead-

ing candidates for the presidency—Martin Van Buren 

for the Democrats and Henry Clay for the Whigs—came 

out against annexation. Southern Democrats retaliated 

against Van Buren by denying him the party’s nomina-

tion, which was extended to a relatively obscure former 

governor of Tennessee, James K. Polk, who supported 

the annexation of Texas as well as the acquisition of the 

Oregon Territory with a northern border of 54°40 . Polk 

edged out Clay in the general election, Texas entered the 

Union as a slave state the following year, and, shortly 

after, a boundary dispute with Mexico fl amed into war. 

 Some historians suggest that the Liberty Party’s 15,000 

votes in New York tipped the 1844 election to Polk, thus 

initiating a chain of events that returned slavery to the 

center of American politics—just not in the way that 

Liberty Party supporters had imagined. Th is great “what 

if  ?” supposes that Clay would have won those 15,000 

votes in the absence of the Liberty Party, when it is at 

least plausible that those voters would have stayed home 

rather than cast a ballot for the slave-owning Kentuck-

ian. Blaming the Liberty Party also overlooks other fac-

tors, from electoral fraud to the Democrats’ popularity 

among immigrants, that contributed to Clay’s defeat. 

 Slavery and the Sectional Crisis: 1846–60 

 Th e Mexican-American War was both a partisan and a 

sectional issue. Whigs opposed the war; many North-

erners regarded it as a land grab for the southern “Slave 

Power.” Th ree months into the war, David Wilmot, a 

Pennsylvania Democrat, moved to defl ect this criticism 

by proposing to prohibit slavery in any territory acquired 

from Mexico. (It should be noted that Mexico abolished 

slavery in 1829, so Wilmot’s measure would simply have 

preserved the legal status quo.) Th e Wilmot Proviso, as 

it became known, passed the House with nearly unani-

mous support from northern congressmen in both par-

ties, but it failed in the Senate, where southern power 

was stronger. Congress put the proviso through the same 

paces in 1847, and the war ended with no agreement on 

the status of slavery in the vast territory acquired in the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which the Senate ratifi ed 

early in 1848. 

 Committed to prohibiting slavery wherever constitu-

tionally permissible, a coalition of Democratic “Barn-

burners,” Conscience Whigs, and holdovers from the 

Liberty Party organized the Free Soil Party, nominating 

Van Buren for president and Charles Francis Adams 

for vice president. Th e Free Soil Party won more than 

290,000 votes (14 percent of the popular vote in the 

North), with its strongest support coming in the ticket’s 

home states of New York and Massachusetts. Th e party 

did not win any electoral votes, and its eff ect on the out-

come of the election was murky, but it did contribute 
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to a crucial shift in the emphasis of antislavery politics 

toward concern for the rights of free white Northerners 

rather than the wrongs done to southern slaves. 

 Th irty years after the Missouri crisis, another storm 

gathered around the issue of slavery. To slaveholders’ 

chagrin, the Whig president Zachary Taylor, a Louisi-

ana slaveholder, supported the admission of gold-mad 

California as a free state. Th e status of slavery in the rest 

of the Mexican cession remained in dispute. Antislavery 

Northerners wanted to abolish slavery in the District of 

Columbia, while proslavery Southerners wanted more 

rigorous enforcement of the Constitution’s Fugitive 

Slave Clause. Some radical southern politicians went so 

far as to threaten disunion if the North did not accede 

to their demands. After Congress rejected an “omnibus” 

bill designed by Clay to resolve all these issues at once, 

the torch passed to Illinois Democratic senator Ste-

phen A. Douglas, who broke up the various elements 

of Clay’s bill and navigated each one separately through 

Congress. 

 Th e so-called Compromise of 1850 passed, even 

though only a small band of compromisers supported the 

whole package. Th ey allied with a sectional bloc to form 

a slim majority on each measure. Th e territorial issue was 

solved by admitting California as a free state while ef-

fectively adopting the principle of “popular sovereignty” 

elsewhere in the New Mexico and Utah territories. Th is 

solution blunted the appeal of the Free Soil Party. Most 

Barnburners returned to the Democratic Party, and the 

Free Soil vote dropped by almost 50 percent from 1848 to 

1852. Congress also banned the slave trade but not slave 

owning in the District of Columbia; the district’s slave 

traders moved their pens outside the city and carried on 

business as usual. 

 Th e most controversial piece of legislation was the 

new Fugitive Slave Act. It was designed to counteract 

northern states’ “personal liberty laws,” which gave free 

black Northerners due process protections and, in many 

cases, prohibited state offi  cials from participating in the 

recovery of fugitive slaves. Th e Fugitive Slave Act cre-

ated a new cadre of federal “commissioners” with the au-

thority to arrest runaway slaves and return them to their 

owners. Th e commissioners had a fi nancial incentive to 

determine that seized persons belonged to those who 

claimed them. Northerners could be deputized by the 

commissioners to help enforce the law and were subject 

to fi nes and punishment if they refused. 

 Th ese terms infl amed antislavery public opinion in 

the North. Abolitionists pledged civil disobedience and 

resistance, and many black Northerners fl ed to Canada. 

Dozens of alleged fugitives were captured in the year fol-

lowing the passage of the law, and, in a few celebrated 

incidents, vigilance committees tried to rescue them. Th e 

most famous case occurred in Boston in 1854, when the 

administration of President Franklin Pierce deployed 

federal troops to safeguard the return of a fugitive slave 

named Anthony Burns to Virginia. Th e “Slave Power” 

had camped in the North. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s  Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin , written as a protest against the law, was seri-

alized in Gamaliel Bailey’s antislavery newspaper  Th e Na-
tional Era  in 1851–52 and became a worldwide best-seller. 

Southern slaveholders were taken aback. Th ey viewed 

the return of fugitive slaves as a solemn constitutional 

obligation, and they were aghast at northern antislavery 

appeals to a “higher law than the Constitution,” in the 

explosive words of New York’s Whig senator William 

Seward. 

 Despite the furor over the Fugitive Slave Act, it was 

the revival of the territorial issue that killed off  the Sec-

ond Party System. In 1854, hoping to win support for his 

preferred transcontinental railroad route, Douglas intro-

duced legislation to organize the Kansas and Nebraska 

territories and allow the people of each to decide the sta-

tus of slavery for themselves. Although the Utah and New 

Mexico territories had been organized on the principle of 

popular sovereignty four years earlier, Douglas’s extension 

of the principle to Kansas and Nebraska proved explosive 

because it meant overturning the Missouri Compromise. 

Th e Kansas-Nebraska bill divided both major parties 

along sectional lines, but with enough support from pro-

Douglas northern Democrats it passed. If the Democrats 

split over Kansas and Nebraska, the Whigs fell apart. 

Southern Whigs had been trounced by the Democrats in 

the 1852 and 1853 elections, and the Kansas-Nebraska de-

bates fi nally convinced them to cut loose from the north-

ern wing of their party. Riding a wave of anti-immigrant 

sentiment, the Know-Nothing Party enjoyed some popu-

larity in local and state elections in 1855 and 1856 as an 

alternative to the Whigs, but it crashed on the politics of 

slavery just as the Whigs had done. 

 Antislavery backlash against the Kansas-Nebraska 

legislation coalesced in the Republican Party, which 

emerged in the 1856 elections as the leading rival to the 

Democrats in the North. Running on a platform that 

condemned “the twin relics of barbarism—Polygamy, 

and Slavery,” John Frémont, the Republican presidential 

candidate, won 11 northern states and almost 40 percent 

of the electoral vote. 
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 Radical southern politicians, often known as “fi re-

eaters,” advocated an aggressively proslavery agenda 

through the 1850s. Some fi re-eaters hoped to force the 

Democratic Party to give in to proslavery interests; others 

hoped to create a new southern party and ultimately sever 

the slave states from the Union. Th eir platform included 

rigid enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act, a federal 

slave code to protect slaveholders’ special property rights, 

the extension of slavery into the western territories, the 

annexation of Cuba, support for fi libusters in Central 

America, and the reopening of the African slave trade 

to the United States. Th ey promoted southern nation-

alism with calls for railroads, colleges, and a literature 

unique to the South. Proslavery ideologues painted the 

abolitionists as fanatics and slavery as humane. Assert-

ing that southern slaves were treated well, they taunted 

northern and British abolitionists for ignoring the dire 

plight of wage workers. Some pointed to the emerging 

utopian socialist movement as proof of the failure of 

free society. 

 Th e sectional crisis deepened in the late 1850s. First, 

popular sovereignty in the Kansas territory led to a de-

bacle. Violence erupted between proslavery and anti-

slavery factions, punctuated in May 1856 by the murder 

of fi ve men at Pottawatomie Creek by John Brown and 

his sons. Th e violence spilled onto the fl oor of the Sen-

ate, where Preston Brooks, a representative from South 

Carolina, caned Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner 

for insulting his cousin, South Carolina senator An-

drew Butler, during a speech on the atrocities in Kansas. 

When pro- and antislavery forces in Kansas submitted 

rival state constitutions to Congress in 1858, President 

James Buchanan supported the proslavery version, but 

Douglas saw it as fraudulent and opposed it. An alliance 

of Douglas Democrats and Republicans in the House 

defeated the proslavery constitution, outraging southern 

Democrats. Th e Supreme Court added fuel to the fi re 

early in 1857, ruling in  Dred Scott v. Sandford  that the due 

process clause of the Constitution prevented Congress 

from prohibiting slavery in the territories. Th e decision 

undermined Douglas’s preferred solution of popular sov-

ereignty; Abraham Lincoln and many other Republicans 

thought that it paved the way for the nationalization of 

slavery. 

 Th en, in the fall of 1859, John Brown attempted to 

seize the federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, and 

incite a slave insurrection. Federal troops under Robert E. 

Lee quashed the revolt. Brown was captured, tried, and 

executed for treason. Widespread northern admiration 

for Brown after his hanging convinced many white 

Southerners that the Union was an empty shell. 

 Slavery dominated the election of 1860. Nominating 

the relatively obscure Lincoln as its presidential candi-

date, the Republican Party opposed any expansion of 

slavery into the western territories. In a bid to expand 

support in the Lower North, the Republicans also 

broadened their economic agenda to include a protec-

tive tariff , a homestead act, and federal aid for internal 

improvements. Th e Democrats fractured, with Doug-

las at the head of a northern ticket pledged to support 

popular sovereignty and Kentucky’s John Breckenridge 

at the head of a southern ticket determined to protect 

slavery in federal territory. Conservative former Whigs 

organized the Constitutional Union Party with the bold 

platform of upholding the Constitution and enforcing 

the law. Th ey nominated John Bell of Tennessee for 

president and Edward Everett from Massachusetts for 

vice president in a last-ditch eff ort to hold the country 

together by ignoring the divisions over slavery. 

 Lincoln won a majority of the popular vote in the 

North and the electoral votes of every northern state 

except New Jersey, which he split with Douglas. Breck-

enridge won the Lower South, plus Delaware and Mary-

land. Bell won Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, while 

Douglas won only Missouri. Th e upshot was that Lincoln 

won the presidency without a single electoral vote from 

the slave states; a northern party had risen to national 

power on an antislavery platform. Despite Lincoln’s as-

surances that the Republicans would not seek to abolish 

slavery in the states where it already existed, many white 

Southerners believed that Lincoln’s election portended 

the death of slavery in the Union one way or another. 

 Secession, the Civil War, and Emancipation: 1861–65 

 Secession was intended to protect slavery, but it had 

the opposite eff ect. By leaving the Union and daring 

the North to stop them, southern secessionists invited 

a terrible war that led, by its own logic, to emancipa-

tion. “Th ey have sowed the wind and must reap the 

whirlwind,” refl ected William Tecumseh Sherman in the 

middle of the Civil War. Seven states in the Lower South 

seceded between late December 1860 and early Febru-

ary 1861, and another four joined the Confederacy in the 

two months after Fort Sumter. Th e decision to secede 

was fi ercely contested within the South. Opposition 

tended to come either from ultraconservative planters 

who valued prudence above all, or from the spokesmen 

for regions that had little stake in slavery, such as western 
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Virginia, eastern Tennessee, and northern Alabama. Four 

border slave states (Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and 

Missouri) remained in the Union, providing some coun-

terweight to abolitionist pressures during the war. But 

with the slaveholders’ power greatly diminished and the 

Democrats in a minority, Lincoln and the Republican 

Congress implemented an antislavery agenda: admitting 

Kansas as a free state, recognizing Haiti, prosecuting il-

legal Atlantic slave traders, and abolishing slavery (and 

compensating slaveholders) in the District of Columbia. 

 At the beginning of the war, however, Lincoln was 

careful to honor his promise not to challenge slavery in 

the states where it existed. He did not think that secession 

abrogated the Constitution’s protections for slavery in the 

states. Moreover, keeping the loyalty of northern Demo-

crats and white men in the border slave states required 

political caution. So when General David Hunter took it 

upon himself in May 1862 to declare all the slaves in South 

Carolina, Georgia, and Florida free, Lincoln revoked the 

order, earning the wrath of northern abolitionists. 

 Union policy nevertheless moved toward eman-

cipation. It was spurred on by enslaved people them-

selves, who risked life and limb to make their way to 

the Union Army. General Benjamin Butler was the fi rst 

to turn slaves’ status as property against their owners, 

declaring fugitives to be “contraband of war” in May 
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1861 and putting them to work at Fortress Monroe in 

Virginia. Invoking military necessity, the Union con-

tinued to counterpunch against slavery, passing a Con-

fi scation Act in August 1861 that freed slaves who were 

employed in the service of the Confederacy, then pass-

ing a Second Confi scation Act in July 1862 that freed 

the slaves of persons actively engaged in the rebellion. 

Th e Emancipation Proclamation continued this trajec-

tory, freeing slaves in all territories still in rebellion as 

of January 1, 1863. Although it is true that the Emanci-

pation Proclamation did not free a single person at the 

moment it was promulgated, it did have the momentous 

eff ect of transforming the Union Army into an instru-

ment of emancipation as the war dragged on. Moreover, 

the Proclamation authorized the employment of black 

men in the army and navy, even if black soldiers would 

still have to wrestle their own government for equal pay 

with white soldiers and the opportunity to see combat. 

Lincoln’s resounding victory over McLellan and the Re-

publican landslide in Congress in the election of 1864 

confi rmed the war’s abolitionist turn. Slavery crumbled 

in the Union as well as in the Confederacy. Unionist 

governments in Arkansas and Louisiana abolished slav-

ery in 1864, as did Maryland; Missouri and Tennessee 

followed suit early in 1865. In January of that year, the 

House approved a constitutional amendment abolishing 

slavery, but it was not until December that the Th ir-

teenth Amendment was ratifi ed. 

 Th e end of slavery raised crucial questions about the 

status of the country’s 4 million freed people: Would 

they be citizens? What rights would they have? What did 

society and government owe to them? Emancipation did 

not end the labor problem that gave rise to slavery in the 

fi rst place, nor did it wipe away the stain of racism that 

slavery left behind. As in other postemancipation socie-

ties in the Atlantic world, former slaveholders replaced 

slavery with an array of coercive labor practices ranging 

from debt peonage to convict labor. Freed people faced a 

ferocious campaign of racist terror and violence waged by 

former Confederates embittered by military defeat and 

the upheaval of social and political Reconstruction. Th e 

reaction against emancipation practically eviscerated the 

Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments until the black 

freedom movement after World War II ended Jim Crow. 

Unmoored from the struggle against chattel slavery, an-

tislavery rhetoric has drifted through American politics 

like a ghost ship, reappearing out of the fog in struggles 

over prostitution, unions, women’s rights, communism, 

and the reserve clause in baseball. 

 It is impossible to tally the whole cost of slavery and 

its vicious legacies to the United States, but the reckon-

ing continues. In July 2008, the U.S. House of Represen-

tatives passed a nonbinding resolution apologizing for 

“the fundamental injustice, cruelty, brutality, and inhu-

manity of slavery and Jim Crow.” As William Faulkner 

wrote, “Th e past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Today 

the United States and the world community confront 

new manifestations of slavery in its modern guises of 

“human traffi  cking” and severe forms of sex and labor 

exploitation. 

  See also  abolitionism; African Americans and politics; civil 

rights; Civil War and Reconstruction; sectional confl ict and 

secession; segregation and Jim Crow. 
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 A D A M  R OT H M A N 

 Social Security 

 Social Security refers to the program of old-age insurance, 

subsequently broadened to include survivors (1939) and 

disability insurance (1956), that President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt initiated on August 14, 1935, by signing the 

Social Security Act. Old-age insurance began as a feder-

ally administered program in which the government col-

lected equal contributions of 1 percent of the fi rst $3,000 

of an employee’s wages from employers and employees, 

and paid pensions to the employees on their retire-

ment. Since 1951 the program has experienced enormous 

growth, and in 2005 some 48,445,900 Americans, more 

than the combined populations of California and New 

Jersey, received benefi ts from the Social Security pro-

gram. Th at year the program collected more than $700 

billion from payroll taxes—about as much revenue as the 

gross domestic product of the Netherlands—and spent a 

little more than $500 billion on benefi ts. 

 Legislative Origins 

 In June 1934, President Roosevelt asked Labor Secre-

tary Frances Perkins to chair a cabinet-level Commit-

tee on Economic Security that, together with a staff  

headed by two Wisconsin state government offi  cials, 

made the crucial decision to recommend a federal so-

cial insurance program for old age, fi nanced through 

payroll taxes. Th e president contrasted this contribu-

tory approach favorably with other currently popular 

plans, such as Francis Townsend’s proposals to pay ev-

eryone over age 60 a pension of $200 dollars a month. 

When the president’s plan was introduced to Congress 

in January 1935, the old-age insurance portions of the 

legislation (the proposed legislation contained many 

features, including federal aid to the states for public 

assistance and a state-run unemployment compensa-

tion program) received an indiff erent reception. Con-

gressmen objected to the fact that the program would 

not pay regular benefi ts until 1942 and would exclude 

those already past retirement age. Members from pre-

dominantly agricultural districts realized that old-age 

insurance meant almost nothing to their constituents 

who, because the program was limited to industrial and 

commercial workers, would not be eligible to partici-

pate. Th e president, bolstered by the favorable results 

of the 1934 elections, resisted congressional attempts to 

abandon social insurance in favor of noncontributory 

welfare grants to the elderly and to  permit those with 

liberal private pension plans to withdraw from Social 

Security. 

 Getting Established: 1936–50 

 Social Security surfaced as a campaign issue in 1936, 

when Republican candidate Alfred Landon criticized 

the program as “unjust, unworkable, stupidly drafted, 

and wastefully fi nanced.” In response to his criticism, 

President Roosevelt agreed to a plan, passed by Con-

gress in 1939, to reduce the amount of money held in 

reserve to fi nance benefi ts, to initiate benefi ts earlier 

than planned, and to include special benefi ts for work-

ers’ wives and for the dependents of workers who died 

before retirement age. Th e 1939 amendments contained 

the implicit assumption that men participated in the 

labor force and women did not. Dependent wives but 

not dependent husbands received spousal benefi ts, and 

a benefi t went to widows of covered workers but not 

to widowers. Widows received only three-quarters of a 

basic benefi t. Not until 1983 were these gender distinc-

tions lifted from the law. 
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 Despite the 1939 amendments, Social Security did not 

gain great popularity. Instead, it remained a relatively ne-

glected program. In 1940, for example, even before the 

nation’s entrance into World War II, the United States 

spent more on veterans’ payments and workers’ compen-

sation than it did on old-age and survivors’ insurance. 

Even in the area of old-age security, social insurance—a 

federal program—played a distinctly secondary role to 

welfare—a state and local program. Th e average monthly 

welfare benefi t was $42 in 1949, although with consider-

able variance from state to state, compared with an aver-

age Social Security benefi t of $25. As late as 1950, more 

than twice as many people were on state welfare rolls 

receiving old-age assistance as were receiving retirement 

benefi ts from the federal government under Social Secu-

rity. Th roughout the 1940s, Congress felt little pressure 

to expand the program and, as a consequence, repeatedly 

refused to raise payroll taxes, increase benefi t levels, or 

expand coverage. 

 Th e situation changed with the 1950 amendments, 

which expanded coverage and raised benefi ts. Th e 

amendments were the result of a report by an advisory 

committee in 1948 that argued that the nation could ei-

ther rely on welfare, which the council portrayed as de-

meaning since it required recipients to prove they were 

poor and induced a state of dependency, or on social 

 insurance, which, according to the council, reinforced 

“the interest of the individual in helping himself.” 

 On August 28, 1950, after lengthy congressional hear-

ings, the recommendations of the advisory council be-

came law. Th e 1950 amendments raised average benefi ts 

by 77 percent and broke the impasse over Social Security 

taxes. Congress agreed to raise the tax level to 3 percent 

and to increase the taxable wage base (the amount of earn-

ings on which taxes were paid) from $3,000 to $3,600. 

In addition, the amendments brought new groups, such 

as self-employed businessmen, into the Social Security 

system. Th e ranks of Social Security supporters included 

labor unions and liberal Democrats, whose standing was 

boosted in 1948 with President Truman’s surprising re-

election, the revival of Democratic control of Congress, 

and the election of Social Security supporters such as 

Paul Douglas of Illinois. Th ese factors helped change the 

congressional mood from indiff erence to a willingness to 

expand the system. 

 The Golden Age of Social Security 

 Stalled in the 1940s, Social Security became a popular 

program in the 1950s. Expanded coverage encouraged 

more congressmen to take an interest. Prosperity enabled 

the program to collect more money than Depression-era 

planners had predicted. As a result, increased benefi ts 

were legislated in 1952, 1954, 1956, and 1958. Social Secu-

rity surpassed welfare in popularity and in the generosity 

of its benefi ts. Th e only real test the program faced came 

with the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952. He 

expressed an interest in looking at alternatives to Social 

Security, and he was encouraged by the Chamber of 

Commerce, representatives from the insurance industry, 

and some Republican congressmen. By 1954, however, 

Eisenhower had decided to reject the advice to change the 

system to a fl at benefi t paid out to everyone. In Septem-

ber 1954, the president proposed and secured passage of a 

law preserving the existing system, raising benefi t levels, 

and extending Social Security coverage to farmers. 

 During Eisenhower’s fi rst term, the creation of dis-

ability benefi ts became the major issue in Social Security 

politics. Liberals wanted to expand the system to pay 

benefi ts to people who had dropped out of the labor force 

before the normal retirement age because of a functional 

limitation or impairment. Conservatives worried that 

disability was a vague concept whose adoption would 

lead to a precipitous rise in expenditure and discourage 

the more constructive alternative of rehabilitation. On 

this matter, the Democrats defeated the Republicans by 

a one-vote margin in the Senate in July 1956. Social Secu-

rity expanded to encompass benefi ts for disabled workers 

50 years or older. Four years later Congress removed the 

age restriction. 

 By 1958 the cutting edge issue had shifted from dis-

ability to health insurance. Proponents of expansion 

wanted to use the Social Security system as a means of 

funding insurance to cover the costs of hospital care for 

Social Security benefi ciaries. Th ey argued that retirement 

benefi ts could never be raised high enough to cover the 

catastrophic costs of illness. President Eisenhower, em-

phasizing health insurance coverage that relied on pri-

vate insurance companies, opposed this expansion, as 

did the infl uential Democratic congressman Wilbur 

Mills of Arkansas and Senator Robert Kerr, Democrat 

from Oklahoma. Despite President John F. Kennedy’s 

advocacy of what became known as Medicare, the leg-

islation stalled in Congress and interrupted the pattern 

of regular Social Security benefi t increases. It took the 

masterful eff orts of President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965 

to break the impasse. Only after the creation of Medicare 

and Medicaid in 1965 did Social Security politics resume 

its normal course. 
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 Indexing and Modern Dilemmas 

 A major development in 1972—automatic indexing of 

Social Security benefi t increases to the cost of living—

once again changed the course of Social Security politics. 

Th e idea of indexing benefi ts, rather than leaving them 

to Congress, came from President Richard M. Nixon. 

Th e president saw Social Security as an issue where the 

majority Democrats could always outbid the minority 

Republicans and take credit for benefi t increases. Nixon 

argued that it would be better to establish a rational 

structure that related benefi t increases to changes in the 

cost of living and reduced congressional temptation to 

raise benefi ts above what the nation could aff ord. Not 

surprisingly, Ways and Means Committee Chairman 

Wilbur Mills resisted the idea, eff ectively blocking it in 

1969 and 1970. As members of Congress became more 

sympathetic to the indexing idea, Mills acquiesced to 

a plan that permitted automatic cost-of-living adjust-

ments, but only if Congress failed to raise benefi ts in 

a discretionary manner. Because of disagreements be-

tween the House and the Senate, largely over the matter 

of welfare reform, the process took until the summer of 

1972 to resolve. In the end, Congress agreed to cost-of-

living adjustments on Mills’s terms. Th e Democratic 

Congress outbid the Republicans on the level of So-

cial Security benefi ts. Where Nixon hoped for a 5 per-

cent increase, Mills and his colleagues legislated one of 

20 percent. 

 Th is change made the program vulnerable to the un-

favorable economic conditions of the 1970s. High un-

employment cut down on tax collections and induced 

more people to retire; infl ation drove up benefi t levels. 

In June 1974, the trustees who oversaw Social Security 

announced that the program was “underfi nanced in the 

long range.” A slower rate of population growth meant 

a higher future percentage of aged people in the popula-

tion and a heavier future burden for Social Security. Sup-

port for Social Security remained high, but the system 

faced a new vulnerability 

 Social Security survived its vulnerable period between 

1975 and 1983 because of the many benefi ciaries invested 

in its survival but also because it contained built-in leg-

islative protection. As a result of the 1972 amendments, 

benefi t levels were protected against infl ation, without 

Congress having to do anything. 

 President Jimmy Carter’s advisors convinced him 

to take action to ensure that Social Security met its 

obligations. Congress ignored most of the president’s 

recommendations (such as raising the level of employer 

taxes) and instead raised the level of wages on which 

workers and their employers paid Social Security taxes, 

and increased tax rates. Passage of a modifi ed version of 

Carter’s bill showed that Congress was willing to go to 

great lengths to preserve the basic Social Security system. 

Carter’s advisors assured him that the 1977 amendments 

had “fi xed” Social Security in both the short and long 

runs. 

 Th e economic recession of the late 1970s soon undid 

the projections of program planners and once again 

pointed the way to a crisis. As the actuaries duly reported, 

there was the possibility that Social Security would not 

be able to meet its obligations and pay full benefi ts in 

1983. 

 Once again, Congress—which included a House under 

Democratic control—and the Reagan administration 

joined forces to “save” the program and preserve its basic 

structure. Th e Reagan administration began with an ag-

gressive stance on Social Security, seeking among other 

things to reduce the size of early retirement benefi ts (leg-

islated in 1956 for women and 1961 for men). Democrats 

tended to favor tax increases, Republicans benefi t cuts. 

Interested in sharing the blame, each side hesitated to 

take action without the tacit approval of the other. 

 President Reagan and House Speaker Tip O’Neill de-

cided to remove the issue from public scrutiny, at least 

until after the 1982 elections. In December 1981, Reagan 

appointed a bipartisan commission, the National Com-

mission on Social Security Reform, to propose solutions 

to the system’s problems. Th e commission held a num-

ber of ceremonial meetings, waiting to see how the 1982 

elections turned out. Th e election results gave the com-

mission no easy outs, since neither party gained a vic-

tory decisive enough to provide a comfortable working 

majority to deal with the issue. 

 After the election, President Reagan and House 

Speaker O’Neill of Massachusetts used their surrogates 

on the commission to negotiate a deal. Each side kept a 

running score sheet that listed the potential savings from 

each item, all the time hoping roughly to balance tax in-

creases and benefi t costs. In the spirit of reaching a deal, 

the Democrats accepted a permanent six-month delay in 

the annual cost-of-living adjustment—in eff ect a 2 per-

cent reduction in benefi ts. Th e Republicans acquiesced 

to small increases in Social Security taxes achieved by 

initiating already legislated payroll tax increases earlier 

than scheduled. Th e Congress in 1983 honored the terms 

of the compromise. Politicians on both sides of the aisle 

celebrated the rescue of Social Security, and Ronald Rea-
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gan signed the 1983 Social Security Amendments with 

pomp and circumstance. 

 The Modern Era 

 Conservatives believed that the crisis leading to the 1983 

amendments illustrated the vulnerability of the system 

and the unwillingness of Congress to take steps to put a 

permanent end to the problems. Liberals pointed to the 

apparently robust shape of the Social Security trust funds 

as proof that the amendments had, in eff ect, resolved the 

issue. Advocates in conservative think tanks like Cato 

and the Heritage Foundation tried to make people aware 

of Social Security’s long-term liabilities and its inability 

to provide windfall gains to later entrants into the sys-

tem (such as the baby boom generation and its echo). 

Th ey also touted governmental sanctioned alternatives 

that relied on individual and private-sector administra-

tion, such as individual retirement accounts (IRAs) and 

401(k)s—a parallel private universe for Social Security, 

equivalent to the private health insurance on which most 

Americans relied. 

 When Social Security reform returned to the political 

agenda in the 1990s, the result of changed actuarial as-

sumptions about real wage growth and the future of the 

economy, conservatives were able to off er more funda-

mental alternatives than simply tinkering with the present 

system. Evidence that the latest crisis in Social Security 

would be handled diff erently from previous ones came 

when an advisory council met in 1994 through 1996. Th is 

offi  cially sanctioned group, one of the sort that usually 

reinforced the conventional bureaucratic wisdom, could 

not agree on a single recommendation and instead gave 

offi  cial sanction to privatization as one of three solutions 

to the Social Security fi nancing problem. 

 When George W. Bush came into offi  ce, he expected 

to solve the long-term fi nancing problem and point the 

way to a fundamental reform of Social Security. In 2000, 

as a candidate, Bush said he wanted to give younger 

workers the chance to put part of their payroll taxes 

into what he called “sound, responsible investments.” 

Interspersed with the political rhythms of the post-9/11 

era, the president continued his initiative. In his 2004 

State of the Union address, Bush said, “We should make 

the Social Security system a source of ownership for the 

American people.” 

 After the 2004 election, the president brought the So-

cial Security campaign to center stage, announcing that 

it would be a priority of his administration. If nothing 

were done, Bush argued, the system would run out of 

money. Th at set the stage for a call to action in the 2005 

State of the Union address. According to the president, 

Social  Security was a great moral success of the past cen-

tury but something diff erent was required for the new 

millennium. Th e president followed up with a full-scale 

publicity campaign. 

 Despite his unprecedented eff ort, Bush gained no po-

litical traction as he faced serious technical and politi-

cal obstacles. One problem, broadly stated, was how to 

move from one system to another. Benefi ts for people 

already receiving Social Security needed to be preserved 

while simultaneously moving to a private system—a dif-

fi cult and costly transition. Meanwhile, the shortfall in 

the program’s long-range fi nancing provided continuing 

pressure on all parties to fi nd some common ground. 

  See also  welfare. 
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 socialism 

 Socialist attempts to redirect the political culture of the 

United States proved to be a diffi  cult task—one that, 

while never succeeding, did on occasion achieve a certain 

success even in failure. Th e fertile earth of the New 

World produced a variety of political fruits, but none was 

as potent as the idea that this American earth itself was, 

as Irving Howe once said, “humanity’s second chance.” 

In this rendering, it was the American Revolution that 

secured for the nation its exceptional status, and, in the 

process, dismissed the socialist premise of a required sec-

ond revolution as misguided or malicious. Understand-

ings of nineteenth-century socialism varied: preindustrial 

agricultural communes coexisted with urban industrial 

workers contesting employers in the factory. Th ey shared, 

however, a concern to democratize decision making in 
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the society and the workplace and to share more equi-

tably the profi ts from those enterprises. Whatever the 

specifi c expression, the socialist experience in America 

would prove to be, at its best, a bittersweet experience. 

 Th e fi rst phase of socialist experimentation in America 

was primarily communitarian. Refl ecting impulses that 

motivated many of the continent’s initial European set-

tlers, these self-defi ned socialists separated from the devel-

oping capitalist society to form communities that would 

serve, in their reengineered social and personal relations, 

as beacon lights to the majority of their countrymen they 

considered lost souls in a materialist diaspora. Infl uenced 

by certain European utopian socialists (Charles Fourier 

and Count Henri de Saint-Simon, especially), by the 

deep religious currents already evident in American life, 

and by incipient social reformers such as Robert Owen 

and Edward Bellamy, these communities proliferated 

throughout the United States. Most prevalent in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this tradition 

revived again in the 1960s in the communes organized by 

so-called hippies seeking personal authenticity in collec-

tive life apart from an overly commercialized culture. 

 Whatever the benefi ts for individual participants, the 

majority of these utopian communities were short-lived. 

John Humphrey Noyes (1811–86), who led the Oneida 

Community near Utica, New York, explained in his 

1870 history of the movement that those communities 

organized along secular utopian lines failed more quickly 

than those created from a shared religious belief. Noyes 

hoped that the latter eff orts possessed greater prospects 

of introducing socialism through “churches . . . quick-

ened by the Pentecostal Spirit.” Although the evangelical 

spirit would infl uence American socialism, it would not 

be the singular element in organizing the socialist move-

ment that Noyes imagined. 

 Transition to Industrial Capitalism 

 From an international perspective, 1848 marks a turn-

ing point in both the idea and practice of socialism. 

Th e European revolutions fought that year against the 

continent’s monarchial regimes ignited a variety of dis-

senting movements;  Th e Communist Manifesto  by Marx 

and Engels, published that year, off ered an interpretative 

analysis of the turmoil that emphasized the oppressive 

class distinctions imposed by the inner logic of the capi-

talist economic system. A decidedly antiutopian “scien-

tifi c” socialism emerged from this European cauldron. 

In Marx’s view, working people—the oppressed class cre-

ated by capitalism—would be the collective agent that 

would overthrow industrial capitalism. Th ese socialists 

rejected liberal reform eff orts and declared, as a scientifi c 

fact, the coming transformation to socialism and, fol-

lowing that, to communism—the state of full human 

freedom and equality. Not surprisingly, their attempted 

revolutions and their repression by European authorities 

led to large-scale migrations by activists and sympathiz-

ers to other European countries and to America. 

 From the start of their American experience, the ex-

pectations of European socialist immigrants encoun-

tered a diffi  cult reception. In sharp contrast with their 

European past, America’s “universal” suff rage (for white 

men) was a fundamental aspect of citizenship. As the 

ballot was preeminently an individual right, its posses-

sion validated a core belief in individualism, in the ex-

pectation of social mobility, and in the superiority of 

American democratic governance. While not all Ameri-

cans held these beliefs with equal intensity, these prin-

ciples were, as Alexis de Tocqueville and many others 

noted, a fundamental component of American political 

consciousness.

As newly arrived socialists entered the workforce 

and sought to join the nascent trade union movement 

in the three decades after 1848, many despaired of the 

“backwardness” of the American working people. Th e 

individualistic aspirations of these workers led most 

to ignore appeals to a collective class consciousness as 

they avidly engaged in mainstream political activity, 

often closely aligned with employers. Most confusingly, 

American working people seemed to embrace the prom-

ise of American life. Friedrick Sorge, Marx’s represen-

tative in America, harshly dismissed these interrelated 

strands of the political culture as a “delusion [that] 

transforms itself into a sort of creed.” Yet, after almost 

two decades working in the American wilderness, Sorge 

reported to Marx in 1871 that, despite the enormous in-

dustrial growth that Marx held was the precondition for 

class consciousness, American “workingmen in general 

. . . are quite unconscious of their own position toward 

capital” and thus “slow to show battle against their op-

pressors. . . . ” 

 But if American working people did not endorse an 

orthodox Marxist analysis, neither did they simply acqui-

esce to the demands of employers. In the three decades 

after Sorge’s report, an intense series of strikes occurred 

nationwide. Strikers protested the transformation of work 

inherent in the change from an artisan to an industrial 

system of production, with the consequent loss of control 

by local communities of their daily lives, and the dramati-
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cally widening income gap between workers and employ-

ers. State and federal troops were deployed to break these 

strikes in iron mining and steel production, in coal min-

ing, in railroad operations, and in other industries. Work-

ing people sought new approaches to gain their demands. 

Politically independent labor parties sprouted up across 

the nation, and the labor movement, while still small, 

began to solidify. Th e socialist movement also changed, 

softening Sorge’s rigid view, and became more inclusive 

of America’s particular political attitudes. Not insignifi -

cantly, its most prominent leader was deeply attuned to 

the possibilities of American democratic ideals. 

 Th e Socialist Party of America (SPA) was founded in 

1901, but it had been in formation for some years be-

fore. Itself a coalition of beliefs and opinions, the SPA 

sought to defi ne socialism in a manner consistent with 

the promise of democracy in both economic relations 

and politics. It ran candidates for political offi  ce, sup-

ported striking workers as well as the vote for women, 

and sought civic benefi ts such as the extension of sewer 

pipes and electricity to working people’s neighborhoods. 

Th e party also held that socialism would ultimately come 

to America through electoral means. Th is emphasis on 

vying for votes within the dominant political structure 

rather than advocating an openly revolutionary program 

generated a split within the SPA, one that would become 

most evident during World War I. 

 Eugene Victor Debs (1855–1926) led this movement 

from its inception until his death. Although many so-

cialist intellectuals considered his appreciation of Marx’s 

theory defi cient, he was the single national SPA leader 

who could appeal to its varied constituencies: new immi-

grants, native-born workers, intellectuals, and reformers. 

Debs, a native of Terre Haute, Indiana, ran for the presi-

dency on the SPA ticket fi ve times between 1900 and 

1920 (he was ill in 1916). In 1912 Debs received 6 percent 

of the national vote, the highest percentage ever recorded 

by a socialist candidate. Eight years later, imprisoned in 

Atlanta Federal Penitentiary for his opposition to Ameri-

can involvement in World War I, Debs nonetheless re-

ceived almost 1 million votes. Th e core of Debs’s analysis, 

and the source of his appeal, was his understanding of 

socialism as the fulfi llment of American democratic 

ideals in an era of industrial capitalism. It was the cor-

poration, he argued—with its enormous fi nancial and 

political power that could infl uence decisions in com-

munities across the nation—that systematically violated 

the “truths” the Declaration of Independence held to 

be “self-evident.” To democratize industrial capitalism, 

to share with its workforce decision making as well as 

the benefi ts and profi ts of its work, was a central aim of 

Debs’s agitation. 

 Two issues particularly generated tension within the 

ranks of the SPA prior to World War I. Many male so-

cialists dismissed agitation for woman suff rage because, 

they held, it detracted from the party’s focus on economic 

issues; many also objected to any enhancement of a more 

visible role for women within the party. Undaunted by 

this resistance, a group of activist women within the SPA, 

many with ties to either the trade unions and/or progres-

sive reformers, worked to include a woman’s right to vote 

within the socialist agenda; in the process they created a 

network of activist socialist women. In major strikes in 

New York City (1909); Lawrence, Massachusetts (1912); 

and Patterson, New Jersey (1913), as editors and writers, 

trade union activists, and advocates for birth control, so-

cialist women found a public voice and organized many. 

Th eir male comrades, however, changed slowly—when 

they changed at all. Th e values of nineteenth-century 

American culture that objected to a female presence in 

the presumed male public sphere permeated the ranks of 

its socialist critics as well. 

 Racial tension also divided the party. Victor Berger 

(1860–1929), the Milwaukee socialist leader and one of 

two socialists elected to the U.S. Congress, symbolized 

one position. Berger dismissed attempts to organize Af-

rican Americans and publicly embraced the most rac-

ist stereotypes of African American men as a threat to 

white “civilization.” Debs, on the other hand, although 

not without his own racial prejudices, refused to speak 

to segregated audiences of socialists and publicly joined 

with the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People in 1916 to condemn D. W. Griffi  th’s 

hate-fi lled fi lm about post–Civil War Reconstruction, 

 Th e Birth of a Nation . Relatively few black Americans 

joined the SPA, but one who did made a major im-

pact on the movement and the nation in the decades 

to come. 

 Asa Philip Randolph (1889–1979) came to New York 

in 1911, studied economics and politics at the City Col-

lege of New York, and soon joined the SPA. He led an 

organizing drive among elevator operators in New York, 

founded and edited the  Messenger , a socialist magazine 

aimed at the black community, and spoke out unceas-

ingly for labor rights, racial equality, and opposition to 

American involvement in the war. In 1925 he became 

the leader of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-

ters, a union of African American men who staff ed the 
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 nation’s railway sleeping cars. Randolph led a diffi  cult 

fi ght against two opponents simultaneously: to gain 

recognition for the union from employers and to win 

admittance into the American Federation of Labor, the 

nation’s major union grouping in the 1920s. In the pro-

cess, the Brotherhood became the black community’s 

national “telegraph” system. As porters crisscrossed the 

nation as they worked, they created an eff ective com-

munications system that spread news of atrocities, of 

protest and organization, and of cultural developments 

to African Americans in diverse and dispersed commu-

nities. In the decades to come, Randolph’s vision, one 

that integrated civil rights, trade union recognition, and 

civil liberties for all Americans, would play a major role 

in the civil rights movement and other social justice 

causes. 

 Th e postwar years took a toll on the SPA. It suff ered 

a major split in 1919 when those infl uenced by the 1917 

Russian Revolution split to form two revolutionary Com-

munist parties; it was further weakened by the impris-

onment of many of its activists, victims of the wartime 

resurgence of a narrowed patriotism that legitimized 

the repression of dissent. Debs, too, was not the same. 

Physically weakened after prison, he found that neither 

his oratory nor the substance of his message carried the 

force they once possessed. Americans, including many 

working people, accepted the permanence of the corpo-

rate structure, sought benefi ts from it where they could, 

and carefully chose when they might directly challenge 

their employers. 

 Socialism and Liberalism 

 Th e decades after 1920 were diffi  cult for the SPA. Th e 

party’s new leader, Norman Th omas (1884–1968), an or-

dained Presbyterian minister, was a committed socialist 

and pacifi st who lacked the broad popular appeal Debs 

had possessed. Th omas ran six times for the presidency 

between 1928 and 1948, and never surpassed Debs’s 1920 

total.

But the problem was not simply one of personality. 

Factional fi ghting repeatedly split the SPA from within, 

as the impact of the Great Depression, the momen-

tarily powerful appeal of communism, and diminishing 

membership (especially among working people) sharply 

weakened the party. Even more devastating to the SPA’s 

expectations was the revival of liberalism in the person 

of Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882–1945) and the New Deal 

program he instigated. Th omas would soon claim that 

the New Deal almost completely absorbed the SPA plat-

form, and the majority of its working-class voters. Th is 

was largely true because neither Th omas nor the SPA 

were able to convince working people that the pragmatic 

thrust of New Deal liberalism embodied reforms that 

represented no serious challenge to industrial capitalism. 

Th omas and his colleagues were persistent advocates of 

civil liberties, civil rights, and trade unions, but increas-

ingly found themselves hard pressed to eff ectively dis-

tinguish their approach from liberalism. Th omas’s 1939 

opposition to America’s involvement in the emerging 

war—a position consistent with his long-held pacifi -

cism—created additional diffi  culties in appealing to lib-

eral voters. 

 By 1945, the socialist movement in America was a 

shadow of its former self. Its strongest institutional base 

was a handful of unions with headquarters in New York 

City who were already transferring their allegiance to 

the New Deal and the Democratic Party. Beyond that, 

the movement possessed isolated outposts of strength in 

communities across the country but, with the exception 

of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, there were few areas of institu-

tional strength. What complicated the situation further 

for socialists was the reality that a majority of a genera-

tion’s politically progressive young people had, since the 

1930s, gravitated toward liberalism and the legacy of the 

New Deal—and not to their party. 

 Not all followed that path, however. During the 

1950s, Michael Harrington (1928–89), a Midwestern 

Catholic trained by the Jesuits at the College of the Holy 

Cross, emerged as one of the most promising socialists 

of the postwar generation. Grounded in a Catholic so-

cial  justice tradition, including close ties with Dorothy 

Day and the Catholic Worker movement, Harrington 

evolved into a creative Marxist thinker. His approach 

to socialism refl ected a sensibility similar to Debs’s, 

while his intellectual engagement far surpassed most 

in the American socialist tradition. His fi rst book,  Th e 
Other America  (1962), startled the nation and helped 

convince President John F.  Kennedy to create a poverty 

program. In his later books, Harrington provided an in-

telligent, radical analysis of American political culture, 

the economic crisis of “stagfl ation” in the 1970s, and of 

the potential that yet resided in a democratic socialist 

approach. 

 From the vantage point of Norman Th omas’s gen-

eration, Harrington represented a new generation of 

socialists; but to the emerging New Left protestors of 

the 1960s, he was decidedly old guard. Harrington him-

self, along with others in the SPA, cemented this percep-
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tion with an early dismissive critique of the New Left’s 

philosophy, strategy, and culture. In the 1970s, however, 

following the New Left’s experiment with violent direct 

action, Harrington led a revived movement ultimately 

known as the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). 

Struggling to maintain a socialist perspective, the DSA 

worked closely with the progressive wing of the Dem-

ocratic Party, as events well beyond its control further 

diminished the prospects for socialism itself. Th e rise of 

modern conservatism enabled the election of President 

Ronald Reagan in 1980, a campaign in which the candi-

date won the enthusiastic support of many of the white 

working people who had once formed the foundation of 

both the SPA and the Democratic Party. Th at this oc-

curred at a time when membership in American trade 

unions began its precipitous decline (nearly 30 percent 

of the nonagricultural workforce in 1980 to just over 

12 percent in 2008) made the socialist predicament all 

the more painful.

Nor did the strategy of joining with progressive lib-

erals bear immediate fruit. In the face of the conser-

vative ascendancy, liberalism itself changed, becoming 

more centrist and supportive of an increasingly global 

corporate economy. Reagan’s famous 1987 challenge 

to Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to “tear down this 

wall” (while speaking in front of the Berlin Wall, which 

symbolized the divisions of the cold war) was perhaps 

a public ring ing of socialism’s death knell. Two years 

later, on Novem ber 9, 1989, the wall itself came down. 

In America, socialism’s appeal, always a minor note in 

the nation’s politics, all but disappeared as an institu-

tional presence. 

 American Socialism’s Legacy 

 Th e reasons for socialism’s failure in the United States 

are numerous, and many are noted above. But to focus 

solely on them is to miss the contributions to Ameri-

can democratic thought that even this failed move-

ment achieved. Debs and the early SPA’s emphasis on 

democracy in the workplace broadened the nation’s 

understanding of its democratic ideals and asserted the 

dignity and respect due working people if the country 

was to maintain its democratic ethos. It defended as well 

American civil liberties in time of war and fear and, with 

the actions and sacrifi ces by Debs and many others, kept 

alive the tradition of protest so central to maintaining a 

democracy. In the era of Th omas, that emphasis on pre-

serving civil liberties remained strong, and broadened to 

include civil rights activity as well. Th e problem of ef-

fectively defi ning socialism apart from liberalism in the 

public arena was not solved in these years, nor would it 

be in the Harrington era. But Harrington brought to 

public debate an incisive intellectual analysis and a deep 

moral perspective that spoke more to core democratic 

values than to any orthodox version of Marxist thought. 

Like Debs before him, if with greater intellectual com-

mand and less oratorical power, Harrington framed po-

tential solutions to America’s deeper problems within its 

democratic traditions in ways that challenged conserva-

tives and liberals alike. In short, the historical experi-

ence of socialism in America was to serve as a persistent 

reminder (and an occasionally successful advocate) of 

the potential that yet lies in the American tradition of 

democratic citizenship. 

  See also  communism; democracy; labor movement 

and politics; liberalism; New Left. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Buhle, Mari Jo.  Women and American Socialism, 1870–1920 . 

Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981. 

 Guarneri, Carl J.  Th e Utopian Alternative: Fourierism in 

Nineteenth-Century America.  Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1991. 

 Harrington, Michael.  Th e Other America: Poverty in the United 

States.  Baltimore, MD: Penguin, 1962. 

 Harris, William H.  Keeping the Faith: A. Philip Randolph, 

Milton P. Webster, and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 

1925–1937 . Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991. 

 Howe, Irving.  Socialism and America . San Diego, CA: Harcourt 

Brace Jovanovich, 1985. 

 Isserman, Maurice.  Th e Other American: Th e Life of Michael 

Harrington . New York: Public Aff airs Press, 2000. 

 Noyes, John Humphrey.  History of American Socialisms.  1870. 

Reprint ed. New York: Dover, 1966. 

 Pfeff er, Paula F.  A. Philip Randolph: Pioneer of the Civil Rights 

Movement . Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 

1990. 

 Salvatore, Nick.  Eugene V. Debs: Citizen and Socialist . Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1982. 

 Sorge, Friedrick. “To the General Council . . .” In  A Documen-

tary History of American Industrial Society. Vol. IX: Labor 

Movement, 1860–1880,  edited by John R. Commons et al. 

Cleveland: Arthur Clark Company, 1910. 

 Swanberg, W. A.  Norman Th omas, Th e Last Idealist . New York: 

Scribner’s, 1976. 

 N I C K  S A LVATO R E 



South since 1877, the

762

 South since 1877, the 

 For nearly a century following the Civil War, the South 

was the most economically backward and politically re-

pressive region of the United States. One-crop agricul-

ture reigned throughout much of the region. Th e levels 

of southern poverty had few parallels inside American 

borders. And a system of racial segregation gave rise to 

a political system that was democratic in name only. It 

was only in the 1960s that the region began to lose its 

distinctiveness. Economic transformations brought in-

come levels closer to the national average, the civil rights 

movement remade the region politically and culturally, 

and the conservatism of white Southerners converged in 

unexpected ways with that of other white Americans. 

 Th e antebellum period and the Civil War set the stage 

for the political distinctiveness of the late-nineteenth-

century South. Secession and the formation of the Con-

federacy covered over countless political divisions in the 

South before the war. A notable split that survived the 

confl ict was between the political priorities of the lowland 

plantation belt and upland areas dominated by  yeoman 

farmers. Th is political rivalry would ebb over time, yet 

remained relevant well into the twentieth century.

Th e Civil War transformed the South most obvi-

ously by ending slavery, yet its impact could be seen in 

countless other ways. One out of ten white adult males 

in the South died during the war, and one out of every 

three white families lost a male relative. Th e economic 

consequences were equally dramatic. During the 1860s, 

the South’s share of the nation’s wealth fell from 30 to 

12 percent. Th e region’s largest and most important cit-

ies lay in ruins. Nine thousand miles of railroad lines 

were rendered useless; two-thirds of southern shipping 

capacity was destroyed. Th e most devastating economic 

impact of the war was also its greatest moral achieve-

ment: with emancipation, southern slave owners who 

dominated the region’s politics and economy lost over 

$3 billion that they had invested in human chattel. 

 From Reconstruction to Jim Crow 

 Such death and devastation created monumental chal-

lenges for postwar reconstruction. In some areas of the 

South, it was hard to say when the war actually ended, 

so intense was the political terrorism carried out against 

white and black Republicans. Reconstruction govern-

ments faced a daunting set of tasks. Th ey rebuilt de-

stroyed infrastructure, promoted railroad development, 

established the region’s fi rst public school system, and 

created a network of basic public institutions to deal 

with the sick and suff ering. Th e higher taxes and pub-

lic debts that ensued only further enfl amed political 

resentment among former Confederates, fueling biased 

charges of incompetence and greed and setting the stage 

for conservative white Southerners to return to power. 

Tragically, this southern nationalist view of the alleged 

failures of biracial Republican-controlled governments 

came to dominate the memory of the postwar period for 

most white Americans, Southerners and Northerners 

alike. 

 Th e presidential election of 1876 marked the end of 

eff orts to remake the South after the Civil War and the 

beginning of the region’s rough century of political, eco-

nomic, and cultural peculiarity. Th e Democratic nominee 

that year, Samuel Tilden of New York, won 184 electoral 

votes, one short of a majority. Republicans disputed the 

count in three southern states:  Florida, Louisiana, and 

South Carolina. Rival canvassing boards sent in confl ict-

ing returns; in South Carolina and Louisiana, compet-

ing state governments appeared. Congress established a 

special Electoral Commission to investigate the dis-

puted elections and report its fi ndings. Th e panel split 

along party lines in favor of the Republican nominee, 

Rutherford B. Hayes of Ohio. Th e House voted to ac-

cept the report in March 1877, but only after southern 

Democrats brokered a deal with Republicans that in-

cluded promises for help with southern railroads, levee 

construction along the Mississippi, and a southern Dem-

ocratic cabinet appointment. Few of the pledges were 

kept save for the most signifi cant one: the withdrawal 

of the remaining federal troops from the South. One 

month into his presidency, Hayes recalled military units 

from the state houses in Louisiana and South Carolina. 

Republican governments there abruptly collapsed. 

 Th e Compromise of 1877 doomed two-party politics 

in the region. Democrats ruled the Solid South until 

the 1960s. For much of that period, white Southerners 

dominated the Democratic Party. Until 1936, when the 

Democrats dispensed with the two-thirds rule for presi-

dential nominees, no candidate could win the Demo-

cratic nomination without southern backing. Th e South’s 

dominance placed Democrats in a subordinate position 

nationally. From 1860 to 1932, Democrats elected only 

two presidents, Grover Cleveland and Woodrow Wilson. 

Neither candidate ever won a majority of the national 

popular vote. 
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 By the 1890s, what threat there was to Democratic 

dominance in the South came not from Republicans but 

from Populists. Th e People’s Party drew on widespread 

unrest among farmers in the South and West that could 

be traced to the Panic of 1873. Its antecedent was the 

Farmers’ Alliance, an economic movement that began 

in 1876 in central Texas. In an era of economic consoli-

dation, the alliance represented small-scale producers 

and derided the brokers, merchants, railroad executives, 

and bankers who profi ted from the crops that farmers 

grew. Th e late 1880s were a boom time for the alliance, 

which by 1890 counted 852,000 members in southern 

states alone. Half of all eligible people joined the alli-

ance in the states of Arkansas, Florida, Mississippi, and 

Georgia. 

 Th e Farmers’ Alliance’s frustration with the two major 

parties boiled over in the early 1890s. Th e failure of the 

Democrats to address what they felt were systemic eco-

nomic problems, such as low agricultural prices and the 

availability and high cost of credit, led to the formation of 

the People’s Party in 1892. It supported a range of policies 

that included the expansion of the currency, government 

ownership of the railroads, and a graduated income tax. 

Southerners played prominent roles in the eff ort. Leoni-

das Polk of North Carolina, who had served as president 

of the National Farmers’ Alliance since 1889, was thought 

to be the leading candidate for the Populist presidential 

nomination. Polk died unexpectedly, however, in the 

summer of 1892. Th e eventual nominee, James B. Weaver, 

was a former Union general who did little to inspire 

Southerners. 

 Populists were a phantom presence in some parts of 

the South, but in others their challenge to the Democrats 

was fi erce. Th omas Watson of Georgia, who had been 

elected to the House of Representatives as a Democrat 

in 1890, ran as a Populist two years later. Watson’s can-

didacy was notable for his eff orts to win black votes. He 

condemned lynching at a time when Georgia led the na-

tion in the malevolent practice. When an African Ameri-

can Populist received a lynching threat, Watson called 

out over 2,000 armed whites to defend him. Watson lost 

narrowly, however, as he would again in 1894 amid wide-

spread charges of election fraud. In 1896 the Democrats 

successfully co-opted the party’s most politically tame 

but symbolically important issue, the free, or unlimited, 

coinage of silver. After the Democrats nominated the 36-

year-old William Jennings Bryan, the Populists followed 

suit. Bryan proved to be enormously popular in the 

South. With the Democrats seeming to have regained 

their footing and the economic crisis of the 1890s on the 

wane, the South was solid once again. 

 One consequence of the Populist threat was that 

southern Democrats took steps to deter future challeng-

ers. New voting laws denied suff rage rights to many poor 

whites and almost all African Americans. Th is disfran-

chisement campaign began before the Populist threat—

Mississippi kicked off  the eff ort in 1890 with its new 

state constitution—but agrarian radicalism gave it fresh 

impetus. Th e dramatic impact of the new southern con-

stitutions could be seen in Louisiana. As late as 1897, 

Louisiana counted 294,432 registered voters, 130,344 of 

whom were African American. Th ree years later, after the 

adoption of a new constitution, total registration num-

bered 130,757, with only 5,320 black voters. 

 Th e Supreme Court removed any barriers to the pro-

cess in 1898 in the case of  Williams v. Mississippi . Th e 

Court held that Mississippi’s voting provisions them-

selves were not discriminatory. Experience soon showed, 

however, that they could be used by offi  cials to exclude 

black voters. Th e new laws troubled few whites outside 

of the region. Some actually envied the eff orts as the 

kind of thing needed to deter machine politics in north-

ern cities. Others viewed southern disfranchisement 

in light of American involvement in the  Philippines, 

as essential to preserving “white civilization” in the midst 

of darker races. 

 Th e disfranchisement campaign coincided with a turn 

toward radical racism that could be seen throughout the 

region. Southern states passed a wave of Jim Crow legis-

lation that certifi ed in law what often had been the cus-

tom of racial segregation. Th e new laws asserted white 

supremacy in new public spaces where racial etiquette 

was not inscribed. Not surprisingly, some of the fi rst Jim 

Crow laws involved segregation on railroad cars—one of 

the most important and ubiquitous of public spaces in 

the late nineteenth century. In fact, the Supreme Court 

decision in 1896 that provided federal sanction of Jim 

Crow,  Plessy v. Ferguson , involved a law segregating rail 

cars in Louisiana. Th e most vicious side of the Jim Crow 

system could be seen in a surge in racial violence. In the 

1880s and 1890s, lynching was transformed from a fron-

tier off ense committed in areas with little established po-

lice authority to a racialized crime perpetrated largely by 

southern whites to terrorize the black community. In the 

1890s, 82 percent of the nation’s lynchings took place in 

14 southern states. 

 Jim Crow voting laws suppressed voter participation 

among whites and blacks alike. Th is fact, combined 
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with one-party rule, gave rise to one of the more cu-

rious fi gures in American political history—the south-

ern demagogue. In the one-party South, intraparty 

factions developed around dominant personalities or 

well- established cliques rather than around political plat-

forms. Candidates distinguished themselves more by the 

force of their personality than by the distinctiveness of 

their ideas. With little of the population participating in 

elections, few issues of substance or controversy came up 

in southern politics, certainly no issues that threatened 

white supremacy. Rural forces dominated southern poli-

tics; county fairs, courthouse steps, and country barbe-

cues were grand theaters for the demagogues’ histrionic 

speechifying. Among the more notorious were “Pitch-

fork” Ben Tillman and Cole Blease of South Carolina, 

James K. Vardaman and  Th eodore Bilbo of Mississippi, 

Tom Watson and Eugene Talmadge in Georgia, and Jeff  

Davis of Arkansas. None was more charismatic than 

Huey Long of Louisiana, who went further than most in 

making good on the populist rhetoric and activist pledges 

to working people that typifi ed demagogic appeals. 

 In the fi rst few decades of the twentieth century, citi-

zens moved by the Progressive Era’s spirit of pragmatic 

reform and public activism found plenty of problems 

to work on in the South. Progressives combated issues 

such as underfunded public schools, child labor, the 

convict lease system, and public health problems born 

of the region’s intense poverty, like pellagra and hook-

worm. White Southerners took pride in the election of 

the southern-born Democrat Woodrow Wilson in 1912. 

Wilson showed his fi delity to southern racial mores by 

instituting segregation in federal offi  ces in the nation’s 

capital. Despite the reforms of the Progressive Era, the 

South remained for most Americans a uniquely back-

ward region. H. L. Mencken’s description of the South 

as the “Sahara of the Bozarts” suffi  ced for most. No inci-

dent sealed this image more completely than the Scopes 

trial in 1925, which pitted William Jennings Bryan 

against Clarence Darrow in a dispute over a Tennessee 

law barring the teaching of evolution in public schools. 

National reporters fl ocked to the tiny town of Dayton, 

Tennessee, to report on fundamentalist Southerners at 

war with the modern world. Th e image of an intensely 

rural and religiously backward region lived on through 

much of the twentieth century. 

 A New Deal for the South 

 Th e election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 trans-

formed southern life and politics. Roosevelt had a spe cial 

relationship with the region, born of the considerable 

time he spent at a treatment center for polio victims 

that he founded in Warm Springs, Georgia. Th e new 

president had seen southern poverty fi rsthand. In the 

1930s, the region’s over-reliance on agriculture and its 

handful of low-wage, low-skill industries created levels 

of neglect shocking even for Depression-era Americans. 

In 1938 Roosevelt famously declared the South “the na-

tion’s number one economic problem.” A major goal of 

his presidency was to integrate the South more fully into 

the nation’s economy. 

 Th e central problem for New Deal reformers was 

how to turn poor rural people into modern middle-class 

consumers. Th e Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), an 

unprecedented public works project, was one solution. 

Th e federal government built an elaborate series of dams 

along the lower Tennessee River. Auxiliary programs 

repaired eroded landscapes and resettled rural families 

from depleted homesteads to modern, model farms. 

Most importantly, the TVA provided inexpensive elec-

trical power that dramatically improved the quality of 

life for thousands of rural Southerners and attracted new 

industries to the region. 

 Th e New Deal also addressed economic problems 

more broadly. Th e Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA), 

one of Roosevelt’s fi rst reforms, revolutionized southern 

farming. In an attempt to stem overproduction, the fed-

eral government paid farmers to take fi elds and livestock 

out of production. Th e subsidies spelled the end of share-

cropping, the unique system of labor organization that 

had developed after emancipation as a compromise be-

tween former masters and slaves. It also began a decades-

long shift toward agricultural mechanization and the 

fl ight of agricultural workers, white and black alike, from 

the region. Few southern laborers benefi ted more directly 

from the New Deal than the region’s industrial workers. 

Th e Federal Labor Standards Act (FLSA) created a na-

tional minimum wage. A mere 25 cents an hour at initial 

passage, the standard actually doubled the wages of Af-

rican American tobacco laborers. With increases built in 

for subsequent years, the legislation boosted incomes in 

numerous southern industries and created incentives for 

factory owners to modernize their plants. 

 Yet the New Deal’s benefi ts were political as well as 

material. With Roosevelt’s landslide victory in 1932 

came a Democratic majority that dominated Congress 

for the next half century. Th is put conservative south-

ern Democrats in positions of unprecedented power. 

In 1933 Southerners headed seven out of the nine most 
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infl uential Senate committees. It also allowed them to 

check some of the New Deal’s more liberal impulses. For 

example, Roosevelt refused to back federal antilynching 

legislation, much to the chagrin of his progressive sup-

porters. He knew that doing so would alienate powerful 

Southerners, jeopardizing their support for other New 

Deal priorities. 

 Southern representatives were indeed among the most 

passionate supporters of the New Deal, yet as early as 

Roosevelt’s second term, the forces that would eventually 

drive conservative Southerners out of the Democratic 

Party were already at work. Some white Southerners 

were suspicious of what they felt was Roosevelt’s pen-

chant for centralized power, made explicit in his court-

packing plan. Others complained that too many New 

Deal dollars were going toward northern cities. In 1937 

North  Carolina senator Josiah Bailey was the driv-

ing force behind the Conservative Manifesto, a list of 

grievances against Roosevelt’s alleged drift toward col-

lectivism. Roosevelt himself deepened the rift with con-

servative Southerners when he intervened in the 1938 

midterm elections. He used one of his regular trips to 

Warm Springs as an opportunity to campaign against 

two of the regions most powerful conservatives, Walter 

George of Georgia and  Ellison “Cotton Ed” Smith of 

South Carolina. 

 Th e most signifi cant wedge between the white South 

and the New Deal was race. In the 1930s, Roosevelt’s 

gestures to African Americans were small and largely 

symbolic. Th e tiniest of nods, however, was enough to 

convulse some white Southerners. Cotton Ed Smith 

walked out of the 1936 Democratic National Convention 

after an invocation delivered by a black minister. In 1941 

Roosevelt’s support for black civil rights moved beyond 

mere symbols when he signed an executive order creating 

the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC). Th e 

order came only after intense lobbying by African Ameri-

cans who threatened to march on Washington if Roosevelt 

did not act, and the committee’s powers were relatively 

feeble. Still, the decision was a monumental victory for 

African Americans, a historic break of white Southerners’ 

veto power over national civil rights policy. Th e FEPC 

instantly became the bete noire of white Southerners; leg-

islative eff orts after the war to make it permanent elicited 

charges of statism and racial coddling run amuck. 

 The South and World War 

 World War II marked a turning point in southern ra-

cial politics. Th e fi ght against Nazism cast Jim Crow 

racial practices in a harsh light and gave new impetus 

for movements toward equality. In the 1940s, NAACP 

membership increased by a factor of ten. A Supreme 

Court decision during the war opened new paths to the 

polls for some African Americans. In 1944 the Court 

struck down the “white primary,” a discriminatory vot-

ing scheme that barred black voters from participating 

in Democratic Party elections, which in most southern 

states was the only election that mattered. Th is deci-

sion, along with the abolition of the poll tax in several 

southern states, cleared the way for the registration of 

thousands of black voters in the peripheral and Upper 

South, along with some urban areas in the lower South. 

In Atlanta, for example, a federal court decision allowed 

for the registration of 21,244 black voters in 1946. Th ese 

new voters instantly constituted over a quarter of Atlan-

ta’s registered voters and transformed the city’s political 

dynamics. Newly enfranchised black voters helped elect 

moderate, business-oriented white leaders, who, in turn, 

quietly brokered the token desegregation of neighbor-

hoods and public spaces. 

 In the 1940s, black Southerners were not just leaving 

the South to go to war; many left for urban areas in the 

North and the West. Th is was not the fi rst time that Afri-

can Americans had left the region—a small migration had 

taken place during Reconstruction, and roughly half a 

million blacks left during World War I. But the migration 

that followed World War II was unprecedented. Of the 

6.5 million African Americans that left the South between 

1910 and 1970, 5 million exited after 1940. Th is migra-

tion coincided with the collapse of plantation agriculture, 

and it transformed racial politics nationally. Southern mi-

grants fi lled African American urban neighborhoods and 

elected some of the fi rst black representatives to Congress 

since Reconstruction. Th ese black voters also became im-

portant swing voters in large, highly contested industrial 

states in the Northeast and Midwest. 

 Many of the African American soldiers who returned 

to the South after the war were determined to secure the 

freedoms at home for which they had fought abroad. 

One such serviceman was Medgar Evers of Mississippi, 

who had served in France. When he and other African 

American veterans attempted to vote in the 1946 Demo-

cratic primary in Decatur, Mississippi, an armed white 

mob turned them away. Deterred only temporarily, Evers 

went on to become the fi eld secretary for the NAACP in 

Mississippi, working tirelessly to organize African Amer-

ican protest in his home state until June 1963, when he 

was shot and killed by a racist fanatic.
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Th e armed deterrence in Mississippi was not uncom-

mon. Emboldened African American soldiers height-

ened racial anxieties among whites during and in the 

immediate aftermath of the war. Th is unrest was not 

specifi c to the South. Race riots broke out in several 

northern and southern cities in 1943; the largest was 

in Detroit, where 25 African Americans and 9 whites 

were killed. But in some rural areas of the South, ra-

cial tensions took an old familiar form. In July 1946 

a lynch mob in Monroe, Georgia, killed 4 young Af-

rican Americans, 2 men and 2 women. Th e spike in 

racial violence led President Harry Truman to form a 

commission to study racial problems. Its 1947 report, 

 To Secure Th ese Rights , became a blueprint for fed-

eral civil reforms that would come over the next two 

decades. 

 Th e following year, Truman went further, setting 

the stage for a historic presidential election. In Febru-

ary 1948 he announced his support for ending racial 

discrimination in the armed services. Clark Cliff ord, 

Truman’s campaign advisor, urged him to take a strong 

civil rights stand because the support of southern states 

was a given; the key to the election, Cliff ord argued, 

was northern industrial areas where urban African 

American voters could help swing the election for the 

Democrats. Cliff ord’s strategy succeeded, but only by 

the narrowest of margins. At the Democratic National 

Convention in Philadelphia that summer, the Alabama 

and Mississippi delegations walked out over the par-

ty’s civil rights stand. Individual delegates from other 

southern states joined them to form the States’ Rights 

Democratic Party. 

 Strom Th urmond, the governor of South Carolina, 

accepted the presidential nomination of the “Dixie-

crats,” the nickname given to the splinter group by a 

waggish reporter. Th urmond himself never used the 

term, insisting that his campaign was not a regional but 

a national eff ort that drew on long-standing conservative 

Democratic principles. In truth, the campaign’s support 

came mainly from white voters in the Black Belt, Deep 

South counties with the largest African American popu-

lation and the most racially polarized politics. With little 

money and an inexperienced campaign staff , Th urmond 

ended up winning only four states—Alabama, Missis-

sippi, Louisiana, and South Carolina. Yet in the larger 

sweep of southern history, the States’ Rights Democrats 

represented a turning point in the region’s politics by 

initiating the slow drain of white Southerners from the 

Democratic Party. 

 The Era of Massive Resistance 

 Th e 1950s was a decade of political retrenchment across 

the region. Th e cold war contributed to this trend. Seg-

regationist Southerners denounced civil rights activists 

as either outright Communists or tools of the Commu-

nist conspiracy. Senator James Eastland of Mississippi 

chaired the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee, 

which regularly called witnesses to testify about alleged 

links between the civil rights movement and politically 

subversive organizations. Southern state legislatures held 

similar hearings that investigated civil rights organiza-

tions with alleged ties to subversive organizations or in 

some cases became the basis for new laws that helped to 

deter civil rights organizations. 

 More than anything, however, the Supreme Court’s 

1954 decision in  Brown v. Board of Education , striking 

down school segregation laws, precipitated white South-

erners’ organized resistance to racial change. Th e Ku Klux 

Klan experienced a third wave of revival in the region, 

following the Reconstruction period and its resurgence in 

the 1920s. Organized resistance also took a more middle-

class form with the Citizens’ Council, which began in 

1954 in the Mississippi Delta. Th e councils styled them-

selves as a modern political interest group, replete with a 

monthly publication and a series of television programs 

featuring interviews with policy makers. Council lead-

ers denounced violence publicly, but they often turned a 

blind eye or even subtly encouraged violence by working-

class whites. Th is grassroots organizing underwrote high-

profi le acts of resistance during the late 1950s and early 

1960s. In 1957 Governor Orval Faubus of Arkansas, who 

up to that point was viewed as a racial moderate, defi ed 

federal authorities in blocking the entrance of African 

American students into Little Rock’s Central High School. 

Th ree years later, white resistance to school desegregation 

in New Orleans led to violent clashes throughout the city. 

In 1962 Governor Ross Barnett of Mississippi led his state 

into a constitutional showdown with President John Ken-

nedy over the admission of the African American James 

Meredith to the University of Mississippi. 

 Th e most charismatic and talented leader of massive 

resistance was Governor George Wallace of Alabama. 

 Wallace began his career as an economic populist and 

racial moderate, following the path of his mentor, James 

“Big Jim” Folsom. In his race for governor in 1958, 

 Wallace misjudged the intensity of white recalcitrance 

after the  Brown  decision and lost in a close election. 

Afterward, he vowed to political friends never to be 

 “out-nigguhed” again.
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After Wallace won the governorship in 1962 on a hard-

line segregationist platform, he had a Klansman draft his 

inaugural address.  Wallace defi ed Kennedy administra-

tion offi  cials in 1963, standing “in the schoolhouse door” 

to symbolically block the admission of African American 

students to the University of Alabama. In 1964 he be-

came the face of the white backlash against civil rights 

when he ran surprisingly well in Democratic presidential 

primaries in Wisconsin, Indiana, and Maryland. Four 

years later, running as the candidate of the American 

Independent Party, Wallace narrowly missed out on his 

goal of throwing the election into the House of Rep-

resentatives. Wallace lost North Carolina and Tennessee 

by statistically insignifi cant margins; a win in either of 

those states accompanied by a shift of less than 1 percent 

of the vote from Richard Nixon to Hubert  Humphrey 

in New Jersey or Ohio would have been enough to do 

the trick. He was reelected as governor in 1970 in a no-

toriously racist campaign. In May 1972 he was a leading 

candidate in a chaotic race for the Democratic presiden-

tial nomination. Wallace was shot while campaigning in 

Maryland. He survived the shooting but was relegated 

to a wheelchair for the rest of his life, all but ending his 

national political aspirations. 

 Yet Wallace’s impact could be measured in other ways. 

In one sense, Wallace helped “southernize” national 

politics. His parodying of government bureaucrats, 

liberal elites, and anti-American political activists gave 

a populist bent to the post–World War II American 

conservative movement. Up to that point, conserva-

tism consisted largely of a loose coalition of corporate 

executives, renegade intellectuals, and anti-Communist 

hardliners. Wallace, however, pioneered appeals to white 

working-class and lower middle-class Americans, pleas 

that worked equally well outside the South. Wallace was 

elected governor of Alabama twice more, in 1974 and 

1982, and he returned to his racially moderate, economic 

populist roots. By that time, however, the antigovern-

ment slogans that had sustained his national aspirations 

had been taken up by a new generation of ideological 

conservatives in the Republican Party. 

 Sunbelt Politics 

 For many people, Lyndon Johnson summed up the con-

ventional wisdom on the southern GOP in the 1960s. 

On the night he signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 

Johnson lamented to an aide, “I think we just delivered 

the South to the Republican Party for a long time to 

come.” Yet white racism was not the only factor spur-

ring two-party politics in the South. Urban Southern-

ers showed their distaste for one-party rule in the 1950s, 

when a majority of the region’s city dwellers twice voted 

for the modern Republicanism of Dwight Eisenhower. 

Business-oriented, racially moderate urban and subur-

ban Southerners were an important source for the grow-

ing southern GOP. Federal court decisions in the early 

1960s that upheld the principle of “one man, one vote” 

gave a boost to moderate metropolitan Southerners. 

Th anks to outdated apportionment laws, rural interests 

had dominated southern politics for years. Under the 

county unit system in Georgia, for example, each county 

was assigned “units” that ranged from two units for the 

smallest county to six for the largest. As a result, resi-

dents of rural counties held political power far beyond 

their proportion of the state population. A vote in tiny 

Echols County, Georgia, was worth 99 times as much as 

a vote in Atlanta. 

 Metropolitan Southerners joined urban and suburban 

citizens of other expanding areas across the Southwest 

and far West to make up what commentators came to 

describe as the Sunbelt. From the 1960s through the end 

of the century, southern states from the Carolinas to 

California were the most economically dynamic areas of 

the country. Southern state industrial programs attracted 

new industries through a mix of tax breaks and other 

economic subsidies, and southern legislatures passed 

right-to-work laws that suppressed union membership. 

Cold war military spending benefi ted the Sunbelt dis-

proportionately; military contracts poured into southern 

states like Texas, Florida, and Georgia. Powerful south-

ern congressmen directed other defense dollars into their 

home districts. Th ese new Sunbelt jobs attracted college-

educated middle- and upper middle-class migrants to 

the region. Th e 1960s was the fi rst decade since the 1870s 

that more people moved into the South than out of it. 

Many of these new Southerners settled in expanding sub-

urban neighborhoods. From 1960 to 1968, the suburbs of 

Houston grew by 50 percent, New Orleans 45.5 percent, 

Washington 39.2 percent, and Atlanta 33.6 percent. Dur-

ing the 1960s, per capita income increased in the South 

14 percent faster than anyplace else. 

 Th ese new Sunbelt residents were a natural fi t for the 

Republican Party. Yet, despite the dynamic social and 

economic changes in the region, southern GOP advances 

in the 1960s and 1970s were surprisingly mixed. Repub-

lican presidential candidates did well across the region, 

but the party struggled in state and local elections. One 

reason was that the hard-line conservatives who built the 
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southern parties were still a minority within a national 

party in which moderate and liberal Republicans played 

a major role. Also, in many parts of the South, Republi-

can candidates struggled to shed an image as the party of 

the country club set.

Most important to Democratic perseverance, how-

ever, was the 1965 Voting Rights Act, which restored vot-

ing rights to thousands of African American voters across 

the region. African Americans fi rst started to drop their 

historic allegiance to the party of Lincoln during the 

New Deal, and thanks to liberal Democrats’ passionate 

support for civil rights, these new southern black voters 

almost uniformly identifi ed as Democrats. In southern 

states with African American populations that ranged 

from a quarter to well over a third of the total popula-

tion, successful Republicans had to amass supermajori-

ties among white voters.

From these electoral dynamics were born the New 

South Democrats: progressive, racially moderate, practical-

minded politicians who assembled coalitions of working-

class whites, black voters, and urban liberals. Prominent 

examples included Reubin Askew and Lawton Chiles of 

Florida, Jimmy Carter and Sam Nunn of Georgia, Dale 

Bumpers and David Pryor of Arkansas, John West and 

Richard Riley of South Carolina, and Bill Waller and Wil-

liam Winter of Mississippi. 

 No politician better symbolized the regional and na-

tional potential of New South Democrats than Jimmy 

Carter, the Georgia governor who vaulted into national 

politics in the wake of the Watergate crisis. Carter 

pursued centrist policies that angered the liberal wing 

of his party. He insisted on a balanced budget and at-

tempted to cut spending and jobs programs that were 

bedrocks for liberal Democratic constituencies. He ap-

pointed a staunch advocate of deregulation as head of 

the Civilian Aeronautics Board and signed legislation 

that deregulated a number of industries. But Carter’s 

major failure was one of timing—he presided over the 

White House during a period when the historic post–

World War II economic boom petered out. His talk 

of limits and the need for Americans to scale back was 

rooted in his Southern Baptist faith, his sense of humil-

ity and stewardship. Political opponents, however, eas-

ily parodied it as  rudderless leadership and weak-kneed 

defeatism. 

 A notable aspect of Carter’s politics was his open 

discussion of his religious faith. It refl ected his genuine 

personal devotion, but it also played into his appeal as 

the post-Watergate antipolitician—a man who would 

never lie to the American people. It was ironic then that 

Carter, who spoke sincerely of his personal relationship 

with Jesus Christ, would come to be so vehemently op-

posed by other southern Christian conservatives. White 

Southerners played prominent roles in what came to 

be known as the Religious Right. Jerry Falwell helped 

establish the Moral Majority in 1979, a conservative 

Christian advocacy group that was credited with playing 

a major role in Ronald Reagan’s successful presidential 

campaign in 1980. Pat Robertson headed the Christian 

Broad casting Network in Virginia Beach, Virginia, 

which became a focus of Religious Right broadcasting 

in the 1970s and 1980s. Jesse Helms of North Carolina 

was the leading voice in the Senate for conservative 

Christian concerns. 

 By the 1980s, the Religious Right was a key constitu-

ency in Ronald Reagan’s conservative coalition. Reagan’s 

charisma and Hollywood glamour won over countless 

white Southerners. No fi gure did more in encouraging 

white Southerners to shift their political identity from 

the Democratic to the Republican Party. Reagan articu-

lated in a genial way the reaction against social and po-

litical liberalism that had been such a defi ning part of 

the region’s modern politics. For the most conservative 

white Southerners, Reagan’s election provided a sense of 

vindication that their opposition to the transformations 

of the 1960s was not so misguided after all. Southern 

Republicans played leadership roles in the dominant 

conservative wing of the party. Most prominently, in the 

1994 midterm elections, Newt  Gingrich of Georgia or-

chestrated the Republicans’ Contract with America, a set 

of conservative policy positions that was credited with 

helping the GOP gain control of the House of Represen-

tatives for the fi rst time in 40 years. 

 Despite Republican successes, moderate southern 

Democrats continued to exert a powerful infl uence 

on national Democratic Party politics. Bill Clinton 

showed the lingering power of the moderate New 

South model when he teamed with fellow Southerner 

Al Gore to become the fi rst twice-elected Democratic 

president since Franklin Roosevelt. He did so following 

the same centrist path that Jimmy Carter had blazed in 

the 1970s. Clinton declared that the era of big govern-

ment was over, signed the North American Free Trade 

Agreement, and backed a welfare reform bill that alien-

ated liberals in his own party. He might have contin-

ued to provide moderate pragmatic leadership for the 

Democrats—the only path that had provided any sig-

nifi cant electoral gains for the party since the 1960s—
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had the fi nal years of his presidency not been marred 

by personal scandal. 

 By the twentieth-fi rst century, the South remained a 

source of consternation for progressive political forces, 

the seeming heart of Republican-dominated “red Amer-

ica.” Some Democrats counseled their party to hand the 

region over to the Republicans, to “whistle past Dixie,” 

and focus on liberal ideas that would appeal to voters 

in more traditionally progressive areas of the country. 

Other Democrats argued that Southerners were no dif-

ferent from other Americans, that they were motivated 

by the same concerns about economic security, health 

care, and education. Th at position was bolstered in the 

2008 presidential election, when Barack Obama carried 

Virginia, North Carolina, and Florida—made possible 

by a huge turnout of African American voters. 

 In the roughly 135 years since the end of Reconstruc-

tion, the South underwent enormous transformations. 

Th e diff erences between the region and the nation had 

eroded enough to lead many to question what, if any-

thing, remained distinctive about the South. And yet 

within national politics, many Americans still found it 

relevant to talk about the South as a discrete entity, a 

place with a unique past that continued to shape its poli-

tics in subtle yet powerful ways. 

  See also  Democratic Party; race and politics; Reconstruction; 

segregation and Jim Crow. 
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 J O S E P H  C R E S P I N O 

 Spanish-American War 
and Filipino Insurrection 

 John Hay, then secretary of state, called it the “splendid 

little war.” Almost 100 years after its start, historian Wal-

ter LaFeber called it the fi rst modern war of the twenti-

eth century for the United States. Th e Spanish-American 

War, and the more than decade of fi ghting that followed 

in the Philippines, refl ected the tremendous growth 

in U.S. power in the late nineteenth century and the 

changing nature of domestic and international politics 

involving the United States. Th is war also provided 

the occasion for introducing some of the policies that 

shaped the U.S. polity as it moved into the twentieth 

century. Th e Spanish-American War was particularly 

infl uential in six areas: (1) development of ideas and 

practice of the modern presidency, (2) modifi cation of 

traditional U.S. military doctrine, (3) refl ection of new 

approaches to democratic politics and public opinion, 

(4) opportunities for state building, (5) creation of lay-

ers of empire, and (6) new struggles over the nature of 

American identity. 

 The Course of  War 

 Cubans organized as early as the 1860s to achieve in-

dependence from Spain. Interest in Cuba was strong 

because of U.S.-owned sugar and tobacco plantations, 

but Americans were also altruistically sympathetic to 

the Cuban cause. Mass-circulation newspapers and U.S. 

labor organizations supported the Cubans, increasingly 

so through the 1890s, as Spanish repression of the Cuban 

independence movement became harsher.

President William McKinley, elected on the Repub-

lican ticket in 1896, was cautious but determined to 

support U.S. interests. He felt compelled in early 1898 

to send the USS  Maine  to Havana harbor, where a few 
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weeks later, it blew up. Th e “yellow press,” led by Wil-

liam Randolph Hearst’s  New York Journal , issued the 

battle cry “Remember the Maine.” Congress declared 

war in April 1898, but the U.S. fl eet had already begun 

moving into position near Spanish possessions in both 

the Caribbean (Cuba and Puerto Rico) and the Pacifi c 

(Philippines). Th e small and undertrained U.S. Army 

was augmented by numerous enthusiastic volunteers, 

including the famous Rough Riders, organized by Teddy 

Roosevelt, who benefi ted from admiring publicity. Th e 

navy performed better than the army, but both per-

formed better than the Spanish, and the fi ghting was 

over within a few weeks, costing the United States few 

dead, and most of those from disease rather than battle. 

During the war, the United States annexed Hawai‘i. As a 

result of the war, although not until 1902, Cuba became 

independent. Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines 

became U.S. colonies, technically called “unincorpo-

rated territories.” 

 Filipinos also had been fi ghting for their indepen-

dence from Spain. While initially working with U.S. 

forces or tolerating their presence, Filipino indepen-

dence fi ghters soon realized U.S. liberation from Spain 

would not mean independence, and they took up arms 

against U.S. soldiers. Th is part of the war was costly for 

the United States, with more than 70,000 U.S. troops in 

the islands at the peak of the confl ict and U.S. deaths of 

more than 4,000. At least 20,000 Filipinos were killed as 

a direct result of fi ghting. Th e Philippine Insurrection, 

which Filipinos call the Philippine-American War, of-

fi cially lasted until 1902. Fighting continued in various 

parts of the islands until 1913, especially in the south-

ern island of Mindanao, which has never fully acqui-

esced in any kind of rule from Manila, the capital of the 

Philippines. 

 Powerful President 

 Th e narrative above is factual and familiar but obscures 

more than it reveals. McKinley appears passive in it, re-

acting to popular media and events in both Cuba and 

Congress. Th is image of McKinley prevailed for years 

among scholars, many of whom repeated Th eodore 

Roosevelt’s claim that he had the backbone of a choco-

late éclair. Timing of the declaration of war suggests 

otherwise, however. Both a majority in Congress and 

many mass-circulation newspapers had been advocating 

war for months before McKinley submitted his care-

fully crafted request for a declaration of war. McKinley 

drafted the declaration so that it allowed him to pursue 

almost any policy he wanted, subject only to the promise 

in the Teller Amendment not to annex Cuba. 

 Th e president was more than merely astute, however. 

First, he was thinking in an integrated manner about 

U.S. global interests and was working to coordinate the 

consequences of the war to serve a variety of U.S. in-

terests, including maintaining an open system in China 

for U.S. trade and investment, suffi  cient control over 

areas such as Cuba where U.S. investment was substan-

tial and growing, and creation of types of control in 

both Asia and the Caribbean in concert with the loose, 

 minimally bureaucratic character of twentieth-century 

U.S. imperialism. 

 Second, McKinley used new technology eff ectively 

to increase his own power. Both the telegraph and tele-

phone allowed him rapid, personal contact with other 

U.S. offi  cials and the military in the fi eld. He used these 

advantages to communicate directly and left less of a 

paper trail than previous presidents, which had the eff ect 

of decreasing freedom of action by subordinates while 

also making it more diffi  cult for historians to trace the 

ultimate authority for decisions. Finally, McKinley and 

his closest personal advisors were men who believed in 

applying principles for the effi  cient organization of large 

corporations to running the government. Th ey worked 

to continue professionalizing, organizing, and making 

government bureaucracy more eff ective. Th is too in-

creased the power of the executive, especially at the ex-

pense of the still amateur and small congressional staff s. 

With or without the Spanish-American War, McKinley 

would have worked to increase executive power; the war 

gave him a large canvas on which to work. 

 Modern Military 

 Th e military, both navy and army, naturally was the gov-

ernment entity initially most aff ected by the war. Th e 

traditional narrative emphasizes the eff ectiveness of the 

U.S. Navy, which while not yet impressive in compari-

son with the British Navy, had several able advocates 

who had successfully promoted acquisition of modern 

and far-ranging ships. Alfred Th ayer Mahan epitomizes 

this group who saw a larger, better trained navy as es-

sential to projecting U.S. power into the world’s oceans 

in support of increased U.S. commerce and control. Th e 

U.S. Navy handily demonstrated its superiority over 

the Spanish, even defeating a Spanish fl eet at such far 

reaches as the Philippines. Th e battle in Cuba, for which 

the Spanish were more prepared, went scarcely better for 

them. Th e Spanish-American War confi rmed for these 
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navy advocates that they had been right; the acquisition 

of far-fl ung colonies provided them with continuing jus-

tifi cation for a large and modern navy. 

 Th e U.S. Army generally looks less capable in ac-

counts of the Spanish-American War. Its tiny size of less 

than 30,000 in 1898 meant that the war could not be 

fought without calling on thousands of volunteers, no 

doubt eager but ill-trained, and the militias, perhaps less 

eager and trained for diff erent tasks. Logistics proved 

embarrassingly poor: U.S. soldiers lacked proper clothes 

for the tropics, were fed poisonously bad food, and died 

of disease or poorly treated wounds in greater numbers 

than from battle. Th e “splendid little” part of the war, 

the fi ghting against Spain, revealed an army poorly pre-

pared for the type of fi ghting required. Th e next task 

was less splendid and little; the U.S. Army was called 

on to subdue Cubans and Filipinos who had diff erent 

ideas than did U.S. offi  cials about what the end of the 

Spanish-American War meant. Th is fi ghting often was 

characterized by brutality, as both regular army and mi-

litia employed tactics of repression or even extermina-

tion they had learned fi ghting against Native Americans, 

and which all too often resembled what the Spanish had 

done to their former subjects. Simultaneously, however, 

the army was the fi rst to carry out the “benevolent” com-

ponents of U.S. rule, including improving sanitation, 

building infrastructure, and opening schools. Violence 

and benevolence were intertwined, as they usually are 

in imperial projects. Th e U.S. Army began to develop 

nation-building capacities that have characterized its 

mission up to the present day. 

 New Approaches to Politics 

 Th e long buildup to a declaration of war allowed plenty of 

political maneuvering and public involvement,  allow ing 

the display of key developments in late-nineteenth-

and early-twentieth-century domestic political organiza-

tion. A familiar part of the story of the  Spanish-American 

War is the way the “yellow press” promoted sympathy 

for  Cubans. Th ese mass-circulation newspapers con-

tinued the American tradition of a partisan press but 

depended on technological developments and increased 

literacy to present ever more realistic, if also lurid and 

emotional, images to an entranced public. Th e press did 

not create the war, but it did create conditions in which 

Americans enthusiastically accepted a war arguably 

remote from the interests of ordinary citizens. Public 

opinion was led in directions that served a variety of 

interests. 

 As the importance of political parties began to wane 

in the early twentieth century, presidents and newspaper 

publishers began to appeal directly to the mass public, 

unmediated by the party hierarchy. President McKinley 

went on a speaking tour with the stated purpose of gaug-

ing public support for acquiring a colony in the Philip-

pines but with the hidden intent of promoting public 

support for that action. Much of the language used in 

these public appeals and discussions about the war and 

the responsibilities stemming from it refl ected concerns 

about honor and manliness. Cubans, and later Filipi-

nos, needed chivalrous rescuers; the Spanish deserved 

punishment for their misdeeds from honorable soldiers; 

American men could bravely demonstrate their willing-

ness to sacrifi ce on the battlefi eld. Roosevelt’s Rough 

Riders, volunteers from all walks of life from the most 

rough-and-tumble to the most elite, epitomized for 

many the benefi ts of testing American men in battle. At 

the turn to the twentieth century, American men were 

less likely than in preceding decades to vote and par-

ticipate actively in party politics, more likely to work 

in large, hierarchical organizations, and to learn about 

the world through the medium of mass-circulation 

newspapers. Politicians used these developments to shape 

public attitudes about the war and the consequences 

of it. 

 Building the American State 

 Although the war itself was relatively short and easily 

won, it posed logistical challenges to an underdeveloped 

U.S. state. Both the war and the overseas colonies ac-

quired as a consequence provided offi  cials with oppor-

tunities to build U.S. state institutions. Th e military was 

the most dramatic example. Th e navy began to develop 

more far-reaching capacities in the years leading up to the 

war, and the army followed suit during and after the war. 

Both branches acquired permanent overseas responsibili-

ties. Th e logistical requirements of permanent deploy-

ment outside the continental United States help explain 

trends toward professionalization, bureaucratization, and 

growth of both the army and navy in the early twentieth 

century. Th e decision to locate the Bureau of Insular Af-

fairs, the government agency charged with governing the 

colonies, in the War Department further increased that 

department’s growth. Even in ways not explicitly related 

to fi ghting the war or governing the colonies, U.S. gov-

ernmental institutions took on new responsibilities as a 

result of the war, including some related to immigration 

and the conduct of foreign relations. 
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 Layers of Empire 

 A key outcome of the Spanish-American War was the 

acquisition of overseas territories, arguably for the fi rst 

time in U.S. history. Th e United States became an im-

perial power, owning colonies it had no intention of 

incorporating into the nation as states. It newly ruled 

over Hawai‘i, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines 

directly. Th e United States also exercised a large amount 

of indirect control over Cuba through the mechanism 

of the Platt Amendment, a U.S. law whose substance 

was written into the Cuban constitution. It placed 

limits on Cuban sovereignty regarding fi nancial aff airs 

and the nature of Cuba’s government, mandated U.S. 

ownership of a base at Guantanamo, and forced Cuban 

acquiescence in U.S. intervention to guarantee these 

measures. 

 Th e U.S. empire was a layered one. Cuba experienced 

eff ective control, but indirectly. Hawai‘i was governed 

as an incorporated territory, theoretically eligible for 

statehood, but its racial mix made that an unappealing 

prospect for many Americans. Hawai‘i did not become 

a state until 1959. Guam was ruled directly by the U.S. 

Navy—which used it as a coaling station—and it re-

mains part of the United States, governed by the Of-

fi ce of Insular Aff airs in the Department of the Interior. 

Both the Philippines and Puerto Rico were governed di-

rectly as colonies through the Bureau of Insular Aff airs, 

but their paths quickly diverged. Puerto Rico developed 

close links with the United States through revolving mi-

gration, economic and tourism ties, and increased politi-

cal rights for its citizens. Puerto Rico is still part of the 

United States, as the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. 

Th e Philippines developed more modest and ambiguous 

relations with the United States, since Filipinos had re-

stricted migration rights, and U.S. economic investment 

in the islands was limited. Th e Philippines achieved in-

dependence in 1946. Th e layered and decentralized na-

ture of the U.S. empire developed out of the particular 

legal and political processes used to decide how to rule 

over territories acquired in the Spanish-American War. 

Th ese decisions were widely and publicly debated in the 

early twentieth century, as Americans wrestled with the 

changing nature of territorial expansion involving over-

seas colonies. 

 Debating the American Identity 

 Th e Spanish-American War and the resulting acquisition 

of colonies prompted heated debates in the United States 

about what it meant to be American. Th ese debates may 

well be among the most important consequences of the 

war for the nation. One set of agruments revolved around 

whether the United States should acquire overseas colo-

nies, and if so, how they should be governed. A vocal and 

prominent anti-imperialist movement had many older 

leaders, representatives of a fading generation. Most 

politicians of the day advocated acquiring the colonies as 

demonstration of U.S. power and benevolence. 

 Still, there remained a contentious debate about the 

status of these new territories, legally settled only by the 

U.S. Supreme Court in the Insular Cases, beginning in 

1901 with  Downes v. Bidwell  and confi rmed subsequently 

by almost two dozen additional cases. Th e 1901 decision 

found that Puerto Rico was “not a foreign country” but 

“foreign to the United States in a domestic sense.” In 

other words, not all laws or constitutional protections ex-

tended to unincorporated territories such as Puerto Rico 

and the Philippines. Many Americans were disturbed by 

these decisions, fi nding no provision in the Constitution 

that anticipated ruling land not intended to be part of 

the United States. Th ey worried that an important part 

of U.S. political identity was being discarded. 

 Overriding those concerns, however, was a strong de-

sire on the part of almost all white Americans to avoid 

the racial implications of incorporating places like the 

Philippines and especially Cuba into the body politic. 

Jim Crow segregation was established by the 1890s, and 

colonial acquisitions promised to complicate an already 

contentious racial situation in the United States. Cuba 

was fi lled with what many commentators called an “un-

appealing racial mix” of descendants of Spaniards, in-

digenous peoples, and Africans brought to the island 

as slaves. U.S. politicians had no desire to bring the ra-

cial politics of Cuba into the nation; so Cuba was not 

annexed. Th e Philippines was almost as problematic: 

Filipinos might be the “little brown brothers” of Ameri-

cans, but in the end they were Asians, including many 

ethnic Chinese. During these years of Chinese exclu-

sion, the status of Filipinos, U.S. nationals eligible to 

enter to the United States but not eligible to become 

citizens, was contested and contradictory. Movement 

toward granting independence seemed a good way to 

exclude Filipinos altogether. Puerto Ricans were, appar-

ently, white enough. When they moved to the continen-

tal United States, they could naturalize as U.S. citizens, 

and in 1917, citizenship was extended to all Puerto Ri-

cans. Regarding these groups, however, racial politics 

complicated both colonial governance and conceptions 

of U.S. identity. 
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 Hostilities between Spain and the United States were 

brief and minor, but this splendid little war changed the 

United States into a colonial power; provided opportu-

nities for the growth of executive government agencies, 

both the presidency itself and some departments; high-

lighted developments in mass media and party politics; 

and opened new lines of debate about the meaning of 

American identity. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics, 1865–1933; press 

and politics; race and politics; territorial government. 
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 A N N E  L .  F O S T E R 

 sports and politics 

 Artists across the centuries have been drawn to the ath-

lete in action and repose. “What a piece of work is man!” 

Hamlet mused. “[I]n form and moving how express and 

admirable! [I]n action how like an angel!” Th e athletic 

form, the silkiness of an athlete’s movements, the twitch 

of muscle and fi ber, has been the gold standard of beauty 

since at least the ancient Greeks. But observers have as-

cribed meaning to beauty, and politics to meaning. In 

the abstract, the athletic body and sports are void of pol-

itics and ideology, but politicians and ideologues have 

long employed athletes and athletics to buttress their 

agendas. In twentieth-century America, journalists, poli-

ticians, and millions of citizens used sports to affi  rm the 

American way of life, validate democracy, and pro-

mote social change. Far from being delightful games— 

amusing, meaningless pastimes—sports have become 

essential to understanding political life. 

 As far back as the mid-nineteenth century, prizefi ght-

ers and gamblers were involved in politics. Prizefi ghting’s 

illegality often forced fi ghters and spectators to travel to 

rural locations for a bout, and state and local govern-

ments prosecuted many fi ghters, using various riot acts. 

Prizefi ghting also became associated with local Demo-

cratic machines, as bosses like William Tweed in New 

York hired fi ghters to serve as ballot enforcers on Election 

Day. One fi ghter, John Morrissey, rode his success as a 

pugilist to the U.S. Congress, where he served two terms 

(1867–71). In general, Democratic politicians, often seen 

as defenders of ethnic immigrants, supported prizefi ght-

ing while Republicans generally fought to further restrict 

the sport. 

 During the Reconstruction era, African Americans 

were systematically excluded from professional baseball. 

Although one black player did compete in the National 

Association of Base Ball Players, by 1876 a new National 

League had organized with a formal “color ban.” In 

1883, however, Moses Fleetwood Walker signed a con-

tract with Toledo of the American Association. By the 

late 1880s, white players and managers like Adrian “Cap” 

Anson of the Chicago White Sox refused to compete 

with or against black players. It would take until 1947 

before another black man, Jackie Robinson, played in 

the major leagues. 

 Affi  rming the American Way of Life 

 Th e modern Olympic Games, though designed to be 

apolitical and promote internationalism, have always 

included political wrangling and expressions of nation-

alism. Few Games were more politicized than the 1936 

Olympics in Berlin. Prior to the Games, Adolf Hitler’s 

Nazi regime passed the Nuremberg Laws that deprived 

German Jews of their citizenship. Th ese laws, coupled 

with Germany’s policies regarding Jewish athletes, 

led Americans on the American Olympic Committee 

(AOC) to threaten a boycott of the Games. Despite 

opposition from the AOC president, Avery Brundage, 

a 1935 Gallup poll revealed that 57 percent of Ameri-

cans favored withdrawal from the Games. A proposed 

boycott resolution failed by two-and-a-half votes at the 

1935 Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) convention, lead-

ing to the resignation of the AAU president, Jeremiah 

Mahoney, who supported the boycott. 

 Hitler used the Olympic Games as an opportunity 

to unveil the “New Germany” to the world. Foreign 
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journalists sat in a new, state-of-the-art, 100,000-seat 

track and fi eld stadium, covered torchlight ceremonies 

and festivals, and were greeted by thousands of smiling 

children. Before the Olympics, Hitler’s German Labor 

Front ordered Berliners to take down anti-Semitic signs, 

not overcharge their guests, be friendly toward the for-

eign press, and keep the city clean—all in promotion 

of Nazism. Seemingly oblivious of Nazi repression, 

foreign journalists wrote home about the “Miracle of 

Germany.” As historian Benjamin Rader noted, the 1936 

Berlin Games showed that “more than ever before, na-

tions perceived their athletes as their representatives in a 

struggle for international power and glory.” 

 During the cold war, the Americans and the Soviets 

used the Olympics to validate democracy and state so-

cialism, respectively. For Americans, the Games were 

international battles between East and West, commu-

nism and capitalism, repression and freedom. Ameri-

can decathlete Bob Mathias recalled that the cold war 

increased the pressure on American athletes because the 

Russians “were in a sense the real enemy. You just love 

to beat ’em. You just had to beat ’em.” Athletes repre-

senting  Communist-bloc nations also felt the need to 

elevate their performances for the glory of their states. In 

the 1952 Helsinki Games, Czechoslovakian Emil Zato-

pek entered the marathon after winning the 10,000-and 

5,000-meter races, a daunting combination. 

 To Americans like Brundage, the Soviets were every-

thing the Americans were not: they polluted the Games 

by allowing professional athletes to compete, populated 

the International Olympic Committee with bloc-voting 

Communist Party members, and condoned steroid use. 

Th e latter point became abundantly clear in 1954, when 

John Ziegler, a U.S. team physician, noticed remarkable 

physical growth among Soviet weightlifters. As it turned 

out, Soviet athletes had been given pure testosterone to 

improve their performance in the strength events: track 

and fi eld, boxing, wrestling, and weightlifting. Th ough 

Ziegler later developed the fi rst anabolic steroid, Soviet 

drug use helped lead Russia to an impressive 98 med-

als in the 1956 Melbourne Games, compared to 74 for 

the United States. Only through artifi cial enhancers, the 

American press argued, were the Soviets able to defeat 

the United States. 

 Tensions between the two nations ran high again in 

1979 after the Soviets invaded Afghanistan. Th is event 

led President Jimmy Carter to consider a boycott of the 

1980 Games to be held in Moscow. With the winter 

Games scheduled for Lake Placid, New York, in Febru-

ary, Carter waited until after that event to announce his 

plans. Th e winter Games witnessed a major international 

victory for the United States when its young and inex-

perienced hockey team defeated a heavily favored Rus-

sian team. Th e American team sang “God Bless America” 

in the locker room after the game, despite many of the 

players not knowing the lyrics. Sporadic chants of “USA, 

USA” broke out in Lake Placid, and television commen-

tator Al Michaels labeled the victory a miracle. In the 

eyes of many Americans, the win was a triumph for de-

mocracy and hard work. 

 Validating American Democracy 

 In addition to affi  rming the American way of life, sports 

have also served as a cauldron of democracy. Th rough-

out the twentieth century, the integration of American 

sports often preceded the integration of schools, pub-

lic transportation, hospitals, and public facilities. At the 

same time that African Americans could not eat at the 

same lunch counter with whites, they could watch Joe 

Louis win the heavyweight boxing crown, Althea Gib-

son win at Wimbledon, and Jackie Robinson star for the 

Brooklyn Dodgers. Th ough black athletes faced constant 

discrimination on the fi eld and off , by the 1960s, blacks 

competed equally with whites in all major sports. 

 Prior to 1908 only one African American man, George 

Dixon, held a national boxing title, albeit in the ban-

tam and featherweight divisions. In the early 1900s, Jack 

Johnson emerged as a black fi ghter capable of winning 

the heavyweight crown. Johnson consistently defi ed 

white America by dating white women, smiling in the 

ring, and taunting his white opponents. In Australia in 

1908, he defeated Tommy Burns in impressive fashion to 

capture the world heavyweight title. Immediately, pro-

moters began searching for a “Great White Hope” to 

challenge Johnson. Finally, Jim Jeff ries, the champion 

before Burns, agreed to fi ght Johnson in Reno, Nevada, 

in what the press billed as a contest between white “civi-

lization and virtue” and black “savagery and baseness.” 

White journalists predicted that Jeff ries would win, 

claiming that black boxers had thick skulls, weak stom-

achs, and small brains. Johnson soon proved that such 

journalists were poor anthropologists. 

 Johnson’s fi fteenth-round knockout victory over Jef-

fries led to public celebrations in black communities 

throughout the United States. In such cities as Chicago 

and Atlanta, white racists assaulted blacks who openly 

cheered Johnson’s win. Fearing more riots, local and state 

governments banned the fi lm of the Johnson-Jeff ries 
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fi ght from playing in American theaters. His victory 

even led to the passage of miscegenation laws in a num-

ber of states. In 1913, believing he was a threat to white 

supremacy, the federal government charged Johnson 

with violating the Mann Act, a seldom-used Progressive 

Era reform that attacked “white slavery” prostitution by 

making it illegal to transport women across state lines 

for immoral purposes. Johnson, who usually professed 

no ideology, was viewed as a racial symbol by both black 

and white. In a time of segregation a black man reigned 

supreme over the boxing world. 

 After Johnson lost his title to Jess Willard in 1915, it 

took 22 years for another African American to become 

heavyweight champion. If Johnson was loud and threat-

ening to whites, Joe Louis was the direct opposite: quiet, 

polite, and unassuming. His trainer Jack Blackburn and 

managers John Roxborough and Julian Black carefully 

crafted Louis’s image. In public, Louis was always clean-

cut, and he rarely smiled and did not pose in photo-

graphs with white women. But in the ring, Louis was 

just as dominating as Johnson. In 1935 he defeated the 

Italian champion and former heavyweight champion 

Primo Carnera as Benito Mussolini invaded Ethiopia. 

One year later, Louis suff ered a devastating twelfth-

round knockout by the German boxer Max Schmeling, 

whom Hitler hailed as a great symbol of his Nazi regime. 

Louis rebounded in 1937, knocking out James J. Brad-

dock to capture the heavyweight crown and setting up a 

rematch with Schmeling. 

 Two months before the second fi ght, Hitler annexed 

Austria. Th us, before the rematch, Louis took on the 

symbolic role of America’s hero defending  democracy 

and the free world against German aggression and Na-

zism. President Franklin D. Roosevelt met with Louis 

to discuss the political implications of the fi ght, and a 

Nazi Party offi  cial announced that Schmeling’s winnings 

would be used to build German tanks. On June 22, 1938, 

an estimated two-thirds of the American people tuned 

in on the radio to hear the fi ght. What they heard was a 

rout as Louis knocked out Schmeling in just two min-

utes and four seconds. Th e press wrote that the win was 

a great victory for America. After Pearl Harbor, Louis 

volunteered to join the U.S. Army, serving as a symbol 

of American racial harmony and openness (even though 

all the armed forces were segregated), in contrast to the 

racism and secrecy of the Axis powers. 

 While Louis represented African Americans in the 

boxing ring, baseball remained completely segregated 

into the mid-1940s. A gentleman’s agreement among the 

owners ensured that no African American players would 

compete in the major leagues. In 1945, however, Brook-

lyn Dodgers president Branch Rickey began scouting the 

Negro Leagues in search of the perfect black player to 

cross the color line. He found his man in Jackie Rob-

inson, an army veteran who had experienced interracial 

competition while at UCLA. In exchange for a contract, 

Robinson agreed not to respond, verbally or physically, 

to any racially motivated abuse. After spending a year 

with the Montreal Royals, Brooklyn’s minor league team, 

Robinson made his debut with the Dodgers in 1947. Al-

though he helped lead the Dodgers to their fi rst pennant 

in six years, he was also a target for racists. Some players 

slid into Robinson with their spikes up, threw at his head 

while he batted, and yelled racial slurs. He received death 

threats and was forced into segregated accommodations 

while on the road with the team. 

 Despite the controversy, Robinson was named Rookie 

of the Year and became a major draw at ballparks. Five 

teams set attendance records in 1947, and by the 1950s, 

most teams had black players. By the spring of 1949, Rob-

inson began to speak up politically. In July he testifi ed 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee 

against Paul Robeson, who argued that African Ameri-

cans would not fi ght in a war with the Soviet Union. For 

the rest of his life, Robinson was an outspoken critic of 

segregation and eventually served as an advisor to Gover-

nor Nelson Rockefeller of New York. 

 Into the 1950s and 1960s, tennis remained a lily-white 

sport—most big tournaments were held in country clubs 

where blacks could not become members. But in the 

summer of 1950, four years before the  Brown v. Board of 
Education  decision, Althea Gibson competed in several 

United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA) events. 

She became the fi rst African American to play in the 

USLTA National Championships (now called the U.S. 

Open) in 1950, and in 1951 she became the fi rst black 

player to enter Wimbledon. A winner of fi ve Grand 

Slam titles between 1956 and 1958, Gibson’s crowning 

achievement came with her Wimbledon victory in 1957. 

She also served America’s cold war aims by playing a se-

ries of goodwill exhibition matches in Southeast Asia on 

a State Department tour between 1955 and 1956. A versa-

tile athlete, Gibson also became the fi rst African Ameri-

can woman professional golfer in 1964. 

 While Gibson won at Wimbledon in 1957, Arthur 

Ashe became the fi rst black man to win the U.S. Open 

in 1968. He later went on to win the Australian Open in 

1970 and Wimbledon in 1974. Ashe became  politically 
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active in the late 1960s, specifi cally opposing South Af-

rican apartheid. His trip to South Africa in 1973 was a 

major accomplishment that demonstrated that sports 

could help to break down a racist regime. 

 Sports as a Vehicle for Social Change 

 Sports have often served as a vehicle for social change. 

Inspired by the Black Power movement of the late 1960s 

and 1970s, black athletes increasingly demanded equal 

rights, on the fi eld and off . Activist Harry Edwards, boxer 

Muhammad Ali, basketball player Bill Russell, and oth-

ers used sports as a platform to demand social justice. 

 In 1960 boxer Cassius Clay seemed like an unlikely 

person to challenge the status quo. Hailing from Louis-

ville, Kentucky, Clay defeated an experienced Russian 

fi ghter to win the gold medal in the light-heavyweight 

division at the 1960 Olympic Games in Rome. When 

asked by a Russian journalist about race relations in the 

United States, Clay replied, “Tell your readers we got 

qualifi ed people working on that, and I’m not worried 

about the outcome.” Four years later, Clay took a diff er-

ent position. Clay’s good looks, exuberant personality, 

and propensity to run his “Louisville lip” ensured ample 

media attention for the young fi ghter. Before beating 

Sonny Liston for the heavyweight title in 1964, Clay had 

already labeled himself “the greatest.” 

 After capturing the crown, Clay shocked fans and 

reporters by renouncing what he called his slave name 

and taking the name Muhammad Ali. He also joined the 

Nation of Islam, a militant religious group that opposed 

racial integration. Ali’s 1965 title defense against Floyd 

Patterson took on special meaning, as the fi ght was billed 

as a contest between a newly converted Catholic (Patter-

son) and a Black Muslim (Ali). Ali successfully defended 

his title with a twelfth-round knockout. 

 Ali became a larger political symbol when he was 

drafted into the army in 1966. He famously remarked, 

“I ain’t got no quarrels with them Viet Congs,” and fi led 

for an exemption as a contentious objector. Denied the 

exemption, Ali was indicted for draft evasion, and the 

New York Athletic Commission suspended his boxing 

license. All this made Ali a hero to those who opposed 

the war, including working-class African Americans, and 

an unpatriotic militant to those who supported the ac-

tions in Southeast Asia. 

 In 1967 and 1968, Edwards, a professor of sociology at 

San Jose State College, initiated a movement to boycott 

the 1968 Olympic Games to protest worldwide racial 

discrimination. Edwards’s organization sought to expose 

human rights violations in the United States, show how 

the U.S. government exploited black athletes, and cre-

ate social responsibility among black students. Boston 

Celtics center Bill Russell, UCLA basketball star Lew 

Alcindor, CORE director Floyd McKissick, and Mar-

tin Luther King Jr. all spoke out on behalf of Edwards’s 

movement. Ultimately, the movement divided the black 

community, and most black athletes who qualifi ed for 

the Games chose to compete. On October 16, 1968, 

however, two black sprinters, Tommie Smith and John 

Carlos, put on black gloves and raised their fi sts in the air 

as they received their Olympic medals in Mexico City. 

Th e clear display of Black Power led Avery Brundage to 

bar both men from the Olympic Village. 

 Like many African American athletes, women athletes 

have also used sports as a vehicle for achieving social 

change. Resistance to women’s participation in sports 

at the intercollegiate level fi rst gave way as a result of 

the cold war. U.S. offi  cials hoped that the creation of 

a Women’s Advisory Board in 1958 would improve the 

success of American women athletes in international 

competitions. Later, the feminist movement of the 1960s 

sparked women to demand the same opportunities as 

men, and those opportunities included institutional sup-

port for varsity sports programs. Th ough the National 

Collegiate Athletic Association organized its fi rst set 

of national championships for women’s sports in 1969, 

it was not until passage of Title IX of the Educational 

Amendments Act in 1972 that colleges and high schools 

across the country were forced to commit more resources 

to women’s sports. By 1980 funding for women’s sports 

had grown from less than 1 percent to just over 10 per-

cent of the total national intercollegiate budget. Far 

from sexually integrating sports programs beyond physi-

cal education classes, Title IX advocated a “separate but 

equal” doctrine similar to the offi  cial racial policy of the 

United States prior to the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision 

in  Brown . 

 By the end of the twentieth century, sports had fully 

muscled their way onto the American political land-

scape. Professional sports had become big businesses, 

and so had college sports and the Olympic Games. On 

the fi elds and diamonds, the courts and courses, million-

aire athletes competed for ever-larger fortunes. Off  the 

playing fi elds, labor unions, agents, television executives, 

and team owners divided up the multi-trillion-dollar 

sports pie. In the halls of Congress, legislators debated 

steroid and antitrust issues. In newspapers, magazines, 

and books, and on television, commentators opined on 
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the role sports have played and continue to play in the 

national dialogue about race. And in an age of globalism, 

American sports have become one of the nation’s most 

marketable commodities, symbols not only of American 

capitalism but of democracy and cultural imperialism as 

well. 
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 state constitutions 

 State constitutions are more easily amended and address 

a broader range of issues than the U.S. Constitution and, 

as a consequence, have often played an important role 

in American political development. On many occasions, 

the relative fl exibility of state constitutions has permitted 

political reforms to be more easily adopted by states, and 

only implemented later, if at all, at the federal level. At 

times also, the greater range of issues addressed in state 

constitutions, which is due in part to the nature of the 

federal system and in part to conscious choices made by 

state constitution makers, means that many political is-

sues have been regulated primarily or even exclusively 

by state constitutions. Th is importance of state constitu-

tions can be seen throughout the course of the American 

regime but is particularly evident in the founding era, 

Jacksonian era, Progressive Era, and after the reappor-

tionment revolution of the 1960s. 

 The Founding Era 

 Eleven of the original thirteen states adopted consti-

tutions prior to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution 

(Connecticut and Rhode Island retained their colonial 

charters until 1818 and 1842, respectively), and it was 

through drafting these state constitutions that Ameri-

cans fi rst developed principles of constitutionalism and 

republicanism that were then adopted at the federal 

level. 

 State constitution makers were the fi rst to grapple 

with the appropriate process for writing and adopting a 

constitution. Th e fi rst state constitutions drafted in early 

1776 in New Hampshire and South Carolina were in-

tended to be temporary. However, drafters of subsequent 

state constitutions came to view them as enduring char-

ters. Meanwhile, some of the early state constitutions 

were drafted by legislators or by offi  cials who were not 

selected specifi cally for the purpose of constitution mak-

ing. Eventually, though, it came to be understood that 

constitutions should be written by delegates who were 

chosen for this express purpose and who assembled in 

a convention. A similar evolution took place in the un-

derstanding of how a constitution should be approved. 

Although the earliest state constitutions took eff ect by 

proclamation of the drafters, this changed when the 

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 was submitted for 

popular ratifi cation. Not only have state constitution 

makers generally followed this process in drafting and 

revising the 146 documents that have been in eff ect in 

the 50 states, but this was also the model that federal 

constitution makers followed in holding a convention 

in 1787 and submitting their work for ratifi cation by the 

13 states. 

 State constitution makers also had extensive opportu-

nities in the 1770s and 1780s to debate the means of de-

signing governing institutions that would best embody 

republican principles, and these debates infl uenced the 

design of the federal constitution in various ways. Some 

of the fi rst state constitutions were quite democratic in 

form. Th e outstanding example was the Pennsylvania 

constitution of 1776, which established a unicameral leg-

islature whose members stood for annual election and 

were subject to term limits and whose work could not 

be vetoed by the executive. As state constitution mak-

ing progressed, and as concerns arose over the ineff ective 

performance of governing institutions, eff orts were made 

to limit legislatures and secure a greater degree of delib-

eration, such as by adopting bicameralism, lengthening 

legislators’ terms, eliminating term limits, and creating 
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a strong executive. Th e New York constitution of 1777 

was the fi rst to adopt a number of these features; the 

Massachusetts constitution of 1780 went even further 

in embodying these developments; and, by the time that 

Pennsylvanians adopted a revised constitution in 1790, 

they had eliminated many of the more democratic fea-

tures of the 1776 document. When delegates assembled 

at the federal convention of 1787, they drew heavily from 

the state constitutional experience. 

 The Jacksonian Era 

 Th e Jacksonian era brought calls for the democratization 

of both state and federal governing institutions. Th ough 

some changes were made at the federal level, the changes 

were even greater in the states, and these changes fre-

quently took the form of constitutional amendments. In 

particular, states retained responsibility for most issues 

of governance during the nineteenth century, including 

eff orts to expand the suff rage, which required changes 

in state law, and frequently in state constitutions. More-

over, the fl exibility of state constitutions, in contrast to 

the rigidity of the federal amendment process, meant 

that certain institutional reforms, such as the popular 

election of judges, were only adopted at the state level. 

 In terms of the suff rage, the principal developments 

during this period were the elimination of freeholder 

and taxpayer requirements for voting, and these changes 

were frequently achieved through state constitutional 

amendments. Additionally, although federal acts would 

later remove from state discretion other voting qualifi -

cations—such as those regarding race, sex, and age—

states were the innovators in each of these areas, both 

during the Jacksonian era and in later years. Th us, New 

England states permitted blacks to vote well before the 

Fifteenth Amendment. Wyoming, followed by numer-

ous other states, permitted women to vote long before 

the Nineteenth Amendment. And Georgia and Ken-

tucky enfranchised 18-year-olds several decades prior to 

ratifi cation of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment. Moreover, 

states have retained control over other suff rage require-

ments, such as those concerning citizenship and felony 

conviction. Th erefore, battles over suff rage requirements 

continued to be waged to a great degree in state consti-

tutional forums long after the federal government began 

to establish national suff rage requirements in the Recon-

struction era. In fact, although Reconstruction-era state 

conventions were required by federal law to enfranchise 

African Americans, these gains were mostly reversed by 

state conventions in the 1890s that adopted various dis-

enfranchising mechanisms. 

 State constitution makers during the Jacksonian era also 

made attempts to democratize governing institutions. Not 

a single federal amendment was ratifi ed between passage 

of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804 and the Th irteenth 

Amendment in 1865. State constitutions, though, were eas-

ier to amend, and amendment procedures were made even 

more fl exible during this period. Some states went so far as 

to require that a popular referendum be held periodically 

on whether to hold a new constitutional convention. 

 As a result, constitutional reformers were able to ex-

periment with alternative institutional arrangements at 

the state level. Some constitutions imposed procedural 

restrictions on the legislature, such as requiring that bills 

be read three times and contain a single subject accu-

rately refl ected in the title. Th ere were also substantive 

restrictions on the legislature, such as prohibiting the in-

curring of debt or the lending of state credit. A number 

of states also moved during this period to adopt a plural 

executive of sorts: a wide range of executive department 

heads were subject to popular election, along with the 

governor. Most notably, beginning with Mississippi’s 

adoption in 1832 of popular elections for all state judges 

and accelerating in the 1840s, states increasingly provided 

for an elected judiciary. State constitution makers also 

democratized governing institutions by changing inequi-

table apportionment plans that had long privileged older 

tidewater regions over growing piedmont and mountain 

regions. Th e Ohio Constitution of 1851 was the fi rst to 

provide for an apportionment board that removed the 

decennial task of redistricting from the legislative pro-

cess. Th is approach was later emulated by several other 

states. 

 The Progressive Era 

 Among the chief concerns of Progressive reformers was 

securing protection for workers in the face of obstruc-

tionist legislatures and courts. Th e fl exibility of state 

amendment processes enabled reformers to adopt nu-

merous constitutional changes introduced to bypass leg-

islatures or overturn court decisions. 

 Progressive reformers pushed for a variety of protec-

tive measures for workers—including an eight-hour day, 

minimum wage, workers’ compensation, and child labor 

regulations. But they experienced mixed success in getting 

these measures approved by legislators and then sustained 

by the courts. Even when Congress and state legislatures 
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did enact protective laws, federal and state courts occa-

sionally invalidated them. Th e only federal constitutional 

amendment formally proposed in this area was a child 

labor amendment, but it failed to be ratifi ed by the requi-

site number of state legislatures and so never took eff ect. 

Reformers had more success securing enactment of state 

provisions to protect workers. Some amendments were 

intended to bypass legislatures, by mandating an eight-

hour day or prohibiting child labor. Other state consti-

tutional changes sought to overturn court decisions, by 

declaring that the legislature was empowered to pass a 

minimum-wage law or establish a workers’ compensation 

system or enact other protective measures, regardless of 

state court rulings to the contrary. 

 Progressive reformers also tried to restructure govern-

ing institutions they viewed as insuffi  ciently responsive 

to public opinion and overly susceptible to special-

interest infl uence. Th e only structural change adopted 

at the federal level in the early twentieth century was 

direct senatorial elections, as a result of passage of the 

Seventeenth Amendment. But state reformers had more 

success. Th e South Dakota constitution was amended 

in 1898 to provide for the popular initiative and referen-

dum, and during the twentieth century half of the states 

adopted similar reforms. A third of the states provided 

for the constitutional initiative. Th e Ohio constitution 

was amended in 1912 to permit judicial review to be exer-

cised only by a supermajority of the state supreme court 

judges, and two other states soon adopted similar provi-

sions. A number of states in the fi rst two decades of the 

twentieth century also adopted the recall of judges and 

other public offi  cials. 

 The Reapportionment Revolution 

 After a long period in the mid-twentieth century of 

relative inattention to constitutional revision, the U.S. 

Supreme Court’s reapportionment decisions in the early 

1960s led to a signifi cant number of changes in state 

constitutions. States had to bring their redistricting laws 

into compliance with the Court’s rulings, and constitu-

tion makers took the opportunity to modernize other 

state governing institutions as well. Th ey also added 

rights provisions that had no counterpart in the federal 

constitution. For example, several states provided for a 

right to privacy or a prohibition against sex discrimina-

tion. Other states guaranteed a right to a clean environ-

ment. Victims’ rights clauses were added to other state 

constitutions. 

 Much of the renewed interest in state constitutions in 

the late twentieth century was generated not by amend-

ments but as a result of liberal state court interpretations 

of state bills of rights. When the Supreme Court under 

chief justices Burger and Rehnquist proved less aggres-

sive than the Warren Court in interpreting the federal 

Bill of Rights in an expansive fashion, state judges began 

to provide redress for civil liberties claimants. Th us, the 

U.S. Supreme Court declined to recognize a federal con-

stitutional right to equal school fi nancing, but a number 

of state supreme courts found such a right in their state 

constitutions. And whereas the U.S. Supreme Court de-

clined to rule that the death penalty violated the federal 

cruel and unusual punishment clause, as long as it was 

administered in a proper fashion, several state supreme 

courts interpreted their state bills of rights as prohibit-

ing capital punishment in all circumstances. Th en, at 

the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, several state courts 

interpreted their bills of rights as guaranteeing a right 

to same-sex civil unions or same-sex marriage. Although 

state amendment processes permitted citizens to eventu-

ally adopt constitutional amendments overturning some 

of these state court rulings, many of these decisions were 

left undisturbed, ensuring that state constitutions will be 

a continuing battleground in civil liberties debates in the 

years to come. 

  See also  Constitution, federal; state government. 
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state government

 History texts have traditionally depicted the evolution 

of the American republic as progressing from the dis-

union of the Confederation era to the consolidation of 

the twentieth century, with state subordination ensured 

by the triumph of the national regime in the Civil War. 

According to this scenario, state governments survived 

in the shadow of policy makers in Washington, D.C., 

who gradually whittled away at the residual powers of 

lawmakers in places like Albany and Sacramento. Yet 

one of the most signifi cant, though often overlooked, 

features of American political history is the persistent 

and powerful role of state governments in the lives of 

citizens. Th e United States is and always has been a 

federal republic; its very name makes clear that it is a 

union of states. Th roughout its history the states have 

provided the lion’s share of government aff ecting the 

everyday life of the average American. Th e professors 

who write the history texts work at state universities; 

their students are products of the public schools estab-

lished, supervised, and to a large degree funded by the 

states. Every day of the year state police disturb the do-

mestic tranquility of speeders driving along highways 

built and owned by the states. Th e municipalities that 

provide the water necessary for human survival are cre-

ations of the states, and these water supplies are subject 

to state supervision. Th ough the American nation is 

united, it is not a seamless polity. In the twenty-fi rst 

century state government remains a ubiquitous element 

of American life. 

 From the Revolution to the 1890s 

 Th e original 13 states of 1776 were heirs to the govern-

mental traditions of the colonial period. Th e fi rst state 

constitutions retained the offi  ce of governor, though 

they reduced executive powers and granted the bulk 

of authority to a legislative branch that most often 

consisted of two houses. Th e federal Constitution of 

1787, however, clearly limited the authority of these 

seemingly all-powerful legislatures. It declared federal 

laws, treaties, and the federal Constitution itself su-

preme over state laws. Yet it left the plenary power to 

govern with the states, creating a national government 

of delegated powers. Th e Tenth Amendment ratifi ed 

in 1791 reinforced this fact. All powers not granted 

to the federal government nor specifi cally forbidden 

to the states were reserved to the states and the people 

thereof. 

 During the fi rst 80 years of the nation’s history, de-

mocratization gradually transformed the structure of 

state government as the people’s role expanded and leg-

islative supremacy eroded. Property or taxpaying qualifi -

cations gave way to white manhood suff rage, legislative 

appointment of executive and judicial offi  cials yielded 

to popular election, and voter approval of constitutional 

amendments and revisions became a prerequisite in most 

states. Meanwhile, the rise of political parties imposed a 

limited degree of partisan discipline on legislators. Th ey 

were no longer responsible only to their constituents but 

also had to answer to party leaders. 

 During these same years, state governments expanded 

their functions, assuming broader responsibility for eco-

nomic development, education, and treatment of the 

disabled. Internal improvement programs with ambi-

tious blueprints for new roads, rail lines, and canals drove 

some states to the brink of bankruptcy but also produced 

a network of artifi cial waterways in the Northeast and 

Midwest. Most notably, New York’s Erie Canal funneled 

western commerce through the Mohawk Valley and en-

sured that the Empire State would wield imperial sway 

over much of the nation’s economy. State governments 

also funded new universities as well as common schools, 

laying the foundation for their later dominance in the 

fi eld of education. State schools for the blind and deaf 

and asylums for the insane refl ected a new confi dence 

that human disabilities could be transcended. Moreover, 
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states constructed penitentiaries to punish and reform 

malefactors. 

 Reacting to legislative activism and the public indebt-

edness incurred by ambitious transportation schemes, 

mid-nineteenth century Americans demanded a curb on 

state authority. From 1843 to 1853, 15 of the 31 states drafted 

new constitutions, resulting in new limits on state debt 

and internal improvements. In addition, they restricted 

local and special legislation that was fl ooding state leg-

islatures and benefi ting favored interests. As  suspicion 

of state-chartered business corporations mounted, wary 

Americans sought constitutional guarantees against leg-

islative giveaways that might enrich the privileged few at 

the expense of the general public. 

 Union victory in the Civil War confi rmed that the 

states were not free to withdraw from the nation at will, 

and the Reconstruction amendments to the federal 

Constitution seemingly leveled additional blows at state 

power. Henceforth, the Constitution prohibited the 

states from depriving persons of life, liberty, or property 

without due process of the law or denying anyone equal 

protection of the laws. In addition, states could not 

limit a person’s right to vote on the basis of race, color, 

or previous condition of servitude. Th e United States 

Supreme Court, however, interpreted the guarantees of 

racial equality narrowly, allowing the states maximum 

leeway in discriminating against African Americans. By 

the early twentieth century, most southern states had 

disenfranchised most blacks through such devices as 

literacy tests and poll taxes and had enacted a growing 

array of segregation laws that mandated separate accom-

modations for African Americans in schools, on trans-

portation lines, and other facilities. Th e Civil War had 

decided that states could no longer impose slavery on 

blacks, but by 1900 state governments had full authority 

to ensure that African Americans suff ered second-class 

citizenship. 

 When confronted with the expanding volume of state 

economic regulatory legislation, the federal Supreme 

Court was not always so generous toward the states. In 

1869 Massachusetts created a state railroad commission 

with largely advisory powers; it investigated and publi-

cized the practices of rail companies. Illinois pioneered 

tougher regulation when, in the early 1870s, it autho-

rized a rail commission with the power to fi x maximum 

rates and thereby protect shippers from excessive charges. 

Twenty-four states had established rail commissions by 

1886; some replicated the advisory function of the Mas-

sachusetts body while others, especially in the Midwest, 

followed the rate-setting example of Illinois. Th at same 

year, however, the United States Supreme Court limited 

state regulatory authority to intrastate rail traffi  c, reserv-

ing the supervision of interstate rates to the federal gov-

ernment. It thereby signifi cantly curbed state power over 

transportation corporations. 

 To further protect the public, legislatures created state 

boards of health, with Massachusetts leading the way in 

1869. During the next two decades, 29 other states fol-

lowed Massachusetts’s example. Th e new agencies were 

largely restricted to the investigation of health condi-

tions and collection of data. By the last decade of the 

century, however, a few state boards were exercising veto 

powers over local water and sewerage projects, ensuring 

that municipalities met adequate health standards. 

 Activism and the Automobile 

 In the early twentieth century, state activism accelerated, 

resulting in even greater intervention in the economy. 

From 1907 through 1913, 22 states embarked on regu-

lation of public utilities, extending their rate-fi xing au-

thority not only to railroads but to gas, electric, streetcar, 

and telephone services. Meanwhile, state governments 

moved to protect injured workers by adopting worker 

compensation programs; between 1910 and 1920, 42 of 

the 48 states enacted legislation guaranteeing employ-

ees compensation for injuries resulting from on-the-job 

accidents. 

 Th e early twentieth century not only witnessed ad-

vances in state paternalism but also changes in the distri-

bution of power within state government. During the late 

nineteenth century, critics increasingly lambasted state 

legislatures as founts of corruption where bribed lawmak-

ers churned out nefarious legislation at the behest of lob-

byists. Th e criticisms were exaggerated, but owing to the 

attacks, faith in the legislative branch declined. Exploiting 

this popular distrust, a new breed of governors presented 

themselves as tribunes of the people, who unlike legisla-

tors, spoke not for parochial or special interests but cham-

pioned the commonweal. Charles Evans Hughes in New 

York, Woodrow Wilson in New Jersey, Robert La Follette 

in Wisconsin, and Hiram Johnson in California all as-

sumed unprecedented leadership in setting the legislative 

agenda, posing as popular champions who could prod 

state lawmakers into passing necessary reforms. 

 Further refl ecting popular skepticism about legislative 

rule was the campaign for initiative and referendum pro-

cedures at the state level. In 1897 South Dakota adopted 

the fi rst initiative and referendum amendment to a state 
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constitution, allowing voters to initiate legislation and 

approve it by popular vote. Th e electorate could thereby 

bypass an unresponsive legislature. Moreover, voters 

could demand a referendum on measures passed by the 

legislature, and a majority of the electorate could thus 

undo the supposed misdeeds of their representatives. 

Twenty states had embraced both initiative and referen-

dum by 1919, with Oregon and California making espe-

cially frequent use of the new procedure. 

 Among the issues troubling early-twentieth-century 

voters was state taxation. Traditionally, states had relied 

on the property tax, which placed an inordinate burden 

on land-rich farmers. Seeking to remedy this situation, 

Wisconsin in 1911 adopted the fi rst eff ective state gradu-

ated income tax for both individuals and corporations. It 

proved a success, and 13 states had enacted income taxes 

by 1922, accounting for almost 11 percent of the state tax 

receipts in the nation. 

 During the early twentieth century the advent of the 

automobile greatly expanded the role of state government 

and further necessitated state tax reforms. Th roughout 

most of the nineteenth century, the construction and 

maintenance of roads had remained almost wholly a local 

government responsibility. In the 1890s, however, the 

growing corps of bicyclists lobbied for better roadways. 

Responding to this pressure, state legislatures began 

adopt ing laws that authorized funding for highways that 

conformed to state construction standards. Nineteen 

states had established state road agencies by 1905. Over 

the following two decades, the burgeoning number of 

automobile owners forced the other states to follow suit, 

resulting in a sharp increase in highway expenditures. In 

1916 and 1921 Congress approved some funding for state 

highway programs, but the states still shouldered the 

great bulk of road fi nancing and construction. From 1921 

through 1930 state governments appropriated $7.9 billion 

for highways; federal aid accounted for only $839 million 

of this total. 

 To fund this extraordinary expansion of state respon-

sibility, legislatures embraced the gasoline tax. In 1919 

Oregon adopted the fi rst gasoline levy, and over the next 

ten years every other state followed. Th is tax on fuel con-

sumption was easy to administer, highly lucrative, and 

popular with motorists, who were willing to pay for bet-

ter roads. 

 From the Depression to the Present 

 With the onset of economic depression in the 1930s, 

however, the states confronted a new fi nancial crisis. Un-

able to collect property taxes from cash-strapped home 

and business owners and faced with mounting relief ex-

penditures, local authorities turned to the state govern-

ments for help. State legislators responded by adopting 

yet another new source of revenue, the retail sales tax. 

Mississippi led the way in 1932, and by the close of the 

1930s, 23 states imposed this new levy. As early as 1936, it 

was second only to the gasoline tax as a source of state tax 

revenue. A massive infl ux of federal money also helped 

states improve services and facilities. For example, the 

federal Civilian Conservation Corps was instrumental in 

the development of state park systems. 

 State governments used their new sales tax revenues 

to bail out local school districts. From 1930 to 1940 the 

states’ share of school funding almost doubled from 16.9 

percent to 30.3 percent. Th roughout the early twentieth 

century, states had gradually imposed stricter standards 

on local districts, centralizing control over public edu-

cation. Th e fi nancial crisis of the 1930s, however, accel-

erated the pace, as states were forced to intervene and 

maintain adequate levels of schooling. 

 Th e Great Depression also stirred new interest among 

the states in economic development. Th is was especially 

true in the South, where leaders tried to wean the region 

from its dependence on agriculture and to lure industrial 

plants. In 1936 Mississippi adopted its Balance Agricul-

ture with Industry program, permitting local govern-

ments, subject to the approval of a state board, to issue 

bonds to fi nance the construction of manufacturing fa-

cilities. Meanwhile, the Southern Governors Conference, 

founded in 1937, lobbied the federal Interstate Commerce 

Commission to revise its rail charges and thereby elimi-

nate the rate discrimination hampering the development 

of southern manufacturing. 

 After World War II the southern states fought a two-

front war, defending their heritage of racial segregation 

while taking the off ensive on economic development. 

First, the Supreme Court and then Congress began put-

ting teeth in the guarantees of racial equality embodied 

in the Reconstruction amendments to the Constitution. 

Th e Court held state segregation laws unconstitutional, 

and, in the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Congress disman-

tled southern state restrictions on black voting. Adding 

to the North-South clash of the postwar era, however, 

was the southern economic counteroff ensive. Southern 

governors led raiding parties on northern cities, promot-

ing their states to corporate executives tired of the heav-

ily unionized northern labor force and attracted to more 

business-friendly climes. 
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 During the last decades of the twentieth century, 

northern governors responded with economic initiatives 

of their own. By the 1980s states were not only attempt-

ing to steal industrial plants from other parts of the 

country but were also embarking on high-technology in-

cubator programs aimed at fostering innovative growth 

industries. Governors preached high-tech venture capi-

talism and promoted each of their states as the next 

Silicon Valley. Moreover, economic promotion trips to 

both Europe and Asia became regular events on gover-

nors’ schedules; German and Japanese moguls welcomed 

one business-hungry state executive after another. With 

overseas trade offi  ces and careful calculations of state ex-

ports and potential foreign markets, state governments 

were forging international links. State governments were 

no longer simply domestic units of rule but also inter-

national players. 

 Educational demands were meanwhile pushing the 

states to assume ever larger obligations. Th e state share 

of public education funding continued to rise, reach-

ing 46.8 percent in 1979–80. Moreover, states funded 

the expansion of existing public universities as well as 

the creation of new four-year campuses and systems of 

two-year community colleges. To pay their mounting 

education bills, states raised taxes, and most of those 

that had not previously adopted sales or income levies 

did so. 

 With heightened responsibilities, the states seemingly 

needed to upgrade their governmental structures. In the 

1960s the Supreme Court mandated reapportionment of 

state legislatures; representation was to be based solely 

on population. Moreover, in the 1960s and 1970s there 

were mounting demands for professionalization of the 

state legislatures. Historically, state legislators were part-

time lawmakers who met for a few months each bien-

nium, earning a modest salary for their service. During 

the last decades of the twentieth century, annual legisla-

tive sessions became the norm, and, in the largest states, 

law making became a full-time job, with state legislators 

acquiring a corps of paid staff . Reacting to the increasing 

number of entrenched professional legislators, a term-

limits movement swept the nation in the early 1990s. 

Twenty-two states had approved term limits for lawmak-

ers by 1995, restricting them to a maximum service of 6, 

8, or 12 years. 

 In the early twenty-fi rst century state governments were 

confronting everything from stem cell research to smart-

growth land-use planning. Th e United States remained 

very much a union of states, jealous of their powers and 

resistant to incursions by the national regime. State gov-

ernments survived as signifi cant molders of the policies 

governing the everyday lives of the nation’s 300 million 

people. 

  See also  state constitutions. 
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 J O N  C .  T E A F O R D   

  suburbs and politics 

 Th e United States became a suburban nation during 

the second half of the twentieth century, according to 

conventional wisdom, popular consciousness, and schol-

arly consensus. Th e most dramatic transformation took 

place during the two decades after World War II, when 

the percentage of suburban residents doubled from 
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 one-sixth to one-third of the population. Federal poli-

cies that promoted both single-family homeownership 

and racial segregation subsidized the migration of mil-

lions of white families from the central cities and the 

countryside to suburbia, the location of about 85 percent 

of new residential construction in the postwar era. In 

1968 suburban residents cast a plurality of ballots for the 

fi rst time in a presidential election. In a period of so-

cial unrest in cities and on college campuses, Republican 

candidate Richard Nixon reached the White House by 

appealing to the “great majority” of “forgotten Ameri-

cans” who worked hard, paid their taxes, and upheld the 

principles of the “American Dream.” By 1992 suburban 

voters represented an outright majority of the American 

electorate, more than the urban and rural populations 

combined. During a period of economic recession and 

downward mobility for blue-collar workers, Democratic 

presidential nominee Bill Clinton reclaimed the political 

center with a time-honored populist appeal that champi-

oned the “forgotten, hard-working middle-class families 

of America.” 

 Th e bipartisan pursuit of swing voters of “middle 

America” reveals the pivotal role played by the rise of 

suburban power in national politics since the 1950s. 

Th e broader story of suburban political culture in mod-

ern U.S. history also includes public policies that con-

structed sprawling metropolitan regions, the grassroots 

infl uence of homeowner and taxpayer movements, and 

the persistent ideology of the white middle-class nuclear 

family ideal. A clear-cut defi nition of the “suburbs” is 

elusive because the label simultaneously represents a spe-

cifi c yet somewhat arbitrary census category (everything 

in a metropolitan statistical area outside of the central 

city limits), a particular form of land-use development 

(the decentralized sprawl of single-family houses in 

automobile-dependent neighborhoods physically sepa-

rated from shopping and employment districts), and a 

powerful set of cultural meanings (the American Dream 

of homeownership, upward mobility, safety and security, 

and private family life in cul-de-sac settings of racial and 

economic exclusion). Residents of suburbs have long 

defi ned themselves in cultural and political opposition 

to the urban-industrial center, from the growth of com-

muter towns along railroad lines in the mid-1800s to the 

highway-based “edge cities” and exurbs of the late twen-

tieth century. Although scholars emphasize the diversity 

of suburban forms and debate the extent to which many 

former bedroom communities have become urbanized, 

the utopian imagery of the nineteenth-century “garden 

suburb” maintains a powerful sway. Suburban politics 

continues to revolve around eff orts to create and defend 

private refuges of single-family homes that exclude com-

mercial functions and the poor while achieving a harmo-

nious synthesis between the residential setting and the 

natural environment. 

 Suburban Growth and Residential Segregation 

 Beginning in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the quest 

for local autonomy through municipal incorporation 

and zoning regulations emerged as a defi ning feature of 

suburban political culture. Garden suburbs outside cities 

such as Boston and Philadelphia incorporated as separate 

municipalities in order to prevent urban annexation and 

maintain local control over taxes and services. Th e 1898 

merger that created the fi ve boroughs of New York City 

stood as a rare exception to the twentieth-century pattern 

of metropolitan fragmentation into autonomous political 

districts, especially in the Northeast and Midwest (pro-

urban laws continued to facilitate annexation of suburbs 

in a number of southern and western states). Municipal 

incorporation enabled affl  uent suburbs to implement 

land-use policies of exclusionary zoning that banned in-

dustry and multifamily units from homogeneous neigh-

borhoods of single-family homes. Th e concurrent spread 

of private racial covenants forbade ownership or rental of 

property in particular areas by “any person other than of 

the white or Caucasian race.” By the 1920s, real estate de-

velopers and homeowners associations promoted restric-

tive covenants in most new subdivisions, often specifi cally 

excluding occupancy by African Americans, Asians, Mex-

icans, Puerto Ricans, American Indians, and Jews. Th e 

NAACP repeatedly challenged the constitutionality of 

racial covenants during the early decades of the modern 

civil rights movement, but the Supreme Court continued 

to permit their enforcement until the  Shelley v. Kraemer  
decision of 1948. 

 By 1930 one-sixth of the American population lived 

in the suburbs, with public policies and private practices 

combining to segregate neighborhoods comprehen-

sively by race and class. From the local to the national 

levels, suburban politics revolved around the protection 

of white middle-class family life through the defense of 

private property values. Following the turn to restrictive 

covenants, the National Association of Real Estate Boards 

instructed its members that “a realtor should never be 

instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood a char-

acter of property or occupancy, members of any race or 

nationality, or any individual whose presence will clearly 
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be detrimental to property values in the neighborhood.” 

During the depths of the Great Depression, the fed-

eral government established the Home Owners Loan 

Corporation, which provided emergency mortgages in 

single-family neighborhoods while “redlining” areas that 

contained industry, multifamily housing units, and low-

income or minority residents. Th e National Housing 

Act of 1934 chartered the Federal Housing Administra-

tion (FHA), which insured low-interest mortgage loans 

issued by private banks and thereby revolutionized the 

market for suburban residential construction. Th e FHA 

also endorsed restrictive racial covenants and maintained 

the guideline that “if a neighborhood is to retain stabil-

ity, it is necessary that properties shall continue to be 

occupied by the same social and racial classes.” Between 

1934 and 1960, the federal government provided $117 bil-

lion in mortgage insurance for private homes, with racial 

minorities formally excluded from 98 percent of these 

new developments, almost all of which were located in 

suburbs or outlying neighborhoods within city limits. 

 During the sustained economic boom that followed 

World War II, suburbs became the primary residential 

destination for white-collar and blue-collar families 

alike, although neighborhoods remained stratifi ed by 

socioeconomics as well as segregated by race. Suburban 

development became a powerful validation of the New 

Deal social contract, embodied in President Franklin 

Roosevelt’s promise that the national state would secure 

“the right of every family to a decent home.” Th e GI 

Bill of 1944 off ered interest-free mortgages to millions of 

military veterans and enabled many white working-class 

and middle-class families to achieve the suburban dream 

of a detached house with a yard. Th e federal government 

also subsidized suburban growth through interstate high-

ways and other road-building projects that connected 

bedroom communities to downtown business districts 

and accelerated the decentralization of shopping malls 

and offi  ce parks to the metropolitan fringe. Th e number 

of American families that owned their own homes in-

creased from 40 to 60 percent between the 1940s and the 

Aerial view of Levittown, 

New York, 1953. (Library of 

Congress)
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1960s, the period of the great white middle-class migra-

tion to the suburbs.

In 1947 the corporate-designed Levittown on Long 

Island became the national symbol of this new subur-

ban prosperity, an all-white town of 70,000 residents 

marketed as “the most perfectly planned community in 

America.” Social critics mocked Levittown and similar 

mass-produced developments for their cookie-cutter 

houses and the allegedly bland and conformist lifestyles 

of their inhabitants. But defenders credited the suburbs 

with achieving “the ideal of prosperity for all in a class-

less society,” the epitome of the consumer-based free-

doms that would assure the victory of the United States 

in the cold war, as Vice President Richard M. Nixon 

proclaimed in the 1959 “kitchen debate” with Premier 

Nikita Khrushchev of the Soviet Union. 

 Suburbs under Siege 

 Th e suburban political culture of the 1950s celebrated 

consensus, consumer affl  uence, and a domestic ideology 

marked by rigid gender roles within the heterosexual 

nuclear family. On the surface, in the television family 

sitcoms and mass-market magazines, postwar America 

seemed to be a place of white upper-middle-class con-

tentment, with fathers commuting to corporate jobs 

while stay-at-home mothers watched their baby boomer 

youth play with toys advertised by Walt Disney and 

other large corporations. In the presidential elections 

of 1952 and 1956, a substantial majority of voters twice 

rejected the reformist liberalism of Adlai Stevenson for 

the moderate conservatism of President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, later labeled “the great Republican hero 

of the suburban middle class” by GOP strategist Kevin 

Phillips.

But this consensus ideology of 1950s suburban pros-

perity existed alongside a growing crisis of domesticity 

that would soon explode in the social movements of the 

1960s. Sociologist William Whyte characterized white-

collar managers from the affl  uent suburbs as the collec-

tive “Organization Man,” a generation that had sacrifi ced 

individuality to the demands of corporate conformity. 

Betty Friedan critiqued the “feminine mystique” for pro-

moting therapeutic rather than political solutions to is-

sues of sex discrimination and proclaimed: “We can no 

longer ignore that voice within women that says: ‘I want 

something more than my husband and my children and 

my home.’” In 1962 Students for a Democratic Society 

called for a new left that rejected the utopian promises of 

suburban tranquility: “We are people of this generation, 

bred in at least modest comfort, housed now in universi-

ties, looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit.” 

 In the 1960s and 1970s, the greatest challenge to sub-

urban political autonomy came from the civil rights 

campaign for school and housing integration. A grow-

ing white backlash greeted these eff orts to open up the 

suburbs, signaled by the passage of Proposition 14 by 

California voters in 1964. Th ree-fourths of the white 

suburban electorate supported this referendum to  repeal 

California’s fair-housing law and protect the private 

right to discriminate on the basis of race in the sale and 

renting of property. Th e open-housing movement, which 

had been attacking policies of suburban exclusion for 

half a century, gained new urgency with the race riots 

that erupted in American cities in the mid-to-late 1960s. 

During the summer of 1966, Martin Luther King Jr. led 

open-housing marches into several of Chicago’s all-white 

suburbs, but the violent reaction of white homeown-

ers did not persuade Congress to pass a federal open-

 housing law.

In 1968 the National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders (Kerner Commission) issued a dire warning 

that the United States was divided into “two societies; 

one, largely Negro and poor, located in the central cit-

ies; the other, predominantly white and affl  uent, located 

in the suburbs and outlying areas.” Th e Kerner Report 

also placed blame for the urban crisis on public policies 

of suburban exclusion: “What white Americans have 

never fully understood—but what the Negro can never 

forget—is that white society is deeply implicated in the 

ghetto. White institutions created it, white institutions 

maintain it, and white society condones it.” Congress 

responded by passing the landmark Fair Housing Act of 

1968, which banned discrimination on the basis of race, 

color, religion, and national origin in the sale and rent-

ing of property. 

 Th e political backlash against the civil rights move-

ment galvanized white voters in working-class and 

middle-class suburbs alike. In 1966 Republican candi-

date Ronald Reagan won the California gubernatorial 

election by denouncing fair-housing legislation, calling 

for “law and order” crackdowns against urban crimi-

nals and campus protesters, and blaming liberal welfare 

programs for squandering the tax dollars of mainstream 

Americans. In 1968 Richard Nixon’s pledge to defend 

middle–American homeowners and taxpayers from the 

excesses of liberalism carried white-collar suburbs across 

the nation and made inroads among blue-collar Demo-

crats. During his fi rst term in offi  ce, Nixon vigorously 
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defended the principle of suburban autonomy by oppos-

ing court-ordered busing to integrate public schools and 

by resisting inclusionary zoning to scatter low-income 

housing throughout metropolitan regions. “Forced inte-

gration of the suburbs,” Nixon declared in 1971, “is not 

in the national interest.” In his 1972 reelection campaign, 

Nixon won 49 states by uniting working-class and 

 middle-class white voters in a populist antiliberal alli-

ance that he labeled the “silent majority.” In the 1980s, 

Ronald Reagan strengthened the Republican base in 

the suburbs by blaming the Democrats for economic 

recession, welfare cheaters, racial quotas, court-ordered 

busing, urban crime, and high taxes imposed on the 

hard-working majority to pay for failed antipoverty 

programs. Capitalizing on grassroots movements such as 

the California property tax revolt of 1978, Reagan domi-

nated the suburban electorate by a 55-to-35 margin in 

1980 and a 61-to-38 landslide in 1984. 

 Suburban Diversity 

 Reagan’s victories in the 1980s represented the culmina-

tion of a suburban-driven realignment that ultimately 

destroyed the political base of New Deal liberalism, but 

the temporary triumph of Republican conservatism 

soon gave way to new forms of suburban diversity and 

heightened levels of electoral competitiveness. In 1985 a 

group of moderate Democrats formed the Democratic 

Leadership Council (DLC) to expand beyond the par-

ty’s urban base by becoming “competitive in suburban 

areas” and recognizing that “sprawl is where the voters 

are.” In the 1992 presidential election, Bill Clinton won 

by turning the DLC agenda into a campaign to honor 

the values of America’s “forgotten middle class, . . . like 

individual responsibility, hard work, family, commu-

nity.” Clinton championed programs such as universal 

health care to address middle–American economic inse-

curity while neutralizing the GOP by promising to cut 

middle-class taxes, enact welfare reform, and be tough 

on crime. Clinton won a plurality of suburban votes in 

the three-way elections of 1992 (41 to 39 percent) and 

1996 (47 to 42 percent), while maintaining the tradi-

tional Democratic base in the central cities. At the same 

time, the Democratic resurgence refl ected the increasing 

heterogeneity of American suburbia, home to 54 per-

cent of Asian Americans, 49 percent of Hispanics, 39 

percent of African Americans, and 73 percent of whites 

at the time of the 2000 census (based on the 102 largest 

metropolitan regions). By century’s end, some political 

strategists were predicting an “emerging Democratic 

majority” based on the party’s newfound ability to ap-

peal to white swing voters in the middle-class  suburbs 

(a fi scally and  culturally moderate electorate) and to 

capture the high-tech, multiracial metropolises of the 

booming Sunbelt. 

 Republican George W. Bush reclaimed the suburban 

vote by narrow margins in 2000 (49 to 47 percent) and 

2004 (52 to 47 percent), but the dynamics of recent elec-

tions suggest the problematic nature of viewing contem-

porary metropolitan politics through the stark urban/

liberal versus suburban/conservative dichotomy that 

took hold in the 1950s. Republican “family values” cam-

paigns have mobilized the outer-ring suburbs that are 

home to large numbers of white married couples with 

young children, and Bush won 97 of the nation’s 100 

fastest-growing exurban counties in the 2000 election. 

Democrats have found new bases of support in older 

inner-ring suburbs, many of which are diversifying as 

racial and ethnic minorities settle outside the city limits, 

as well as with middle-income women and white-collar 

professionals who dislike the cultural agenda of the re-

ligious right.

Suburban political culture is also in fl ux in other 

ways that challenge the partisan divisions that emerged 

during the postwar decades. Th e bellwether state of 

California, which led the national suburban backlash 

against civil rights and liberal programs in the 1960s, 

now combines an anti-tax political culture with a mas-

sive prison- industrial complex, a multiracial electorate 

with a deeply confl icted stance toward immigration, 

and some of the nation’s most progressive policies on 

environmental regulation and cultural issues.

Perhaps the most important consequence of the sub-

urbanization of American politics is the way in which 

the partisan affi  liations of voters has often mattered less 

than the identifi cation of suburban residents as hom-

eowners, taxpayers, and school parents. Regardless of 

which party controls Washington, America’s suburbs 

have proved to be quite successful at defending their 

property values, maintaining middle-class entitlement 

programs, resisting policies of redistributive taxation, 

preventing meaningful racial and economic integration, 

and thereby policing the cultural and political boundar-

ies of the American Dream. 

  See also  cities and politics. 
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See voting; woman suff rage.

 Supreme Court 

 Th ere is no doubt that the U.S. Supreme Court has in-

fl uenced the politics of the country. As a public body, 

the Court is a highly visible part of the federal govern-

ment. Th is has always been so, even when the justices 

met briefl y twice a year in the drafty basement of the 

Capitol. Yet the idea that the Court itself is a political 

institution is controversial. 

 Th e justices themselves have disputed that fact. Indeed, 

the Court has gone to great pains to avoid the appear-

ance of making political decisions. In  Luther v. Borden  

(1849), the Court adopted a self- denying “prudential” 

(judge-made) rule that it would avoid hearing cases 

that the legislative branch, or the people, could decide 

for themselves, the “political questions.” In 1946 Justice 

Felix Frankfurter reiterated this principle in  Colegrove v. 
Green . Because it did nothing but hear and decide cases 

and controversies brought before it, and its decisions 

aff ected only the parties in those cases and controversies, 

Alexander Hamilton assured doubters, in the Federalist 
Papers, No. 78, that the High Court was “the weakest 

branch” of the new federal government. 

 Th ere are other apparent constraints on the Court’s 

participation in politics that arise from within the canons 

of the legal profession. Judges are supposed to be neutral 

in their approach to cases, and learned appellate court 

judges are supposed to ground their opinions in prec-

edent and logic. On the Court, the high opinion of their 

peers and the legal community allegedly means more to 

them than popularity. 

 Conceding such legal, professional, and self-imposed 

constraints, the Court is a vital part of U.S. politics 

for three reasons. First, the Court is part of a constitu-

tional system that is inherently political. Even before the 

rise of the fi rst national two-party system in the mid-

1790s, the Court found itself involved in politics. Th e 

Court declined to act as an advisory body to President 

George Washington on the matter of veterans’ benefi ts, 

asserting the separation of powers doctrine. In 1793 the 

Court ordered the state of Georgia to pay what it owed 

a man named Chisholm, an out-of-state creditor, caus-

ing a constitutional crisis that prompted the passage of 

the Eleventh Amendment. Th ose kinds of political fric-

tions—among the branches of the federal government 

and between the High Court and the states—continue 

to draw the Court into politics. 
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 After the advent of the national two-party system, 

partisanship became institutionalized, with the result 

that appointments to the Court have always been po-

litical. Nominees often have political careers before 

they agree to serve. Th ey are almost always members of 

the president’s political party. Th e role the Senate plays 

in consenting to the president’s nominations (or, in 

slightly under one-fourth of the nominations, refusing 

to consent), further politicizes the Court, for the Senate 

divides along party and ideological lines in such votes. 

Th e confi rmation debates and, after 1916, the hearings, 

are riven with politics, and once on the Court, the 

justices’ political views are often remarkably accurate 

predictors of their stances in cases that involve sensitive 

issues. Th e controversies surrounding President Ronald 

W. Reagan’s nomination of Robert Bork and President 

George H. W. Bush’s nomination of Clarence Th omas 

are recent examples of this observation. 

 Similarly, once on the Court the justices do not nec-

essarily abandon their political aspirations. Salmon P. 

Chase, Stephen J. Field, Charles Evans Hughes, Frank 

Murphy, and William O. Douglas all wanted to be presi-

dent of the United States, and Chief Justice William 

Howard Taft was an ex-president when he assumed the 

center chair. Felix Frankfurter and Abe Fortas continued 

to advise their respective presidents while on the bench. 

 Finally, the output of the Court has a major impact 

on the politics of the day. While it is not always true 

that the Court follows the election returns, it is true that 

the Court can infl uence them. In the fi rst 60 years of 

the nineteenth century, slavery cases fi t this description. 

Even after the Th irteenth Amendment abolished slavery, 

politically sensitive civil rights cases continued to come 

to the High Court. Labor relations cases, taxation cases, 

antitrust cases, and, more recently, privacy cases all had 

political impact. 

 Even the self-denying stance the Court adopted in 

political questions was subject to revision. In a famous 

footnote to  Carolene Products v. U.S.  (1938), the Court 

announced that it would pay particularly close attention 

to state actions that discriminated against “discrete and 

insular minorities” precisely because they were not pro-

tected by democratic “political processes.” In the 1940s, 

the Court struck down state laws denying persons of color 

the right to vote in election primaries. Later decisions 

barred states from drawing legislative districts intended 

to dilute the votes of minority citizens. By the 1960s, 

the Court’s abstinence in political questions had worn 

thin. In a series of “reapportionment cases,” the Court 

 determined that states could not frame state or con-

gressional electoral districts unfairly. Th e High Court’s 

rulings, sometimes known as the “one man, one vote” 

doctrine, remade state and federal electoral politics. 

 The Early Period 

 Perhaps the most appropriate way to demonstrate the 

Court’s complex institutional politics is to describe its 

most prominent cases. Th e very fi rst of the Court’s great 

cases,  Marbury v. Madison  (1803) involved political re-

lations within government, the partisan composition 

of the Court, and the political impact of a decision. It 

began when the Republican Party of Th omas Jeff erson 

and James Madison won control of the presidency and 

both houses of Congress in what Jeff erson called the 

revolution of 1800. 

 Th e Jeff ersonian Republicans wanted to purge the 

judiciary of their rivals, the Federalists, and eliminate 

many of the so-called midnight appointments. In the 

coming years, Congress would impeach and remove Fed-

eralist district court judge Timothy Pickering and im-

peach Federalist Supreme Court justice Samuel Chase. 

Into this highly charged partisan arena came the case of 

William Marbury. 

 Marbury was supposed to receive a commission as a 

justice of the peace for the District of Columbia. How-

ever, when he was the outgoing secretary of state, John 

Marshall failed to send the commission on, and the in-

coming secretary of state, James Madison, with the as-

sent of President Jeff erson, did not remedy Marshall’s 

oversight. When Marbury did not get the commission, 

he fi led suit with the clerk of the Supreme Court under 

the provisions of the Judiciary Act of 1789, which gave 

the Court original jurisdiction in such matters. 

 Th us, the case went directly to the Court. Th e issue, 

as Marshall, who was now chief justice, framed it, was 

whether the Court had jurisdiction over the case. He 

intentionally ignored the political context of the suit. 

It seems obvious that the issue was political, but in a 

long opinion for that day (26 pages), Marshall wrote for 

a unanimous Court that the justices could not issue the 

writ because it was not one of the kinds of original ju-

risdiction given the Court in Article III of the Consti-

tution. Th e Constitution controlled or limited what 

Congress could do, and prohibited the Congress from 

expanding the original jurisdiction of the Court. Con-

gress had violated the Constitution by giving this au-

thority to the Court. In short, he struck down that part 

of the Judiciary Act of 1789 as unconstitutional. 
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 Th e power that Marshall assumed in the Court to fi nd 

acts of Congress unconstitutional, and thus null and 

void, was immensely important politically within the 

government structure, for it protected the independence 

of the Court from Congress, implied that the Court was 

the fi nal arbiter of the meaning of the Constitution (the 

doctrine of judicial review), and reminded everyone that 

the Constitution was the supreme law against which 

every act of Congress had to be measured. Although 

critics of  Marbury  decried judicial tyranny and asserted 

that the opinion was colored by Marshall’s party affi  lia-

tion, a political challenge to Marshall’s opinion was not 

possible because it did not require any action. Marbury 

went away empty-handed. 

  Marbury  managed to keep the Court out of politics in 

a formal sense, though it was deeply political; the “self-

infl icted wound” of  Dred Scott v. Sanford  (1857) plunged 

the Court into the center of the political maelstrom. 

What to do about slavery in the territories was a suppu-

rating wound in antebellum national politics. By the late 

1850s, the controversy had destroyed one national party, 

the Whigs, and led to the formation of a new party, the 

Republicans, based wholly in the North and dedicated to 

preventing the expansion of slavery. 

 Against this background of intensifying partisanship 

and sectional passion, the Supreme Court might have 

elected to avoid making general pronouncements about 

slavery and stick to the facts of cases, narrowing the 

precedent. However, in 1856 newly elected Democratic 

president James Buchanan asked the Court to fi nd a com-

prehensive solution to the controversy when Congress 

deadlocked over the admission of Kansas as a slave state. 

A Democratic majority was led by long-term chief justice 

Roger B. Taney of Maryland, a dedicated states’ rights 

Democrat who had been Andrew Jackson’s reliable aide 

in the war against the second Bank of the United States. 

 Dred Scott was the slave of U.S. Army doctor John 

Emerson, and was taken with him from Louisiana to 

posts in free states and free territories. In 1843 Emerson 

returned to a family home in Missouri, a slave state, and 

Scott went with him. In 1846, three years after Emer-

son’s death, for himself and his family, Scott sued for 

his freedom. After two trials and four years had passed, 

the Missouri trial court ruled in his favor. Th e Missouri 

Supreme Court reversed that decision in 1852. Northern 

personal liberty laws, the response to the Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850, angered Missouri slaveholding interests, and 

the new policy that the state’s supreme court adopted in 

 Scott  refl ected that anger. 

 But Scott’s cause had also gained new friends, “free 

soil” and abolitionist interests that believed his case 

raised crucial issues. Because Emerson’s estate had a New 

York executor, John Sanford, Scott could bring his suit 

for freedom in federal court under the diversity clause 

of the Judiciary Act of 1789. Th is litigation could only 

go forward if Scott were a citizen, but the federal cir-

cuit court sitting in St. Louis decided to hear the suit. 

In 1854, however, the federal court agreed with the Mis-

souri supreme court: under Missouri law, Scott was still 

a slave. 

 Th e U.S. Supreme Court agreed to a full dress hear-

ing of Scott’s appeal in 1856. Oral argument took four 

days, and the Court’s fi nal ruling was delayed another 

year, after the presidential election of 1856. Joined by six 

of the other justices, Taney ruled that the lower federal 

court was correct: under Missouri law, Scott had no case. 

Nor should the case have come to the federal courts, for 

Scott was not a citizen. Th e law behind this decision was 

clear, and it was enough to resolve the case. But Taney 

added two dicta, readings of history and law that were 

not necessary to resolve the case but would, if followed, 

have settled the political questions of black citizenship 

and free soil. 

 Taney wrote that no person of African descent 

brought to America to labor could ever be a citizen of 

the United States. Such individuals might be citizens of 

particular states, but this did not confer national citizen-

ship on them. In a second dictum, Taney opined that 

the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution, guarantee-

ing that no man’s property might be taken without due 

process of law, barred Congress from denying slavery 

expansion into the territories. In eff ect, Taney retroac-

tively declared the Missouri Compromise of 1820, bar-

ring slavery in territories north of 36° 30  north latitude, 

unconstitutional. 

 Th e opinion was celebrated in the South and exco-

riated in the North. Northern public opinion, never 

friendly to abolitionism, now found the possibility of 

slavery moving north frightening. Abraham Lincoln 

used it to undermine his rival for the Illinois Senate seat, 

Stephen Douglas. Lincoln lost the race (Douglas and the 

Democrats controlled the legislature), but he won the 

debates and found an issue on which to campaign for 

president in 1860. 

 In his fi rst inaugural address, President Lincoln issued a 

subtle warning to the holdover Democratic majority on the 

Court, and to Taney in particular. Th e will of the people, 

embodied in the electoral victory of the Republicans, would 
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not tolerate a Court that defended secession. Th e justices 

took the hint. Th ey agreed to the blockade of the Confed-

erate coastline and accepted the administration view that 

the Confederacy did not legally exist. By the end of the war, 

Lincoln was able to add enough Republicans to the Court, 

including a new chief justice, Salmon Chase, to ensure 

that Republican policies would not be overturned. For ex-

ample, the majority of the Court found that “greenbacks,” 

paper money issued by the federal government to fi nance 

the war, were legal tender. 

 The Industrial Age 

 Th e Reconstruction amendments profoundly changed 

the constitutional landscape, giving the federal govern-

ment increased supervision over the states. Insofar as 

the High Court had already claimed pride of place in 

interpreting the meaning of the Constitution, the Th ir-

teenth, the Fourteenth, and the Fifteenth Amendments, 

along with the Civil Rights Acts of 1866, 1870, 1871, and 

1875, should have led to deeper Court involvement in 

the politics of the South. Instead, the Court’s repeated 

refusal to intervene refl ected the white consensus that 

nothing further could be done to aid the newly freed 

slaves in the South, or the black people of the North, for 

that matter. 

 Th e so-called voting rights cases were inherently politi-

cal because they touched the most basic rights of citizens 

in a democracy—the right to participate in the political 

process. In these cases, the Court deployed the fi rst kind 

of politics, the politics of federalism, in response to the 

third kind of politics, the wider politics of party. By 1876, 

the Radical Republican impulse to enforce an aggressive 

Reconstruction policy had spent itself. In the election 

of 1876, the Republican nominee, Rutherford B. Hayes, 

promised that he would end the military occupation 

of the former Confederate states, in eff ect turning over 

state and local government to the “Redeemers,” former 

Confederate political leaders, and leaving the fate of the 

former slaves to their past masters. 

 In  U.S. v. Hiram Reese  and  U.S. v. William Cruikshank 
et al. , decided in 1875 and 1876, the Court found ways 

to back the Redeemers. In the former case, a Kentucky 

state voting registrar refused to allow Garner, an Afri-

can American, to pay the poll tax. Th e motive was as 

much political as racial, as the state was Democratic and 

the party leaders assumed that every black voter was a 

Republican. A circuit court had  dismissed the prosecu-

tor’s indictments. Th e High Court affi  rmed the lower 

court. In the latter case, a mob of whites attacked blacks 

 guarding a courthouse in New Orleans. Again the fed-

eral circuit court had found the indictments wanting. 

Th e High Court agreed. 

 Was the Court concerned about the political implica-

tions of the two cases? Th ey were heard in 1875, but the 

decision was not announced until the next year. In his 

opinion for the Court in  Cruikshank , Chief Justice Mor-

rison R. Waite introduced the concept of “state action,” a 

limitation on the reach of the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

due process and equal protection clauses. Th e New Or-

leans mob was not an agent of the state, so the Fourteenth 

Amendment and the civil rights acts did not apply. Th e 

door was now wide open for the Redeemers to pass Jim 

Crow laws, segregating public facilities in the South, and 

deny freedmen their rights using supposedly neutral re-

strictions like literacy tests for voting as well as “whites 

only” primaries for the most important elections—

those in the Democratic primary. Outright discrimi-

nation received Court approval in the case of  Plessy v. 
Ferguson  (1896), in which “equal but separate” laws, 

more popularly known as “separate but equal,” became 

the rule of the land. 

 Th e politicization of the High Court in the Gilded 

Age, a period of rapid industrialization, was nowhere 

more apparent than in a trio of highly political cases that 

arrived at the Court in 1894 and 1895. Th e fi rst of the 

cases arose when the federal government prosecuted the 

E. C. Knight sugar-refi ning company and other refi ning 

operations, all part of the same sugar trust, for violation 

of the 1890 Sherman Antitrust Act. 

 Chief Justice Melville Fuller wrote the opinion at the 

end of 1894. Congress had the power to regulate inter-

state commerce but, according to Fuller, the refi neries 

were manufacturing plants wholly within the states of 

Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, and thus not 

subject to federal law. Th e Court, by a vote of 8 to 1, had 

refused to let the progressives in the government enjoin 

(legally stop), combination of the sugar refi neries. It was 

a victory for the monopolies and the politicians they had 

lobbied. By the same lopsided vote, in  In Re Debs  (1895) 

the Court upheld a lower-court injunction sought by the 

federal government against the American Railway Union 

for striking. It too was a triumph for conservative politi-

cal forces. 

 Th e third time in which the Fuller Court delved into 

the great political causes of the day was an income tax 

case. Democratic voters in rural areas favored the rein-

troduction of an income tax. Th e tax Congress passed 

during the Civil War expired in 1872. In 1894 Congress 
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passed a fl at 2 percent income tax on all incomes over 

$4,000—the equivalent of about $91,000 in 2005 dol-

lars. Defenders of the sacredness of private wealth were 

aghast and feared that the measure brought the nation 

one step closer to socialism. In  Pollock v. Farmers Loan 
and Trust Company  (1895), Fuller and the Court agreed 

and set aside the entire act of Congress, not just the of-

fending corporate provisions. 

 All three of the High Court’s opinions angered 

the Populists and other reformers. William Jennings 

Bryan, the former congressman who captured the 

Democratic Party nomination in 1896, won over a 

much divided convention, in part, with an attack on 

the Court’s dismissive view of the working man. But 

Bryan sounded like a dangerous extremist in a decade 

fi lled with radicalism. Better fi nanced, supported by 

most of the major newspapers, the Republicans and 

McKinley won a landslide victory, with 271 electoral 

votes to Bryan’s 176. 

 During U.S. participation in World War I, nothing 

could have been more political than the antiwar protests 

of 1917–18, and the Court handled these with a heavy 

hand. Here the Court acted not as an independent check 

on the other branches of the federal government, up-

holding the Bill of Rights, but as the handmaiden of the 

other branches’ claims to wartime powers. In such cases, 

the Court was political in the fi rst sense, as part of the 

larger operation of the federal government. 

 When pro-German, antiwar, or radical spokesmen ap-

peared to interfere with the draft by making speeches, 

passing out leafl ets, or writing editorials, or when they 

conspired to carry out any act that might interfere with 

the draft, the federal government arrested, tried, and 

convicted them under the Espionage Act of 1917. Th e 

High Court found no protection for such speech in the 

First Amendment. As Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. 

wrote in upholding the conviction of Socialist Party 

leader Eugene V. Debs, Debs’s avowed Socialist commit-

ments could not be tolerated by a nation at war. Th e 

government had to protect itself against such upsetting 

speech. Holmes would reverse himself in  U.S. v. Abrams  
(1919), but antigovernment political speech in time of 

war did not receive protection from the Court under the 

First Amendment until the Vietnam War. 

 Liberalism Triumphant 

 In the New Deal Era, the Court thrust itself into the 

center of the political arena. By fi rst upholding federal 

and state intervention in the economy, then striking down 

congressional acts, and then deferring to Congress, the 

Court proved that external political considerations could 

be as powerful an infl uence as the justices’ own political 

views. Th e New Deal, from 1933 to 1941, was, in reality, 

two distinct political and economic periods. Most of the 

more controversial programs from the fi rst New Deal, like 

the National Recovery Administration, the Court (led 

by the conservative quartet of George Sutherland, Willis 

Van Devanter, Pierce Butler, and James C. McReynolds, 

joined by Owen Roberts) struck down, under the sub-

stantive due process, doctrine it originally announced in 

the case of  Lochner v. New York  (1905). 

 With the Depression largely unaff ected by the fi rst 

New Deal, Franklin Roosevelt’s administration and Con-

gress enacted more egalitarian reforms in 1935. Among 

these were programs to provide jobs (the Works Prog-

ress Administration), the Social Security Act, the Rural 

Electrifi cation Administration, and the National Labor 

Relations Act. Th e last of these fi nally ended the antila-

bor injunction, in eff ect overruling the Court’s attempts 

to protect it. Th e stage was set for a constitutional crisis 

between Roosevelt and the Court. In 1937, however, Jus-

tice Roberts shifted his stance, joining, among others, 

Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes to uphold the con-

stitutionality of the Social Security Administration, the 

National Labor Relations Board, and other New Deal 

agencies. What had happened to change the constitu-

tional landscape? 

 One factor could have been Roosevelt’s plan to revise 

the membership of the Court. Congress had done this 

before, adding justices or (at the end of the Civil War) 

reducing the number of justices. Roosevelt would have 

added justices to the Court for every justice over the age 

of 70, in eff ect “packing it” with New Deal supporters. 

From their new building, dubbed “the marble palace” 

by journalists, all the justices disliked the packing plan.  

No one knew what Roosevelt’s plan would bring or if 

Congress would accede to the president’s wishes. In fact, 

the Senate quashed the initiative. But by that time the 

High Court had shifted its views enough to let key mea-

sures of the second New Deal escape, including Social 

Security, collective bargaining for labor, and minimum 

wage laws. 

 With the retirement of one conservative after another, 

Roosevelt would be able to fi ll the Court in a more con-

ventional way with New Deal supporters. From 1937 to 

1943, turnover in the Court was unmatched. Th e new 

justices included Hugo Black, Stanley Reed, Felix Frank-

furter, William O. Douglas, Frank Murphy, James F. 
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Byrnes, Robert Jackson, and Wiley Rutledge. All, to one 

degree or another, believed in deference to popularly 

elected legislatures. 

 After World War II, the cold war and the so-called sec-

ond Red Scare again required the Court to step carefully 

through a political minefi eld. At the height of the cold 

war, the House Un-American Activities Committee and 

the Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, 

led by Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, sought to 

uncover Communists in government posts. A wider scare 

led to blacklists of former Communists and their alleged 

conspirators in Hollywood, among New York State school 

teachers, and elsewhere. 

 Here the Court’s majority followed the election re-

turns in such cases as  Dennis v. United States  (1951). Th e 

case arose out of Attorney General Tom Clark’s orders 

to prosecute the leaders of the Communist Party-USA 

(CPUSA) for violating the 1940 Smith Act, which for-

bade any advocacy or conspiracy to advocate the violent 

overthrow of the government. Although this was only 

one of many cases stemming from the “Foley Square 

Trials”  in the federal district court in New York City, the 

High Court had yet to rule on the First Amendment is-

sues involved. 

 Chief Justice Fred Vinson warned that the govern-

ment did not have to wait to act as the Communist 

Party organized and gathered strength. Th e Smith Act 

was clear and constitutional—and the Communist 

Party, to which Dennis and the others indicted under 

the act belonged, had as its policy the violent overthrow 

of the government. Justices Hugo Black and William O. 

Douglas dissented. 

 In so doing, they initiated a great debate over whether 

the Court should adopt an absolutist or more fl exible in-

terpretation of the Bill of Rights. Black’s dissent was that 

the First Amendment’s declaration that Congress shall 

make no law meant “no law.” Conceding some power 

to the government, Douglas, an author himself, would 

be the fi rst to grant that printed words could lead to ac-

tion, and he made plain his dislike of the Communists’ 

required reading list. But, he reasoned, “If the books 

themselves are not outlawed, if they can lawfully remain 

on library shelves, by what reasoning does their use in a 

classroom become a crime?” Within a decade, Douglas’s 

views would triumph. 

 The Rights Revolution and Reaction 

 Civil rights again thrust the Court into the center of po-

litical agitation, except this time it spoke not in  political 

terms but in moral ones. Th e civil rights decisions of 

the Warren Court elevated it above the politics of the 

justices, and the politics of the men who put the justices 

in the marble palace. Earl Warren, chief justice during 

this “rights revolution,” came to personify the Court’s 

new unanimity. He was fi rst and foremost a politician. 

His meteoric rise in California politics, from humble 

beginnings to state attorney general, and then governor, 

was accompanied by a gradual shift from conservative 

Republicanism to a more moderate, centrist position—

one that favored government programs to help the poor 

and regulation of business in the public interest. In re-

turn for Warren’s support at the 1952 national conven-

tion, newly elected President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

promised him a place on the Court. Th e fi rst vacancy 

was the chief justiceship, and Eisenhower somewhat re-

luctantly kept his word. 

 Warren did not have a distinguished civil rights or civil 

liberties record in California. During World War II, he 

had been a strong proponent of the forced relocation of 

Japanese Americans from their homes on the West Coast 

to internment camps. But on the Court he saw that the 

politics of civil rights and the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

plain meaning required the end of racial discrimination 

in schools, public facilities, and voting. 

 Th ere can be no doubt that the Court’s decisions in 

 Brown v. Board of Education  (1954),  Cooper v. Aaron  

(1958), and subsequent school desegregation cases had a 

major political impact. Certainly southern members of 

Congress recognized that impact when they joined in a 

“manifesto” denouncing the Court for exceeding its role 

in the federal system and the federal government for its 

intrusion into southern state aff airs. President Eisen-

hower was so disturbed by the Court’s role in the rights 

revolution that he reportedly said—referring to Warren 

and Justice William J. Brennan—that his two worst mis-

takes were sitting on the Supreme Court. 

 In more recent times, the nomination process itself 

has become the beginning of an ongoing politicization 

of the Court. Th e abortive nominations of the Nixon 

and Reagan years proved that the presidency and Con-

gress at last considered the Court a full partner—with 

the result that every nominee was scrutinized more care-

fully. Th ere would be no more Earl Warrens, at least in 

theory. Th e eff ect was a hearing process that had become 

a national spectacle of partisan politics. 

 Th e focal point of that spectacle has been another of 

the Court’s decisions— Roe v. Wade  (1973). Every can-

didate for the Court is asked where he or she stands 
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on this case that legalized abortion for most pregnan-

cies. Oddly enough, it was President Nixon’s Court, 

which he had constructed in reaction to the Warren 

Court’s rulings on criminal procedure, that produced 

this ruling. 

 Chief Justice Warren Burger knew the importance 

of  Roe v. Wade  and its companion case,  Doe v. Bolton , 

from the moment they arrived in 1971 as two class-

action suits challenging Texas and Georgia abortion 

laws, respectively. In both cases, federal district court 

panels of three judges struck down the state laws as vio-

lating the federal Constitution’s protection of a woman’s 

privacy rights, themselves a politically charged issue 

after the Court’s decision in  Griswold v. Connecticut  
(1965), which struck down a Connecticut law banning 

the distribution of birth control materials, largely on 

privacy grounds. 

 Th e majority of the justices agreed with the lower 

courts but labored to fi nd a constitutional formula al-

lowing pregnant women to determine their reproduc-

tive fates. Justice Harry Blackmun, a Nixon appointee, 

was assigned the opinion for the majority, and based the 

right on the due process clause of the Fourteenth Amend-

ment, though he clearly had more interest in the sanc-

tity of the doctor-patient relationship than in the rights 

of women. His formulation relied on the division of a 

pregnancy into trimesters. In the fi rst of these, a woman 

needed only the consent of her doctor. In the second and 

third trimesters, after the twentieth week, the state’s inter-

est in the potential life allowed it to impose increasingly 

stiff  regulations on abortions. 

 Th e 7-to-2 decision invalidated most of the abortion 

laws in the country and nationalized what had been a 

very local, very personal issue.  Roe  would become one of 

the most controverted and controversial of the Court’s 

opinions since  Dred Scott , to which some of its critics, 

including Justice Antonin Scalia, would later compare 

it. For women’s rights advocates it was a decision that 

recognized a right, but only barely, with qualifi cations, 

on a constitutional theory ripe for attack. Opponents 

of abortion jeered a decision that recognized a state 

interest in the fetus but denied that life began at con-

ception. Th ey would mobilize against the desecration 

of religion, motherhood, and the family that they felt 

the decision represented. Th e position a nominee took 

on  Roe  became a litmus test. Congressional and presi-

dential elections turned on the abortion rights question, 

as new and potent political action groups, in particular 

religious lobbies, entered the national arena for the fi rst 

time to battle over  Roe . 
 If more proof of the place of the Court in American 

politics were needed, it came at the end of the hotly 

contested 2000 presidential election campaign between 

Albert Gore Jr. and George W. Bush. As in  Marbury , 
 Bush v. Gore  (2000) exemplifi ed all three of the politi-

cal aspects of the Court’s place in U.S. history. First, it 

was a federalism case. Second, the division on the Court 

matched the political background of the justices. Finally, 

no case or opinion could have a more obvious impact on 

politics in that it determined the outcome of a presiden-

tial election. 

 To be sure, there was a precedent. In 1877 another 

hotly contested election ended with a decision that was 

clearly controversial, and fi ve justices of the High Court 

played the deciding role in that case as well, voting along 

party lines to seat all the electors for Republican Ruther-

ford B. Hayes and none of the electors for Democrat 

Samuel J. Tilden as part of the commission set up to 

resolve the dispute. But in  Bush v. Gore , the disputed 

results in the Florida balloting never reached Congress. 

Instead, the justices voted to end the Florida Supreme 

Court–ordered recount and declare Bush the winner in 

Florida, and thereby the newly elected president. Th e 

majority disclaimed any partisan intent. 

 Whatever stance one takes on  Bush v. Gore , the case, 

like those before it, off ers proof that the Court has a role 

in the institutional politics of the nation, that the mem-

bers of the Court are political players themselves, and 

that the Court’s decisions can dramatically aff ect the na-

tion’s political fate. 

  See also  House of Representatives; presidency; Senate. 
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T
 tariff s and politics 

 From the Colonial Period to the Civil War 

 Th e tariff  bridges economics and politics. As a tax on 

imports, it juggles local, sectional, national, and interna-

tional agendas; it divides and subdivides political parties; 

it confl ates profi t with policy; it blurs the public and pri-

vate spheres; it tests political and economic theory. Tariff  

politics refl ects the opportunities and challenges of each 

historic era, thereby mirroring both national aspirations 

and national anxieties. Because tariff s have never been 

proven to either promote or retard economic develop-

ment, they provide a fascinating window on America’s 

political struggles. 

 Trade has been central to American political discourse 

since colonial times. Exchange between Europeans and 

Native Americans determined the survival of the origi-

nal settlements and their development as trading posts. 

Mercantilism, as embodied in England’s Navigation 

Acts, defi ned the colonies as sources of raw materials and 

markets for fi nished goods. While fulfi lling this com-

mercial mandate, the colonies also pursued economic 

self-suffi  ciency and, consequently, resented economic 

restrictions. 

 Eager to raise revenue after the Seven Years’ War, which 

ended in 1763, but stung by colonial protests against di-

rect taxes like the Stamp Act, England turned to indirect 

taxes via modest tariff s. Low import duties on slaves and 

on luxuries such as sugar and tea were accompanied by 

low export duties on raw materials such as wood and 

wool. Minimal as they were, these taxes off ended the col-

onists. In practice and in principle, they highlighted the 

disadvantages of political and economic imperialism. 

 Colonial opposition to taxation without representation 

created common cause against trade laws. From the 1764 

Sugar Act to the 1774 Coercive Acts (which the colonists 

called the Intolerable Acts), protests mounted and eco-

nomic policy became markedly political. Petitions to 

Parliament, boycotts, riots, and tea parties consolidated 

colonial opposition. Signifi cantly, the First Continental 

Congress refused to import, export, or consume British 

goods. Trade clarifi ed the case for revolution. 

 After the Revolution, the states acquired authority 

over import and export duties. Th is decentralized ap-

proach refl ected the spirit of the 1781 Articles of Con-

federation, replete with its weaknesses. As a result, the 

Constitutional Convention of 1787 revisited the issue. 

Recognizing the need for better coordination and more 

revenue, the Founding Fathers took tariff -making pow-

ers away from the states and gave them to the nation. 

Th e tariff  issue was so important that it comprised the 

fi rst and third of the enumerated powers of Congress. 

Control over commerce was critical to redefi ning the po-

litical power of the central government, and it was no 

accident that George Washington wore homespun at his 

inauguration. 

 Immediately, tariff  policy became tariff  politics. Th e 

fi rst act of Congress was the Tariff  of 1789, a revenue-

raising measure providing minimal protection to do-

mestic industries with an average duty of 8.5 percent. 

Engineered through Congress by James Madison, it 

struck a compromise between nascent northern manu-

facturing interests, southern agricultural interests, and 

northern commercial interests. Th e heated debate over 

duties on goods and foreign ships was the fi rst open sec-

tional confrontation in the newly united nation and the 

fi rst step toward party confl ict. 

 Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton crystallized 

the issues with an ambitious four-point program for eco-

nomic growth, stability, and independence. His 1791  Re-
port on Manufactures  advocated using the tariff  to promote 

industrial development by protecting infant industries 

against competing foreign manufacturers. Hamilton’s vi-

sion of a mixed economy bolstered by centralized power 
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produced the Federalist Party. By contrast, James Madi-

son and Th omas Jeff erson feared federal power and the 

use, or abuse, of tariff s to shape the economy. Th ey drew 

upon classical free-trade theory, even though they did 

not want to remove all tariff  barriers. 

 Nonetheless, as slaveholding Southerners, they under-

stood that taxing British manufactured imports would 

benefi t the North at the expense of the South, which 

depended on England to buy the agricultural goods that 

fueled the plantation economy. Implicit was a broader 

anxiety about federal intrusion into states’ rights, espe-

cially regarding slavery. For the emerging Jeff ersonian 

Democratic-Republican Party, low tariff s for revenue 

meant less central government and more local auto n-

omy. Th e tariff  was not just a cold calculus of cash. 

 During the next decade, tensions with England grew 

over restrictions on American trade, seizure of American 

ships, and impressment of American sailors. President 

Jeff erson tried to avoid armed war by engaging in a 

trade war marked by the 1808 Embargo Act. It failed to 

curtail British smuggling, but succeeded in exacerbating 

sectional confl ict while simultaneously stimulating na-

tionalistic fervor. By 1812 the “War Hawks” had achieved 

their goal and, for three years, hostilities with England 

trumped trade. 

 Th e combined eff ect of the Embargo of 1808 and the 

War of 1812 was to promote northern manufactures and 

strengthen their cry for protection. After the war, En-

gland dumped large quantities of surplus manufactured 

goods on the American market at low prices, thereby 

undercutting American-made products. Consequently, 

even Southerners supported higher tariff s, not only to 

raise much-needed revenue, but also to aid domestic 

manufactures in the interest of national defense. For a 

rare moment, unity prevailed. 

 Th e Tariff  of 1824 signaled a new era of divisive tariff  

politics by raising duties to an average of 30 percent on a 

wide variety of goods. Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky 

defended the increases as part of an “American System” 

whereby domestic industry would turn raw materials 

and agricultural products into fi nished goods for sale in 

the home market. However, his Hamiltonian appeal to 

national economic integration rang hollow to southern 

planters and northern shippers, both of whom relied 

on foreign trade and resented sacrifi cing their own eco-

nomic interests to Clay’s political ambitions. 

 Pre–Civil War tariff  politics bordered on the absurd 

when, in 1828, low-tariff  advocates supported high du-

ties in order to pit interest against interest and defeat 

pending tariff  legislation. Instead, the bill passed with an 

average duty of 45 percent, backed by an odd coalition 

of bedfellows willing to accept protection in any form. 

Th ey were led by Senator Daniel Webster of Massachu-

setts, whose new support for protection refl ected the rise 

of manufacturing in his state. Th e aborted scheme is 

often viewed by historians as a political ploy for Andrew 

Jackson’s election, that is, less for the promotion of man-

ufactures than for “the manufacture of a President of the 

United States.” 

 Th e resulting tariff  was so inconsistent and so extreme 

that it was called the “Tariff  of Abominations,” the fi rst 

of several emotional labels for supposedly dull, dry tariff  

bills. It inspired John C. Calhoun, formerly a senator but 

now Andrew Jackson’s vice president, to anonymously 

write the  South Carolina Exposition and Protest , based on 

Jeff erson’s 1798 claim that states could nullify an act of 

Congress considered inimical to the general welfare. Nul-

lifi cation moved from theory into practice after Congress 

passed another tariff  in 1832 reducing some rates but rais-

ing others. Becoming the fi rst vice president to resign, 

Calhoun returned to South Carolina and was reelected 

senator to speak for the South. 

 A national crisis ensued. Set against the backdrop of 

rising abolitionist sentiment, the tariff  became a test case 

for states’ rights. At Calhoun’s urging, South Carolina 

declared the 1828 and 1832 tariff s null and refused to col-

lect tariff  duties. Much to everyone’s surprise, President 

Jackson, a southern slaveholder himself, responded with 

a Nullifi cation Proclamation that affi  rmed the suprem-

acy of national law, dismissed nullifi cation as unconsti-

tutional, and resolved to resist South Carolina by force 

if necessary. Confl ict was averted in 1833, when Clay 

negotiated and Calhoun accepted a compromise that 

would reduce tariff  duties to 20 percent by 1842. Th e 

episode underlined the importance of the tariff  to presi-

dential politics, sectional antagonism, and American 

political theory. No wonder it was considered a prelude 

to Civil War. 

 Th e tariff  issue continued to fester. In 1842 Congress 

restored so many duties that Southerners dubbed the 

new act the “Black Tariff .” However, prosperity and 

surplus revenues justifi ed tariff  rates as low as 23 per-

cent in 1846. Th ey remained low until the depression 

of 1857–60 revived the cry for protection. Although 

the tariff  was not the primary cause of the Civil War, 

it certainly exacerbated sectionalism. Indeed, with the 

South out of Congress and wartime expenses mount-

ing, northern legislators systematically raised customs 
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duties in every session, reaching an average of 35 per-

cent by 1865. After the war, Republicans resisted tariff  

revision despite the reduced need for revenue. Th e re-

sult was confl ict over priorities in an era of rapid eco-

nomic change. 

 From the Industrial Revolution to the New Deal 

 Th e tariff  was intensely controversial in the Gilded Age. 

At issue was the impact of industrialization on prices 

and wages, markets, and monopolies. Whereas Repub-

licans promoted protection in terms of prosperity and 

patriotism, most Democrats attacked tariff s as tools of 

greed and exploitation. Protectionist Democrats com-

plicated matters by derailing their party’s eff orts to 

reform the tariff . Lobbyists worked both sides of the 

aisle. 

 From the Liberal Republican movement of 1872 

through Grover Cleveland’s two presidencies, tariff  re-

formers criticized the manipulation of public policy for 

private profi t. Th ey ridiculed the practice of protect-

ing “infant industries” that were really trusts, protested 

against the infl ux of foreign “pauper labor,” and cited the 

government’s surplus revenue as proof that tariff s were 

excessive. In 1887 Cleveland called protection an “inde-

fensible extortion and a culpable betrayal of American 

fairness and justice.” During the Gilded Age, the tariff  

refl ected the pitfalls as well as the possibilities of prosper-

ity and progress. 

 Responding to criticism, Republicans created the 

1882 Tariff  Commission, which acknowledged the need 

for reform. However, the Tariff  of 1883 made no reforms 

and was so inconsistent that it was dubbed the “Mon-

grel Tariff .” Th e presidential election of 1888 was the 

only one in U.S. history to revolve around the tariff  

question, which became the vehicle for assessing the im-

pact of industrialism on American life. In the end, the 

low-tariff  Democrats were outmaneuvered and outspent 

by the high-tariff  Republicans. Benjamin Harrison’s 

Electoral College victory over Grover Cleveland, who 

won the popular vote, begat the 1890 McKinley Tariff , 

named after its author, the archprotectionist senator 

from Ohio, William McKinley. Th e new bill raised rates 

to an average of 49 percent. However, anger over the 

resulting rise in consumer prices cost the Republicans 

the election of 1892. 

 With Democrats back in control and Cleveland back 

in the White House, the 1894 Wilson-Gorman Tariff  

slightly reduced customs duties. Th ree years later, when 

the Republicans regained power and William McKin-

ley became president, tariff  duties rose again. Levying 

an average duty of 52 percent, the 1897 Dingley Tariff  

set the highest rates thus far in U.S. history and, due 

to 14 years of Republican dominance, lasted the longest. 

Meanwhile, imperialism provided new resources and 

new markets for economic expansion. 

 Concerns about rising prices and gigantic trusts com-

pounded by panics in 1904 and 1907 revived opposition 

to tariff s during the Progressive Era. In 1909 midwestern 

insurgent Republicans, led by Wisconsin’s Robert M. 

La Follette, waged a bitter Senate fi ght against protec-

tion. Th ey failed, but the tariff  was hotly contested dur-

ing the election of 1912. Pressured by Democratic tariff  

reformer Woodrow Wilson, Congress reduced duties 

to 26 percent, the lowest levels since the Civil War. 

A new income tax off set the lost revenue. Th e low 1913 

Underwood Tariff  survived nine years only to be evis-

cerated in 1922, when the high Fordney-McCumber 

Tariff  raised average duties back up to 33 percent. Ironi-

cally, World War I revived economic nationalism just 

as the United States was expanding its international 

role. 

 Th e 1930s marked a turning point in American tariff  

politics. At fi rst, protectionism prevailed when, epito-

mizing the infl uence of pressure groups on tariff  policy, 

the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff  raised average rates higher 

than ever, to 52.8 percent. But after other nations re-

sponded with retaliatory tariff s, and a worldwide de-

pression devastated international trade, Smoot-Hawley 

became (and remains) a synonym for disaster. Change 

came under the Democratic administration of President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt and his secretary of state, former 

Tennessee congressman Cordell Hull, who embraced the 

Wilsonian belief that international trade would further 

world peace. 

 Building on aspects of the 1890, 1909, and 1922 tar-

iff s, the president was authorized to negotiate recipro-

cal trade agreements without the approval of Congress. 

Republicans opposed this expansion of executive power, 

but the bill passed in 1934 by a strict party-line vote. 

Dominated by the State Department until 1962, when 

Congress shifted power to the Commerce Department, 

tariff s were gradually reduced by 80 percent. As presi-

dential control over trade steadily expanded, tariff  policy 

making became more administrative than legislative, 

defi ned less by politicians than by nonpartisan experts 

in the U.S. Tariff  Commission, created in 1916, and by 

a U.S. trade representative, created in 1962 within the 

executive branch. 
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 The Modern Era 

 Refl ecting the nation’s superpower status after World 

War II, U.S. tariff  policy was increasingly shaped by for-

eign policy. Of course, tariff s always had international 

implications, but they were primarily determined by 

domestic economic priorities. Now tariff s also became a 

factor of cold war politics—a bulwark against the spread 

of communism and a tool for rebuilding Europe and 

Japan. Th e favorable balance of trade and a burgeoning 

economy bolstered America’s confi dence that it could 

lead the world in liberalizing trade without losing con-

trol over its own economic future. 

 Th is international commitment was evident when the 

1947 General Agreement on Tariff s and Trade (GATT) 

was forged in Geneva, Switzerland, not in Washington, 

D.C. Despite continuing controversy over the presi-

dent’s new powers, Congress passed a series of  Trade 

Expansion Acts from the 1940s through the 1960s. In 

1974 the U.S. Tariff  Commission was renamed the U.S. 

International Trade Commission (ITC). By that time, 

average tariff  rates were a mere 8.5 percent, returning to 

where they began in 1789 and moving toward the virtual 

free trade level of 3 percent by 2008. 

 Yet, from the start, the supposedly solid support for 

free trade was qualifi ed. Market realities demanded es-

cape clauses for retaliating against countries that estab-

lished non-tariff  barriers (NTBs) to trade and quotas or 

antidumping laws for restricting imports that threat-

ened domestic industries. Unable to prevent trade-

 induced unemployment, in 1962 Congress began aiding 

aff ected workers to adjust and retrain; it also helped af-

fected businesses retool. 

 By the 1970s, America’s international status was no 

longer secure. Th e Vietnam War, an oil crisis, infl ation, 

a recession, and a trade defi cit undermined the nation’s 

self-confi dence. As Japanese goods displaced American 

goods and the “steel belt” became the “rust belt,” pro-

tectionism spread. Congress set more limits on execu-

tive power over trade agreements, assumed more control 

of the Tariff  Commission, and paid more attention to 

NTBs, such as foreign import quotas. 

 Traditional party positions on trade had largely been re-

versed. Although many Democrats remained committed 

to international trade, others called for protection against 

low-wage foreign labor and low-cost foreign products. 

Facing competition not only from Japan, but also from 

other East Asian countries and Europe, U.S. labor unions 

along with the textile, oil, chemical, and steel industries 

decided that trade liberalization was a “Gattastrophe.” 

 Meanwhile, the traditionally protectionist Republi-

can Party advocated freer trade as big farmers and major 

corporations sought wider access to world markets. Of 

course, neither party was unifi ed on trade policy because 

lobbying and local economic interests cut across party 

lines. Moreover, trade policies that might benefi t one 

economic interest, like domestic steel producers or sugar 

growers, might hurt another interest, like domestic steel 

and sugar users. As always, political party divisions on 

trade were complex and porous. 

 Trying to balance these confl icting concerns, advocates 

of the proposed North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) with Canada and Mexico claimed that profi ts 

made by companies expanding abroad would benefi t the 

United States through inexpensive imported consumer 

goods and domestic jobs created by foreign demand for 

American products. Although NAFTA was the child of 

Republican presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. 

Bush, it was endorsed by Bill Clinton, a centrist New Dem-

ocrat. Clinton’s 1992 campaign slogan, “It’s the economy, 

stupid,” captured the connection between politics and 

pocketbooks. 

 In the 1992 presidential election, it was maverick busi-

nessman turned independent candidate Ross Perot who 

warned against exporting American jobs through gener-

ous trade agreements that continued to give concessions 

abroad without providing protection at home. Ultimately, 

NAFTA was ratifi ed in 1993 due to support from Republi-

cans and southern Democrats. After a Republican midterm 

electoral sweep in 1994, Congress approved the GATT, 

which created the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

 However, Clinton himself argued with Japan over trade 

issues, and concerns about trade policy led Congress to 

rescind the president’s fast-track authority. First granted 

in 1975, this compelled Congress to approve or disap-

prove trade agreements without changes within 90 days 

of submission. Although this power was restored in 2002, 

it was revoked again in 2007, a testimony to the ongoing 

tensions between the legislative and executive branches 

over trade policy. 

 In the early twenty-fi rst century, many Americans 

still believed that the nation could withstand foreign 

competition and benefi t from freer trade. Th ey were en-

couraged by a steadily growing gross national product, 

vast world markets, record corporate profi ts, cheap con-

sumer goods, and a net gain of jobs. President George W. 

Bush faced only weak opposition in Congress when 

he signed free trade agreements with Australia, South 

Korea, and countries in South and Central America. 
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 At the same time, concerns were growing about trade 

defi cits, de-industrialization, income polarization, and 

illegal immigration, not to mention the outsourcing 

of both blue- and white-collar jobs. Critics complained 

about rules that protected American pharmaceutical 

companies against importation of cheaper foreign medi-

cines but did not protect American consumers against 

importation of dangerous toys and poisonous pet food. 

Anger mounted at countries that sent limitless exports 

to the United States but that limited imports from the 

United States. Farmers guarded their government subsi-

dies. Support spread for “fair trade,” or “managed trade,” 

to establish international labor, safety, and environmental 

standards. Th e multilateralism that had shaped the global 

economy and dominated U.S. trade policy for 60 years 

was being reassessed. 

 Globalization redefi ned the relationship between 

producer and consumer, nationalism and international-

ism, short- and long-term benefi ts. Changes in public 

policy, compounded by revolutions in transportation 

and communication, created an unprecedented level 

of interna tional commercial integration. Th e situation 

was complicated by the fact that U.S. companies built 

factories abroad or used foreign parts and foreign raw 

materials, while foreigners built factories in the United 

States and invested in the American economy. Domestic 

and foreign interests were increasingly intertwined. On 

the one hand, globalization meant economic distress for 

segments of America’s middle and working classes. On 

the other hand, it presented economic opportunity for 

other segments of America’s agricultural, manufacturing, 

technology, and fi nancial service interests. With both 

sides asking the government for support, trade was as 

personal and as political as ever. 

 Th roughout U.S. history, the debate over international 

economic exchange has been controversial. Time and 

again, the issues go beyond profi ts, prices, wages, and 

markets to include matters of state: the role of govern-

ment in the economy, constitutional powers, sectional 

interests, party politics, and foreign policy. In this sense, 

Bill Clinton was only half right. It’s not simply the econ-

omy; it’s the political economy, stupid. 

  See also  economy and politics; foreign policy and domestic 

politics; taxation. 
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 taxation to 1913 

 Taxation before 1913 was very diff erent from what it has 

been ever since. Th e obvious change came about with 

ratifi cation of the Sixteenth Amendment, which sanc-

tioned the federal income tax (“Th e Congress shall have 

power to lay and collect taxes on incomes, from what-

ever source derived. . . .”), whose implications unfolded 

over the ensuing decades. Before then, two features of 

the tax system were quite diff erent: (1) the federal gov-

ernment relied overwhelmingly on the tariff , a tax on 

imports, instead of its current mix of income taxes, So-

cial Security taxes, and so on; and (2) states and espe-

cially local governments probably did most of the taxing 

throughout the period. Nineteenth-century fi gures are 

sketchy, but by 1913, the states and the nation’s many 

local governments (counties, cities, townships, school 

districts, etc.) levied two-thirds of all U.S. taxes. By the 

late twentieth century, the federal government was levy-

ing two-thirds. 

 It is ironic that economic historians have had to strug-

gle to estimate the size of local tax burdens in precisely 

the period when they were most important. Th e result, 

however, is that we know much more about how taxes 
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were enacted, how they worked, and how people argued 

about them than about how much money they raised. 

 Federal Taxes 

 Before the adoption of the Constitution, the national 

government could not tax. Under Article VIII of the 

Articles of Confederation, Congress had to fi nance the 

Revolutionary War by asking the states to tax. Th is ar-

rangement, known as the “requisition” system, was disas-

trous. One problem was that the states simply could not 

raise enough money through their tax systems, which 

had been designed in the colonial era, when Britain paid 

most defense costs. Another problem was the unrealis-

tic rule in the articles for distributing taxes among the 

states. Article VIII directed Congress to set a quota for 

each state according to the value of its real estate (“land 

and the buildings and improvements thereon”). Unable 

to fi nd a practical way to assess real estate, Congress 

ignored this rule and set arbitrary quotas based loosely 

on population (there was no census either). Meanwhile, 

Congress tried and failed to amend Article VIII to au-

thorize an “impost,” a tax on imports that would have 

been far more practical. Shays’s Rebellion (1786), caused 

in large part by a massive tax that Massachusetts imposed 

to pay its requisition quotas and other war debts, drama-

tized the inadequacy of the requisition system. 

 Th e U.S. Constitution was adopted for many reasons, 

but the most immediate need was to establish a national 

government that could tax. Th e framers succeeded at this, 

though at the cost of vague and complex language that 

caused long-term problems. Th e Constitution empow-

ered Congress to “lay and collect taxes, duties, imposts, 

and excises” as long as they were “uniform throughout 

the United States” and not levied on exports. But in one 

of the main compromises to accommodate slavery—the 

three-fi fths clause—they inserted another rule. Con-

gress could levy “direct taxes” only if these taxes were 

apportioned to the states by population (counted by the 

three-fi fths rule). Th is provision ignored the reality that 

some states were richer than others, but, remarkably, it 

did not generate much discussion in either the Phila-

delphia convention or the ensuing ratifi cation debates. 

Th e prevailing assumption was that “direct taxes” would 

be property taxes of one kind or another, but nobody 

seemed to think the term was important enough to de-

fi ne precisely. 

 Th e reason the direct tax provision drew so little atten-

tion is that the real plan was for the federal government 

to rely on import taxes—like the “impost” that could 

not be added to the Articles of Confederation. Import 

taxes were the easiest taxes to collect because they were 

paid only at ports by small groups of merchants, who 

then shifted the costs silently into consumer prices. Th is 

plan was successful. From the adoption of the Constitu-

tion until the War of 1812, import taxes always raised at 

least 85 percent of federal tax revenue. From 1817 until 

the outbreak of the Civil War, they were the  only  federal 

taxes. 

 But there were complications. In the 1790s and 1810s, 

Congress also levied other taxes, most notoriously the 

1791 whiskey excise that provoked the Whiskey Re-

bellion of 1794. As the wars of the French Revolution 

disrupted international trade and came to involve the 

United States (the 1798 “Quasi-War” with France, the 

War of 1812 with Britain), Congress levied several other 

excises as well as apportioned “direct” taxes on property 

(land, houses, and slaves). One of the excises, a tax on 

carriages, generated a permissive judicial interpretation 

of the Constitution’s direct tax provision. In  Hylton v. 
U.S.  (1796), the Supreme Court ruled that a carriage tax 

was an excise that only had to be uniform rather than a 

direct tax that had to be apportioned. 

 Th e more important complications involved import 

taxes. Th e original impost plans were for fl at 5 per cent 

levies on almost all imported goods. In the fi rst session 

of the fi rst Congress, however, tax policy became eco-

nomic policy, as the impost changed into the tariff —a 

tax designed not only to raise money but also to “pro-

tect” domestic manufacturing by raising the prices of 

competing foreign products. Protective tariff s, which the 

United States continued to levy until after the Great De-

pression of the 1930s, had several critical characteristics. 

First and most obviously, they subsidized domestic busi-

ness by letting fi rms in “protected” industries raise their 

prices. Tariff  supporters justifi ed the subsidies by arguing 

that the young republic’s “infant industries” should be 

protected against cheaper European (British) goods to 

promote the growth of American manufacturing. Op-

ponents pointed to another key characteristic: protective 

tariff s subsidized producers at the expense of consumers, 

or, more precisely, of producers whose goods were not 

protected. Th is category included most American farm-

ers. Unsurprisingly, the leading opponents of protective 

tariff s lived in the South and West. 

 Tariff  politics also often became rather sordid. Not 

only did the producers of particular goods scramble to 

win high rates for their own industries, but debates usu-

ally featured intensive logrolling (“I’ll vote for yours if 
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you’ll vote for mine”) and, on occasion, sophisticated 

partisan manipulations such as high tariff s targeted key 

blocs of voters. One notorious example was the 1828 

“tariff  of abominations” that provoked the nullifi cation 

crisis (1830), in which South Carolina claimed that states 

could nullify federal laws within their own borders. After 

1828, however, the trend was tariff  reduction, high lighted 

by the Walker tariff  of 1846. 

 As productive as tariff s were, they could not fi nance 

anything as expensive as the Civil War. Th e Confederacy, 

for its part, could not tax imports at all once the U.S. 

Navy established a blockade of its ports—breached only 

by “runners” that were small, fast, and unlikely to tarry 

at custom houses. Nor could the Confederacy tax eff ec-

tively in other ways. Th is failure, in turn, undermined its 

bond sales and doomed its currency to hyperinfl ation. 

Th e Union was a diff erent story. Where the Confeder-

acy raised only 5 percent of its war costs from taxes, the 

Union raised 20 percent, an achievement that strength-

ened its credit and supported the value of its “greenback” 

currency. 

 Th e essence of Union tax policy was for the govern-

ment to try everything. Th ere was a high tariff , a compre-

hensive excise program, an apportioned direct tax on real 

estate, and even a small progressive income tax—most 

interesting for its lack of confi dentiality. As the  Chicago 
Tribune  explained, printing the returns of the richest 

local taxpayers, “we have been actuated by no motive to 

gratify a morbid curiosity, but solely by a desire to assist 

the Gov’t in obtaining its dues. No man who has made a 

correct return will object to the publication, and no man 

who has made a false return has a right to object.” Local 

governments also taxed to recruit soldiers and help sup-

port families in their absence. 

 Most federal taxes were abolished after the end of the 

war, though the exceptions were signifi cant. One was the 

excise on whiskey, which produced an impressive scan-

dal known as the Whiskey Ring. Th e ring consisted of 

federal collectors, distillers, and other offi  cials in the big 

midwestern cities, who not only stole vast amounts of 

tax revenue but siphoned much of it directly into the 

coff ers of the Republican Party. A long investigation cul-

minated in a series of raids in 1875 that led to more than 

100 convictions. 

 Th e critical holdover, however, was the high and ever 

more highly protective tariff . By the late nineteenth cen-

tury, with tariff  supporters unable to make claims about 

“infant industries,” the case for high tariff s switched to 

protecting the “American standard of living” (higher 

wage rates). Still, the real case was partisan. Republicans 

used high protective tariff s to build a powerful and last-

ing coalition across the North, with protection appealing 

to many workers while the surplus revenues the tariff s 

produced—plowed into generous pensions for Union 

veterans—appealed to many farmers. Th e tariff  so domi-

nated the political rhetoric of Republicans and Demo-

crats that the Populists, in their 1892 Omaha Platform, 

condemned “a sham battle over the tariff   ” intended “to 

drown the outcries of a plundered people” by ignoring 

what they saw as the real issues. 

 Th e 1894 Wilson-Gorman Tariff  Act included a small 

income tax. Th e idea was to off set some of the tariff  costs 

that Southerners and Westerners paid disproportionately 

with a tax that would fall heavily on the richer North-

east. Although the Supreme Court had approved the 

Civil War income tax in  Springer v. U.S . (1881), rejecting 

a claim that it was a direct tax that had to be appor-

tioned to the states by population, the Court saw the 

1894 version diff erently. In  Pollock v. Farmers’ Loan and 
Trust Company  (1895), the justices decided that income 

taxes were indeed direct taxes. Since apportionment by 

population would have defeated the purpose of income 

taxation—it actually would have produced higher tax 

rates in poor states than rich states—the Court ruled the 

income tax unconstitutional. After a long campaign, the 

Sixteenth Amendment, adopted in 1913, authorized what 

would later become the quintessential federal tax. 

 State and Local Taxes 

 While the tariff  was the critical federal tax before 1913, 

property taxes were the mainstay of state and local gov-

ernment. Today, American property taxes are levied al-

most exclusively on real estate. Before the 1910s, however, 

they were usually levied on both real estate and various 

forms of “personal property”—“tangible” items such as 

livestock, vehicles, jewelry, and lavish furniture; “intan-

gible” (paper) assets such as corporate stocks and bonds; 

and, before the Civil War, human “property” in the form 

of enslaved African Americans. 

 By the late nineteenth century, these taxes on real and 

personal property were called “general property taxes.” 

In language that was as familiar then as the language of 

income tax deductions and brackets is today, many state 

constitutions required general property taxes to be “uni-

form” and “universal.” A general property tax was uniform 

if every form of taxed property was assessed the same way 

and taxed at the same rate, regardless of who owned it 

(individual or corporation). Th e tax was  universal if it 
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was levied on all forms of property instead of only on 

certain items (except a few specifi ed exemptions). Be-

cause in practice no taxes could fulfi ll these mandates 

to the letter—no assessors could fi nd “all” property or 

assess the holdings of banks and railroads the same way 

as those of farmers and country storekeepers—general 

property taxes were highly vulnerable to legal challenge, 

especially by wealthy taxpayers and large corporations. 

 But before the late nineteenth century, there was 

much more variation. Surveying the state tax systems in 

1796, Treasury Secretary Oliver Wolcott Jr. found them 

“utterly discordant and irreconcileable.” Th e main dif-

ferences were between North and South. Most north-

ern states had levied versions of the general property tax 

since before 1776 (or statehood in the West). Until the 

1850s, however, many southern states taxed only spe-

cifi c items, and often in idiosyncratic if not downright 

primitive ways, such as levying one fl at sum on each acre 

of land without assessing its value. Indeed, one reason 

Congress could not use the real estate apportionment 

of the Articles of Confederation was that the southern 

governments had never before valued real estate. Th e 

costs of the Revolutionary War prompted innovations in 

the South, but most were scaled back or abandoned at 

war’s end. 

 Th e tricky aspect of early southern taxes was their 

handling of slaves. In the early republic, many states 

supplemented their property taxes with poll taxes. In 

the North, these taxes were highly regressive, as fl at sums 

levied on each male adult regardless of his income or 

wealth. In the South, however, poll taxes were often lev-

ied on free male adults and holdings of enslaved adults of 

both sexes. Th is practice meant that southern “poll taxes” 

actually combined poll taxes on free men with property 

taxes on slaveholders. As states slashed or abolished poll 

taxes in the antebellum years (although some retained 

or later resurrected them), southern states treated slave 

taxes more forthrightly as property taxes. 

 By the 1850s, most states were taxing the value of real 

estate, livestock, fi nancial assets, slaves in the South, and 

other items such as commercial inventories, vehicles, and 

jewelry. In the North, this property was included under 

the general rubric “all property,” with the state and local 

governments imposing rates on each taxpayer’s total. In 

the South, the taxed items usually were specifi ed in detail 

and often with elaborate schedules of rates for particu-

lar items. After the Civil War, however, southern states 

replaced these systems with general property taxes like 

those of the North—a change small farmers experienced 

as massive tax hikes since the loss of the old slave tax rev-

enue raised the rates on land, livestock, and other items. 

 Urban growth contributed to rising local tax burdens 

in the late nineteenth century, as the cities professional-

ized services such as police and fi re protection, improved 

what had been jerry-rigged water and sewerage systems, 

took the enforcement of building codes and health regu-

lations more seriously, and added amenities such as street 

lights and parks. But expanding public education prob-

ably drove much of the rise in local taxes. Some jurisdic-

tions provided more than others—schools were better 

and more plentiful in cities than rural areas and in the 

North than in the South. Th ese distinctions aff ected rel-

ative tax burdens, as local communities weighed the ben-

efi ts of better services against the costs of higher taxes. 

 By the 1880s and 1890s, the general property tax was 

in crisis. While part of the problem was the high cost 

of local government (sometimes hiked further by po-

litical corruption), the real problem was that economic 

development rendered the tax obsolete. Because of indus-

trialization and urbanization, much if not most of the na-

tion’s wealth was held in “intangible” (paper) assets that 

were hard for assessors to fi nd. As a result, farmers whose 

property was highly visible—livestock and machinery 

were harder to hide than stock certifi cates—objected that 

urban elites were not paying their share. In fact, however, 

as urban and rural assessors tried to protect their con-

stituents, competitive underassessments created a chaos 

of often ridiculously low fi gures as well as widespread 

fraud. 

 Gradually, the states abolished general property taxa-

tion and, in particular, the taxation of “personal prop-

erty.” In the new systems, adopted in the early twentieth 

century, states often relied on income, corporation, and 

inheritance taxes, while local governments levied prop-

erty taxes only on real estate. In the 1930s, many state 

and local governments added sales taxes, producing the 

system of state and local taxation that is familiar today. 

  See also  economy and politics; tariff s and politics; 

taxation since 1913. 
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  taxation since 1913 

 Introduction of Income Taxation 

 Th e modern era of taxation in the United States began 

in 1913 with the introduction of the nation’s fi rst perma-

nent income tax. During the twentieth century, that tax 

would become the most important fi scal vehicle for (1) ex-

panding government, (2) centralizing government at the 

federal level, (3) regulating the economy, and (4) redistrib-

uting the costs of government according to the principle 

of “ability to pay.” 

 Th e Sixteenth Amendment, which expressly permit-

ted federal income taxation, was ratifi ed in 1913. Later 

that year, Congress included an income tax within the 

Underwood-Simmons Tariff  legislation. Bipartisan sup-

port for income taxation was broad, but the income tax 

measure enacted was only modest. Virtually none of the 

major proponents of income taxation, including Presi-

dent Woodrow Wilson, believed that the income tax 

would become a major, let alone the dominant, perma-

nent source of revenue within the federal tax system. Th e 

Republicans who supported income taxation adhered 

to protectionist orthodoxy and wanted to retain tariff s 

(taxes on imports) and “sin taxes” (taxes on alcoholic bev-

erages and tobacco) at the heart of federal taxation. And 

the Democratic drafters of the 1913 legislation regarded 

the revenue capacity of the tax as far less important than 

its ability to advance economic justice, through both re-

distribution of the tax burden and attacking monopoly 

power. In the fi rst several years of the income tax, only 

the wealthiest 2 percent of American households paid 

income taxes. 

 World War I 

 Th e intervention of the United States in World War I, 

however, transformed the income tax. Th e disruption of 

international trade during the war meant that the United 

States had to reduce its reliance on customs duties. Th e 

massive fi nancial scale of the American war eff ort re-

quired the federal government to fi nd new taxes that did 

far more than just replace customs revenues. 

 Options were limited. Sin tax revenues were large, ac-

counting for nearly half of all federal tax revenues. But 

they were not nearly large enough, and expanding the 

systems for assessing and collecting sin taxes into a sys-

tem for imposing general taxes on consumption was im-

possible in the brief period of time (roughly a year and 

a half ) the United States was at war. It was also impos-

sible to expand the fl edgling income tax into a system for 

collecting large revenues from middle- and low-income 

Americans by setting personal exemptions at low levels 

and levying high rates on wages and salaries. Th e federal 

government lacked the capacity to assess and collect taxes 

on the Americans—two-thirds of the labor force—who 

worked on farms or in small, usually unincorporated, 

nonfarm businesses. During World War I, the federal 

government did not know who these people were and 

had no means of readily discovering their identities. Th e 

only taxes that raised huge revenues from these Ameri-

cans were property taxes, and co-opting property taxa-

tion for wartime fi nance faced daunting problems: the 

interest of states and localities in maintaining control 

over their powerful revenue engine; the constitutional 

requirement that a direct tax be allocated to the states 

on the basis of population; and the extreme diffi  culty of 

reconciling the enormous variations in property assess-

ments across the nation. 

 Th e impossibility of developing mass-based systems 

of consumption, income, or property taxation meant 

that the federal government had only one option—

taxing the incomes of wealthy individuals and corpora-

tions. Th is approach allowed the Treasury and Congress 
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to conscript corporations in the army of tax assessors. 

With corporate data in hand, the Treasury could easily 

assess the incomes of many of the wealthiest individu-

als and also tax corporate profi ts. Within this category 

of taxation, the Wilson administration had many op-

tions and chose a “soak-the-rich” approach, imposing 

extremely progressive taxes on both corporate and in-

dividual incomes. Th is approach made the American 

tax system the most progressive in the industrial world. 

Under the Revenue Act of 1918, the progressive rates of 

excess-profi ts taxation ranged from 30 to 65 percent on 

profi ts above a “normal” rate of return, which a board of 

Treasury experts determined. (In contrast, Great Britain 

took the more conservative approach of taxing profi ts 

that were above prewar levels.) Most of the remaining 

revenue came from a highly progressive income tax on 

the wealthiest individuals. In 1918 the wealthiest 1 per-

cent of households paid marginal tax rates that ranged 

from 15 to 77 percent. 

 Th e Wilson administration and Congress hoped that 

such taxes would become a permanent part of the rev-

enue system. Th ey intended the excess-profi ts tax to act, 

in the words of one Treasury staff er, “as a check upon 

monopolies or trusts earning exorbitant profi ts.” Th e 

excess-profi ts tax accounted for about two-thirds of all 

federal tax revenues during the war, enabling the fed-

eral government to cover roughly 30 percent of wartime 

expenditures through taxes—a larger share of total rev-

enues than in any of the other combatant nations. 

 Th e wartime tax program of the Wilson administra-

tion, however, contributed to its political downfall. Dur-

ing the congressional elections of 1918, the investment 

banking community and the leaders of the Republican 

Party launched an assault, calling for major tax relief 

from the problem of “bracket creep” (infl ation pushing 

people into higher tax brackets). Th e Republicans cap-

tured both houses of Congress and set the stage for the 

victory of Warren G. Harding and the “return to nor-

malcy” in the presidential election of 1920. Repeal of the 

excess-profi ts tax and reduction of the top marginal rate 

on individual income to 58 percent followed in 1921. 

 Th e progressive income tax itself survived, however. 

It did so, in part, because both Republicans and Demo-

crats valued the capacity of the tax to fund new programs 

such as the building of highways. But it was also because 

Woodrow Wilson, through his handling of wartime fi -

nance, had reinforced and enhanced Americans’ belief 

in the justice of taxing according to “ability to pay.” In 

deference to the power of this ideal and to protect the 

important new source of revenue for domestic programs, 

Andrew Mellon, the infl uential secretary of the treasury 

from 1921 to 1932, cast his support behind preservation 

of the progressive income tax. 

 The Great Depression and New Deal 

 Th e Great Depression created pressures on the federal 

government to resume expansion of its taxing capacity 

and the centralization of fi scal power at the national 

level. During the early, and most severe, period of the 

Depression, the federal government reacted to weak tax 

revenues with major increases in tax rates. Support for 

them was, to a signifi cant extent, bipartisan. In 1932 Re-

publican president Herbert Hoover initiated the largest 

peacetime tax increases in the nation’s history to close 

the federal budget defi cit, reduce upward pressure on in-

terest rates, and thus stimulate economic recovery. Th e 

Revenue Act of 1932 raised personal and corporate in-

come tax rates across the board and restored the top mar-

ginal rate to nearly World War I levels. In 1933 Hoover’s 

Democratic successor, Franklin D. Roosevelt, eff ectively 

raised consumption taxes through the repeal of Prohibi-

tion. Th e old sin tax on alcoholic beverages, which had 

remained in the tax code, provided revenue for federal 

coff ers and helped fund the relief and recovery programs 

of the early New Deal. 

 As the New Deal continued, Roosevelt turned in-

creasingly to tax reform, which Republicans generally 

resisted. In 1935 the growing “Th under on the Left,” 

particularly Huey Long’s Share Our Wealth movement, 

pushed Roosevelt into proposing a tax program that in-

cluded a graduated tax on corporations and an increase 

in the maximum income tax rate on individuals. FDR 

justifi ed this program in terms of both its equity and its 

ability to liberate the energies of individuals and small 

corporations, thereby advancing recovery. Congress gave 

Roosevelt most of what he wanted, including an undis-

tributed profi ts tax—a graduated tax on the profi ts that 

corporations did not distribute to their stockholders. 

More than any other New Deal measure, this tax aroused 

hostility from large corporations, and they retaliated by 

entering the political arena in search of support outside 

the business community. In 1938 Roosevelt was vulner-

able, weakened by the recession of 1937–38 and his disas-

trous fi ght to restructure the Supreme Court. A coalition 

of Republicans and conservative Democrats repealed the 

tax on undistributed profi ts. 

 In 1935 Roosevelt’s reform agenda led to another new 

tax, a payroll tax shared equally between employers and 
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employees to fund the Old Age and Survivors Insurance 

Program under the new Social Security system. Th e pay-

roll tax was regressive, although less regressive than the 

consumption taxes that European governments typically 

used to fi nance social welfare expenditures. Th e incon-

gruity between this regressive initiative and Roosevelt’s 

reforms of income taxation might suggest that he was 

little more than a cynical manipulator of the powerful 

symbolism of taxation. But he conceived of Social Secu-

rity as an insurance system. In his mind, taxpayers re-

ceived the benefi ts for which they had paid. Roosevelt’s 

concept was shared by much of the American public, 

and it lent the payroll tax a popularity that enabled 

Roosevelt and Congress to expand it signifi cantly in 

1939. 

 During the 1930s, state and local governments also in-

creased taxes to make up for a weakening tax base and 

fi nance a growing demand for welfare services. Local 

governments continued to rely primarily on property 

taxes, and state governments generally adopted or ex-

panded sales taxes and taxes designed to make users of 

automobiles and trucks pay the cost of highways. In-

creasing these taxes off set to some degree the growing 

progressiveness of the federal tax system, but federal tax 

revenues grew much more rapidly than those at the state 

and local levels and continued to do so during World 

War II. By 1950 state and local tax revenues constituted 

only 31 percent of the nation’s total tax revenues, com-

pared with 71 percent in 1913, at the beginning of the 

modern tax era. 

 World War II 

 World War II created an opening for Roosevelt to con-

tinue reform in the realm of taxation. Roosevelt and his 

military and fi nancial planners assumed that the cost of 

fi ghting World War II would be even greater than that 

of World War I, and they wanted to cover an even larger 

share of wartime expenses with taxes in order to contain 

infl ation. Th ey needed a tax that would reach far more 

Americans than had the tax measures of World War I, 

particularly since Democrats in Congress were unwill-

ing to support high levels of corporate taxation for fear 

of the kind of backlash that had crushed the Wilson 

administration.

Roosevelt rejected heavy reliance on consumption tax-

ation as too regressive and favored, instead, a broad-based 

income tax that would also have a highly progressive rate 

structure. Th e broad base, which had been impossible 

to implement earlier, was now practical because of the 

information-gathering capability created to collect pay-

roll taxes for the Social Security system and because of 

a great expansion of corporate employment. Under the 

new tax system, which included mechanisms for with-

holding taxes, the number of individual taxpayers grew 

from 3.9 million in 1939 to 42.6 million in 1945, and fed-

eral income tax collections over the period leaped from 

$2.2 billion to $35.1 billion. In 1944 and 1945, individual 

income taxes accounted for roughly 40 percent of fed-

eral revenues, whereas corporate income taxes provided 

about a third—only half their share during World War I. 

And current tax revenues paid for approximately half of 

the costs of the war. 

 Mass taxation had become a central element of federal 

taxation. At the same time, the income tax reached its 

pinnacle of progressivity. By the end of the war, the mar-

ginal rate of taxation on personal income had risen to 94 

percent (on dollars earned over $200,000), higher than 

at any other time in the history of American income 

taxation. Th e rates were high enough that, even with the 

broad base of taxation, in 1945 the richest 1 percent of 

households produced 32 percent of the revenue yield of 

the personal income tax. 

 Issues since 1945 

 In contrast with Wilson’s tax program of World War I, 

Roosevelt’s wartime tax regime survived the war’s after-

math essentially intact. Th is refl ected a general agreement 

by the two major political parties on the need to main-

tain a large federal government and to keep the World 

War II revenue system as the means of fi nancing it. Of 

particular political value was the fact that the new tax 

regime was generally able to fund the expansion of both 

domestic and foreign programs, including national de-

fense and prosecution of the cold war, without requiring 

any legislated tax increases, thus avoiding the unpleasant 

task of picking losers. Both economic growth and long-

term infl ation, working through the expansion of the tax 

base, provided an elastic source of new revenues. In fact, 

that elasticity enabled the federal government to make 

periodic, substantial tax cuts. 

 Th e convergence on tax policy involved restraint by 

Republicans in seeking consumption taxation and an 

acceptance by them of greater taxation of large incomes 

than they had found palatable before World War II. 

Republican leaders recognized the political appeal of 

“ability to pay” and, until the 1990s, did not seriously 

entertain shifting to a consumption-tax system. For 

their part, Democrats largely abandoned taxation as an 
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instrument to mobilize class interests. Most dramati-

cally, they abandoned the antimonopoly rhetoric of 

World War I and the New Deal and adopted instead a 

more benign view of corporate power. 

 Republican and Democratic leaders also agreed that 

there were two major problems with high marginal 

rates of taxation and, at least through the presidential 

administration of Ronald Reagan, they often lent bi-

partisan support to rate reform. Th e fi rst problem was 

that the rates, which were the most progressive within 

the advanced industrial nations, created economic dis-

incentives for wealthy Americans to save and invest. Th e 

Kennedy-Johnson tax cuts in 1964 began the work of re-

ducing the high marginal rates, and then the Reagan tax 

reforms (both the Economic Recovery Act of 1981 and 

the Tax Reform Act of 1986) continued the reductions, 

bringing them down to roughly 36 percent. 

 Th e second problem was that the high marginal rates 

tended to undermine the goal of broadening the eco-

nomic base for taxation. Th ey created incentives for 

taxpayers to seek “tax expenditures”—loopholes in the 

form of special deductions and exemptions. Th e “tax 

expenditures,” in turn, created economic distortions by 

favoring one form of income over another, made the 

tax code mind-numbingly complex, and weakened the 

public’s faith in the fairness of the income tax and gov-

ernment in general. Th e most comprehensive and suc-

cessful eff ort to close loopholes was the Tax Reform Act 

of 1986. 

 Bipartisan agreement on tax reform broke down 

quickly, however. Both Republicans and Democrats 

abandoned any interest in ridding the tax code of tax ex-

penditures. In fact, each party developed a list of new tax 

loopholes and enacted many of them into law. On the 

one hand, President George H. W. Bush revived the idea 

of preferential taxation of capital gains. On the other 

hand, President Bill Clinton returned to a soak-the-rich 

policy and, in 1993, led in signifi cantly raising rates on 

the wealthiest Americans. Meanwhile, he “plumped” 

for numerous tax preferences for middle-class Ameri-

cans. Th e tax cuts of President George W. Bush further 

increased the complexity of the tax code. One of the 

goals of these cuts was to advance the transformation 

of the progressive income tax into a system of regressive 

consumption taxation. Bush was not able to accomplish 

this, but his cuts did weaken the revenue capacity of the 

income tax and thereby the fi scal strength of the federal 

government. At the end of his administration, the tax 

rate in the United States (all taxes as a percentage of na-

tional income) was lower than in any other major indus-

trial nation, except for Japan. And the surpluses in the 

federal budgets of the years of the Clinton administra-

tion had been replaced by huge defi cits that threatened 

to have major consequences for the future economic 

health of the nation. 

  See also  economy and politics; tariff s and politics; 

taxation to 1913. 
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 television and politics 

 Although television as a broadcast medium was techno-

logically viable prior to World War II, after the war it 

became a commercial reality capable of delivering regu-

lar programming to entertain and inform audiences in 

their own homes. Radio, the most popular mass medium 

at the time, was quickly displaced as the primary out-

let for mass entertainment in American households, as 

families adopted television at an unprecedented rate—

from 8,000 homes in 1946 to 26 million (over half of 

all households) by 1954. In what is now called the net-

work era of television broadcasting, national television 

programming was produced by only four commercial 

broadcast networks—NBC, CBS, ABC, and DuMont 

(which failed in the mid-1950s)—and public television, 

which fi rst became available in the late 1960s. Television, 

therefore, quickly became a centralized source of story-

telling, a means through which millions of Americans 

ritually attended to and understood their nation and 

their own citizenship. 

 The Network Era: Broadcasting Politics 

to Mass Audiences 

 In the network era, politics was primarily represented 

through three programming forms, all produced by net-

work news divisions: the evening newscast, political talk 

shows, and documentary newsmagazines. When nightly 

dinnertime newscasts fi rst appeared in 1948, they were 

15-minute narrated theatrical newsreels edited for televi-

sion. Not until the late 1950s did the networks dedicate 

sufficient resources to newsgathering operations. Al-

though the longer-format 30-minute newscast did not 

appear until 1963, with the start of the nightly  Huntley-
Brinkley Report  on NBC in 1956 and the  CBS Evening 
News  with Walter Cronkite in 1962, television began to 

off er the viewing public an identifi able and trustworthy 

personality in the role of the news anchor, a person who 

presented and interpreted the day’s events. Such a role 

conferred a special status on that individual. Cronkite, 

once listed as America’s “most trusted fi gure” in an opin-

ion poll, established (if not unwittingly recognized) his 

role in defi ning political reality through his trademark 

nightly sign-off , “And that’s the way it is.” Network news 

anchors became the central defi ning feature of each 

network’s status as institutional mediators between the 

public and political authorities, with the real or per-

ceived power to infl uence public opinion. After viewing 

Cronkite’s critical on-air determination that “the bloody 

experience of Vietnam is a stalemate,” for example, Presi-

dent Lyndon Johnson is reported to have said, “If I’ve lost 

Cronkite, I’ve lost middle America.” 

 Political talk shows fi rst appeared on television in 

1947, when NBC started broadcasting  Meet the Press , a 

weekly program in which politicians and government 

offi  cials answered questions from a panel of journal-

ists. Th is format became the prototype for political talk 

shows for years to come, including CBS’s similarly styled 

 Face the Nation , which debuted in 1954. As the names of 

both programs suggest, the networks intended them to 

represent the public and its interest through their jour-

nalistic, interrogational style. Th e names also highlight 

the network conception that political talk should be con-

ducted by political “experts” as embodied by journalists 

(as opposed to philosophers, scholars, or civic activists). 

Similar shows in the network era included  Agronsky and 
Company  (PBS, 1969),  Washington Week in Review  (PBS, 

1969),  Th is Week with David Brinkley  (ABC, 1981), and 

 Th e McLaughlin Group  (PBS, 1982). What these pro-

grams demonstrated over time was not necessarily that 

they were accessible forums through which the public 

could understand the issues of the day or see politi-

cians held accountable; instead, they were public spaces 

through which policy makers talked to one another, 

signaled their forthcoming actions, justifi ed and ratio-

nalized past behavior, and generally enunciated what, 

in essence, became a working political consensus (often 

derisively called “inside the Beltway” thinking). 

 In the early network years, television news divisions 

embraced the documentary form that had been popular-

ized in fi lm. Famed CBS reporter Edward R. Murrow, 

who had made his name reporting for radio during World 

War II, introduced the prime-time news documentary 

series  See It Now  (1951–58), which covered a variety of po-

litical and social issues. Murrow’s most celebrated show 

detailed the tactics behind Senator Joseph McCarthy’s 

anti-Communist crusade (since dubbed  McCarthyism ), 

and included Murrow’s own criticism of the senator. 

Murrow’s use of his television platform, combined with 

his reputation as an honorable and trustworthy reporter, 

was an important step toward McCarthy’s eventual cen-

sure and downfall. 

 Th e news documentary form gained more promi-

nence and political importance in the early 1960s when 
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the networks off ered several prime-time documentary 

series, including  NBC White Paper ,  CBS Reports , and 

 ABC CloseUp . In what is now deemed the golden age of 

documentary television in the United States, this pro-

gramming included such famous reports as “Th e U-2 

Incident” (government deception in an international 

spying case), “Harvest of Shame” (the poverty of mi-

grant workers), and “Yanqui No!” (anti-U.S. feelings in 

Latin America). As the networks suspended much of 

their documentary output over time, the tradition of 

documentary television series largely became the respon-

sibility of public television broadcasters (such as PBS’s 

 Frontline ). Th e networks would fi nd the newsmagazine 

a more popular and profi table format (comprised of 

reporting that is much less politically ambitious, while 

focused on villains who are more clearly defi ned). CBS 

developed  60 Minutes  in 1968, which was followed by a 

host of imitators over the years, including  20/20  (ABC, 

1978) and  Dateline  (NBC, 1992). 

 Th rough the network era and even beyond, network 

news divisions continued to be the foremost arbiters of 

public life, serving as the nexus for citizen knowledge, 

understanding, and engagement with politics through 

television. From coverage of institutional political pro-

cesses, domestic and international crises and events, and 

social movements to rituals of memory and mourn-

ing that mythologized “Americanness,” television news 

helped audiences make sense of politics. 

 Television transformed modern campaigns and elec-

tions in numerous ways. Th e medium allowed candidates 

not only to reach mass audiences but also to craft their 

own image in voters’ minds without depending on jour-

nalists and other media “gatekeepers” to do it for them. 

One primary means of such image construction was spot 

advertising. In 1952 Dwight D. Eisenhower was the fi rst 

presidential candidate to learn the power of television 

advertising. Eisenhower chose to run a series of spot ads 

during entertainment programming, while his opponent, 

Adlai Stevenson, did not. Historians tend to agree that 

the ads helped create a warm and friendly persona for 

Eisenhower, who went on to win the presidency. Since 

that time, television advertising has become the domi-

nant form of communication between candidates and 

voters. In contemporary elections, television advertising 

accounts for between 50 and 75 percent of a campaign’s 

expenditures and is also one of the primary reasons that 

modern campaigns are so enormously expensive. 

 Yet candidates used television to do more than shape 

their own image; they also constructed a negative image 

of their opponent. Although voters consistently say they 

deplore negative advertising, studies have shown repeat-

edly that negative spots are eff ective in shaping public 

opinion. Negative advertising also often attracts (free) 

news media attention, as Lyndon Johnson’s famous 

“Daisy” ad did in 1964. Th e ad attacked Johnson’s Re-

publican opponent, Barry Goldwater, by showing a 

young girl picking the petals off  a daisy while a missile 

launch countdown sounded in the background, followed 

by the image of a nuclear explosion. Th e ad contrasted 

Goldwater’s stated willingness to use small nuclear weap-

ons with the innocence of childhood. Although the ad 

ran only a few times, its controversial nature assured that 

it would gain broader circulation through commentary 

in the news media, while suggesting that Goldwater was 

too dangerous to be commander in chief. 

 Candidates also tailored their image by crafting 

campaign appearances to attract news media attention. 

Derided as “pseudoevents” for their fabricated nature, 

these events were choreographed more for the televi-

sion audience at home than the audience present at 

the event itself. Th e need for expertise in crafting such 

imagery in ads and public events led to the rise of po-

litical professionals in modern campaigns—pollsters, 

marketers, and other consultants—adept at informa-

tion management. Th e writer Joe McGinnis was one 

of the fi rst to examine the role of political profession-

als in campaigns, detailing the rise of this new class of 

political operatives and their eff orts on behalf of Rich-

One of the fi rst political advertising campaigns to appear on 

television, the "Eisenhower Answers America" commercial of 

1952 included a short question and answer session between 

voters and presidential candidate Dwight D. Eisenhower. 

(Dwight D. Eisenhower Library)
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ard Nixon’s campaign for president in  Th e Selling of the 
President 1968 . Ronald Reagan, a former Hollywood 

actor and corporate spokesman, realized the need for 

a tightly controlled media image. He hired California 

media consultant Michael Deaver, who was widely 

viewed as a master innovator of modern presidential 

image making and central in crafting Reagan’s popular 

appeal. 

 In 1960 presidential candidates began a formal process 

of debates in front of television cameras. Th e debate that 

year between Democrat John F. Kennedy and Republi-

can Richard Nixon also suggested the potential eff ects 

that television might have on the process. Th e intimate 

scrutiny that the television cameras off ered of the two 

candidates—a young, handsome, and cool Kennedy 

contrasting with a hot, sweaty, and less-clean-shaven 

Nixon—was seen as crucial in voters’ perceptions of the 

two candidates. Voters who listened to the debate on 

radio told pollsters that they thought Nixon fared bet-

ter, while more television viewers came to the opposite 

conclusion. Th e Kennedy-Nixon debate looms large in 

the historical imagination for suggesting that television 

performances and imagery are perhaps as important (if 

not more so) than candidates’ policy positions. Although 

televised presidential debates did not occur again until 

1976, such debates have become routine in presidential 

contests. Over the years, the demands of the commercial 

medium tended to dictate length, style, and even the al-

lowable number of participants in the general election 

debates, with third-party candidates often excluded. 

Television, therefore, did not simply broadcast the event 

but instead actually composed it. 

 News coverage of politics extends, of course, be-

yond campaigns and elections into governance itself. 

Network television off ered extensive “gavel-to-gavel” 

coverage of important congressional hearings, from the 

1954 Army-McCarthy hearings (investigating charges of 

Communist infi ltration of the U.S. Army), the 1973–74 

Watergate hearings (surrounding executive misconduct 

by the Nixon administration), the 1987 Iran-Contra Af-

fair hearings (investigating illegal arms sales to Iran), and 

the 1991 Anita Hill–Clarence Th omas hearings (examin-

ing the sexual harassment allegations by law professor 

Hill against U.S. Supreme Court nominee Th omas dur-

ing his confi rmation hearings). Such televised events not 

only off ered insight into important political proceed-

ings, but they also became riveting dramas for the mil-

lions of Americans who ritually tuned in to watch at 

home. Th e hearings often mirrored and pronounced 

larger political and social issues (the cold war, govern-

ment secrecy, gender and racial politics), while simulta-

neously producing great television entertainment. 

 Television has had a special relationship to the offi  ce of 

the president. Th e U.S. Congress, with its 535 mem bers, 

as well as the agencies and departments that  comprise 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s controversial “Daisy Ad,” 

broadcast on September 7, 1964, begins with a young girl 

counting petals on a fl ower and shifts to a man’s voice count-

ing down to the detonation of a nuclear bomb. Th e next image 

is of the mushroom cloud of an atom bomb. Johnson’s voice 

then states, in part, “Th ese are the stakes! To make a world in 

which all children can live.” (Lyndon B. Johnson Library)
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the federal bureaucracy, are much more diffi  cult for tele-

vision reporters to cover—or at least make into compel-

ling stories. Hence, news networks quickly recognized 

that the president—as symbolic leader of the nation and 

the singular most powerful politician in Washington, 

D.C.—made for a good story and good television. Th e 

Eisenhower administration was the fi rst to allow cam-

eras to cover presidential press conferences (1955), while 

John F. Kennedy was the fi rst president to conduct a live 

television press conference in 1961. Kennedy’s easygoing 

and humorous style was well suited for television, and 

he is generally regarded as the fi rst president to master 

communication through the medium. Ronald Reagan 

and Bill Clinton showed similar skill in succeeding 

years. 

 Th e president’s State of the Union address is another 

moment at which television amplifi ed the power of the 

presidency; all of the major networks interrupt prime-

time programming to carry the speech live. Television 

has also provided a direct link between the president and 

the nation in moments of peril, crisis, or extraordinary 

news. Th ese have included Lyndon Johnson’s announce-

ment in 1968 that he would not seek a second term in 

offi  ce; Richard Nixon’s resignation from offi  ce in 1974; 

George H. W. Bush’s and George W. Bush’s declarations 

of war in the Middle East in 1999 and 2003, respectively; 

Bill Clinton’s apology for lying about his extramarital 

aff airs; and George W. Bush’s address to the nation after 

the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. 

 Television is also an important ritual site of mourn-

ing, remembrance, and nationhood during national 

tragedies. Th e assassinations of John F. and Robert F. 

Kennedy, the state funeral of Ronald Reagan, the Okla-

homa City bombing, the 9/11 tragedy, and other events 

became moments at which television news not only pro-

vided information and images of the events but off ered 

a collective site of mourning and tribute to the fallen. At 

these moments, television played its most defi ning role 

in crafting a sense of nationhood among the imagined 

community of citizens. Th is role also extended to major 

domestic and international events. Th rough its coverage 

of cold war summits, urban riots, and school massacres, 

or of the terrorist attacks at the 1972 Munich Olympics 

and the 1979–80 Iran hostage crisis, television news be-

came a primary site through which the public learned 

about and felt connected to these events. 

 Television’s role in mediating wars has been a source 

of great concern for politicians, military leaders, and citi-

zens alike. Th e Vietnam War, in particular, is generally 

considered America’s fi rst television war. While network 

news coverage was supportive of the U.S. mission during 

the early years of the confl ict, some critics blamed the 

continued broadcast of images of the war zone, antiwar 

protesters, and fl ag-draped coffi  ns of dead soldiers for 

deterring the war eff ort by eroding public support for it. 

Indeed, the idea that the media “lost” the war became so 

prevalent among U.S. military personnel that the Penta-

gon instituted a vast array of media management tech-

niques that they deployed in the 1991 Gulf War, including 

limits on how reporters could cover the war and how the 

military would conduct it. American television reporters 

and networks proved remarkably compliant to the mili-

tary’s information management techniques—agreeing, 

for example, to participate in press pools. Numerous 

studies have found that media coverage, especially that 

of national and local television news, was favorable to 

the point of providing a crucial “cheerleading” role that 

helped garner and maintain public support for the war. 

 Television news has also played a strategically im-

portant role in its coverage of social movements, at 

times off ering sympathetic images that helped mobi-

lize for change. At other times, though, television has 

helped marginalize and discredit such groups. Th e civil 

rights movement, the anti–Vietnam War movement, 

the women’s movement, and the gay rights movement 

have all felt the eff ects of television not only on their 

success and failures, but also on how each movement 

should conduct itself. Social movements use television 

to achieve much-needed publicity and visibility while 

striving to achieve legitimacy for their cause. National 

news networks were eff ective, for example, in broadcast-

ing the dramatic and bloody confl icts of desegregation 

battles in the Deep South, thereby attracting enormous 

sympathy and support from citizens and legislators else-

where in the nation. 

 In dealing with television, however, movements have 

come to recognize it as a double-edged sword. To im-

prove their chances for positive coverage, activists have 

learned to supply attractive or appealing imagery, req-

uisite confl ict and drama, messages condensed into 

sound bites, and access to spokespersons—all of which 

may simplify the movement and its message, create ten-

sions and disagreements within the leadership, or lead 

it to engage in activities simply to attract attention. Yet 

the history of such coverage has shown that television 

reporters have tended to focus on extreme and angry 

voices (radicals vowing to use violence), irrelevant mat-

ters (the hairy legs of feminists), and negative imagery 
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(the pierced nipples of gay men), all while marginaliz-

ing the movement ideologically by counterpoising such 

images and voices with “normal” “mainstream,” or “rea-

sonable” individuals. In short, television off ers the mass 

publicity necessary to bring about change, but news re-

porters have proven willing to discard norms of objectiv-

ity if it makes for sensational programming. 

 Yet news divisions were not the only ways in which 

television dealt with political and social issues. En-

tertainment programming often provided another 

point of reference, a place in which cultural struggles 

were also taken up in diff erent narrative ways. For in-

stance, as civil rights legislation was debated in Con-

gress, a young Bill Cosby portrayed a Rhodes scholar 

and agent of espionage in the television drama  I Spy  
(NBC, 1965–68). National discussions about affi  rma-

tive action, welfare, and integration played out on 

shows such as  All in the Family  (CBS, 1971–79) and 

 Good Times  (CBS, 1974–79), while programs such as 

 Julia  (NBC, 1968–71) and the miniseries  Roots  (ABC, 

1977) off ered more honest (in terms of the history of 

slavery and continuing racism) and nonstereotypical 

portrayals of African Americans. Issues such as abor-

tion, equal rights, and female politicians were taken up 

in  Maude  (CBS, 1972–78). Even mainstream comedy 

programs such as  Th e Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour  
(CBS, 1967–69) and  M*A*S*H  (CBS, 1972–83) were 

able (sometimes successfully, sometimes not) to include 

antiwar messages during the Vietnam era. Television—

including entertainment programming—is a cultural 

forum in which political and social issues are taken up 

and discussed, though rarely resolved. Television has 

also played an important role in shaping people’s un-

derstanding of public institutions such as the courts, 

police, and hospitals, as the networks have supplied a 

seemingly endless array of police, lawyer, and doctor 

dramas in prime time. 

 The Cable Era: Audience Fragmentation 

and Narrowcasting Politics 

 In the late 1970s and early 1980s, cable television emerged 

as a programming alternative to network television. Al-

though the broadcast networks continued to shape the 

presentation of politics on television, cable began whit-

tling away at the numbers of people who regularly 

watched network programming. While the economics 

of network television relied on a mass audience, cable 

television fragmented the audience into narrower demo-

graphic slices. Channels that appealed primarily to men, 

women, youth, and other groups began to appear, while 

programmers also devoted channels to specifi c genres 

such as sports, cartoons, music, news, and religion. For 

political life, perhaps the most important of these were 

C-SPAN (Cable Satellite Public Aff airs Network) and 

CNN (Cable News Network). 

 C-SPAN appeared in 1979 as a noncommercial, 

nonprofi t television network dedicated to covering the 

proceedings of the U.S. House of Representatives, later 

expanding its coverage to the Senate in 1986. Funded 

largely by the cable industry, the channel dedicated itself 

to long-form public aff airs programming. Over the years, 

C-SPAN has expanded to several channels and covers a 

wide variety of government, electoral, and public policy 

activities, with only 13 percent of its coverage now dedi-

cated to the House of Representatives, but it remains one 

of the few places for extensive and unfi ltered coverage 

of government proceedings unimpeded by opinionated 

talk and analysis that dominate network news coverage 

of most political events. 

 In 1982 Atlanta businessman Ted Turner introduced 

CNN as the fi rst 24-hour cable news network. Al-

though unprofi table in its early years, CNN redefi ned 

the viewing audience’s relationship to television news by 

late in the 1980s. No longer was it necessary for people 

to catch one of the three network newscasts at dinner-

time or the late evening slots at 10 or 11 p.m.; CNN 

let audiences watch news when it was convenient for 

them. Although its ratings (viewership numbers) are 

minuscule in comparison to the network newscasts, its 

ability to provide continuous and extended coverage 

of breaking news events (such as the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, the Chinese democracy movement at Tiananmen 

Square, and the fl oods following hurricane Katrina) has 

made cable news an indispensable resource. CNN be-

came the “go-to” channel during the 1991 Gulf War, as 

it provided continuous coverage of the Iraqi and Ameri-

can invasions of Kuwait. But the constant need for new 

material has led critics to claim that the network helped 

facilitate U.S. government propaganda eff orts in that 

war by beaming live military press briefi ngs unfi ltered 

by editors. Furthermore, scholars began using the term 

 telediplomacy  to highlight how instantaneous satellite 

messages (such as those between the Bush administra-

tion and Saddam Hussein’s regime) might supplant 

traditional channels of diplomatic communication, es-

pecially in times of crisis. In the mid-1990s, critics also 

began referring to the “CNN eff ect,” surmising that 

the amount of television imagery broadcast has a direct 
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eff ect on government action or inaction toward crises 

around the world. Extended coverage of, for example, 

starving children in Ethiopia or “ethnic cleansing” in 

Bosnia is more likely to create public pressure on policy 

makers to take action than when little or no television 

coverage exists. 

 Cable news competitors MSNBC and the Fox News 

Channel appeared in 1996. Fox News vaulted to the lead 

of cable news ratings in the early years of the twenty-

fi rst century as a conservative ideological alternative to 

the supposed “liberal” mainstream media. Although 

Fox branded itself as “fair and balanced,” its reporting 

was widely seen as overtly partisan (Republican). Fox 

also transformed the presentation of news through its 

ESPN-style visual graphics and spectacular audio dis-

plays while also largely using opinionated talk shows 

(instead of news reports) to fi ll its 24-hour programming 

schedule. Th e result was that while cable news channels 

did provide continuing coverage of political events, they 

also focused most of their attention (because of its ease 

of production and inexpensive nature) on political talk 

rather than reporting. 

 Cable programmers have also ushered in a diff erent 

variety of political talk on television. Whereas the net-

work talk show model depended on experts and politi-

cal insiders to do the talking, cable began off ering talk 

shows populated by political outsiders. CNN’s  Larry 
King Live , which began in 1985, became a site for a less-

interrogational style of political talk. From 1993 to 1996, 

Comedy Central aired a political talk show  ( which later 

aired on ABC from 1997 to 2002) hosted by comedian 

Bill Maher called  Politically Incorrect , which included 

a variety of guests from the world of entertainment, 

music, sports, and publishing—few of whom had any 

expertise in politics. From 1994 to 2002 on Home Box 

Offi  ce (HBO), Dennis Miller, another comedian, dis-

cussed political and social issues with a celebrity guest 

and fi elded phone calls from viewers. In short, cable 

outlets challenged the network model that tacitly sanc-

tioned certain people—but not others—to talk about 

politics. While the Sunday morning network talk shows 

still drew viewers, audiences could also look to nonex-

perts like radio host Sean Hannity, former infotainment 

host Bill O’Reilly, and former sportscaster Keith Olber-

mann for alternative forms of political talk in the cable 

universe. 

 Other forms of public aff airs programming tradition-

ally handled by the networks increasingly became the 

province of cable programmers. Beginning with the Re-

publican convention in 1952, for instance, the networks 

gave party nominating conventions extensive coverage 

during prime time. Th e networks saw these conven-

tions as news events and reported them as such. But as 

the news value of such party meetings subsided (due to 

changes in party election procedures in the 1970s), the 

networks reduced the amount of coverage dedicated to 

them, letting cable news, public television, and C-SPAN 

off er more extensive coverage. While cable coverage may 

have proven more thorough than the networks ever pro-

vided (such as C-SPAN’s gavel-to-gavel coverage of the 

conventions), the move to cable nevertheless signaled the 

diminished stature of such ritualistic political events for 

both the broadcast networks and their mass audiences. 

Th e network move suggested that only political events 

with specifi c news value, as defi ned by the networks—not 

other forms of political communication based on ritual 

or communal connection to politics—deserved atten-

tion. Similarly, presidential debates during primary sea-

sons are now largely carried by cable news outlets. And as 

the noncommercial public television network PBS came 

under increased attack by Republicans for what they saw 

as liberally biased or indecent programming, cutting-edge 

political documentaries became more readily available on 

HBO and other cable channels. In short, the competitive 

environment of television in the cable era resulted in a 

division of duties between networks and cable channels, 

with the networks increasingly pushing politics and pub-

lic aff airs away from mass viewership and more into a 

niche market for the politically interested and aware. 

 The Postnetwork Era: Interactivity 

and Public Engagement 

 Since the rise of the Internet in the 1990s, digital tech-

nologies have transformed how people use and view 

television. Music videos, for instance, were once pro-

duced solely for television broadcast. But citizens could 

now produce their own music videos comprised of 

both new and existing television images—such as, in 

2008, Obama Girl’s “I’ve Got a Crush on Obama” and 

Will.i.am’s pro–Barack Obama ode “Yes We Can”—and 

circulate them on the Internet, outside the confi nes of 

broadcasting’s regime. Similarly, citizens were able to 

mix together snippets of political candidates’ interviews 

on news and talk shows to produce mash-up videos that 

demonstrate inconsistencies, distortions, and incoherent 

statements—to produce an alternative interpretation of 



 temperance 

 815

the candidate. While television imagery was still central 

to politics, the distribution of production away from 

centralized institutions aff ected how political meaning 

was established in the postnetwork era. 

 What accompanied this citizen empowerment was a 

tremendous decline in viewership of television news by 

young people, many of whom turned to other sources 

for their news and information. With their departure, 

and the declining viewership of other demographic 

groups, the status and authority of network news as 

primary arbiters of political life rapidly decreased. Cer-

tainly the Internet was central to this migration, but so 

too were alternate sites for information and entertain-

ment on television, such as the Comedy Central’s faux 

news and pundit shows,  Th e Daily Show with Jon Stewart  
(1996–  )   and  Th e Colbert Report  (2005–), respectively. As 

the mainstream news media were misled by the infor-

mation management eff orts of the Bush administration 

in the run-up to the Iraq War (while also refusing to 

aggressively challenge such eff orts), satirical television 

programs such as these questioned and challenged the 

dominant thinking. 

 Entertainment television further expanded its po-

litical programming in the post-network era. Broadcast 

networks found that dramas and sitcoms about political 

institutions such as  Th e West Wing  (NBC, 1999–2006), 

 J.A.G.  (CBS, 1995–2005),  Spin City  (ABC, 1996–2002), 

and  24  (CBS, 2001–) could be quite successful with view-

ing audiences. Similarly, cable networks like Comedy 

Central fl ourished by providing biting political and so-

cial satire in programs such as  Th at’s My Bush!  (2001) and 

 Lil’ Bush  (2007–8)—the fi rst programs dedicated to ridi-

culing a sitting president—as well as  South Park  (1997–). 

Subscription cable channels such as HBO produced dar-

ing programs such as  Th e Wire  (2002–8 ) , a fi ctional series 

that examined Baltimore’s underground drug economy 

and the failure of political and social institutions to deal 

with the intransigent problems of urban decay. 

 In sum, television in the postnetwork era, like the In-

ternet and other new media technologies, became a place 

for new narratives of politics and new forms of citizen 

engagement with political life. Television transformed 

American politics, and continued to play an important—

yet changing—role in the public’s relationship to repre-

sentative democracy. 

  See also  Internet and politics; press and politics; radio 

and politics. 
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 territorial government 

 Th e U.S. government has administered territories that 

make up almost three-quarters of the land area of the na-

tion, and its continued possession of territories gives the 

United States the largest territorial area of any country 

in the world. Th e United States governed territories at 

its founding under the Northwest Ordinance, and it ad-

ministers them at present in the Caribbean and Pacifi c. 

Spanning this vast amount of space and time, U.S. presi-

dents, the courts, and especially the U.S. Congress estab-

lished territorial governments and set territorial policies. 

By the same token, because of the lengthy period over 

which the United States has administered its territories 

and the size of its territorial possessions, few general rules 

apply to the U.S. territorial system as a whole. 

 Only two clauses of the U.S. Constitution discuss ter-

ritories. Article IV, Section III, Clause 2, states explic-

itly that “Th e Congress shall have Power to dispose of 

and make all needful Rules and Regulations respecting 

the Territory or other Property belonging to the United 

States; and nothing in this Constitution shall be so con-

strued as to Prejudice any Claims of the United States, or 

of any particular State.” Clause 1 of Article IV, Section III 

touches implicitly on the territories: it allows Congress 

to admit new states into the Union as long as states are 

not created out of other states or formed by combin-

ing all or parts of other states “without the Consent of 

the Legislatures of the States concerned as well as of 

Congress.” Such language assumed that the new states 

would be formed out of already existing U.S. territory 

(or property). 

 Th e United States always had territories. Since 1783, the 

United States had sovereignty over the Trans-Appalachian 

West, an area roughly double the size of the original states, 

inclusive of Vermont which was assumed to be part of 

the Union although it was not an original state. Th e U.S. 

government acquired the Trans-Appalachian West from 

Great Britain according to the terms of the 1783 Treaty of 

Paris. But the entire tract belonged solely to the U.S. gov-

ernment, rather than to any state or group of states, under 

the terms of the ratifi cation of the Articles of Confedera-

tion. Maryland had insisted that before it would approve 

the articles (which had to be ratifi ed unanimously), the 

states with claims on the Trans-Appalachian West (Con-

necticut, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and 

Georgia, in particular) fi rst had to surrender those claims 

to the U.S. government. Th e states agreed, surrendering 

their claims over a period of years. Th e result was that the 

fl edgling U.S. government now controlled the vast lands 

beyond the Allegheny (and Appalachian) Mountains and 

up to the banks of the Mississippi River, as the “public 

domain.” 

 Th e Constitution said little about the territory of the 

United States, and the Trans-Appalachian West attracted 

little discussion in Philadelphia, because Congress 

had already taken action. Under the Articles of Con-

federation and Perpetual Union, Congress had passed 

the Land Ordinance of 1785, which established a grid 

system for surveying the lands of the public domain, 

held that government land was to be sold at auction 

for no less that one dollar an acre, and mandated that 

the land be sold either in townships of 36 square miles 

for groups of settlers or in single sections (640 acres) 

for individual buyers. More signifi cantly, during that 

same summer in Philadelphia, Congress, under the 

Articles of Confederation, passed the Northwest Ordi-

nance on July 8, 1787, for the purpose of establishing 

territorial government in the area north and west of the 

Ohio River. 

 The Northwest Ordinance and Its Legacy 

 Th e purpose of both the Land Ordinance and the North-

west Ordinance was for the United States to develop the 

vast public domain through policies that would encour-

age settlement and then political incorporation into the 

Union through the formation of territorial governments. 

Th e U.S. government would thus be able to transform 

what white European Americans saw as unproductive 

and unpopulated wilderness into economically produc-

tive and politically contributing regions of an expanded 

republic. But the territories were to be under the author-

ity of the federal government until they were ready for 

statehood. 

 Th omas Jeff erson, James Monroe, and Nathan Dane 

drafted the Northwest Ordinance with this premise in 

mind: the Northwest Territory was to be administered 

“for the purpose of the temporary government.” Con-

gress could then decide “at as early periods as may be 

consistent with the general interest” to admit the territo-

ries as states, annexed on an “equal footing” with the ex-

isting states of the Union. Th e Northwest Ordinance was 

to be a covenant between the European Americans who 

had emigrated beyond the existing several states proper 

and those who still lived in those states. Th e founders as-

sumed that the persons in the Northwest Territory were 
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other European Americans, suitable for eventual citizen-

ship in one of the states of the Union. 

 Th e Northwest Ordinance explicitly stated that its 

fi rst four articles were “articles of compact, between the 

original states and the people and states of the said terri-

tory.” Articles I and II, foreshadowing the Bill of Rights, 

protected the civil liberties of territorial residents by 

guaranteeing the free expression of religion, the rights to 

habeas corpus and trial by jury, the prohibition of cruel 

and unusual punishment, the unlawful deprivation of 

property, and infringements on contracts. 

 James Madison, George Mason, and other founders 

meeting in the summer of 1787 in Philadelphia recog-

nized that they could not restrict European Americans 

from emigrating farther westward and deeper into the 

South. Rather than trying to restrict Americans from 

moving farther west and south, and rather than risk-

ing alienating their fellow Americans from the newly 

formed United States—and possibly inciting them to 

affi  liate with Britain or Spain, instead—the founders 

sought to induce their fellow Americans to stay within 

the United States by becoming residents of newly formed 

territories that over time could become states within the 

Union. 

 Th e Northwest Ordinance thus set the terms for 

the temporary administration and government of the 

old Northwest until such time that the territories had 

“grown up” enough to become states. It divided the area 

north and west of the Ohio River into administration 

districts, each of which had to proceed through a three-

stage process before becoming a state. Th e fi rst stage was 

the creation of a district government under Congress’s 

sole authority, wielded through an appointed governor, 

a secretary, and three judges (after 1789, when Congress, 

acting under the new U.S. Constitution, “repassed” the 

Northwest Ordinance and stipulated that the U.S. presi-

dent was to make the appointments). Th e second stage, 

reached once the district had 5,000 adult white male in-

habitants, consisted of the establishment of a territorial 

government composed of a locally elected legislature, a 

governing council, and three judges. All elected offi  cers 

also had to fulfi ll minimum property requirements. Th e 

governor had near-total power; he had absolute veto 

power over the legislature and could convene or dismiss 

the legislature at will. Th e third stage was achieved once 

the territory had achieved a recommended population 

of 60,000 persons ( not  an absolute requirement per the 

terms of the Northwest Ordinance) and once it had set 

up a republican government under a written constitu-

tion. Th e organized territory could then petition Con-

gress for statehood. 

 Th e Northwest Ordinance acquired near-constitu-

tional status, despite its application only to the old 

Northwest. Th ere were several reasons for its great legacy. 

Th e drafting and passage of the Northwest Ordinance 

and Land Ordinance preceded the drafting and ratifi ca-

tion of the Constitution, so by implication, the Constitu-

tion did not need to address the matters of the territories 

or political expansion of the United States in any detail. 

In addition, rules about how the public domain was to 

be disposed and settled carried immense stakes for more 

than a few of the founders, who had invested heavily in 

the public lands—whether individually, or indirectly by 

investing in land companies. Th e land issue was highly 

contentious and since it had been a sticking point with 

respect to the states’ approval of the Articles of Confed-

eration, the founders were understandably reluctant to 

take on the topic in the Constitution. Instead, they could 

leave decisions on the public domain and the territories 

for future Congresses, presidents, and judges to settle. 

 Th e principal reason for the lasting impact of the 

Northwest Ordinance, though, was the immensity of 

subsequent U.S. expansion; the founders scarcely envi-

sioned the geographic scope that the nation would even-

tually encompass. With the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, 

the acquisition of West Florida (1811) and East Florida 

(1819), the 1846 Oregon Cession, the 1848 Mexican Ces-

sion, the 1867 purchase of Alaska, and other additions, 

the total area of the U.S. acquisitions reached 1.2 billion 

acres. 

 It remained for Congress to divide the new tranches 

of public domain into districts and territories, decide on 

territorial policies, and annex them as states—if often 

with diff erent borders than when the territories were fi rst 

drawn up. Congress established 74 separate territories of 

diff erent boundaries and duration, eventually resulting 

in the creation of 31 states. Neither could the founders 

have imagined that the United States would possess ter-

ritories spanning continental North America and reach-

ing into the Caribbean Sea (Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin 

Islands) and Pacifi c Ocean (Guam, the Philippines, 

Hawai‘i, American Samoa, and the Northern Marianas). 

Nor could the founders have known that territorial ac-

quisitions would continue from 1787 (with the establish-

ment of the Northwest Territory) until 1975 (with the 

addition of the Northern Marianas), and that the United 

States, 230 years after the Declaration of Independence, 

would still have fi ve territories in its possession. 



territorial government

818

 Th e precedent set by the Northwest Ordinance thus 

applied not only to the fi ve states created from the 

Northwest Territory but served as the template for the 

addition of the dozens of other territories forged out of 

the new areas periodically acquired by the U.S. govern-

ment. With the Constitution providing little direction 

for the government of territories, the processes specifi ed 

in the Northwest Ordinance continued to be applied 

throughout the nineteenth century and into the twen-

tieth, as the new U.S. territories transitioned into states. 

Th e United States grew from 16 states in 1800 to 23 states 

in 1820, 26 states in 1840, 33 states in 1860, 38 states in 

1880, 45 states in 1900, and 48 states in 1920. Th e last two 

states, Alaska and Hawai‘i, were added in 1959. 

 The Insular Territories 

 Th e historical trajectory of U.S. territorial development 

was disrupted after the Spanish-American War. None of 

the territories the United States acquired after 1898, ex-

cept Hawai‘i, were later annexed as states, nor did the 

islands acquired in 1898 and 1899 (Puerto Rico, Guam, 

the Philippines, and American Samoa) or in the twen-

tieth century (the U.S. Virgin Islands in 1917, and the 

Northern Marianas, a United Nations trust territory of 

the Pacifi c Islands administered by the United States and 

annexed in 1975), become states. ( Th e territories already 

existing in 1898—Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona, 

and Alaska—did, of course, become states). Th e present 

U.S. territories are not in a designated transition period 

toward statehood; they are not likely to be annexed as 

states in the foreseeable future, and it is highly unlikely 

that they will be let go to become independent states or 

the possessions of other powers. 

 Hawai‘i, annexed three days after the close of the 

Spanish-American War, was controlled politically and 

dominated economically by a small white ruling class 

( haoles ), a situation that none of the other new island 

territories shared. With its white ruling class, its value 

as a naval station and midoceanic port, and its sugar-

cane production, Hawai‘i was much more acceptable 

to the U.S. Congress as a territory—and, much later, 

as a state—than were the other U.S. possessions in the 

Caribbean and the Pacifi c islands, which were densely 

populated with nonwhite residents. 

 Th e Supreme Court ratifi ed this new direction in 

U.S. territorial history. In a series of closely decided and 

controversial decisions known as the Insular Cases, the 

Court ruled that the United States could exert sover-

eignty over territories that were not fully incorporated 

into the nation and not fully protected by the provisions 

of the Constitution. Congress could rule these nonincor-

porated territories under the sweeping authority of the 

territory clause to “make all needful Rules and Regula-

tions respecting the Territory or other Property belong-

ing to the United States.” Congress could also impose 

tariff s on trade going to and from the island territories 

and the states proper; it could deny territorial inhabi-

tants trial by jury; and it could withhold other guar-

antees and protections of the U.S. Constitution and 

its amendments. It was Congress’s perogative to choose 

whether to extend all rights and privileges guaranteed by 

the Constitution to its territories. 

 No longer did territorial governments have to be tem-

porary or serve under transition periods until statehood, 

in contrast to the precedent set by the Northwest Or-

dinance. Instead, the United States could keep a “con-

quered country indefi nitely, or at least until such time 

as the Congress deemed that it should be either released 

or retained,” as Justice Edward Douglass White wrote 

in his concurring opinion in  Downes v. Bidwell . Justice 

White, along with a majority of justices on the Supreme 

Court, U.S. presidents from William McKinley onward, 

most policy makers, many political and legal scholars, 

and most of the American public, agreed that the new is-

land territories could be kept permanently as territories, 

according to the best interests of the United States, since 

as they saw it the inhabitants of the new territories were 

not suited to become members of the American polity. 

Th e Court and most Americans further agreed that the 

United States could divest itself of its territories, some-

thing it could not do with the states. And Congress did 

precisely that when it released the Philippines from ter-

ritorial status in 1946. 

 Congress and Territorial Government 

 Th roughout U.S. history, Congress oversaw the ad-

ministration of the territories and set territorial policy. 

Congress governed the territories by passing “organic 

acts” for the establishment of territories with organized 

governments. Th e dozens of territorial organic acts took 

remarkably consistent form, and many of the diff erences 

among them were minor—at least until the addition of 

the U.S. island territories. 

 Each of the organic acts defi ned territorial boundaries; 

each specifi ed that the U.S. president was to appoint the 

principal offi  cers in the territory (the governor, secretary, 

and judges), and to set their terms and salaries; and each 

established court systems and judicial jurisdictions. Each 
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also mandated that a nonvoting congressional delegate 

be selected for the U.S. House of Representatives, with a 

limited term in offi  ce (with the exception of the territo-

ries of Alaska and Hawai‘i), and each either determined 

the location of the territory’s capital city or authorized 

the territorial legislature or territorial governor to de-

cide the location of the territorial seat of government 

(with the exception of the organic acts for the territories 

of Florida, Arizona, and Hawai‘i). 

 Th e territorial acts specifi ed, too, that only free white 

adult males could vote or hold offi  ce, with the exceptions 

of the territorial acts for Arkansas, Montana, Wyoming, 

and the island territories, including Hawai‘i. Th e territo-

ries of Montana (1864) and Wyoming (1868) were estab-

lished during and after the Civil War, however, and were 

the last two territories formed out of the area to become 

the lower 48 states (with the exception of Oklahoma, 

which became a state in 1907). Since the Caribbean and 

Pacifi c territories had predominantly nonwhite popu-

lations, restricting suff rage and offi  ce holding to adult 

white males would have made little sense. 

 For the most part, the territorial acts avoided mention 

of slavery. Th e Northwest Ordinance prohibited slavery, 

but only the territorial acts establishing Indiana Territory 

(1805) and the organic acts for the Philippines (1902) and 

for Puerto Rico (1917) also explicitly prohibited slavery. 

Slavery in the territories was determined, instead, by 

the Constitution’s prohibition on importing slaves after 

1808, and by the Missouri Compromise restricting slav-

ery to areas below 36° 30  latitude. A few of the territo-

rial acts followed Stephen Douglas’s principle of popular 

sovereignty and allowed the territories (e.g., New Mex-

ico, Utah, Kansas, and Nebraska) to decide whether they 

would become free or slave states at the time of their 

annexation. In the instance of Kansas and Nebraska, 

though, Congress’s organic act stipulated that the terri-

tories had to recognize the Fugitive Slave Act—the only 

territorial governments for which Congress made such 

an explicit requirement. 

 Although some territorial acts specifi ed that the Con-

stitution and all the laws of the United States were to 

apply in full, most simply assumed this to be the case. 

Congress explicitly extended the Constitution and the 

laws of the United States to the territories in its organic 

acts only when the territories in question—New Mexico, 

Utah, Colorado, Nevada, North and South Dakota, Wy-

oming, Puerto Rico, Hawai‘i, and Alaska—were created 

under conditions that elicited Congress’s caution: New 

Mexico had a majority Hispanic population; Utah was 

populated largely by Mormons; Colorado, Nevada, and 

the Dakotas were organized in 1861, during the Civil War, 

and Wyoming was organized in 1868, shortly afterward; 

Puerto Rico and Hawai‘i had majority non- European-

American populations; and Alaska had a miniscule white 

population and majority indigenous population of Inuit 

and other Eskimos. 

 In addition, the organic acts establishing the territo-

ries of the midwestern and western United States, from 

Oregon (established in 1848) through Oklahoma (1890), 

required progressively more of their new territorial gov-

ernments. Th ey mandated that land sections be reserved 

for schools, for instance, and that congressional funds 

be dedicated for the erection of public buildings such as 

capitols or libraries in the territorial capitals. Other acts 

specifi ed the construction of prisons. In Oklahoma Terri-

tory, Congress limited the use of railroad bonds and rail-

road scrip, directed that homestead titles in Oklahoma 

be given to U.S. citizens only, and specifi ed that any trea-

sury appropriations be explicitly explained and defi ned. 

 When Congress established territorial governments 

in Hawai‘i (1898), Puerto Rico (1900, and then again in 

1917), Alaska (1912), and the Philippines (1916), however, 

it departed from an earlier practice; it did not require 

that the chief territorial offi  cers be appointed by the 

U.S. president. Nor did Congress at the time call for 

these territories to assign delegates with term limits to 

U.S. House of Representatives. Th at would only come 

later; the Northern Marianas did not send a nonvoting 

territorial delegate to Congress until so approved by the 

110th Congress in 2008. 

 Congress and Territorial Policy 

 Besides establishing the fundamentals of territorial gov-

ernment, Congress set public policies on numerous issues 

that aff ected the security, wealth, and political develop-

ment of the territories. Congress set—and continues to 

set—territorial policy with respect to commerce (taxes, 

tariff s, shipping regulations, etc.), military aff airs (military 

spending, troop levels, troop movements and positioning, 

the construction of forts, naval bases, and other military 

installations), communications (railroads, telegraphy, te-

lephony, television, etc.), and other issues. Th roughout 

much of U.S. territorial history, too, Congress set policies 

on Indian aff airs, slavery, and the disposal of government 

lands that aff ected all the territories—and often the states 

as well. 

 Much of this policy making revolved around money, 

since Congress subsidized much territorial development. 
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Congress funded the exploration and mapping of the ter-

ritories by the U.S. Army Topographical Corps (and later 

the Army Corps of Engineers), which conducted surveys, 

mapped terrain and waterways, and planned road, canal, 

and railroad routes. Congress also paid for the construc-

tion of outposts for the U.S. military, given that the ter-

ritories often featured desirable ports ( New Orleans, San 

Francisco, Honolulu, San Juan, Manila Bay, Guam, Pago 

Pago) and provided choice sites for the construction of 

forts, arsenals, and other military establishments. As the 

United States added to its public domain, so too did the 

number of forts in the territories (including camps, bar-

racks, arsenals, and river defenses) grow—although not 

in every instance—from 8 in 1800, to 12 in 1820, 12 in 

1830, 13 in 1845, 69 in 1870, and 57 in 1885. 

 Forts and naval stations also constituted favorable lo-

cations for the conduct of trade and as sites for towns and 

cities. Furthermore, in the Midwest, on the Great Plains, 

and in the Mountain West, U.S. military personnel were 

able to assist westward migrants (and thereby facilitate 

further settlement) by providing information on travel 

routes; assisting sick and exhausted overland travelers; 

furnishing crucial supplies, including guns and ammu-

nition; and providing refuge against Indian attacks. Th e 

U.S. territories and the public domain may have consti-

tuted a buff er between existing states and hostile Indians 

or foreign powers, but they also promoted the economic 

growth of the nation. 

 Emigrants to the new areas could engage in farming, 

ranching, mining, shipping, and other productive ac-

tivities. Congress encouraged these activities in several 

ways. For one, it enacted liberal immigration policies 

throughout most of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-

turies, thereby allowing the United States to increase its 

population quickly. Many of these new immigrants ei-

ther settled immediately in the west or emigrated west 

within a generation, given the additional space and 

opportunities the territories aff orded them. Congress 

also helped territorial development by providing postal 

service—and thus transportation—to its territories by 

stagecoach, and then by rail at below cost. Th e 21,000 

total post-road miles in the United States in 1800 (inclu-

sive of the states and the territories) doubled to 44,000 

by 1815. Th at doubled again to 94,000 miles by 1825, and 

came to a total of 144,000 miles by 1845. Th ese roads 

connected the large and growing number of post offi  ces 

in the states and territories. 

 While the overwhelming majority of post offi  ces were 

in the states, many were in the territories. Th e number of 

post offi  ces in U.S. territories grew from 10 in 1800 to 177 

by 1820, 374 by 1830, and 346 by 1845. In 1885 the territo-

ries had 2,519 post offi  ces, up from 532 in 1870. As Alexis 

de Tocqueville expressed in amazement, “the district of 

Michigan” already had “940 miles of post roads,” and 

“[t]here were already 1,938 miles of post roads through 

the almost entirely wild territory of Arkansas.” Whereas 

the United States had 74 post offi  ces per 100,000 resi-

dents in 1838, Britain had just 17, and France had just 4. 

For the Americans living in the territories and on the 

frontier, especially, mail was the “soul of commerce” and 

critical to their economic and political future. 

 Congress further subsidized the development of the 

territories through land grants. While the Homestead 

Act of 1862 may be the best-known subsidy in the west-

ern states, more important by far were the number and 

scale of Congress’s railroad land grants during the mid-

nineteenth century. Th ese checkerboard grants, total-

ing more than 100 million acres, facilitated rail service 

in territories and across the continent; they encouraged 

movement and land speculation that often preceded 

signifi cant human settlement or other economic activi-

ties. Th e railroad land grants provided faster and better 

transportation and communication, and promoted far 

more economic activity, than the railroads would have 

provided absent government subsidies. 

 Th e cumulative eff ect of Congress’s policies with re-

spect to the railroads, the post, and the military was to lay 

the foundation so that others—such as farmers, ranch-

ers, miners, bankers, and businessmen—would populate 

the public domain, settle in the territories, form territo-

rial governments, and eventually join the United States 

as full citizens. 

 Congress’s Plenary Power 

 Residents of the territories had little recourse if they 

thought that Congress did not do enough to protect 

them from Indian violence, survey and administer land 

sales, or provide for mail service. If Congress set the key 

policies that aff ected the residents of the territories, it 

was not electorally accountable to them—even if they 

predominantly consisted of European Americans. Mem-

bers of Congress were elected by voters in the states and 

in the congressional districts created within the states, 

with the result being that the residents of the territories 

were eff ectively disenfranchised, without a voice in their 

political and economic futures—whether such persons 

were white American émigrés, enslaved or free African 

Americans, Mormons, American Indians, Puerto Ricans, 
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or the Chamorros of Guam and the Northern Mariana 

Islands. 

 For some territorial residents, this disenfranchisement 

was relatively short-lived; it took Kansas just seven years 

to become a state after becoming an organized territory 

(1854–61), and nine years for Missouri (1812–21) and 

Minnesota (1849–58). Other territorial residents experi-

enced much longer periods of disenfranchisement: New 

Mexico, for instance, with its dominant Hispanic popu-

lation, was annexed as a territory in 1850 but not annexed 

as a state until 1912; Utah, with its Mormon population, 

was annexed as a territory in 1850, but not admitted as 

a state until 1896 (after it renounced polygamy in 1890); 

and Hawai‘i, with its Polynesian and Asian population, 

was annexed in 1898 but not admitted as a state until 

1959. Th e island residents of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the 

other current U.S. territories (all formally U.S. citizens 

except for American Samoans) remain without eff ective 

representation in the U.S. House of Representatives, 

Senate, or Electoral College. 

 Congress has therefore been able to set territorial 

policy according to its interpretation of the U.S.’s “gen-

eral interest.” Th e defi nition of that interest depended 

on party alignment, sectional balance, and the dominant 

interests of the day. Congress created districts and ter-

ritories, drew up territorial boundaries, and decided ex-

actly when to annex territories as states as it judged most 

expedient. In particular, Congress could decide when to 

form territorial governments and when to retain territo-

rial governments, delaying their annexation as states. 

 For the 31 states that had formerly been territories, it 

took an average of 40 years between the time the area 

came under U.S. sovereignty and the time Congress 

annexed the area as a state. Since neither the Constitu-

tion nor the Northwest Ordinance set a time frame for 

admitting qualifi ed territories as states once they peti-

tioned for annexation, Congress used its own discretion 

to decide when territorial governments could become 

states. Sometimes the lengthy struggle for statehood 

was a matter of ethnicity, as with the delays in admit-

ting Oklahoma and its Indian population (1803–1907) 

and New Mexico and its dominant Hispanic population 

(1848–1912). Other times, the delays were caused by low 

territorial populations, as in the Dakotas (1803–1889), 

Arizona (1848–1912), and Alaska (1867–1959). 

 Another cause for delay was slavery. Congress in the 

antebellum United States timed the annexation of states 

to balance the number of free states and slave states; it 

accordingly admitted some states in successive years to 

retain the balance in the U.S. Senate, such as Illinois 

(1818), Alabama (1819), Maine (1820), Missouri (1821), 

Arkansas (1836), Michigan (1837), Florida (1845), and 

Iowa (1846). Congress admitted “battle born” Nevada 

in 1864 despite its relatively low population ( 30,000 to 

40,000) because it anticipated support from the terri-

tory for President Lincoln, the Republican Party, and 

their wartime policies. 

 After 1898, however, questions of timing became 

moot, since Congress and the U.S. government decided 

that the island territories would remain territories; ter-

ritorial governments were no longer temporary. Th e 

present-day U.S. Caribbean and Pacifi c territories have 

their own elected legislatures, executive branches, and 

court systems—the rulings of which may be appealed 

to the U.S. federal courts—but the U.S. Congress and 

executive branch decide trade policy (e.g., fi shing and 

customs laws), set citizenship and immigration require-

ments, make telecommunications policies, and oversee 

criminal proceedings. Th e constitution of the com-

monwealth of Puerto Rico forbids capital punishment, 

for instance, yet Puerto Ricans may still be executed in 

mainland U.S. prisons for capital crimes committed 

under federal law. 

 Executive Infl uence 

 Congress may have had plenary power over the U.S. ter-

ritories, but the executive branch was often able to exert 

its own considerable infl uence. One form such infl uence 

took was the U.S. president’s appointment of territorial 

governors—at least in the cases of the continental “in-

corporated” territories—unlike the elected governors of 

the later island territories. Th e territorial governors could 

dominate their legislatures through their powers of abso-

lute veto and their authority to convene or dismiss the 

territorial legislatures. Th ey could decide if and when 

to hold censuses and referenda so as to determine when 

their territories could enter the second stage of territorial 

government, and if and when to hold elections for del-

egates for a constitutional convention. Furthermore, the 

governors had signifi cant authority in their multiple roles 

as the commanders of the local militia,  superintendents 

of Indian aff airs in the territory, and overseers of the dis-

posal of public lands (even if Congress set the overall 

land policy). 

 Territorial governors, as a general rule, were ambitious 

men who saw their roles as stepping-stones to higher 

offi  ce and better positions. Despite the governors’ rela-

tively low salaries and scarce resources, many of them 
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were popular with their territorial residents and seen 

as political assets by U.S. presidents. Territorial gover-

nors served on average more than three years in offi  ce, 

a tenure almost as long as the average for the elected 

governors of the states. Among the most famous of the 

governors were later U.S. president William Henry Har-

rison (governor of the Indiana Territory), William Clark 

of the Lewis and Clark expedition (governor of the Mis-

souri Territory), secretary of war and presidential candi-

date Lewis Cass (governor of the Michigan Territory), 

explorer and presidential candidate John C. Frémont 

(governor of the Arizona Territory), and the promi-

nent Federalist and former president of the Continental 

Congress, Arthur St. Clair (governor of the Northwest 

Territory). 

 Scarce funding from Congress and general neglect of 

the territories, however, meant that territorial governors 

could not, as a practical matter, rule autocratically. Con-

gress was notoriously stingy about funding land offi  ces, 

providing suffi  cient resources for Indian aff airs and in-

ternal improvements, and granting enough personnel to 

execute other governmental policies in the territories. As 

a result, territorial governors had to work with other key 

individuals and dominant economic interests in the ter-

ritories, such as railroad companies, banks and other in-

vestors, mining companies, and large eastern or foreign 

landowners. Conversely, governors who did not work 

closely with the prominent individuals and dominant 

interests in the territories were typically ineff ective (e.g., 

Governor St. Clair of the Northwest Territory). Th e logic 

of territorial government led to a government brokered 

by the established individuals, major economic actors, 

and other principal interests of a territory—in eff ect, to 

oligarchical territorial government. 

 U.S. presidents also governed the public domain 

through the military. Military governments were often 

the product and continuation of conquests, such as that 

of General Andrew Jackson in Florida or General Ste-

phen W. Kearny in New Mexico and Arizona, until such 

time that Congress was able to pass organic acts and es-

tablish formal territorial governments. Florida was under 

military government from 1819 to 1822, for instance; 

Louisiana was under military rule from 1803 to 1804; 

New Mexico from 1846 to 1851; and Puerto Rico from 

1898 to 1902. ( Th e U.S. Army also managed the Panama 

Canal Zone while it was leased to the United States.) Th e 

U.S. Navy administered and governed Guam from 1898 

until 1952, American Samoa from 1899 to 1952, and the 

U.S. Virgin Islands from 1917 to 1931. 

 The Many Systems of the Territorial System 

 Th ere was no single system for the government of the 

territories of the United States, just as there is no one 

principle that orders the history of the United States’ 

government of its territories. Th e brevity of the territo-

rial clause made it inadequate for administering the pub-

lic domain and led to the lasting precedent set by the 

Northwest Ordinance. Yet the Northwest Ordinance, 

for all of its long-lasting impact, did not serve as a blue-

print for the government of the later island territories. 

 Territorial government was shaped by slavery and the 

Civil War, Indian policy and U.S. strategic concerns, 

Mormonism and disregard for other than European-

American populations, economic interests and trade 

policies, and a host of other factors. Whereas the territo-

ries were once as close to the states as the Pennsylvania-

Ohio and Georgia-Florida boundaries, they later became 

more distant geographically, separated by thousands of 

miles of land or sea. Th e result is that territorial gov-

ernment changed considerably, from the tighter control 

of the fi rst U.S. territories to the less direct control of 

the later continental territories. Th e government of the 

Philippines, for instance, achieved increasing autonomy 

through the territorial acts of 1902, 1916, 1937 (when the 

Philippines became a “commonwealth”), and 1946 (when 

it achieved formal independence). Similarly, the Puerto 

Rican government, offi  cially organized by the Foraker 

Act of April 2, 1900, was amended by the Jones Act of 

March 2, 1917 (which provided Puerto Rico with three 

separate branches of government and granted Puerto 

Ricans U.S. citizenship), and then Public Law 600 of 

July 4, 1950 (which conferred commonwealth status on 

Puerto Rico and enabled Puerto Ricans to draft their 

own constitution). 

 But such changes in U.S. territorial government did 

not depend on the Constitution, existing federal laws, or 

the territory in question. Th e ultimate control exercised 

by the U.S. Congress, executive branch, and Supreme 

Court was the by-product of other issues: economic de-

velopment and industrial growth; sectoral rivalry and 

party politics; U.S. foreign policy interest and grand 

strategy; and considerations of citizenship and American 

identity. 

  See also  Alaska and Hawai‘i; Great Plains; Midwest; Pacifi c 

Coast; Rocky Mountain region. 
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 think tanks 

 For more than a century, policy experts have been un-

derstood as neutral, credible, and above the rough and 

tumble of policy making. Progressive reformers early in 

the twentieth century turned to the burgeoning social 

sciences for salvation. Reformers believed that the new 

ranks of policy experts trained at universities would be 

capable of usurping patronage politics; experts would de-

velop  real  solutions to the social and economic instabili-

ties that stemmed from the Industrial Revolution. Many 

would be housed at think tanks, public policy research 

organizations with origins in the early twentieth century. 

American politics and society would be better informed 

and much improved as a result of experts’ eff orts. 

 In the early twentieth century, the training of new 

policy experts became a central focus of reformers, with 

the creation of schools for policy analysts at leading 

universities and of agencies within government depart-

ments that produced research and evaluations for deci-

sion makers. Scholars observed these developments and 

contributed to the prevailing understanding of experts 

in American policy making: as important background 

voices that bring rational, reasoned analysis to long-term 

policy discourse based on the best evidence available. 

 For much of the last century, this assessment was 

basically accurate; experts fulfi lled these mandates. By 

the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, however, the 

ranks of real-life policy experts scarcely conformed to 

the promise of making policy choices clearer and more 

rigorous and decisions necessarily more rational. Th ese 

experts were based at a growing number of think tanks 

in Washington, D.C., and in state capitals across the 

country, and it was as common for think tanks to refl ect 

clear ideologies and values as commitments to objectiv-

ity or neutrality. 

 Th ink tanks have contributed to a transformation in 

the role of experts in American policy making. Many 

experts now behave like advocates. Th ey are not just vis-

ible but highly contentious as well. Th ey more actively 

market their work than conventional views suggest; 

their work, in turn, often represents preformed points 

of view rather than even attempts at neutral, rational 

analysis. 

 Th ese developments apply particularly to a group of 

identifi ably ideological and mostly conservative think 

tanks that have emerged since the 1970s. Assessed from 

various angles, conservative ideology has had substantial 

infl uence over the direction of the U.S. policy agenda. 

Even when Democrats have regained their electoral 

strength, ideas about limited government, unfettered 

free markets, and strong heterosexual families remain 

infl uential in debates over everything from tax policy 

and business regulation to education reform and civil 

rights. Conservative ideology has been advanced by a 

conservative infrastructure of nonprofi t organizations 

led by think tanks. 
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 Early National Think Tanks 

 Th e fi rst think tanks embodied the promise of neutral 

expertise. Th ey formed as the social science disciplines 

of economics, sociology, and political science became 

established fi elds of inquiry and as confi dence grew in 

the uses of expertise as a means for correcting social 

problems. Th rough the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 

think tanks largely sought to identify government solu-

tions to public problems through the detached analysis 

of experts. Th ink tank scholars wrote on topics relevant 

to policy makers but typically maintained a distance 

from political bargaining in the fi nal stages of the policy-

making process. Th is analytic detachment was a behav-

ior to which researchers held fast and which fostered an 

eff ective relationship between experts and policy mak-

ers. Between 1910 and 1960, think tanks often infl uenced 

how government operated. Th e Brookings Institution, 

formed in Washington, D.C., in 1916, informed the 

creation of the Bureau of the Budget early in the cen-

tury. Th e RAND Corporation, formed in Santa Monica, 

California, in 1948, developed systems analysis for the 

Department of Defense. Th e infl uence of these think 

tanks was signifi cant, and their research served political 

purposes. But the policy process did not compel experts 

to become directly involved in partisan battles. Experts 

were mobilized by policy makers to prescribe possibili-

ties for change. 

 Th rough the fi rst two-thirds of the twentieth century, 

while think tanks at times produced politically conten-

tious research, their input was sought and generally 

respected by policy makers. Although think tanks were 

not the only source of expertise, they were prominent, 

consistent, and visible providers. 

 Th rough the 1950s and 1960s, the ideas and expertise 

produced by think tanks generally refl ected a near con-

sensus that developed among elites about the need for 

government management of social and economic prob-

lems. Even when policy entrepreneurs of a conservative 

bent established new think tanks, they usually followed 

prevailing organizational norms, hiring academically 

trained staff  and avoiding any appearance of having links 

to a single political party. 

 The Ascendance of Conservative Ideology 

 By the end of the 1960s, as government grew larger, the 

desirability and possibility of achieving social change 

through government programs began to be challenged. 

Some of the problems themselves—notably civil rights 

for African Americans and the Vietnam War—were 

highly divisive. Increasingly, critics described the gov-

ernment as ineff ective and overextended, both at home 

and abroad. Combined infl ation and unemployment 

in the 1970s—“stagfl ation”—contributed further to the 

decline of confi dence in “expertly devised” government 

programs as well as to doubts about Keynesian principles 

generally. 

 Th e growth of government fueled organization 

among those who disapproved of it. Conservatives, by 

the 1970s, were united by strong opposition to com-

munism and a shared belief that government resources 

were better channeled toward the nation’s defense and 

the fi ght against communism than to what they viewed 

as bloated and ineff ective domestic programs. A group 

of relatively small, politically conservative foundations 

and wealthy individuals provided support for applying 

these principles to public aff airs. More than a dozen 

conservative foundations and individuals formed a 

nucleus of support of conservative organizations that 

emerged through the 1970s and 1980s, think tanks 

prominent among them. Th e explicit intent of these 

eff orts was to destabilize the pro-government convic-

tions that had dominated American politics since the 

New Deal. Avowedly ideological, contentious, and 

politicized ideas and expertise became tools in these 

endeavors. 

 Th e formation of the Heritage Foundation in 1973 

was a turning point. Heritage was the fi rst of a new 

breed of think tanks that combined what Kent Weaver 

described as “a strong policy, partisan, or ideological 

bent with aggressive salesmanship and an eff ort to infl u-

ence current policy debates.” Th e political entrepreneurs 

who started the Heritage Foundation sought to create a 

highly responsive apparatus that could react quickly to 

hostile proposals in Congress. By the late 1970s, as Lee 

Edwards observed in his history of the Heritage Foun-

dation for its twenty-fi fth anniversary, “an increasingly 

confi dent Heritage Foundation set an ambitious goal: 

to establish itself as a signifi cant force in the policy-

making process and to help build a new conservative 

coalition that would replace the New Deal coalition 

which had dominated American politics and policy for 

half a century.” 

 Th rough the 1970s and 1980s, advocacy-oriented 

think tanks modeled after the Heritage Founda-

tion proliferated. Some of the older institutions, like 

the American Enterprise Institute, founded in 1943, 

adapted to become more advocacy oriented. Most 

were conservative, but liberal and centrist organiza-
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tions emerged as well. Th e staff s of these organizations 

tended to be ideologically homogeneous, and their 

leaders used research as vehicles to advance their un-

derlying ideologies. 

 The Infl uence of Think Tanks 

 By 2007 more than 300 think tanks were active in na-

tional and state policy making. Yet, despite their num-

bers, the nature and extent of their infl uence were in 

question. Although think tanks can make their work 

infl uential among experts, in practice, the orgaizations 

too often focus their eff orts on producing commentary 

about urgent policy decisions rather than intervening at 

earlier stages of policy making. 

 Th us, think tanks’ commentary often serves as little 

more than ammunition for policy makers who need 

public justifi cation for their preferred policy choices. In 

fact, specifi c estimates of the fi nancial costs of new initia-

tives or the benefi ts of legislation are much more infl u-

ential during the fi nal stages of policy debates. Research 

that explores the foundations of a growing problem and 

possibilities for addressing it are also often important, 

creating a context for future changes in policy. 

 While the recent focus by think tanks on producing 

media commentary has not enhanced their immediate 

policy infl uence, it has damaged the collective reputa-

tion of policy experts generally. Policy research today is 

frequently evaluated more in terms of its ideological con-

tent and accessibility to audiences than by the quality of 

its content. 

 The War of Ideas 

 Conservatives, in particular, view think tanks from the 

perspective that ideas and values motivate—rather than 

result from—research. In their view, all research is ide-

ological insofar as ideas inform the questions that the 

so-called neutral researcher asks. Th ere is no such thing 

as disinterested expertise. Instead, as James Allen Smith 

observed, there are “permanent truths, transcending 

human experience, [that] must guide our political life.” 

Th ese truths motivate research, and research is a means 

to a more important end: realizing the ideas that are a 

refl ection of these truths. Th e staff  of ideological think 

tanks act as agents of ideologies rather than independent 

analysts. 

 Conservatives are diverse in their viewpoints but 

believe, at a fundamental level, that ideas have power. 

And ideas not only are but  should be  more powerful 

than expertise. One engages in (or supports) policy re-

search for the same reasons one supports political ad-

vocacy: because both contribute to the larger causes of 

shifting the terms of debate in American policy mak-

ing and to amplifying the power of conservative ideas. 

Conservative think tanks have thus advanced a plan to 

privatize Social Security in the 1970s and promoted it 

relentlessly for 25 years, until it appeared on the “main-

stream” policy agenda of President George W. Bush in 

2004. 

 Until 2007 conservative think tanks outnumbered 

liberal think tanks by two to one. Research-based think 

tanks of no identifi able ideology—many of them the 

older institutions like Brookings—still refl ected the 

greatest number of think tanks, but the ranks of ideo-

logical think tanks were growing the fastest. Th e aggres-

sive advocacy of the new organizations has aff ected think 

tanks of all stripes. Most think tanks—old and new, 

ideological and not—have increased their investments 

in communications and public aff airs over the past two 

decades. Many have switched from producing books and 

longer studies to producing more short policy briefs, the 

types of products that are easily and quickly digested by 

decision makers and journalists. 

 Th e race between conservative and liberal think tanks 

has tightened. In the wake of the 2004 election, founda-

tions and individual donors demonstrated a fresh inter-

est in supporting new liberal think tanks. Since then, the 

Center for American Progress has become a sizable pres-

ence in Washington, and other, smaller think tanks have 

emerged on the liberal left. In the years ahead, observers 

should track both the competition among ideological 

think tanks and the struggle between those organizations 

and their seemingly nonideological brethren. 

  See also  conservatism; patronage. 
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 transnational infl uences on American politics 

 After more than 50 years in elected offi  ce and 10 years as 

speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, Th omas 

“Tip” O’Neill encapsulated his wisdom about govern-

ment in a single phrase: “All politics is local.” In the 

words of his biographer, John A. Farrell, O’Neill’s com-

mitment to the needs of his Boston-area constituents 

made him one of the paragons for the twentieth-century 

transformation in American society: “As a young man 

with a passion for politics, O’Neill had watched and 

learned as Franklin D. Roosevelt employed the modern 

science of government to blunt the devastating eff ects of 

the Depression. . . . O’Neill fought Rooseveltian battles 

in Massachusetts, pushing for higher state payments 

to the elderly, new hospitals for the sick and mentally 

ill, a fair employment practices act for the state’s Afri-

can Americans, and the grand, ambitious public works 

and highway projects that transformed the face of the 

commonwealth in the postwar years. He believed that 

government was the means by which a people came to-

gether to address their community’s ills, to right wrongs 

and craft a just society.” Th is was traditional local “boss” 

politics, dominated by ethnic identity, personal favors, 

and appeals to the “common man.” Th is was American 

democracy in action. 

 Th is was also transnational politics in practice. For all 

the appeals to a special local set of interests, every major 

policy issue that O’Neill and his counterparts addressed 

had an international dimension. From state payments to 

the elderly to public works projects, U.S. government 

legislation refl ected the infl uence of events, personalities, 

and ideas in foreign societies. Th e same could be said 

about basic policies, even at the most local level, dur-

ing the prior two centuries. American politics have never 

existed in a national vacuum; they have always been part 

of a wider space that crosses the Atlantic and Pacifi c 

Oceans, as well as the Rio Grande and the northern bor-

der with Canada. 

 Th e nature and weight of transnational infl uences 

have, of course, varied over time. Particular moments in 

the nation’s history—the 1780s, the 1840s, the 1920s, and 

the 1960s—witnessed a remarkable density in personal 

connections between prominent political actors at home 

and their counterparts abroad. Other moments of more 

inward focus in the United States—the 1830s, the 1870s, 

and the 1930s—saw less explicit discussion of foreign po-

litical relationships. Nonetheless, even the latter decades 

were transnational, as Americans continued to import 

products, ideas, and people in large numbers. Many pol-

iticians have contested the appropriate degree of Ameri-

can involvement with the wider world, but no one of any 

prominence has ever really advocated for complete U.S. 

separation. American politics have always been transna-

tional politics. 

 “Isolationism,” in this sense, was more a polemical 

label than an accurate description for a particular point 

of view. Politicians who at one time called themselves 

“isolationists”—Robert La Follette, Arthur Vanden-

berg, and Gerald Nye, among others—were themselves 

the products of transnational infl uences on the United 

States. La Follette, for example, had traveled extensively 

in Russia and Europe. His progressive politics refl ected 

his observations of state welfare programs overseas. 

Even the “isolationists” were also transnational political 

actors. 

 We can best understand the diverse transnational infl u-

ences on American politics from the eighteenth century 

to the present by dividing these infl uences into roughly 

two areas:  war  and  public activism . Although these topics 

often overlap in practice, it is helpful to examine how 

each refl ects a series of particular and recurring transna-

tional connections across numerous decades. Th ese topics 

neglect many other areas of foreign infl uence that have 

received extensive attention from historians—commerce, 

popular culture, immigration, and technology, among 

others. Focusing on war and public activism, however, 



 transnational infl uences on American politics

 827

highlights some of the most signifi cant ways in which 

the sources and practices of American politics changed in 

connection with developments abroad. Th e experiences 

of Americans in foreign societies, and American percep-

tions of those societies, had an enormous infl uence on 

the defi nition of the nation and the formulation of its 

policies. Th e U.S. experience in both war and public ac-

tivism was deeply conditioned by transnational personal 

and institutional relations. 

 War 

 In one way or another, the United States has been at war 

for most of its history. Th ese wars have included bat-

tles with foreign powers on or near American-claimed 

territory, continental confl icts over land control and 

political authority, and military interventions against 

adversaries overseas. In each of these contexts, war has 

exposed American politics to transnational experiences 

and ideas. 

 Th e American Revolution was typical of this process. 

During the late 1770s and early 1780s, the rebelling colonists 

aligned with France and Spain to fi ght against continued 

British control of North America. Th e alliance converted 

a group of domestic revolutionaries—provincials, in the 

eyes of the British—into international ambassadors for 

American nationalism. Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and 

John Adams (as well as his precocious son, John Quincy 

Adams) spent most of the confl ict in Europe, negotiating 

for foreign support. Despite their explicit rejection of tra-

ditional European aristocratic politics, these men became 

diplomats at the courts of monarchs. Th ey were succeeded, 

after the Treaty of Ghent in 1783, by another generation of 

American diplomats—particularly Th omas Jeff erson, who 

served at the court of the Bourbon monarch on the eve of 

the French Revolution. 

 Th ese diplomatic experiences made the American 

revolutionaries into worldly politicians. Although they 

rejected traditional Old World politics, they learned to 

practice them for radical purposes. Franklin and Adams, 

in particular, made numerous deals to procure military 

aid and trade from European states. Th ey also made and 

broke alliances to serve the needs of an emerging inde-

pendent government. Th eir defi nition of an American 

republic was self-conscious of the place the new na-

tion would occupy as a small and weak state in a world 

fi lled with much more powerful, aggressive empires. 

Th eir support for a strong central government, under 

the Constitution, was a political calculation about the 

foreign threats the new United States would face, and 

the need to prepare for international competition. Key 

constitutional innovations, especially the creation of the 

presidency, refl ected the infl uence of monarchy and its 

unifying institutions on the republican revolutionaries 

in Philadelphia. 

 George Washington’s famous Farewell Address in 1796 

was a testament to the formative infl uence of European 

diplomacy and institutions on American politics. At a 

moment of intensive confl ict between the United States 

and France and Great Britain (both of whom were at 

war), Washington advised citizens that “nothing is more 

essential than that permanent, inveterate antipathies 

against particular nations, and passionate attachments for 

others, should be excluded; and that, in place of them, 

just and amicable feelings towards all should be culti-

vated.” Th is was a classic call for American adherence 

to a political balance of power—avoiding moral crusad-

ing and carefully steering clear of permanent bonds that 

could implicate the nation in unwanted confl icts. Fol-

lowing from Niccolò Machiavelli more than Jeff erson 

or Madison, Washington defi ned the United States as a 

practitioner of raison d’état, the pursuit of the “national 

interest” through secular and fl exible maneuver between 

diff erent coalitions of power. Washington and his succes-

sors in the White House spoke of “temporary alliances” 

with republican and nonrepublican states, not isolation 

or ideological consistency in policy making. Th ey were 

European-infl uenced realists who practiced power poli-

tics for the defense and promotion of American ideals. 

 Th is realism kept the United States out of foreign 

revolutions, despite rhetorical urges to the contrary. Th e 

French, Haitian, and Latin American revolutions of the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries received 

no signifi cant support from the American government. 

In Haiti, the administration of Th omas Jeff erson was 

overtly hostile to the creation of a regime that chal-

lenged European authority under African leadership. 

Th e United States was a revolutionary nation, but its 

defi nition of acceptable revolution included attach-

ment to European-inspired notions of good government 

and realist traditions of the balance of power in foreign 

policy. 

 Every subsequent war, especially those outside of 

North America, reinforced these principles and increased 

other foreign infl uences on American politics. In the 

Civil War, both the Union and Confederate armies—

the largest military institutions built within the United 

States to that date—studied and implemented European 

fi ghting methods. Confederate general Robert E. Lee 
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adopted Napoleonic tactics for maneuver and surprise 

in battle. Union general Ulysses S. Grant used central-

ized methods of resource and manpower mobilization to 

build a fi ghting force that could take grave casualties but 

still annihilate its enemies. Neither Lee nor Grant fought 

like any of their American predecessors; both fought a 

modern European war on American soil. Many Euro-

pean observers in Germany, France, and Great Britain 

studied the Civil War as a testing ground for their ideas 

of war in an age of more powerful Machiavellian states. 

Th e “American way of war,” like the American approach 

to international relations, was also European in origins, 

and soon global in scope. 

 Beyond military strategy, President Abraham Lincoln 

also adopted a strongly European-infl uenced argument 

against slavery in the cause of the Union. British politi-

cians of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

pursued the global abolition of slavery for the purpose of 

empowering free labor markets. Th is position received 

reinforcement from the French Revolution’s Declara-

tion of the Rights of Man. Ending slavery—or at least 

eliminating any foreign support for the institution of 

slavery—became a widely embraced political duty out-

side North America on the eve of the Civil War. 

 Lincoln shared many antislavery views, but he avoided 

taking a categorical position on the issue as long as pos-

sible. Once it became clear in course of the Civil War 

that he could not fi nd a political compromise between 

North and South to preserve the Union, Lincoln in-

voked British and French antislavery positions to justify 

the use of violence against the slaveholding Confeder-

acy. Th e Emancipation Proclamation, signed by Lincoln 

on January 1, 1863, freed the slaves in the Confederate 

states and pledged that “the Executive Government of 

the United States, including the military and naval au-

thority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom 

of such persons.” 

 Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation to en-

list the freed slaves against the Confederacy. He also used 

this document to attract antislavery opinion in Europe to 

the Union side. Th e latter consideration was crucial. Th e 

British government, in particular, had strong economic 

interests connected to the cotton trade from the Con-

federate states. It also had geopolitical interests in North 

America that would be served by a weak and divided 

American nation. Lincoln and his secretary of state, Wil-

liam Henry Seward, feared that British recognition and 

support for the Confederacy would undermine, and 

perhaps defeat, Union aims. Th e Emancipation Procla-

mation countered this possibility by appealing directly 

to British and other foreign audiences to embrace the 

Union as the force against slavery. Lincoln alienated 

moderates in the United States with this document, but 

he appealed to foreign constituencies that he needed on 

his side. Th e Emancipation Proclamation and the “sec-

ond American Revolution” that it came to represent were 

strongly connected to European politics. Although the 

battles occurred on American soil, the Civil War was a 

transnational confl ict. 

 American politics in both world wars fi t the same pat-

tern. Th e two defi ning political moments of the confl icts 

for the United States—President Woodrow Wilson’s an-

nouncement of his Fourteen Points on January 8, 1918, 

and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s signature on the 

Atlantic Charter of August 14, 1941—refl ected important 

connections between domestic aims and foreign infl u-

ences. Both documents had a deep and simultaneous 

impact on citizens at home and abroad. Th ey contrib-

uted to a “liberal” and “modernizing” set of politics that 

crossed national boundaries. 

 Wilson’s Fourteen Points, articulated in his speech to 

a joint session of Congress, began by explaining that the 

United States had sent its soldiers to fi ght on European 

soil for the fi rst time “because violations of right had 

occurred which touched us to the quick and made the 

life of our own people impossible unless they were cor-

rected and the world secure once and for all against their 

recurrence. . . . All the peoples of the world are in eff ect 

partners in this interest, and for our own part we see very 

clearly that unless justice be done to others it will not be 

done to us.” 

 To combat threats from abroad and assure that the 

world was “made safe for democracy,” Wilson espoused 

long-standing European ideas about international law 

and organization. Drawing on the experiences of the Eu-

ropean states that had formed transnational cooperative 

institutions—including the Central Commission for the 

Navigation of the Rhine (founded in 1815), the Supe-

rior Council for Health (founded in 1838), and the First 

Geneva Convention on the treatment of war wounded 

(founded in 1864)—Wilson proposed a new interna-

tional organization for peace. During the negotiations 

outside of Paris at the end of World War I, this idea be-

came the basis for the League of Nations—the most im-

portant eff ort at global governance and war prevention 

in the early twentieth century. 

 Th e U.S. Senate vetoed American membership in the 

League of Nations for fear that it would restrict Ameri-
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can independence, but the League remained infl uential 

in American politics. Under Wilson’s successors, espe-

cially President Herbert Hoover, the United States con-

tinued to support the creation of a “civilized” system of 

international law to regulate aggression among states. In 

addition, the United States participated in the growing 

range of international exchanges of people, ideas, and 

technology operating in parallel with the League of Na-

tions. Th e power of the U.S. federal government grew 

with the creation of a Department of Commerce in 1913 

that managed and promoted these activities. Th rough 

federal grants of aid, legal encouragement, and foreign 

negotiations the U.S. government became what one his-

torian calls a “promotional state,” much more akin to its 

European counterparts than to its pre-twentieth-century 

American predecessors. Th e end of World War I con-

tributed to a stronger federal role in American society 

and deeper transnational ties to local businesses and 

communities. 

 Th ese developments underpinned the New Deal—a 

domestic and international “war” on poverty and eco-

nomic dislocation during the Great Depression. Presi-

dent Franklin D. Roosevelt solidifi ed the transnational 

strains of American politics when, in the summer of 

1941 (months before the Japanese attack on Pearl Har-

bor), he hinged the future of American freedom and 

prosperity on the defeat of fascism. Meeting with British 

prime minister Winston Churchill off  the coast of New-

foundland, Roosevelt signed the Atlantic Charter that 

committed both Great Britain and the United States to 

“common principles” for a “better future for the world.” 

Th ese common principles included the “fi nal destruc-

tion of Nazi tyranny,” and the creation of a new interna-

tional peace “which will aff ord to all nations the means 

of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries, and 

which will aff ord assurance that all the men in all lands 

may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want.” 

Domestic and international liberty, according to this for-

mulation, were interdependent. 

 Roosevelt defi ned America’s national purpose in the 

Great Depression and World War II as an extension of 

the Wilsonian goal of making the world safe for democ-

racy. He reorganized American society along these lines, 

under the direction of a now dominant federal govern-

ment. Similarly, Roosevelt defi ned foreign threats—

political extremism, economic autarchy, and interstate 

violence—as core challenges to America’s national pur-

pose. Citizens of the United States were mobilized to 

fi ght for their freedom  as a single nation  on an unprece-

dented scale. American society never looked back. Histo-

rian Michael Sherry identifi es the Great Depression and 

World War II as the formative moment for a militarized, 

outward-looking political culture in the United States. 

Th e European-inspired realism of Benjamin Frank-

lin and John Adams had, over the course of 150 years, 

evolved into a form of federal dominance in American 

society unanticipated by any of the nation’s founders. 

Th is new role for Washington refl ected infl uences and 

threats from abroad, as much as those at home. 

 American politics during the cold war deepened 

this phenomenon. From the last days of World War II 

through the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, U.S. 

leaders consistently emphasized the need to keep the 

nation mobilized for confl ict with Moscow and other 

communist challengers. New institutions, including the 

Offi  ce of the Secretary of Defense and the Central Intel-

ligence Agency, emerged to manage domestic resources, 

monitor threats, and control dissent. Th e National Se-

curity Act of 1947 concentrated power more centrally in 

the White House with the creation of the National Se-

curity Council and the reduction of congressional over-

sight for security matters. As a consequence, the United 

States prepared for and fought numerous confl icts after 

1947, but the president never again sought a formal dec-

laration of war. 

 Th e perceived threat of foreign communism was ever-

present in American society. It motivated a change in 

the size and scope of the American military as it became 

a permanent global force with bases on every continent 

and nuclear weapons ready for immediate use. It trans-

formed universities as the U.S. government used its fi -

nancial and legal leverage to make the academy more 

helpful in addressing pressing policy challenges. Most 

signifi cant, perceptions of communism transformed the 

terms of political debate. To win election to offi  ce—

Republican or Democrat—one had to appear “tough” 

on communism and committed to a broad global agenda 

for the United States. Domestic cold war politics were 

international anti-Communist politics. 

 Th e fi gures who came to dominate the American po-

litical scene in this context were not the usual suspects 

from elite families and white Anglo-Saxon pedigrees. 

Men of this background remained powerful, but not as 

exclusively as before. Th e international dimensions of 

the cold war placed a new premium on anti-Communist 

cosmopolitanism—a knowledge of foreign societies, a 

personal biography rooted in struggle against foreign ex-

tremism, and a hypernationalism born of immigration 
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to America as a “savior” nation. Henry Kissinger and 

Zbigniew Brzezinski are prime examples of this phenom-

enon. European immigrants who came to the United 

States fl eeing Nazi terror, they emerged as powerful, 

unelected policy makers promising to help the United 

States manage a world of dangerous threats and diffi  cult 

balance of power decisions. Kissinger and Brzezinski es-

poused American ideals, but they consistently counseled 

the country to curtail its cherished hopes and act more 

like a “normal” state, accepting “lesser evils” in its friends 

and combating “greater evils” in its enemies. 

 Th e same political rhetoric, and many of the same 

personalities, carried on into the post–cold war era in 

American politics. Iraq and Islamic fanaticism replaced 

the Soviet Union and communism as the overriding 

threats in American debates. Mobilizing the nation for 

combat at home and abroad became the guiding princi-

ple, yet again, for the government after the September 11, 

2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. As the 

 Truman administration created the National Security 

Council during the onset of the cold war, the administra-

tion of President George W. Bush founded the Depart-

ment of Homeland Security as a response to terrorism in 

the new century. Pervasive perceptions of foreign threats, 

in a time of perpetual war, set the terms of American po-

litical debate. Transnational infl uences were now central 

to the most local discussions of authority, economy, and 

survival. Th e war at home and abroad continued. 

 Public Activism 

 Th e intersection between the foreign and the domestic 

in war had a close analogue among public activists—

including social reformers, local organization leaders, 

prominent intellectuals, and public demonstrators. Es-

pecially during the twentieth century, public activists in 

the United States drew on ideas, strategies, and tactics 

from abroad. Th ey frequently thought of themselves as 

part of larger global transformations in society. Most 

signifi cant, activists often had personal connections to 

foreign countries, derived from birth, family, study, and 

travel. American activists were transnational translators, 

synthesizers, and innovators at the same time. 

 Th e transnational scope of public activists was also 

somewhat broader than that of the politicians more 

deeply involved in war and daily policy making. Figures 

like Franklin, Lincoln, Wilson, Roosevelt, and Kissinger 

focused their energies on Europe above all other non-

American areas of the world. For them, the transnational 

was largely trans-European. Activists in the twentieth 

century, however, had a more transglobal perspective. 

Th ey came from and interacted with a broader geography 

in their daily politics. Th ey often looked self-consciously 

beyond Europe to other societies for alternative reform 

inspirations. Europe mattered to American activists, but 

over the course of the twentieth century it became less 

central to them than it was to their counterparts in policy-

making institutions. 

 Advocates of substantial reforms in American race 

relations were most explicit about their desire to look 

beyond Europe. Founded in 1816 by a mix of northern 

abolitionists and Southerners fearful of slave violence, 

the American Colonization Society helped to transport 

more than 10,000 freed slaves to the West African ter-

ritory of Liberia. With the end of the Civil War and 

the promise of African American suff rage during Re-

construction, support for the emigration of freed slaves 

largely evaporated. Nonetheless, the controversial work 

of the American Colonization Society was the beginning 

of a “return to Africa” movement that would animate 

public discussions of the “race problem” in the United 

States for the next century, especially among those who 

believed that blacks and whites could live in peace only 

if they were separated. According to this logic, African 

Americans would live freer and happier lives if they were 

back on a continent populated by people who looked 

like them and presumably shared similar traditions. Th is 

was often a well-intentioned eff ort, but its separatist 

logic was adopted by a range of political activists, for a 

variety of purposes, in later decades. 

 Marcus Garvey was perhaps the most infl uential and 

transnational fi gure in the early twentieth century to es-

pouse a separatist African American agenda. Born in Ja-

maica and widely traveled throughout Central America 

and Western Europe, Garvey came to the United States 

as a penniless immigrant in 1916. Within a few years he 

organized and led the largest transnational black orga-

nization of the twentieth century: the United Negro 

Improvement Association (UNIA), which would open 

chapters in more than a dozen countries, including many 

parts of Latin America and Africa. Th e organization 

emphasized self-reliance, racial autonomy, and black 

nationhood. According to Garvey, descendants of Africa 

should take pride in their past and work together for 

the common advancement of their race. He called for 

a transnational organization of blacks to create a single 

nation under his leadership and the UNIA. 

 Garvey’s aims became most explicit in August 1920 

when he organized the monthlong International Con-
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vention of the Negro Peoples of the World at Madison 

Square Garden in New York City. Elected “provisional 

president of Africa” by the assembly, Garvey oversaw 

the writing and approval of the “Declaration of Rights 

of the Negro Peoples of the World,” which demanded 

that “the governments of the world recognize our leader 

and his representatives chosen by the race to look after 

the welfare of our people under such governments.” As a 

transnational sovereign, the UNIA called on “the various 

governments of the world to accept and acknowledge 

Negro representatives who shall be sent to the said gov-

ernments to represent the general welfare of the Negro 

peoples of the world.” Africa should be protected for 

Africans, according to the declaration, and the UNIA 

asserted that, on other continents blacks would “demand 

complete control of our social institutions without in-

terference by any alien race or races.” Announced in 

New York amid signs of growing American intolerance 

to dissent, this was a bold and transnational vision 

of African American power as part of a global racial 

movement. 

 Garvey and the UNIA never achieved their goals, but 

they contributed to a remarkable transnational outpour-

ing of reform ideas and initiatives among activists with 

diverse interests. Th e most prominent African American 

intellectual of the period, W.E.B. DuBois, strongly dis-

agreed with Garvey on many points, but he shared the 

UNIA’s commitment to a global movement for racial 

reform. Speaking at the fi rst Pan-African Convention in 

London on July 25, 1900, DuBois famously proclaimed, 

“Th e problem of the twentieth century is the problem of 

the color line, the question as to how far diff erences of 

race—which show themselves chiefl y in the color of the 

skin and the texture of the hair—will hereafter be made 

the basis of denying to over half the world the right of 

sharing to utmost ability the opportunities and privileges 

of modern civilization.” DuBois did not call for a com-

mon black nation with a single leader, but he did link the 

local with the international when he asked in his London 

speech, “may the conscience of a great nation rise and 

rebuke all dishonesty and unrighteous oppression to-

ward the American Negro, and grant to him the right of 

franchise, security of person and property, and generous 

recognition of the great work he has accomplished in a 

generation toward raising nine millions of human beings 

from slavery to manhood. . . . Let the nations of the 

world respect the integrity and independence of the free 

Negro states of Abyssinia, Liberia, Haiti, and the rest, and 

let the inhabitants of these states, the independent tribes 

of Africa, the Negroes of the West Indies and America, 

and the black subjects of all nations take courage, strive 

ceaselessly, and fi ght bravely, that they may prove to the 

world their incontestable right to be counted among the 

great brotherhood of mankind.” 

 DuBois’s “brotherhood of mankind” was a clarion call 

for many activists focused on issues other than race—

including poverty, urban blight, health, and children’s 

welfare. A generation of reformers, generally labeled 

“progressives” by historians, conceptualized the prob-

lems of the United States in transnational terms that 

resonated with the arguments voiced by both Garvey 

and DuBois. Th ese progressives self-consciously drew 

on what they envisioned as an international dialogue 

among activists about how to improve society through 

rational, determined, and cooperative action. Like 

Garvey and DuBois, they formed countless organiza-

tions that crossed borders for this purpose, they par-

ticipated in a widening web of “exchanges,” and, most 

important, they embraced the experimental application 

of foreign ideas to local problems. In Wisconsin, for 

example, a group of intellectuals and politicians came 

together to author what they called the “Wisconsin 

Idea”—a mix of remarkably creative and cosmopolitan 

reform initiatives inspired by local problems in an agrar-

ian and industrializing community. Borrowing from the 

British, Germans, French, and others, Wisconsin activ-

ists pioneered worker’s compensation insurance, unem-

ployment benefi ts, public education, and social security. 

Th ey did not assert a sense of common racial conscious-

ness across boundaries, but they did nurture an endur-

ing commitment to transnational reform rooted in local 

needs. 

 Th is dream did not die with the Great Depression and 

World War II but attracted the attention of a new gener-

ation of young activists in the 1960s. Unlike their prede-

cessors, the New Left did not endorse rational planning 

or state-building eff orts. Instead, it focused on the trans-

national participatory spirit that had animated Garvey 

and DuBois, as well as their progressive counterparts. 

Activists in the 1960s emphasized a common experience 

of youth across societies confronting paternalistic, milita-

ristic, and unjust institutions of power that needed rapid 

change from below. Inspired by “liberationist” move-

ments in the third world, the euphoria of mass demon-

strations, and a new feeling of relevance, young people 

on every continent demanded far-reaching change. Th ey 

pushed for an end to foreign wars, attention to hidden 

suff ering within modern societies, and more egalitarian 
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politics. Th ey argued that this was a truly worldwide 

agenda that must begin within each state. 

 Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the most 

prominent New Left organization in the United States 

during the 1960s, put this argument in apocalyptic terms. 

Its “Agenda for a Generation” (also known as the “Port 

Huron Statement”) announced: “Although mankind 

desperately needs revolutionary leadership, America rests 

in national stalemate, its goals ambiguous and tradition-

bound instead of informed and clear, its democratic sys-

tem apathetic and manipulated rather than ‘of, by, and 

for the people.’ . . . Our work is guided by the sense that 

we may be the last generation in the experiment with 

living. But we are a minority—the vast majority of our 

people regard the temporary equilibriums of our society 

and world as eternally functional parts. In this is perhaps 

the outstanding paradox: we ourselves are imbued with 

urgency, yet the message of our society is that there is no 

viable alternative to the present.” 

 SDS and the many other activist groups that emerged 

in the 1960s did not achieve their desired changes in 

policy, and they did not create a cohesive generation 

of reformers. Th ey did, however, transform local and 

international attitudes. American society and many of 

its counterparts abroad became more sensitive and ac-

cepting of racial, gender, and various ethnic diff erences. 

Concern for human rights also grew in public attitudes, 

if not always in policy practice. Most signifi cant, trans-

national borrowings of ideas and programs became more 

common and more accepted. To think locally after the 

1960s meant to think about localities across societies. 

Th is basic attitude transferred from the New Left dem-

onstrators of the 1960s to the environmental, feminist, 

and antiglobalization activists of the late twentieth cen-

tury. Th e 1960s endure in the contemporary imagination 

as the moment of transnational political activism that 

all subsequent movements seek to capture in one way 

or another. 

 Looking Outward 

 Tip O’Neill was correct; all politics is local. Th e local, 

however, has always included deep and diverse con-

nections to practices, ideas, and infl uences that are not 

American in origin. From the American Revolution to 

the demonstrations of the 1960s, American politics have 

been transnational politics. Th e experiences of war and 

public activism have refl ected this phenomenon; they 

have also increased its intensity. During nearly every 

military confl ict and nearly every burst of reform the 

United States became more, not less, connected to its 

counterparts near and far. Th e nation globalized long be-

fore people used the term. 

 If there is a general direction to American history, it 

is outward, not inward. If there is a general lesson from 

American history, it is that political change requires 

familiarity with a landscape far beyond the borders of 

the 50 states. Th ese were O’Neill’s politics, as they were 

the politics of his heroic predecessors in Boston and his 

modern successors from the Sun Belt South. In order to 

do more for one’s constituents, one must do more for 

their transnational hopes and interests. 
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 J E R E M I  S U R I 

 transportation and politics 

 A remarkable number of new transportation technolo-

gies emerged in the United States and other industrial-

ized nations during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, including long-distance stagecoach lines, river 

steamboats and oceangoing steamships, steam and elec-

tric railways, automobiles and all-weather highways, and 

commercial aviation. Each new mode of transportation 

invariably elicited a variety of political responses. 

 Perhaps nothing better illustrates the intimate rela-

tionship between transportation and American politics 

than the oddly shaped and geographically roundabout 

route chosen for transcontinental stagecoach service in-

augurated in the late 1850s; for the fi rst time it became 

possible to cross the United States from coast to coast 

by land using only commercial transportation. Th e But-

terfi eld Overland Stage linked the cities of San Francisco 

and St. Louis, Missouri, by way of such frontier out-

posts as El Paso, Texas; Tucson, Arizona; and Los An-

geles, the most populous of which could claim only a 

few thousand residents. From Fort Smith, in far western 

Arkansas, Butterfi eld ran a branch line east to Memphis, 

Tennessee, to serve the home state of Postmaster General 

Aaron Brown, who oversaw the federal mail contracts 

that funded much of the expense of operating a stage line 

across so much unpopulated space. 

 Mail Contracts 

 It would be impossible to overestimate the importance 

of income from federal mail contracts in underwriting 

the cost of new modes of transportation across vast sec-

tions of the United States in the nineteenth century. 

Mail subsidies were the lifeblood of most long-distance 

stage lines serving the West, so much so that in the early 

1860s, the western “stagecoach king” Ben Holladay 

maintained one of his several homes near Capitol Hill 

in Washington, D.C., to cultivate a cordial relationship 

with members of the U.S. Congress who periodically 

voted on mail contracts. 

 Mail contracts also subsidized the operation of many 

a steamboat plying the navigable waters of the United 

States, most notably along 3,000 sparsely settled miles 

of the Missouri River as it meandered between St. Louis 

and the frontier outpost of Fort Benton, Montana—a 

transportation hub aptly named for Missouri senator 

Th omas Hart Benton, one of the strongest supporters in 

Congress of transportation links across the West. During 

his 30-year career in the Senate, Benton promoted feder-

ally subsidized transportation links not merely between 

Missouri and the West Coast but extending all the way 

to China and India. 

 Much of what Benton (1782–1858) proposed on the 

fl oor of the Senate (between 1821 and 1851) and in other 

public forums was too visionary to be realized in his life-

time, but mail contracts did subsidize the fi rst steamship 

service between the East and West coasts, by means of a 

48-mile portage across the Isthmus of Panama, that com-

menced just  before  word of gold precipitated a mad rush 

of travelers to California in 1849. 

 Long after stagecoach and steamboat transportation 

had been relegated to the remotest corners of the United 

States in the early twentieth century, the railroad pas-

senger trains that superseded them depended on federal 

mail contracts, and increasingly so in the late 1940s and 

1950s as the number of rail passengers declined steadily. 

Many of the trains carried dedicated Rail Post Offi  ce cars 

in which highly trained clerks sorted the mail en route, 

the schedules of mail-carrying trains being determined 

largely by the needs of the U.S. Post Offi  ce Department. 

Th us, when the Post Offi  ce cancelled all “mail by rail” 

contracts in late 1967, passenger train service eff ectively 

collapsed in all but the most scenic portions of the 

United States. Had it not been for federal dollars to sup-

port Amtrak, implemented in May 1971, long-distance 

rail passenger service across the United States would very 

likely have disappeared. 

 Railroads 

 Railroads, from their technological infancy in the 

United States in the early 1830s, had been enmeshed in 

politics. Th e money required to build and equip a single 

mile of railroad often dwarfed the cost of an entire fl eet 

of steamboats and stagecoaches, and thus it was natural 

for railroad builders in all parts of the United States to 

seek municipal, state, and federal support. Politics and 

railroad building often went hand in hand,  especially in 
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the sparsely settled Trans-Mississippi West. To encour-

age construction of the railroad lines needed to develop 

the region, Congress provided various forms of help, 

all in addition to the promise of mail contracts once 

the trains began running. Th e aid included loans, fi -

nancial subsidies, and enormous grants of federal land. 

Th e federal land grant program to support railroad con-

struction ended in the 1870s as a result of scandals that 

blackened the reputation of Congress—“the fi nest that 

money could buy,” to paraphrase Mark Twain—and 

during the next decade, the politics of railroads evolved 

from fi nding ways to underwrite construction and 

maintain operations to devising ways to regulate them, 

beginning with the Interstate Commerce Commission 

in 1887. 

 In contrast to the federal government, various states 

had begun to regulate railroads as much as 30 years ear-

lier, in the 1850s. Th e early state regulations involved 

matters mainly of safety and service. Th e initial federal 

regulations were largely for show in order to placate 

various political pressure groups, such as the Grangers, 

an agrarian protest group originating in the Midwest, 

which claimed railroad rates were exorbitant and service 

poor. Not until the early twentieth century, during the 

Progressive Era, did federal regulation of the railroads 

acquire real teeth. 

 Responding to aggressive displays of railroad power 

in a nation that, by 1900, had no alternative modes of 

transportation apart from the boats that served its coast-

lines and inland waterways, governments at all levels 

steadily piled on regulations. It was once claimed that 

the Interstate Commerce Commission alone had written 

more than a trillion regulations involving all aspects of 

railroad service, a number that is surely an exaggeration 

but nonetheless expresses the growing frustration of rail-

road executives in the 1920s and 1930s. 

 Th e boom in railroad travel in the United States dur-

ing World War II, which witnessed the highest passenger 

loads in the history of the industry, was followed by the 

bust of the 1950s, when despite the railroads’ eff orts to 

streamline and speed up their best passenger trains the 

number of passengers using them continued to drop. 

In the mid-1950s, airlines for the fi rst time surpassed 

railroads in terms of the volume of passenger traffi  c. At 

almost the same time, Congress passed the Federal Aid 

Highway Act of 1956 in order to create a new system 

of superhighways. Th e railways, by contrast, seemed to 

languish. One of the nation’s largest railroads, the Penn-

sylvania Central, went bankrupt in 1970. Two other gi-

ants, the Rock Island and the Milwaukee Road, went 

bankrupt in 1975 and 1977, respectively. Rail industry 

executives complained loudly about unfair competition, 

but it seemed that no one was listening. 

 Highways 

 In the 1820s and 1830s, Democrats and Whigs had 

battled over how much the federal government should 

underwrite the cost of internal improvements. Th e 

Whigs favored spending government dollars to further 

the nation’s growing network of canals and roads. One 

showcase project was the National Road, an improved 

highway that reached west from Maryland and across 

the agricultural heartland of Ohio and Indiana. Th e road 

never reached its stated goal of St. Louis, however, before 

the Panic of 1837 dried up tax revenues at all levels of 

government and thus discouraged support for internal 

improvements. From 1838 to 1916, the federal govern-

ment conspicuously avoided direct involvement in road-

building projects, and the laissez faire interpretation of 

the U.S. Constitution provided the necessary justifi ca-

tion for its hands-off  approach. 

 Ironically, just as the number of government regu-

lations seemed to increase exponentially during the 

years after 1900—including emergency federal opera-

tion of the nation’s railroads during World War I and 

its immediate aftermath—government subsidized and 

lightly regulated highways emerged to challenge rail-

road power. Competition from a growing number of 

private automobiles fi rst made a noticeable impact on 

local passenger trains in midwestern farm states around 

1916, a year that also saw the birth of the fi rst con-

gressionally subsidized highway construction program 

since the 1830s and the end of federal support for the 

National or Cumberland Road. In the 1920s and 1930s, 

Congress and state governments poured billions of 

dollars into building a national highway network. In 

good times and bad, state and federal appropriations 

to build and maintain an ever improving network of 

highways remained popular with voters—especially 

after 1919, the year states fi rst discovered that a tax on 

gasoline was a relatively painless way to raise the neces-

sary revenue. 

 Much of the newfound constitutional justifi cation 

for federal involvement in highway construction dur-

ing the twentieth century was based on the argument 

that good roads and highways were needed to maintain 
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a strong national defense. Th e argument appeared fre-

quently in public discussions of funding superhighways 

during the cold war years of the 1950s and 1960s, but it 

actually antedated that era by several decades. As early 

as 1916, when the Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa 

and his ragtag troops were widely perceived to threaten 

America’s southwestern borderlands, Congressional pro-

ponents of the landmark legislation passed that year ar-

gued that highways would provide an additional way to 

move troops quickly if needed to defend that remote and 

sparsely settled portion of the United States. 

 Th e numbers assigned to the original network of 

corridors—like U.S. Route 66, which sliced diagonally 

across the American West from Chicago to Los Angeles; 

U.S. Route 1, which runs parallel to the coastline from 

Maine to Florida; and U.S. 101, which does the same 

along the West Coast—date from meetings that federal 

and state highway offi  cials held in the mid 1920s. Th e 

designation  U.S.  was not just an abbreviation for United 

States but also for Uniform System. But the evolution 

of modern transportation in the United States, which 

probably dates from the landmark completion of the 

Erie Canal in 1825 or the opening of the fi rst section of 

the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad fi ve years later, is es-

sentially the product of an inexact, ever changing, and 

sometimes volatile mix of technological and fi nancial ex-

pertise, legislative and legal calculation (and sometimes 

chicanery), as well as various forms of popular educa-

tion that over nearly two centuries included everything 

from fi ery stump speeches and lengthy public debates 

to slick industry advertising and self-promotional propa-

ganda, with winners and losers determined at the voting 

booth. 

 Th e national defense argument remained popular; 

in the mid-1950s Congress debated whether America 

needed to build a new system of super highways to re-

lieve the growing congestion of federal highways fi rst 

built in the 1920s. President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

was a strong backer of the new superhighway proposal 

and, in 1956, signed legislation to underwrite construc-

tion of the Interstate Highway system, one of the largest 

 appropriations for public works in American history. 

 As for rules governing interstate highway commerce, 

Congress approved federal regulation of America’s fast-

growing intercity truck and bus industries in 1935. Rail 

executives had complained bitterly that their heavily 

regulated industry could not compete with new modes 

of transportation that went almost unfettered, except for 

state safety and licensing requirements. Over-the-road 

trucks off ering door-to-door delivery service rapidly 

snatched away money that railroads made by mov-

ing personal goods or delivering less-than-full-carload 

freight. Buses and passenger railroads fought over slices 

of a rapidly shrinking revenue pie. After the 1920s, by far 

the greatest number of Americans traveled over the na-

tion’s network of all-weather roads and highways in the 

comfort of their own private automobiles. 

 Use of the ever-expanding road and highway net-

work became the birthright of every American, a con-

cept periodically reaffi  rmed in political discussions and 

legislative debates. By the early 1930s the road was the 

most conspicuous and widely used “common ground” 

in the United States, and it made absolutely no diff er-

ence whether users drove humble Fords and Chevrolets 

or lordly Duesenbergs and Packards. 

 Aviation 

 Th e fi rst successful fl ight of Wilbur and Orville Wright 

took place in December 1903. Th e next summer, the larg-

est city west of the Mississippi River, St. Louis, basked 

in the international limelight that came with hosting a 

world’s fair, a tradition that dated back to London in the 

early 1850s. All world’s fairs served to showcase the latest 

technological achievements of a nation or of Western 

civilization generally. But not a single airplane was dis-

played at the St. Louis fair in 1904; Americans were not 

yet “air-minded” and would not become so for at least 

another quarter century. Neither they nor the world at 

large had any idea what the Wright brothers’ brief fl ight 

portended. Not until young Charles A. Lindbergh pi-

loted  Th e Spirit of St. Louis  nonstop from New York to 

Paris in 1927 to win a $25,000 prize and instant world-

wide fame did America begin to accept the idea of avia-

tion.  Time  magazine selected Lindbergh as its fi rst Man 

of the Year and, largely as a result of the publicity his 

solo fl ight across the Atlantic generated, Wall Street be-

came aware of the fi nancial gain commercial aviation 

might off er. After a series of false starts dating back to 

1914, commercial aviation in the United States eff ec-

tively got off  the ground in 1929 with 48-hour coast-

to-coast service that used an awkward combination of 

air travel during daylight hours and rail sleeping cars 

at night. One of the new coast-to-coast carriers, Trans-

continental and Western Airlines (later simply TWA), 

conspicuously advertised itself as the “Lindbergh Line” 

for added cachet. 
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 Associating the airline with the trusted Lindbergh 

name was intended to inspire public confi dence in a 

largely untested industry. Ironically, Transcontinen-

tal and Western soon compiled one of the worst safety 

records in an industry that during the fi rst half of the 

1930s suff ered a succession of newsworthy accidents that 

shook public confi dence in commercial aviation. Th e 

legendary Notre Dame University football coach Knute 

Rockne died in a TWA crash in 1931; another TWA crash 

killed Senator Bronson Cutting of New Mexico in 1935. 

Th e loss of Senator Cutting probably did more than any 

other aviation-related death to motivate members of 

Congress to adopt strict federal regulation of the airline 

industry in 1938. Starting in 1938, the federal government 

regulated the fares, routes, and schedules of domestic in-

terstate airlines. By treating them as a public utility, fed-

eral offi  cials sought to guarantee them a reasonable rate 

of return. Much to the benefi t of the airline industry, the 

legislation also sought to instill confi dence in passengers. 

As signifi cant as the landmark regulatory legislation was, 

it was clear that the fortunes of America’s commercial air 

carriers depended to an extraordinary degree on a favor-

able political and legislative environment. 

 By the late 1930s, all forms of commercial interstate 

transportation in the United States, including gas and 

oil pipelines, were regulated by various federal commis-

sions, agencies, and boards. Some industries, most no-

tably commercial aviation, prospered under the heavy 

but highly protective hand of federal regulators. Not 

a single major airline went bankrupt during the years 

of federal regulation. Other transportation industries, 

most notably the railroads, stagnated and lost almost all 

incentive for meaningful innovation. In the late 1930s, 

when a few American railroads dared enter the business 

of commercial aviation, federal regulators blocked them. 

By contrast, north of the border, the Canadian Pacifi c 

Railway added both an airline and many luxury hotels 

to its portfolio. 

 Deregulation 

 In the 1970s, a Democratic Congress reversed the course 

Uncle Sam had been following since 1887 and started to 

deregulate all forms of American transportation. Sena-

tors Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts and Howard 

Cannon of Nevada gave their names to the 1978 legisla-

tion that deregulated the airline industry. Th e expecta-

tion in the halls of Congress and in the airline industry 

was that unfettered competition would cause ticket 

prices to fall but profi ts to rise. Ticket prices did fall, and 

more Americans than ever were fl ying, but not much else 

worked as expected. More than a hundred new airlines 

joined the competition, and almost all of them failed a 

short time later. Some established carriers added dozens 

of new routes, but the overexpansion proved unwise and 

caused the fi rst bankruptcies the major carriers had ever 

experienced. In the end, fl ying within the United States 

was probably cheaper than it had ever been, but the once 

glamorous experience of fl ying was also immeasurably 

cheapened. Many smaller communities lost commercial 

air service altogether. 

 Federal deregulation of the intercity truck and bus in-

dustries commenced in 1980, as did the rapid loosening 

of federal control over railroads. West Virginia congress-

man Harley Staggers gave his name to 1980 legislation 

that signifi cantly unfettered the railroads. Th e result was 

almost the opposite of that which would befall the air-

line industry. Railroads abandoned thousands of miles 

of lightly used track (too many miles, they later learned) 

and pared freight train crews; the big railroads merged 

and merged again until just four super railroads domi-

nated traffi  c across the United States, two on either side 

of the Mississippi River. More effi  cient than ever, rail-

roads saw profi ts soar in the early twenty-fi rst century 

to unprecedented heights. As savvy investors purchased 

railroad stocks, it was clear that North American rail-

roads were enjoying good times. 

 The Changing Landscape 

 As a result of terrorism, sharply rising fuel costs, and 

vigorous competition that made it diffi  cult to raise 

ticket prices, airline profi ts—even for the biggest and 

best-known names in the industry—took a nosedive. 

Purchasers of the common stock of most major U.S. 

carriers saw their investments wiped out by bankruptcy 

courts. Th ose same dollars if invested instead in one of 

the big four railroads (CSX, Norfolk Southern, Union 

Pacifi c, and Burlington Northern Santa Fe) would have 

doubled or tripled in value. 

 One advantage contributing to the comeback of 

America’s big railroads was the rising price of oil, which 

made automobiles, intercity trucks, and airliners in-

creasingly expensive alternatives. Both CSX and Norfolk 

Southern sponsored televised coverage of the 2008 elec-

tion returns, and both used the occasion to highlight for 

a national audience the effi  ciency of their freight trains 

versus highway transportation. 

 Transportation can be described as the “great en-

abler.” In whatever form, it has enabled changes that 
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transformed the landscape, the economy, the politics, 

and even the basic social habits of Americans. Some-

thing as simple as enjoying fresh fruit in Montana, 

Michigan, or Minnesota in midwinter represents the 

triumph of good transportation over distance and time, 

enabling oranges from groves in Florida or California, 

for example, to travel in refrigerated railcars and trucks 

to breakfast tables in distant corners of the nation. 

A morning orange is a simple pleasure, but it also epito-

mizes the complex history of transportation; it is the 

remarkable result of two centuries of public discussion 

and dissent, vigorous partisan political debate, slick 

corporate advertising, and personal disappointments 

mixed with individual dreams realized, technological 

breakthroughs that displaced less effi  cient and adapt-

able modes of transportations, and fi nancial goals both 

realized and unrealized. 

  See also  regulation. 
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U
 United Nations 

 Th e United Nations is one of the most hotly debated 

institutions in American politics. Critics portray it as 

corrupt, ineff ective in preventing wars, and a threat to 

American interests. Supporters argue that such coop-

eration among nations is necessary in an interconnected 

world, that the United Nations has had a positive im-

pact around the globe, and that in crisis, it brings world 

leaders together to talk through their diff erences. Some 

conservatives argue that the United States should leave 

the United Nations altogether, while liberals argue for 

greater investment in it. Th e debate between those who 

wish the United States to act independently in its own 

national interests and those who see U.S. interests tied 

to international and global interests has surged back and 

forth for more than a century. Th e fi rst crisis occurred at 

the time of World War I. 

 World War I and the League of Nations 

 World War I produced death and destruction on a scale 

never seen before. Year after year, millions died in harrow-

ing circumstances. By 1918 the Austro-Hungarian, Rus-

sian, Turkish, and German empires were all destroyed. 

 Many people in power and in the general public, es-

pecially in the United States, believed it was essential to 

create a political process to prevent another catastrophic 

war. Most Americans were very much opposed to the 

centuries-old feuding of Europe’s empires and vowed to 

avoid being ensnared in such foreign entanglements. 

 In 1917 President Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat, led 

the United States into the war on the side of Britain 

and France, and antiwar protestors suff ered lengthy jail 

sentences. Wilson proposed a 14-point program for a 

lasting peace. Th e fi nal point of the 14 was to create a 

new organization, called the League of Nations, to pre-

serve the peace. Its main tool was economic sanctions, 

which required a consensus of all member states to be 

enforced. 

 Th e organization was crippled from the start, however, 

when the United States, having invented the League, 

refused to join it. After the war, many Americans were 

alarmed at the prospect of never-ending engagement in 

foreign disputes and favored isolation. Leading senators 

in opposition to the League prevented the U.S. Senate 

from ratifying the treaty, a procedure essential for the 

United States to make treaties. 

 Britain and France, exhausted and embittered by the 

war, felt that Wilson had foisted the League upon them. 

Th ey could not carry forward the farsighted goals of the 

League without the help of the United States. A turning 

point came in 1932, when Britain and France, at a world 

disarmament conference, humiliated the then progres-

sive German government by refusing to disarm equally 

with Germany. Th e German government returned home 

to face a public convinced that military force and a 

strong nation were the only ways to revive Germany, and 

Adolf Hitler took full advantage. 

 Having rejected disarmament, the British and French 

then showed no will to fi ght when Japan, Italy, and Ger-

many began to break international agreements and take 

over the land and peoples of other states. By the time 

Hitler attacked Poland in 1939, the League of Nations 

had lost all credibility. Nevertheless, some of its organi-

zations for combating slavery, drugs, and the exploita-

tion of labor continued under the new United Nations 

after World War II. 

 Origins and Structure 

 Th e United Nations was distinct from the League of Na-

tions in three main respects. First, it grew from the al-

liance that ultimately won World War II. Th ese allied 

countries were motivated by the prospect of building 

a better world, and the new organization began life on 
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the wave of victorious enthusiasm. Second, the United 

Nations was not one organization but a system of eco-

nomic, security, legal, and social structures. Th ird, the 

critically important security organization of the United 

Nations had the power to force other states to act and 

to go to war but also gave the victorious fi ve nations 

the power to prevent the institution from taking action, 

especially military action. Th ese fi ve—China, France, 

Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—

have permanent seats on the UN Security Council and a 

veto over any decision. 

 Th e alliance that would become the foundation of the 

UN system we know today was created by U.S. president 

Franklin D. Roosevelt and British prime minister Win-

ston Churchill three weeks after the Japanese bombing 

of Pearl Harbor. Th at winter Roosevelt held a long se-

cret conference with Churchill at the White House. On 

January 1, 1942, they launched the 26-member United 

Nations to increase support for the fi ght; bring in the 

Soviet Union, which was fi ghting the Nazi armies on the 

Eastern front without help; and neutralize any sympa-

thy for Hitler’s anticommunism among the American 

public. China and India were part of the alliance, which 

pledged to fi ght together until victory and to advance a 

postwar human rights agenda that would include dem-

ocratic freedoms, social security, labor rights, and free 

trade. In the twenty-fi rst century, this agenda seems lib-

eral, but at the time, the war leaders regarded it as neces-

sary to motivate people to fi ght and build for the future. 

War was widely regarded as a product of poverty, com-

petition for resources, fi nancial chaos, and arms races. It 

is for these reasons that in August 1941, Churchill and 

Roosevelt issued the Atlantic Charter, an eight-point 

manifesto that included the statement that nations had 

to abandon using armed force in international aff airs. 

 After the Declaration by the United Nations, the term 

United Nations forces appeared daily in offi  cial docu-

ments, the media, and popular culture. In December 

1942, the United Nations made one of the fi rst interna-

tional statements condemning the mass murder of Jews 

in Poland. And at the end of the war in Europe, Presi-

dent Harry S. Truman informed the American people 

that Germany had surrendered to the United Nations. 

Roosevelt and his partners were determined to create 

new global organizations to prevent a third world war. In 

1943 the United Nations created interim organizations: 

Leaders of the Atlantic Charter 

Conference, August 10–12, 1941, 

attend church services on the 

deck of HMS Prince of Wales, 

in Placentia Bay, Newfound-

land. President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt (left) and Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill 

are seated in the foreground. 

(Naval Historical Center)
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the UN War Crimes Commission, the UN Relief and 

Rehabilitation Administration, and the UN Food and 

Agriculture Commission. By using the same name for 

the military and political eff ort, Roosevelt took an inte-

grated, internationalist approach that aimed to avoid the 

public rejection of the United Nations that the League of 

Nations had suff ered. 

 Th e wartime United Nations created world fi nancial 

organizations and the UN we know today. In 1944 the 

UN Monetary and Financial Conference ( UNMFC) 

created the World Bank and the International Monetary 

Fund. Today the UNMFC is better known as the Bret-

ton Woods Conference, so named for the site at which it 

took place in New Hampshire. Similarly, the 1945 con-

ference that created the UN organization we know today 

is popularly known as the San Francisco Conference 

and offi  cially called the United Nations Conference on 

International Organization ( UNCIO). At the time, the 

creation of the United Nations we know today was the 

crowning glory of the UN political and war eff ort. Article 3 

of the UN Charter states that the fi rst original members 

of the UN are those who signed the UN Declaration in 

January 1942. Fifty-one states came to the UNCIO, as 

did a huge nongovernmental lobby that achieved some 

amendments to the proposals the great powers had made 

at the Dumbarton Oaks and Yalta Conferences. One 

nongovernmental achievement was the explicit mention 

of women in the UN Charter, which has provided the 

basis for many global women’s initiatives over the last 

half-century. 

 In the late 1940s, the rivalry between the Western and 

Communist worlds escalated into the cold war. From 

then on, neither side wanted to remind people that they 

had been allies in World War II. During this period, the 

term  Allies  referred to the non-Soviet forces that had 

fought Hitler, and since then, the wartime United Na-

tions that preceded the San Francisco Conference has 

been forgotten. 

 Th e contemporary United Nations is made up of two 

main bodies, the Security Council and the General As-

sembly. Th e Security Council consists of fi ve permanent 

members (the “P5”)—China, France, Russia, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States—as well as ten members 

with three-year terms. 

 Th e Security Council has the power to make interna-

tional law and take military action, but this power is sub-

ject to the veto of any one of the fi ve permanent members. 

Also, under Article 51 of the UN Charter, states have a 

right to defend themselves militarily. Th ese features, along 

with the use of majority voting in the General Assembly, 

are major diff erences between the United Nations and 

the League of Nations, which needed consensus before it 

could act. Th e Soviet Union used the veto power in 1946, 

when it tried to prevent the West from bringing fascist 

Spain into UN membership, and many times after that. 

In recent years, the United States has used the veto most 

often, sometimes in defense of Israel. 

 Th e General Assembly includes all member states, 

controls the budget, and organizes the general work of 

the United Nations, which focuses on using economic 

and social measures to reduce the risk of war. Th e origi-

nal wartime organizations evolved into 22 subsidiary or 

associated bodies, including the World Court; the World 

Health Organization; the UN Educational, Scientifi c 

and Cultural Organization ( UNESCO); the Conference 

on Trade and Development; the Development Program; 

and other organizations aimed at helping children and 

refugees. 

 The Cold War and Decolonization 

 Th e cold war dominated global politics by the 1950s. Th is 

confrontation prevented the United Nations from taking 

action as each side canceled out the other in Security Coun-

cil debates. Th e United Nations also provided a global 

political forum at which people not aligned with either side 

could be courted for their support and provided a nonvio-

lent arena for competition and dialogue at a time when a 

U.S.-Soviet war could have resulted in a nuclear holocaust. 

 American debates on the country’s role in the United 

Nations shifted with the rise of McCarthyism in the 

1950s, when people who favored progressive causes faced 

being fi red from their jobs and socially excluded in the 

fi ght against communism. 

 Th e Korean War (1950 –53) was fought by the U.S.-led 

United Nations on one side and North Korea and the Peo-

ple’s Republic of China on the other. Th e Soviet Union, 

apparently surprised by North Korea’s initial invasion of 

South Korea, was boycotting the Security Council at the 

time and was not present to veto UN action. China’s seat 

on the Security Council was held by the pro-American 

government based in Taiwan. Some 50,000 of the more 

than 3 million war dead were U.S. military personnel. 

Th e war froze East-West relations until the later 1960s. 

One product of a thaw in relations was the 1970 UN 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which is considered a 

foundation of international security. 
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 Increasing numbers of new states have changed the 

character of the United Nations as it has grown to 

192 members. Th is has occurred in two waves, the fi rst 

in the 1950s and 1960s as the British and French empires 

collapsed, and then in the 1990s, after the collapse of 

communism and the fragmentation of the Soviet Union 

and of other nations—notably, Yugoslavia—into smaller 

sovereign states. Th ese new states have tended to favor 

the political opponents of the empires that governed 

them; states in Africa and Asia looked to the Soviets 

and, since 1991, people emerging from Russian domina-

tion have looked to the West as a model to follow. 

 In the fi rst wave of new state creation, many of the 

new states adopted socialist or communist policies and 

were hostile to their former Western colonial masters. 

Led by India, Yugoslavia, and Indonesia, many of the 

newly liberated states rejected both the capitalist and 

Communist systems to forge a third world movement 

of nonaligned states. Th e Suez Crisis of 1956, the war in 

Congo in the 1960s, and the Vietnam War were all key 

points in the political history of these years. People in the 

third world expressed desperation at the economic con-

ditions they perceived as imposed on them by capitalism, 

and this produced hostility to the U.S. business-focused 

approach. As a result, U.S. politicians came to regard the 

United Nations as hostile to the United States, a percep-

tion that continues to this day. In the 1980s,  President 

Ronald Reagan withdrew the United States from mem-

bership in UNESCO because of what he deemed its 

leftist policies. Nevertheless, public opinion polls in 

the United States continue to show support for the na-

tion’s membership in the United Nations (above the 

50 percent mark into the twenty-fi rst century, down 

from the above 80 percent level of support in 1945). 

 Into the Twenty-First Century 

 Th e collapse of communism produced a brief renaissance 

for the United Nations in the 1990s. For decades Western 

leaders had blamed the Communists for the inability to 

get UN action, so with the collapse, came a great expec-

tation that the United Nations would be empowered to 

act. In 1990 Iraq leader Saddam Hussein’s occupation of 

Kuwait led to strong UN support for the expulsion of his 

troops from that country by military force, which was ac-

complished in 1991. Peacekeeping operations expanded 

rapidly after 1990. Whereas in 1987, there were some 

10,000 UN peacekeepers on missions around the world, 

by 1995 the number had grown to more than 70,000. 

Th ese peacekeepers are all sent by member states—the 

United Nations itself has no forces, and despite the in-

tentions of the founders, very little military planning 

staff , and no troops on standby in the forces of its mem-

ber nations. Th is lack of capacity represents the will of 

the member states. For example, during the Korean 

War of the 1950s and in the war in Iraq of 1990–91, the 

United States provided its full military capacity, but usu-

ally there is no such commitment from member states 

and resistance to the development of a UN capacity that 

might rival U.S.-favored organizations such as NATO. 

Consequently, UN military missions are inevitably slow 

to assemble and tend to be poorly organized. 

 UN peacekeeping has a bad name in U.S. politics. 

Th e long, violent confl icts in Bosnia, Rwanda, Somalia, 

and more recently Darfur, indicate to many the weak-

ness of the world body. In Rwanda, in 1994, hundreds 

of thousands died in ethnic violence. Th e UN and U.S. 

involvement in the east African state Somalia marked a 

rapid turnaround in U.S. political attitudes in 1992–93. 

President George H. W. Bush deployed 25,000 combat 

troops to Somalia to help restore order. Shortly after 

taking offi  ce, President Bill Clinton reduced the U.S. 

military  presence there to a few thousand; in the fall 

of 1993, however, he both refused armored support for 

U.S. troops and authorized a raid by U.S. Rangers that 

ended in 18 U.S. dead, a large number in the politics of 

the time. Clinton was anxious to reduce the negative 

political impact, so the mission was portrayed as a UN 

rather than a U.S. action. 

 In Bosnia, UN peacekeepers were unable to stop eth-

nic cleansing and were denied a mandate and power 

to attack aggressors. With U.S. public and elite opin-

ion divided and cautioned by the debacle in Somalia, 

the United States left the matter to the Europeans and 

the United Nations, while denying them aid from the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Finally, when the 

confl ict appeared out of control and domestic concern 

had grown, the United States led military action and a 

negotiated settlement. For many, the situtation in Bosnia 

underlined the reality that whatever the legal niceties at 

the United Nations, only the United States had the mus-

cle to impose peace in the world. Th e image of America 

as the reluctant sheriff  gained ground in U.S. politics, 

while in other parts of the world, the image of the United 

States as police for the powerful had greater resonance. 

 UN conferences gathered momentum after the end 

of the cold war. Th e Earth Summit in Brazil in 1992 
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on environmental issues set the new standard and led 

to others, including the 1997 meeting in Kyoto, Japan, 

that created the fi rst global agreement to combat cli-

mate change. UN-sponsored disarmament agreements 

banned chemical weapons (the Chemical Weapons Con-

vention in 1993) and the testing of nuclear weapons (the 

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty in 1996). 

 Th e terrorist attacks on the United States on Septem-

ber 11, 2001, were a defi ning moment at the start of the 

new century. Th e UN Security Council off ered its im-

mediate support and endorsed U.S. military action to 

overthrow the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Despite its 

previous hostility to the United Nations, the administra-

tion of President George W. Bush sought a closer rela-

tionship and rejoined UNESCO. 

 Th e run-up to the war in Iraq and subsequent events 

have once again seen the United Nations portrayed in 

U.S. politics as either villain or weakling. Prior to the 

U.S.-led invasion in 2003, UN inspectors seeking weap-

ons of mass destruction in Iraq were criticized as being 

dupes of Saddam Hussein. Despite stating that the United 

States needed no “permission slip” from the United Na-

tions to attack Iraq, President Bush sought fi rst one 

and then a second Security Council resolution to pres-

sure Iraq, arguing that the UN’s failure to support the 

United States made it as useless as the League of Nations 

in the 1930s. Some Democrats contend that the pursuit 

of the fi rst resolution was merely an attempt to secure 

centrist votes in the November 2002 midterm congres-

sional elections, and the second was never seriously 

pursued. In retrospect, the Bush administration argued 

that earlier resolutions and the right of preemptive self-

defense provided the backing of international law for its 

actions. UN supporters pointed to the wisdom of the 

majority of nations on the Security Council who refused 

to support what they saw as a disastrous war. 

 UN member states provided funds for a budget of $20 

billion in 2008, excluding the IMF and the World Bank, 

while the United States has accumulated unpaid dues to 

the United Nations of some $1.5 billion, the lion’s share 

of overdue payments. By way of comparison, the $20 bil-

lion budget is about half that of the single U.S. state of 

Virginia, while the UN agency responsible for control-

ling nuclear proliferation, the International Atomic En-

ergy Agency, has just $200 million to spend. Th e United 

Nations also lacks permanent peacekeeping forces or 

UN Peacekeeping Forces from 

Th ailand in East Timor, July 23, 

2002. UN peacekeeping 

operations expanded rapidly 

after 1990. (Antonio Dasiparu/

AFP/Getty)
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even a headquarters and communications unit compa-

rable to that of most of its member states. 

  Reform  is a term much used in discussions of the 

United Nations. Some debate focuses on issues of cor-

ruption and ineff ectiveness; for some states such as 

India, Germany, and Japan, the issue is to secure a per-

manent seat on the Security Council. Th e term  UN re-
form , therefore, does not describe a single agenda. Th e 

U.S. nationalist agenda includes removing those mem-

bers of the United Nations alleged to be undemocratic 

or inhumane from any infl uence, cutting the budget, 

and introducing standards of effi  ciency drawn from the 

corporate sector. Others in the United States seek greater 

resources for peacekeeping and other missions. Interna-

tionally, many states believe that either the veto should 

be done away with or expanded to other major states, 

such as India.   

 As Mark Twain put it, “any jackass can kick a barn 

down, but it takes a carpenter to build one.” As new 

crises arise, the familiar arguments will resume between 

those who see the United Nations as an ally of liberal 

causes that should not impede U.S. goals and those who 

regard it as a necessity in an interdependent world. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics since 1933; 

Korean War and cold war; New Deal Era, 1932–52. 
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V
 veterans 

 American military veterans were important political 

actors even before the United States became a nation. 

All of the American colonies except Connecticut, Dela-

ware, and Quaker Pennsylvania provided pensions for 

wounded veterans, with South Carolina even holding 

out the possibility of freedom as a benefi t for enlisted 

slaves. And when it came to pensioning disabled veter-

ans, as the Continental Congress did in 1776, there was 

ample precedent in the kingdoms of Europe—France, 

Britain, Prussia, and Russia all had national military 

hospitals and rudimentary disability pension systems 

in place by 1780. But the place of the veteran in a self-

conscious republic was diff erent and has evolved in 

unique ways since the Revolution. 

 When it came to “service pensions”—stipends paid 

simply on the basis of past military service—some early 

congressmen balked. In a republic, they argued, mili-

tary service was a duty of citizenship. Service pensions 

represented the entering wedge for standing armies and 

political patronage, creating dependence and (since ser-

vice pensions were typically limited to offi  cers) invidi-

ous distinctions of rank. But under wartime pressures, 

Congress promised all troops lump-sum payments at the 

war’s end (1778), and Continental offi  cers half-pay pen-

sions for life (1780). When offi  cers of General George 

Washington’s army encamped at Newburgh, New York, 

demanded full pensions or a cash equivalent as the price 

of their disbandment, Congress defused the situation 

with the Commutation Act of 1783, which provided of-

fi cers with fi ve years’ full pay instead of half-pay pensions 

for life. Noncommissioned indigent veterans, however, 

would not be pensioned until the Service Pension Act of 

1818, and full-service pensions did not arrive until 1832. 

State militiamen, who made up much of the estimated 

232,000-man Revolutionary Army, were excluded from 

federal benefi ts entirely. Th us, at its outset the U.S. pen-

sion system drew distinctions between offi  cers and men, 

federal and state troops, and three classes of the deserv-

ing: war invalids, indigent “dependents,” and soldiers 

whose only claim to benefi ts was service. 

 Continental Army veterans also received warrants 

for large tracts of land in the public domain, mainly in 

the Old Northwest Territory and the Southwest Terri-

tory, under acts of 1776 and 1780, while land-rich states 

such as Virginia and New York made grants of their 

own. Eventually, title to 2,666,080 acres was issued on 

the basis of Revolutionary War claims. But confl icting 

state land claims, wars with Native American nations, 

and a law that, for a time, restricted sales to 4,000-acre 

parcels made land warrants of small value to most vet-

erans until the late 1790s, by which time most had been 

sold to speculators. Th e same thing happened to offi  -

cers’ commutation certifi cates: by the time the federal 

government emerged from default in 1791, many offi  cers 

had sold their certifi cates for as little as twelve and a half 

cents on the dollar. 

 Attitudes toward Continental veterans gradually 

evolved from republican worries about vice and patron-

age to widespread sympathy for their suff ering in old age 

that made the 1818 pension act possible. But Revolution-

ary War service did not lead to public offi  ce (after George 

Washington, it took eight presidential elections before 

a military veteran was even nominated), and the few 

public Revolutionary commemorations tended toward 

the civic and classical rather than the military: Wash-

ington appears in a toga atop Baltimore’s Washington 

Monument (1829), while the Bunker Hill Monument in 

Charlestown, Massachusetts (1843), is a simple classical 

obelisk. Th e Society of the Cincinnati, an offi  cers-only 

veterans’ hereditary order that had provoked fears of ar-

istocracy at its founding in 1783, had declined to only six 

northeastern state chapters by 1832. 
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 Th e short wars of the early nineteenth century did little 

to alter this picture. Individual veterans such as William 

Henry Harrison and Zachary Taylor parlayed military 

service into political careers, but veterans as such did 

not organize—there was no recognizable “veteran vote.” 

A tiny Society of the War of 1812 led a fi tful existence 

from 1853 into the 1890s, when it became a hereditary 

order; the National Association of Mexican War Veter-

ans was not formed until 1874 and lasted barely into the 

twentieth century. Veterans of both wars continued to 

benefi t from federal land grants and invalid pensions, 

but dependent and service pensions came to War of 1812 

veterans only in 1871 and to Mexican War veterans in 

1887 (dependent) and 1907 (service). Th e pensioning of 

Mexican War volunteers was politically diffi  cult because 

so many of them were Southerners who later fought for 

the Confederacy. Th e law fi nally enacted in 1887 excluded 

those whose wounds had been sustained in Confederate 

service and those politically disbarred by the Fourteenth 

Amendment. 

 Veterans in Politics 

 Th e Civil War marked a watershed in the relation of 

veterans to society and politics. Union veterans created 

mass organizations to lobby for their interests, the most 

powerful of which was the Grand Army of the Repub-

lic (GAR), organized in 1866. Nearly all northern towns 

had GAR posts, which functioned as centers of sociabil-

ity, providers of charity, and promoters of a conservative 

brand of American patriotism in schools and on public 

holidays such as Memorial Day (fi rst proclaimed nation-

ally by GAR commander in chief John Logan in 1868). 

Th e GAR pushed the federal government and the states 

to erect soldiers’ homes (12 did so by 1888); won land 

grants and special treatment under the Homestead Act for 

veterans; persuaded some northern states to give Union 

veterans preference in hiring; and lobbied ceaselessly for 

the expansion of the Pension Bureau, whose new build-

ing (1882; now the National Building Museum) was the 

largest public space in Washington until 1971. 

 Th e largest impact of the Union veterans was on pen-

sion legislation, mainly the Arrears Act (1879) and De-

pendent Pension Act (1890). Th e latter granted a pension 

to nearly all Union veterans at a time when many were 

still in their fi fties. By 1891 military pensions accounted 

for one dollar of every three spent by the federal govern-

ment, and at the high point of the Civil War pension 

system in 1902, 999,446 persons, including widows and 

orphans, were on the rolls. By 1917 the nation had spent 

approximately $5 billion on Union Army and Navy pen-

sions. Civilian reformers such as E. L. Godkin attacked 

the “unmanliness” of those who accepted service pen-

sions and the many frauds riddling the system, especially 

under the administration of Benjamin Harrison and his 

profl igate pension commissioner, James Tanner. 

 With more than 400,000 members at its height in 

1890, the GAR had the political muscle to make itself 

heard. It created an organized bloc of voters in the North 

for which both parties—but mainly Republicans—

contended by increasing pension benefi ts, authorizing 

expensive monuments (such as Grand Army Plaza in 

Brooklyn, New York, and the Soldiers and Sailors Mon-

ument in Indianapolis, Indiana), and sponsoring “patri-

otic” state laws such as those requiring schoolhouses to 

fl y the American fl ag. Th e pension system also created 

reciprocal benefi ts for the Republican Party, because the 

need for revenue to pay pension benefi ts justifi ed the 

high tariff s Republican industrialists sought. At the same 

time, by putting money into the hands of Union vet-

erans, Republicans created a loyal voting constituency. 

Especially before the extremely close election of 1888, 

Democrats charged that the important swing states of 

Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania were being fl ooded 

with expedited pension payments. 

 In the South, Confederate veterans organized late and 

at least partly in reaction to the GAR. Barred from federal 

entitlements, they obtained pensions and soldiers’ homes 

from most southern states, though such benefi ts were 

usually modest and limited to the disabled or indigent. 

Georgia’s Confederate disability pensions, for example, 

averaged only 44 percent of the federal rate in 1900. Th e 

United Confederate Veterans (UCV), founded in 1889, 

presided over a veterans’ culture that shifted ground from 

intransigence in the 1870s to a romantic “lost cause” 

sensibility in the 1890s that even Union veterans could 

accept with some reservations. In 1913 Union and Con-

federate veterans held a highly publicized reunion at 

Gettysburg, where President Woodrow Wilson declared 

the Civil War “a quarrel forgotten.” 

 Th e Spanish-American War produced only 144,252 

veterans and two signifi cant organizations: the United 

Spanish War Veterans (1904), which soon faded, and the 

Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), founded in 1913. Un-

like the GAR and UCV, the VFW admitted veterans of 

subsequent wars, a policy that has allowed it to persevere 

into the present. On the other hand, the VFW policy of 

limiting membership to overseas veterans initially ham-

pered the organization in competition with the more in-
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clusive American Legion (founded in Paris in 1919). Th e 

Legion quickly became the most popular organization 

among the approximately 4 million American veterans 

of World War I. It adopted the GAR’s internal structure 

of local post, state department, and national encamp-

ment; consulted with aging GAR members on political 

strategy; and continued the Grand Army’s program of 

fl ag ritualism and “patriotic instruction.” 

 In other ways, however, the situation facing World War I 

veterans was markedly diff erent. Whereas the soldiers 

of 1865 had come back mostly to farms, those of 1919 

returned primarily to cities, where joblessness was acute 

and vocational training scarce. When Interior Secretary 

Franklin Lane in 1919 proposed the traditional remedy of 

land grants, he discovered that most arable public land 

had already been given away. Instead, like other bellig-

erents (notably Germany and Britain), the United States 

began moving away from the nineteenth-century model 

of land grants, pensions, and warehousing veterans in 

hospitals and toward a model of physical rehabilitation 

and vocational training. All veterans’ programs were fi -

nally consolidated in the Veterans Bureau (1921), which 

in 1930 became the Veterans Administration (VA). 

 Th e pension system of 1919 also diff ered signifi cantly 

from the expensive, politically partisan, and fraud-

riddled Civil War regime. Instead of a system of entitle-

ments, the War Risk Act of 1917 allowed World War I 

soldiers to pay small premiums in return for life insur-

ance and future medical care. However, its early admin-

istration was corrupt, and veterans’ hospitals proved too 

few in number and unable to cope with late-developing 

disabilities such as shell shock. World War I veterans 

never did receive service pensions, and were eligible 

for non-service-related disability pensions only briefl y, 

from 1930 to 1933. Instead, politicians opted for “ad-

justed compensation,” a bonus approved in Congress in 

1924 and payable in 1945, designed to make up for war-

time infl ation and lost earnings. Veterans were seriously 

divided on the propriety of the bonus, even after De-

pression hardships drove 20,000 of them to march on 

Washington, D.C., in 1932 as a Bonus Army demanding 

its immediate payment. Although troops led by General 

Douglas MacArthur violently expelled the veterans from 

Anacostia Flats, the bonus was fi nally paid in 1936. 

 Th e worldwide labor and political strife following 

1918 sharpened the hard edge of veteran nationalism. 

Faced with revolution in Russia, chaos in Germany, a 

general strike in Seattle, and race riots in cities such as 

Chicago, the American Legion came out immediately 

against “Bolshevism,” which it defi ned broadly to in-

clude every organization from the Communist Party to 

the League of Women Voters. Legion members helped 

break strikes of Kansas coal miners and Boston police 

in the summer of 1919, and from the 1920s through the 

1950s, they made war on “Reds.” Legionnaires helped 

bring a House Un-American Activities Committee into 

existence in 1938 and aided FBI probes of subversion 

thereafter. Th e Legion was strongest in small cities and 

among prosperous members of the middle class; like the 

GAR, it left racial matters largely to localities, which in 

practice usually meant segregated posts. 

 World War II and After 

 By the time the 12 million veterans of World War II 

began to return home, the New Deal had institution-

alized social welfare spending. Th us, despite the un-

precedented scope of the GI Bill, offi  cially titled the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, few commenta-

tors expressed the worries about fraud and dependence 

that dogged earlier veterans’ relief. Drafted by former 

Legion commander Harry Colmery, the GI Bill pro-

vided World War II veterans with free college educa-

tions and medical care, unemployment insurance for 

one year, and guaranteed loans up to $4,000 to buy 

homes or businesses. Other legislation guaranteed loans 

on crops to veterans who were farmers, reinstituted vo-

cational training, and tried to safeguard the jobs of those 

returning from war. GI Bill educational and vocational 

benefi ts proved so popular that they were extended to 

veterans of Korea and Vietnam and to peacetime veter-

ans in the Veterans Readjustment Benefi ts Act (1966). 

By the 1970s, the VA was spending more than all but 

three cabinet departments; it achieved cabinet status in 

1989. By 1980 benefi ts distributed under the GI Bill to-

taled $120 billion. 

 Unlike previous wars (but like subsequent confl icts in 

Korea and Vietnam), World War II was fought mainly 

by conscripts, which may have made taxpayers more 

willing to compensate veterans for their “forced labor.” 

Th ese veterans were slightly younger and better educated 

than World War I veterans and demobilized into con-

siderably less class and racial strife. For the fi rst time, 

they also included signifi cant numbers of women (the 

150,000 members of the Women’s Army Corps and 

90,000 Naval WAVEs), who qualifi ed for GI Bill ben-

efi ts. Still, most of the returnees joined older veterans’ 

groups rather than forming new ones: Legion mem-

bership, which had fl uctuated between 600,000 and 
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1 million before 1941, reached a record 3.5 million in 1946, 

while VFW membership rose from 300,000 to 2 million. 

Among liberal alternative groups founded in 1945, only 

AMVETS reached 250,000 members. 

 Politically, World War II ex-soldiers did not vote as a 

recognizable bloc, but veteran status was an enormous 

advantage to those seeking offi  ce. Joseph McCarthy, 

for example, was elected to the Senate as “Tail Gunner 

Joe,” while magazine articles trumpeted John F. Ken-

nedy’s heroism aboard his boat, PT-109. Every president 

from Dwight Eisenhower to George H. W. Bush (except 

Jimmy Carter, a postwar Naval Academy graduate) was 

a World War II veteran, a string unmatched since the 

late nineteenth century. In the postwar years, it became 

normal for the president to address the annual American 

Legion convention. Culturally, World War II veterans 

received heroic treatment in movies such as  Th e Longest 
Day  (1962) and in a neoclassical World War II Memo-

rial (2004) that stands in stylistic contrast to the bleaker 

Vietnam (1983) and Korean War (1995) memorials on 

the Mall in Washington, D.C. 

 Th e Korean and Vietnamese confl icts produced none 

of the triumphalism that followed World War II. Al-

though the VA continued to grow—its 2009 budget 

request was for $93.7 billion, half of it earmarked for 

benefi ts—the Legion and VFW struggled throughout 

the 1960s and 1970s to attract new veterans whose at-

titudes toward war and nationalism were ambivalent. 

After the Vietnam War, which the older organizations 

supported fi ercely, young veterans felt alienated from a 

society that often ignored or pitied them. In 1967 they 

formed the fi rst signifi cant antiwar veterans group, the 

Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW; after 1983, 

the Vietnam Veterans of America, VVOA). With fewer 

than 20,000 members, the VVAW publicized war atroci-

ties and lobbied for American withdrawal. In the 1980s, 

more Vietnam veterans began to join the Legion and 

VFW, bringing those groups up to their 2008 mem-

berships of approximately 3 million and 2.2 million, 

respectively. Th e treatment of veterans suff ering from 

post-traumatic stress disorder/(PTSD) and exposure to 

defoliants in Vietnam became important issues for these 

organizations, often bringing them into confl ict with the 

Defense Department. 

 In the years since Vietnam, relations between veterans 

and society have changed in several ways. Subsequent 

military actions in Grenada, Bosnia, Kuwait, and Iraq 

have been carried out by volunteer forces, making mili-

tary experience more remote from the day-to-day lives 

of most Americans. About 15 percent of those serving in 

the military are now women, a fact that may eventually 

change the traditional veteran discourse about war as a 

test of masculinity—the dedication of the fi rst memorial 

to military service women at Arlington National Cem-

etery in 1997 marked the change. And the gradual passing 

of the World War II generation has produced a wave of 

nostalgia for veterans of that war similar to the one that 

engulfed Civil War veterans toward the end of their lives. 

  See also  armed forces, politics in the. 
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  Vietnam and Indochina wars 

 Apples and Dominoes 

 Th e makers of U.S. foreign policy after World War II 

often used analogies to explain to the American people 

the need for cold war commitments. In 1947, trying to 
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justify to a skeptical Congress an outlay of economic 

and military aid to Greece and Turkey, Undersecretary 

of State Dean Acheson warned of the consequences of 

even a single Communist success in southeastern Europe: 

“Like apples in a barrel infected by the corruption of one 

rotten one, the corruption of Greece would infect Iran 

and all to the East.” By 1954 the cold war had gone global, 

and much of the foreign policy concern of President 

Dwight  Eisenhower was focused on Southeast Asia and 

particularly Indochina (the states of Vietnam, Laos, and 

Cambodia), where the French were engaged in a struggle 

to restore their colonial status, despite the clear prefer-

ence of most Indochinese to be independent of outsider 

control. Th e Vietnamese independence movement was 

led by Ho Chi Minh, a Communist of long standing. 

 Contemplating U.S. military involvement on the side 

of the French, Eisenhower told a press conference why 

Americans should care about the fate of Vietnam. “You 

have a row of dominoes set up and you knock over the 

fi rst one, and what will happen to the last one is the 

certainty that it will go over very quickly. . . . Th e loss 

of  Indochina will cause the fall of Southeast Asia like a 

set of dominoes.” Communism would not stop with just 

one or two victories. Th e loss to communism of strategi-

cally and economically important Southeast Asia would 

be a serious setback. 

 As U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War grew over the 

years, resulting in the commitment of hundreds of thou-

sands of ground troops and the lavish use of airpower 

over North and South Vietnam after early 1965, the dom-

ino theory that underpinned it evolved. John F. Kennedy, 

who inherited from Eisenhower a signifi cant fi nancial 

commitment to the South Vietnamese government of 

Ngo Dinh Diem and discovered that U.S. military advi-

sors and Central Intelligence Agency offi  cers were hard 

at work on Diem’s behalf, publicly professed his faith in 

the domino theory. By the time Lyndon Johnson suc-

ceeded to the presidency, following Kennedy’s assassina-

tion in November 1963, Johnson’s foreign policy advisors, 

most of them inherited from Kennedy, had concluded 

that the dominoes were perhaps less territorial than psy-

chological. Withdrawal from Vietnam would embolden 

America’s enemies and discourage its friends everywhere. 

Th e United States would lose credibility if it abandoned 

South Vietnam—no one, not even the European allies, 

would ever again take the Americans’ word on faith. Th e 

fi nal domino was not, as one offi  cial put it, “some small 

country in Southeast Asia, but the presidency itself ”; the 

American people would not tolerate a humiliating defeat 

(the word  defeat  always carried the modifi er  humiliating ) 

in Vietnam and would cast out any president judged re-

sponsible for having allowed it to occur. 

 Political Constraints 

 American presidents faced a dilemma each election 

cycle during the war in Vietnam. As Daniel Ellsberg, a 

 Pentagon advisor turned antiwar advocate, put it, presi-

dents could not commit large numbers of American 

soldiers to combat in Southeast Asia, yet at the same 

time they were not supposed to lose the southern part 

of Vietnam to communism. All-out war was politically 

unacceptable. Th e perception that the United States had 

abandoned its friends to totalitarianism and reneged on 

its word was equally unacceptable. A president’s political 

eff ectiveness therefore depended on a war that could not 

be lost, but one whose costs remained low enough, in 

blood and treasure, to keep the American people from 

growing restive. 

 Sensing this, the presidents who confronted in Viet-

nam the rise of a nationalist-Communist independence 

movement attempted to keep the American role in the 

confl ict out of the public eye. Th e war must be fought, 

said Secretary of State Dean Rusk (1961–69) “in cold 

blood,” by which he meant not remorselessly but with 

restraint. Th e fi rst U.S. commitment, to what was then 

a French-backed regime in the south that was supposed 

to be an alternative to the popular Ho Chi Minh, was 

a small portion of aid provided by the administration 

of Harry Truman in 1950, mainly obscured by the far 

more visible war in Korea. Despite his warning about 

the dominos falling, Eisenhower also limited U.S. in-

volvement in Vietnam, shouldering aside the French 

after 1954 and sending funds and advisors to help Diem, 

but refusing to order airstrikes, send in combat troops, 

or otherwise stake his reputation on the outcome of the 

confl ict. “I am convinced,” wrote the president, “that no 

victory is possible in that type of theater.” 

 Kennedy, too, refused to commit U.S. combat troops 

to Vietnam. He did secretly insert several hundred Spe-

cial Forces to help train the South Vietnamese army. But 

he resisted pleas by some advisors, in early 1961, to in-

tervene with force in Laos, and spurned recommenda-

tions by others to send a Marine “task force” to confront 

the Communists militarily. Even Johnson, who would 

authorize the introduction of over half a million troops 

into the war, tried to escalate quietly, never declaring 

war, seldom making a speech on the war, and issuing 

such announcements as there were about the escalations 
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on Saturday afternoons, so as to avoid the full attention 

of the media. 

 American Public Opinion and the War 

 At fi rst, and in good part because of his eff orts to keep 

the war off  the front pages, Johnson enjoyed high ap-

proval ratings for his policy of quiet but determined 

escalation. Gallup pollsters had asked a couple of ques-

tions about Indochina during 1953 and 1954, as French 

struggles hit the newspapers, then left the subject alto-

gether until the spring of 1964, when they cautiously in-

quired, “Have you given any attention to developments 

in South Vietnam?” Just 37 percent of respondents 

said they had. Th at August, after Congress passed the 

Tonkin Gulf Resolution, which granted the president 

the latitude to conduct the war in Vietnam as he wished, 

 Gallup asked what the country “should do next in regard 

to Vietnam.” Twenty-seven percent said, “[S]how [we] 

can’t be pushed around, keep troops there, be prepared,” 

12 percent wanted to “get tougher” using “more pres-

sure,” and 10 percent said, “[A]void all-out war, sit down 

and talk.” Th e largest percentage of respondents (30 per-

cent) had “no opinion.” 

 By February 1965, the month in which the Johnson 

administration decided to begin systematically bomb-

ing targets in North Vietnam, over nine-tenths of 

those polled had heard that something was going on in 

Vietnam. Sixty-four percent thought the United States 

should “continue present eff orts” to win the war, and of 

this group, 31 percent were willing to risk nuclear war in 

the bargain. (Just 21 percent thought that would be un-

wise.) Only late in 1965 did pollsters begin to ask whether 

Americans approved or disapproved of the president’s 

handling of the war. Fifty-eight percent approved, just 

22 percent did not. It is worth noting that in Gallup’s 

annual poll seeking the world’s “Most Admired Man” 

(women were measured separately), Johnson topped the 

list for three years running through 1967. 

 Johnson’s anxieties about the war were growing none-

theless. Th e confl ict was intrinsically vicious: once he 

committed U.S. combat troops to the fi ght, in March 

1965, casualties began to mount. Johnson was also worried 

about the domestic political implications of a protracted, 

indecisive struggle, and even more a failure of nerve that 

would allow the Vietnamese Communists to take over 

South Vietnam and thereby revive talk that the Demo-

cratic Party was the refuge of appeasers, with himself as 

Neville Chamberlain. Above all, Johnson needed con-

gressional and popular support for the legislation known 

collectively as the Great Society, his ambitious eff ort to 

undo racism and poverty in the United States. He wor-

ried most about the right wing. “If I don’t go in now and 

they show later that I should have,” he confi ded in early 

1965, “they’ll . . . push Vietnam up my ass every time.” So 

he went in incrementally, hiding the war’s true cost and 

hoping to keep it on low boil while his reform agenda 

went through, anticipating that his level of commitment 

would be enough to keep the right satisfi ed, yet not too 

much to antagonize the left, which, by early 1965, had 

begun to object to the escalating confl ict. 

 By mid-1966, Americans were evenly divided over 

whether they approved or disapproved of the war; 15 

months later, by 46 percent to 44 percent, those polled 

said that the country had “made a mistake sending 

troops to fi ght in Vietnam.” In the meantime, the 1966 

midterm elections favored the Republicans, who had 

ably exploited fears of urban violence, an indecisive war, 

and a protest movement by young people who seemed, 

to many Americans, unruly and unpatriotic. 

 Rising Protests, and the Tet Off ensive 

 By the fall of 1967, American political culture had been af-

fected by the emergence of the antiwar movement. Start-

ing in the early 1960s with scattered concerns about the 

escalating war, then catalyzed by Johnson’s decisions to 

bomb and send troops in early 1965, the movement grew 

rapidly on college campuses, incorporating those who be-

lieved the war an act of American imperialism, pacifi sts, 

scholars of Asian history and politics, seekers of righteous 

causes, those who believed sincerely that  Vietnam was a 

wicked war, and many who worried that they or some-

one they loved would be drafted and sent to the killing 

fi elds of Southeast Asia. Large as antiwar  demonstrations 

had become by late 1967—100,000 people rallied against 

the war in Washington that  October—it was never the 

case that most Americans were protesters or that most 

Americans sympathized with them. 

 Yet the protests unnerved Johnson and undeniably af-

fected the nation’s political discourse. Th e president was 

affl  icted by taunts outside the White House: “Hey, hey, 

LBJ, how many kids did you kill today?” Members of 

Congress found, at best, confusion about the war among 

their constituents, and, at worst, open anger about a con-

fl ict that seemed to be escalating without cause or expla-

nation. Family members of key Vietnam policy makers 

asked increasingly sharp questions about the war at the 
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dinner table, and the estrangement of friends who had 

turned against the war caused much grief; Secretary of 

Defense Robert McNamara’s wife and son developed ul-

cers as a result of the strain. 

 Late in 1967, concerned about his slipping poll num-

bers and the war’s possible damage to his domestic 

program, Johnson called his fi eld commander home to 

reassure the public. General William Westmoreland was 

an outwardly confi dent man who believed that the kill-

ing machine he had built would grind the enemy down 

with superior training, fi repower, and sheer numbers. 

Th e end of the war, Westmoreland told the National 

Press Club on November 21, “begins to come into view.” 

Optimism reigned throughout South Vietnam. Victory 

“lies within our grasp—the enemy’s hopes are bankrupt.” 

Early January poll numbers bounced slightly Johnson’s 

way. Th en, in the middle of the night on January 30, the 

start of the Tet holiday in Vietnam, the National Libera-

tion Front (NLF), sometimes known as the Viet Cong, 

and North Vietnamese soldiers launched a massive off en-

sive against American and South Vietnamese strongholds 

throughout the south. Countless positions were overrun. 

Th e beautiful old capital of Hué fell, and thousands of 

alleged collaborators with the Saigon government were 

executed. Tan Son Nhut airbase, just outside Saigon, 

was shelled. Even the grounds of the American embassy 

were penetrated by enemy soldiers. Th e body count, the 

ghoulish measure of progress in the war demanded by 

Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition, rose dramatically 

on all sides. 

 In the end, the enemy failed to achieve its military ob-

jectives. Th e U.S. embassy grounds were retaken within 

hours. Tan Son Nhut remained secure, along with Saigon 

itself. Hué was restored to the South Vietnamese govern-

ment, though only after days of brutal fi ghting and sub-

sequent revenge killings. Th e southern-based NLF was 

badly cut up, its forces having been used as shock troops 

during the off ensive. North Vietnamese offi  cials admit-

ted years later that they had overestimated their ability to 

administer a crushing blow to the South Vietnamese and 

American forces during Tet. 

 In the United States, however, the Tet Off ensive 

seemed to confi rm Johnson’s worst fears that an incon-

clusive, messy war would irreparably damage his political 

standing. It did no good to point out that the enemy had 

been beaten. Had not Westmoreland, and by extension 

Johnson himself, off ered an upbeat assessment of South 

Vietnam’s prospects just weeks earlier? Had not Ameri-

cans been assured, time after time, that their military was 

invincible, its rectitude unquestionable? Th e war came 

home in direct ways—the upsurge in the number of 

American casulties; television coverage of a South Viet-

namese policeman summarily executing an NLF suspect 

on a Saigon street; the twisted logic of a U.S. offi  cer who 

said, of the village of Ben Tre, “we had to destroy the 

town in order to save it.” Mainstream media refl ected 

new depths of popular discouragement. In March, when 

Gallup asked whether the time had come for the United 

States to “gradually withdraw from Vietnam,” 56 percent 

agreed, and only 34 percent disapproved of the idea. Al-

together, 78 percent believed that the country was mak-

ing no progress in the war. 

 The Unmaking of Lyndon Johnson 

 Johnson’s fi rst impulse was to toughen his rhetoric and 

stay the course. If the generals wanted more troops, they 

could have them. Secretary McNamara left the admin-

istration and was replaced by Johnson’s old friend and 

presumed supporter Clark Cliff ord. But the erosion of 

public support for the war now undercut offi  cial unity 

in Washington. Cliff ord conducted a quick but honest 

analysis of the situation in Vietnam and concluded that 

the military could not guarantee success, even with a 

substantial infusion of troops. Advisors who had previ-

ously urged a sustained commitment now hedged: for-

mer secretary of state Acheson, a noted hard-liner, told 

Johnson that American “interests in Europe” were in 

jeopardy, in part because the nation was hemorrhaging 

gold at an alarming rate. On March 12, the president 

was nearly beaten in the New Hampshire presidential 

primary by the low-key Eugene McCarthy, who chal-

lenged Johnson’s Vietnam War policies. Th e close call 

left Johnson despondent and concerned about a bruis-

ing primary campaign. To the surprise of even close 

friends, Johnson announced on March 31 that he would 

not seek reelection but would instead dedicate him-

self full time to the pursuit of a negotiated peace in 

Vietnam. 

 Th e war had wrecked Johnson and now tore apart his 

party. Th e Democrats split following Johnson’s with-

drawal from the campaign. Some backed McCarthy. 

Many fl ocked to the candidacy of Robert Kennedy, who 

had turned against the war, but whose assassination on 

June 6 ended the dream that the Democrats would unite 

under a popular, socially conscious, antiwar leader. George 

McGovern entered the fray as a stand-in for Kennedy, 
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but he lacked Kennedy’s charisma and connections. At 

its chaotic convention in Chicago that August, in which 

protesters clashed with Mayor Richard Daley’s notori-

ously unsympathetic police (and came off  second best), 

the party nominated Johnson’s vice president, Hubert 

Humphrey. Loyal to Johnson, who nevertheless ma-

ligned him repeatedly, Humphrey at fi rst clung to the 

discredited policy of toughness on Vietnam. But when 

polls showed that he was running behind the Repub-

lican nominee Richard Nixon (who claimed to have a 

“secret plan” to end the war) and only slightly ahead of 

right-wing independent George Wallace (who guaran-

teed a military victory in Vietnam if the Communists 

refused to come to heel), Humphrey shifted his position. 

He would, he said, stop bombing the north. His tone 

moderated. Despite what had seemed long odds, in the 

end Humphrey nearly won, falling just 200,000 votes 

short of Nixon in the popular tally. 

 The Nixon-Kissinger Strategy, and War’s End 

 Nixon had managed to rise from the political dead by 

cobbling together a coalition of white Americans fed 

up with disorder in the streets, militant blacks, militant 

students, and the indecisive war. Many of those previ-

ously loyal to the Democratic Party built by Franklin 

Roosevelt now defected to the Republicans. Th ey in-

cluded Catholics, ethnic voters in suburbs, and southern 

whites who were conservative on social issues but not 

quite ready to stomach the extremism of Wallace. Th ey 

were part of what Nixon would call “the great silent ma-

jority,” whom he presumed wanted “peace with honor” 

in Vietnam, whatever that meant. 

 Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry 

Kissinger, set out to recast diplomacy and liquidate the 

war. Th ey employed a two-track approach. Th ey would 

escalate the bombing of enemy targets and initiate at-

tacks in third countries (Cambodia and Laos) in order to 

demonstrate to Hanoi their determination not to be bul-

lied. At the same time, they would attempt to negotiate 

an end to hostilities, in part by pursuing détente with the 

Soviet Union and China. Nixon coldly gauged that most 

of the domestic, political cost of the war resulted from 

the death of American soldiers. He therefore proposed to 

substitute Vietnamese lives for American ones, through 

a program called “Vietnamization.” Nixon continued 

bombing, but he also funded an expansion of the South 

Vietnamese army (ARVN) and equipped it with the lat-

est weapons. And in late 1969, he began to withdraw 

U.S. troops, reducing the need to draft more young men 

and thus removing the most toxic issue around which 

the antiwar movement had gathered. 

 Still the protests did not end. People remained angry 

that the war dragged on, that Americans and Vietnam-

ese continued to die in great numbers. Th e expansion 

of the American war into Cambodia and Laos brought 

renewed fury. Th e continued opposition to Nixon’s poli-

cies, information leaks concerning a secret campaign to 

bomb Cambodia in 1969, and the disclosure, by Daniel 

Ellsberg, of the secret  Pentagon Papers  study in 1971, in-

spired Nixon to establish the clandestine White House 

“Plumbers,” whose job it was to wiretap the telephones 

of the administration’s self-construed enemies and even 

to burgle offi  ces in search of incriminating informa-

tion. Th e capture of a Plumbers’ team at the Watergate 

complex in Washington in June 1972 ultimately led to 

the unraveling of the Nixon presidency. Th e attempt to 

cover up illegal behavior would be traced to the Oval 

Offi  ce. 

 A peace treaty was signed in Vietnam in January 1973. 

Both North and South soon violated its terms. Weakened 

by the Watergate scandal, Nixon was unable to prevent 

Congress from closing the valve on U.S. support for the 

South Vietnamese government. And in the summer of 

1973, Congress passed the War Powers Act, designed to 

prevent presidents from conducting war as high-handedly 

as Johnson and Nixon had done, at least without disclosure 

to the legislature. Nixon was forced to resign in August 

1974. When, the following spring, the North Vietnamese 

launched a powerful off ensive against South Vietnam, and 

the ARVN largely crumbled, the new president, Gerald 

Ford, and Henry Kissinger, now secretary of state, tried to 

get Congress to loosen the purse strings on military aid to 

the besieged Saigon regime. 

 But Congress, and the majority of Americans, had had 

enough. Th ey felt they had been lied to about the war, 

and they refused to trust Ford. Stung by Vietnam, many 

Americans now turned inward, shunning the kinds of 

foreign policy commitments they had seemed to accept 

so readily during the fi rst three decades of the cold war. 

Americans had grown skeptical about what critics called, 

in the aftermath of Vietnam, the “imperial presidency,” 

which acted without proper, constitutional regard for 

the wishes of the other branches of government or the 

temper of the people. Th e Vietnam War thus reshaped 

international and domestic politics, albeit temporarily. 

Th e continued usurpations of power by presidents since 

1975 remind us that the supposed lessons of Vietnam—

greater caution and humility in foreign aff airs, greater 
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transparency at home in the process by which war is 

undertaken—did not endure. 

  See also  era of confrontation and decline, 1964–80; era of 

consensus, 1952–64; Korean War and cold war. 
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 voting 

 Th e right to vote in the United States has a complex 

history. In the very long run of more than 200 years, 

the trajectory of this history has been one of expansion: 

a far greater proportion of the population was enfran-

chised by the early twenty-fi rst century than was true at 

the nation’s birth. But this long-run trend reveals only 

part of the story: the history of the right to vote has also 

been a history of confl ict and struggle, of movements 

backward as well as forward, of sharply demarcated state 

and regional variations. It is also the story, more gen-

erally, of eff orts to transform the United States into a 

democracy: a form of government in which all adults—

regardless of their class, gender, race, ethnicity, or place 

of birth—would have equal political rights. Th at history 

took nearly two centuries to unfold, and in key respects, 

it continues unfolding to the present day. 

 Democracy Rising 

 Th e seeds of this history were planted in the late eigh-

teenth century, as the new American nation was being 

forged out of 13 former colonies. Th e Founding Fathers 

were staunch believers in representative government, but 

few, if any, of them believed that all adults (or even all 

adult males) had the “right” to participate in choosing 

the new nation’s leaders. (Indeed, it was unclear whether 

voting was a “right” or a “privilege,” and the word  de-
mocracy  itself had negative connotations, suggesting rule 

by the mob.) Th e founders had diverse views, but most 

believed that participation in government should be 

limited to those who could establish their independence 

and their “stake” in the new society through the owner-

ship of property. Many agreed with William Blackstone’s 

view that people “in so mean a situation that they are 

esteemed to have no will of their own” would be subject 

to manipulation if they had the franchise, while others 

feared that such persons might exercise their will too ag-

gressively. Neither the original Constitution, ratifi ed in 

1788, nor the Bill of Rights, ratifi ed in 1791, made any 

mention of a “right to vote.” 

 After some internal debate, the men who wrote that 

Constitution, meeting in Philadelphia in 1787, decided 

not to adopt a national suff rage requirement: they left the 

issue to the states. Th is was a momentous decision—it 

meant that the breadth of the right to vote would vary 

from state to state for most of the nation’s history, and 

the federal government would have to struggle for almost 

two centuries to establish national norms of democratic 

inclusion. Yet this decision was grounded less in prin-

ciple than in pragmatic political considerations. By the 

late 1780s, each state already had a suff rage requirement, 

developed during the colonial era or during the fi rst years 

of independence. Th e designers of the Constitution wor-

ried that any national requirement would be opposed 

by some states—as too broad or too narrow—and thus 

jeopardize the process of constitutional ratifi cation. In 

 Federalist  52, James Madison wrote, “One uniform rule 

would probably have been as dissatisfactory to some of 

the States as it would have been diffi  cult to the conven-

tion.” Th e only allusion to the breadth of the franchise in 

the Constitution was in Article I, section II, which speci-
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fi ed that all persons who could vote for the most numer-

ous house of each state legislature could also participate 

in elections for the House of Representatives. 

 Th us, at the nation’s founding, suff rage was far from 

universal, and the breadth of the franchise varied from 

one state to the next. Th e right to vote was limited to 

those who owned property (ten states) or paid taxes 

of a specifi ed value (New Hampshire, Georgia, and 

Pennsylvania)—only Vermont, the fourteenth state, had 

no such test. African Americans and Native Americans 

were expressly excluded by law or practice in South 

Carolina, Georgia, and Virginia. In New Jersey alone 

were women permitted to vote, and they lost that right 

in 1807. 

 Within a short time, however, popular pressures began 

to shrink the limitations on the franchise: the fi rst two-

thirds of the nineteenth century witnessed a remarkable 

expansion of democratic rights. Th ese changes had mul-

tiple sources: shifts in the social structure, including the 

growth of urban areas; a burgeoning embrace of demo-

cratic ideology, including the word  democracy ; active, 

organized opposition to property and tax requirements 

from propertyless men, particularly those who had served 

as soldiers in the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812; 

the desire of settlers in the new territories in the “west” to 

attract many more fellow settlers; and the emergence of 

durable political parties that had to compete in elections 

and thus sometimes had self-interested reasons for want-

ing to expand the electorate. As a result of these social 

and political changes, every state held at least one consti-

tutional convention between 1790 and the 1850s. 

 In most states, enough of these factors converged to 

produce state constitutional revisions that signifi cantly 

broadened the franchise. By the 1850s, nearly all seaboard 

states had eliminated their property and taxpaying re-

quirements, and the new states in the interior never 

adopted them in the fi rst place. Th e abolition of these 

formal class barriers to voting was not achieved without 

confl ict: many conservatives fought hard to preserve the 

old order. Warren Dutton of Massachusetts argued that, 

because “the means of subsistence were so abundant and 

the demand for labor great,” any man who failed to ac-

quire property was “indolent or vicious.” Conservatives 

like New York’s chancellor James Kent openly voiced fears 

of “the power of the poor and the profl igate to control 

the affl  uent.” But most Americans recognized that the 

sovereign “people” included many individuals without 

property. “Th e course of things in this country is for the 

extension, and not the restriction of popular rights,” Sena-

tor Nathan Sanford said at the 1821 New York State Con-

stitutional Convention. 

A number of states in the interior expanded the fran-

chise in another way as well: to encourage new settlement, 

they granted the franchise even to noncitizens, to immi-

grants who had resided in the state for several years and had 

declared their “intention” to become citizens. In the fron-

tier state of Illinois, for example, one delegate to the 1847 

constitutional convention argued that granting the vote to 

immigrants was “the greatest inducement for men to come 

amongst us . . . to develop the vast and inexhaustible re-

sources of our state.” Increased land values and tax revenues 

would follow. In the course of the nineteenth century, more 

than 18 states adopted such provisions. 

 However, the franchise did not expand for every-

one. While property requirements were being dropped, 

formal racial exclusions became more common. In the 

1830s, for example, both North Carolina and Pennsylva-

nia added the word  white  to their constitutional require-

ments for voting. By 1855 only fi ve states—all in New 

England—did not discriminate against African Ameri-

cans. “Paupers”—men who were dependent on public 

relief in one form or another—suff ered a similar fate, as 

did many Native Americans (because they were either 

not “white” or not citizens). 

 Still, the right to vote was far more widespread in 

1850 or 1860 than it had been in 1790; and the reduc-

tion of economic barriers to the franchise occurred in the 

United States far earlier than in most countries of Europe 

or Latin America. Th e key to this “exceptional” develop-

ment, however, resided less in any unique American ide-

ology of inclusion than in two peculiarities of the history 

of the United States. Th e fi rst—critical to developments 

in the North—was that property and taxpaying require-

ments were dropped before the industrial revolution had 

proceeded very far and thus before an industrial work-

ing class had taken shape. Massachusetts and New York, 

for example, dropped their property requirements in the 

early 1820s, before those two states became home to tens 

of thousands of industrial workers. (In Rhode Island, 

the one state where debates on suff rage reform occurred 

after considerable industrialization had taken place, a 

small civil war erupted in the 1830s and 1840s, when two 

rival legislatures and administrations, elected under dif-

ferent suff rage requirements, competed for legitimacy.) 

In contrast to Europe, apprehensions about the political 

power—and ideological leanings—of industrial workers 
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did not delay their enfranchisement. Th e second distinc-

tive feature of the American story was slavery: one reason 

that landed elites in much of the world feared democracy 

was that it meant enfranchising millions of peasants and 

landless agricultural laborers. But in the U.S. South, the 

equivalent class—the men and women who toiled from 

dawn to dusk on land they did not own—was enslaved 

and consequently would not acquire political power even 

if the franchise were broadened. 

 Indeed, the high-water mark of democratic impulses in 

the nineteenth-century United States involved slavery—

or, to be precise, ex-slaves. In an extraordinary political 

development, in the immediate aftermath of the Civil 

War, Congress passed (and the states ratifi ed) the Fif-

teenth Amendment, which prohibited denial of the right 

to vote to any citizen by “the United States or by any 

State on account of race, color, or previous condition of 

servitude.” Th e passage of this amendment—a develop-

ment unforeseen by the nation’s political leadership even 

a few years earlier—stemmed from the partisan inter-

ests of the Republican Party, which hoped that African 

Americans would become a political base in the South: 

an appreciation of the heroism of the 180,000 African 

Americans who had served in the Union Army, and the 

conviction that, without the franchise, the freedmen in 

the South would soon end up being subservient to the 

region’s white elites. 

 Th e Fifteenth Amendment (alongside the Fourteenth, 

passed shortly before) constituted a signifi cant shift in 

the involvement of the federal government in matters 

relating to the franchise—since it constrained the abil-

ity of the states to impose whatever limitations they 

wished upon the right to vote—and was also a remark-

able expression of democratic idealism on the part of a 

nation in which racism remained pervasive. Massachu-

setts senator Henry Wilson argued that the extension of 

suff rage would indicate that “we shall have carried out 

logically the ideas that lie at the foundation of our in-

stitutions; we shall be in harmony with our professions; 

we shall have acted like a truly republican and Christian 

people.” 

 Hesitations and Rollbacks 

 Yet in a deep historical irony, this idealism was voiced 

at a moment when the tides of democracy were already 

cresting and beginning to recede. Starting in the 1850s 

in some states and accelerating in the 1870s, many 

middle- and upper-class Americans began to lose faith 

in democracy and in the appropriateness of univer-

sal (male) suff rage. An unsigned article in the  Atlantic 
Monthly  noted in 1879: 

 Th irty or forty years ago it was considered the 

rankest heresy to doubt that a government based 

on universal suff rage was the wisest and best that 

could be devised . . . Such is not now the case. 

Expressions of doubt and distrust in regard to 

universal suff rage are heard constantly in conversa-

tion, and in all parts of the country. 

 Th e sources of this ideological shift were diff erent in 

the South than they were elsewhere, but class dynamics 

were prominent throughout the nation. In the North-

east and the Midwest, rapid industrialization coupled 

with high rates of immigration led to the formation of 

an immigrant working class whose enfranchisement was 

regarded as deeply undesirable by a great many middle-

class Americans. Th e fi rst political manifestation of these 

views came in the 1850s with the appearance and mete-

oric growth of the American (or Know-Nothing) Party. 

Fueled by a hostility to immigrants (and Catholics in 

particular), the Know-Nothings sought to limit the po-

litical infl uence of newcomers by restricting the franchise 

to those who could pass literacy tests and by imposing a 

lengthy waiting period (such as 21 years) before natural-

ized immigrants could vote. In most states such propos-

als were rebuff ed, but restrictions were imposed in several 

locales, including Massachusetts and Connecticut. 

 Th e Know-Nothing Party collapsed almost as rapidly 

as it had arisen, but the impulse to limit the electoral 

power of immigrant workers resurfaced after the Civil 

War, intensifi ed by huge new waves of immigration and 

by the numerous local political successes of left-leaning 

and prolabor third parties, such as the Greenback Labor 

Party and several socialist parties. “Universal Suff rage,” 

wrote Charles Francis Adams Jr., the descendant of two 

presidents, “can only mean . . . the government of ig-

norance and vice: it means a European, and especially 

Celtic, proletariat on the Atlantic coast; an African prole-

tariat on the shores of the Gulf, and a Chinese proletariat 

on the Pacifi c.” To forestall such a development, propos-

als were put forward, sometimes with success, to reinsti-

tute fi nancial requirements for some types of voting (for 

municipal offi  ces or on bond issues, for example) and 

to require immigrants to present naturalization papers 

when they showed up at the polls. Gradually, the laws 

that had permitted noncitizens to vote were repealed (the 

last state to do so, Arkansas, acted in 1926), and by the 

1920s, more than a dozen states in the North and West 
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imposed literacy or English-language literacy tests for 

voting. (New York, with a large immigrant population, 

limited the franchise in 1921 to those who could pass an 

English-language literacy requirement; the law remained 

in place until the 1960s.) Many more states tightened 

residency requirements and adopted new personal regis-

tration laws that placed challenging procedural obstacles 

between the poor and the ballot box. In the West, far 

more draconian laws straightforwardly denied the right 

to vote to any person who was a “native of China.” 

 In the South, meanwhile, the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries witnessed the wholesale dis-

franchisement of African Americans—whose rights had 

supposedly been guaranteed by the passage of the Fif-

teenth Amendment. In the 1870s and into the 1880s, 

African Americans participated actively in southern 

politics, usually as Republicans, infl uencing policies and 

often gaining election to local and even state offi  ces. But 

after the withdrawal of the last northern troops in 1877, 

southern whites began to mount concerted (and some-

times violent) campaigns to drive African Americans 

out of public life. In the 1890s, these “redeemers” de-

veloped an array of legal strategies designed expressly to 

keep African Americans from voting. Among them were 

literacy tests, poll taxes, cumulative poll taxes (demand-

ing that all past as well as current taxes be paid), lengthy 

residency requirements, elaborate registration systems, 

felon disfranchisement laws, and confusing multiple 

box balloting methods (which required votes for diff er-

ent offi  ces to be dropped into diff erent boxes). Th ese 

mechanisms were designed to discriminate without di-

rectly mentioning race, which would have violated the 

Fifteenth  Amendment. “Discrimination!” noted future 

Virginia senator Carter Glass at a constitutional con-

vention in his state in 1901. “Th at, exactly, is what this 

Convention was elected for—to discriminate to the very 

extremity of permissible action under the  limitations of 

the Federal Constitution, with a view to the elimination 

of every negro voter who can be gotten rid of.” Th ese 

strategies were eff ective: in Louisiana, where more than 

130,000 blacks had been registered to vote in 1896, only 

1,342 were registered by 1904. Once the Republican Party 

was so diminished that it had no possibility of winning 

elections in the South, most states simplifi ed the prac-

tice of discrimination by adopting a “white primary” 

within the Democratic Party. Th e only meaningful elec-

tions in the South, by the early twentieth century, were 

the Democratic primaries, and African Americans were 

expressly barred from participation. 

 Th is retrenchment occurred with the tacit, if reluc-

tant, acquiescence of the federal government. In a series 

of rulings, the Supreme Court upheld the constitutional-

ity of the disfranchising measures adopted in the South, 

because they did not explicitly violate the Fifteenth 

Amendment. Meanwhile, Congress repeatedly debated 

the merits of renewed intervention in the South but 

never quite had the stomach to intercede. Th e closest it 

came was in 1890, when most Republicans supported a 

federal elections bill (called the Lodge Force bill), which 

would have given federal courts and supervisors over-

sight of elections (much as the Voting Rights Act would 

do in 1965); the measure passed the House but stalled in 

the Senate. As a result, the South remained a one-party 

region, with the vast majority of African Americans de-

prived of their voting rights for another 75 years. In both 

the North and (far more dramatically) the South, the 

breadth of the franchise was thus narrowed between the 

Civil War and World War I. 

 Half of the Population 

 While all of this was transpiring, a separate suff rage move-

ment—to enfranchise women—was fi tfully progressing 

across the historical landscape. Although periodically 

intersecting with eff orts to enfranchise African Ameri-

cans, immigrants, and the poor, this movement had its 

own distinctive rhythms, not least because it generated 

a unique countermovement of women opposed to their 

own enfranchisement who feared that giving women the 

vote could seriously damage the health of families. 

 Th e fi rst stirrings of the woman suff rage movement 

occurred the late 1840s and 1850s. Building on democ-

ratizing currents that had toppled other barriers to the 

franchise, small groups of supporters of female suff rage 

convened meetings and conventions to articulate their 

views and to launch a movement. Th e most famous of 

these occurred in 1848 in Seneca Falls, New York, hosted 

by (among others) Elizabeth Cady Stanton—who would 

go on to become one of the movement’s leaders for 

many decades. With roots in the growing urban and 

quasi-urban middle class of the northern states, the early 

suff rage movement attracted critical support from aboli-

tionists, male and female, who saw parallels between the 

lack of freedom of slaves and the lack of political (and 

some civil) rights for women. Indeed, many leaders of 

this young movement believed that, after the Civil War, 

women and African Americans would both be enfran-

chised in the same groundswell of democratic principle: 

as Stanton put it, women hoped “to avail ourselves of the 
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strong arm and the blue uniform of the black soldier to 

walk in by his side.” But they were deeply disappointed. 

Th e Republican leadership in Washington, as well as 

many former abolitionists, displayed little enthusiasm 

for linking women’s rights to the rights of ex-slaves, and 

they thought it essential to focus on the latter. “One 

question at a time,” intoned abolitionist Wendell Phil-

lips. “Th is hour belongs to the negro.” As a result, the 

Fifteenth Amendment made no mention of women (and 

thus tacitly seemed to condone their disfranchisement); 

even worse, the Fourteenth Amendment explicitly de-

fended the voting rights of “male” inhabitants. 

 Women also suff ered a rebuff  in the courts. In the early 

1870s, several female advocates of suff rage—including 

Susan B. Anthony, a key leader of the movement—fi led 

lawsuits after they were not permitted to vote; they main-

tained that the refusal of local offi  cials to give them ballots 

infringed their rights of free speech and deprived them of 

one of the “privileges and immunities” of citizens, which 

had been guaranteed to all citizens by the Fourteenth 

Amendment. In 1875, in  Minor v. Happersett , the Su-

preme Court emphatically rejected this argument, ruling 

that suff rage did not necessarily accompany citizenship 

and thus that states possessed the legal authority to decide 

which citizens could vote. 

 Meanwhile, activists had formed two organizations 

expressly designed to pursue the cause of woman suf-

frage. Th e fi rst was the National Woman Suff rage As-

sociation, founded by Stanton and Anthony in 1869. A 

national organization controlled by women, its strategic 

goal was to pressure the federal government into enfran-

chising women across the nation through passage of a 

constitutional amendment akin to the Fifteenth Amend-

ment. Th e second was the American Woman Suff rage 

Association, which aimed to work at the state level, with 

both men and women, convincing legislatures and state 

constitutional conventions to drop gender barriers to 

suff rage. For two decades, both organizations worked 

energetically, building popular support yet gaining only 

occasional victories. A federal amendment did make it 

to the fl oor of the Senate but was decisively defeated. By 

the late 1890s, several western states, including Utah and 

Wyoming, had adopted woman suff rage, but elsewhere 

defeat was the norm. In numerous locales, small victories 

were achieved with measures that permitted women to 

vote for school boards. 

 In 1890 the two associations joined forces to create 

the National American Woman Suff rage Association 

(NAWSA). Gradually, the leadership of the movement 

was handed over to a new generation of activists, in-

cluding Carrie Chapman Catt, who possessed notable 

organizational skills and a somewhat diff erent ideologi-

cal approach to the issue. Older universalist arguments 

about natural rights and the equality of men and women 

were downplayed, while new emphasis was given to the 

notion that women had distinctive interests and that 

they possessed qualities that might improve politics and 

put an end to “scoundrelism and ruffi  anism at the polls.” 

Nonetheless, opponents of woman suff rage railed at the 

idea, denying that any “right” to vote existed and calling 

the suff rage movement (among other things) an attack 

“on the integrity of the family” that “denies and repudi-

ates the obligations of motherhood.” Organized opposi-

tion also came from some women, particularly from the 

upper classes, who felt they already had suffi  cient access 

to power, and from liquor interests, which feared enfran-

chising a large protemperance voting bloc. 

 Resistance to enfranchising women also stemmed 

from a broader current in American politics: the declin-

ing middle- and upper-class faith in democracy that had 

fueled the eff orts to disfranchise African Americans in 

the South and immigrant workers in the North. As one 

contemporary observer noted, “the opposition today 

seems not so much against  women  as against any more 

voters at all.” In part to overcome that resistance, some 

advocates of woman suff rage, in the 1890s and into the 

early twentieth century, put forward what was known as 

the “statistical argument”: the notion that enfranchising 

women was a way of outweighing the votes of the igno-

rant and undesirable. In the South, it was argued, the 

enfranchisement of women “would insure . . . durable 

white supremacy,” and, in the North, it would overcome 

the “foreign infl uence.” Elizabeth Cady Stanton, among 

others, joined the chorus calling for literacy tests for vot-

ing, for both men and women—a view that was formally 

repudiated by NAWSA only in 1909. 

 Still, successes remained sparse until the second decade 

of the twentieth century, when the organizational muscle 

of NAWSA began to strengthen and the movement al-

lied itself with the interests of working women and the 

working class more generally. Th is new coalition helped 

to generate victories in Washington, California, and sev-

eral other states between 1910 and 1915. In the latter year, 

reacting in part to the diffi  culties of state campaigns—

and the apparent impossibility of gaining victories in 

the South—Catt, the president of NAWSA, embraced a 

federal strategy focused on building support in Congress 

and in the 36 states most likely to ratify an amendment 
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to the federal Constitution. Working alongside more 

militant organizations like the Congressional Union 

and the National Woman’s Party, and drawing politi-

cal strength from the growing number of states that had 

already embraced suff rage, NAWSA organized tirelessly, 

even gaining a key victory in New York with the aid of 

New York City’s Tammany Hall political machine. 

 Th e turning point came during World War I. After the 

United States declared war in the spring of 1917, NAWSA 

suspended its congressional lobbying, while continuing 

grassroots eff orts to build support for a federal amend-

ment. More infl uentially, NAWSA demonstrated the 

importance of women to the war eff ort by converting 

many of its local chapters into volunteer groups that 

sold bonds, knitted clothes, distributed food, worked 

with the Red Cross, and gave gifts to soldiers and sail-

ors. Th is adroit handling of the war crisis, coupled with 

ongoing political pressure, induced President Woodrow 

Wilson, in January 1918, to support passage of a suff rage 

amendment “as a war measure.” Th e House approved 

the amendment a day later—although it took the Sen-

ate (where antisuff rage southern Democrats were more 

numerous) a year and a half to follow suit. In August 

1920, Tennessee became the thirty-sixth state to ratify 

the Nineteenth Amendment, and women throughout 

the nation could vote. 

 Democracy as a National Value 

 Th e passage of the Nineteenth Amendment was a major 

milestone in the history of the right to vote. Yet  signifi cant 

barriers to universal suff rage remained in place, and they 

were not shaken by either the prosperity of the 1920s or 

the Great Depression of the 1930s. African Americans in 

the South remained disfranchised, many immigrants still 

had to pass literacy tests, and some recipients of relief in 

the 1930s were threatened with exclusion because they 

were “paupers.” Pressures for change, however, began 

to build during World War II, and they intensifi ed in 

the 1950s and 1960s. Th e result was the most sweeping 

transformation in voting rights in the nation’s history: 

almost all remaining limitations on the franchise were 

eliminated as the federal government overrode the long 

tradition of states’ rights and became the guarantor of 

universal suff rage. Although focused initially on Afri-

can Americans in the South, the movement for change 

spread rapidly, touching all regions of the nation. 

 Not surprisingly, such a major set of changes had mul-

tiple sources. World War II itself played a signifi cant role, 

in part because of its impact on public opinion. Ameri-

cans embraced the war’s explicitly stated goals of restoring 

democracy and ending racial and ethnic discrimination 

in Europe; and it was not diffi  cult to see—as African 

American political leaders pointed out—that there was 

a glaring contradiction between those international goals 

and the reality of life in the American South. Th at con-

tradiction seemed particularly disturbing at a time when 

hundreds of thousands of disfranchised African Ameri-

cans and Native Americans were risking their lives by 

serving in the armed forces. Accordingly, when Congress 

passed legislation authorizing absentee balloting for over-

seas soldiers, it included a provision exempting soldiers 

in the fi eld from having to pay poll taxes—even if they 

came from poll tax states. In 1944 the Supreme Court—

partially populated by justices appointed during the 

New Deal and comfortable with an activist federal gov-

ernment—reversed two previous decisions and ruled, in 

 Smith v. Allwright , that all-white primaries (and all-white 

political parties) were unconstitutional. Diplomatic con-

siderations—particularly with regard to China and other 

allies in the Pacifi c—also led to the dismantling of racial 

barriers, as laws prohibiting Asian immigration, citizen-

ship, and enfranchisement were repealed. 

 During the cold war, foreign aff airs continued to gen-

erate pressure for reforms. In its competition with the 

Soviet Union for political support in third world nations, 

the United States found that the treatment of African 

Americans in the South undercut its claim to be de-

mocracy’s advocate. As Secretary of State Dean Acheson 

noted, “the existence of discrimination against minority 

groups in the United States is a handicap in our relations 

with other countries.” Th e impetus for change also came 

from within the two major political parties, both because 

of a broadening ideological embrace of democratic val-

ues and because the sizable migration of African Ameri-

cans out of the South, begun during World War I, was 

increasing the number of black voters in northern states. 

Meanwhile, the postwar economic boom took some of 

the edge off  class fears, while the technological transfor-

mation of southern agriculture led to a rapid growth in 

the proportion of the African American population that 

lived in urban areas where they could mobilize politically 

more easily. Th e changes that occurred were grounded 

both in Washington and in a steadily strengthening 

civil rights movement across the South and around the 

nation. 

 Th is convergence of forces, coupled with the political 

skills of Lyndon Johnson, the fi rst Southerner elected to 

the presidency in more than a century, led to the passage 
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in 1965 of the Voting Rights Act (VRA). Th e VRA im-

mediately suspended literacy tests and other discrimina-

tory “devices” in all states and counties where fewer than 

50 percent of all adults had gone to the polls in 1964. It 

also authorized the attorney general to send examiners 

into the South to enroll voters, and it prohibited state 

and local governments in aff ected areas from changing 

any electoral procedures without the “preclearance” of 

the civil rights division of the Justice Department. (Th is 

key provision, section 5, prevented cities or states from 

developing new techniques for keeping African Ameri-

cans politically powerless.) Th e VRA also instructed the 

Justice Department to begin litigation that would test 

the constitutionality of poll taxes in state elections. (Poll 

taxes in federal elections had already been banned by 

the Twenty-Fourth Amendment, ratifi ed in 1964.) Th e 

VRA, in eff ect, provided mechanisms for the federal gov-

ernment to enforce the Fifteenth Amendment in states 

that were not doing so; designed initially as a tempo-

rary, quasi-emergency measure, it would be revised and 

renewed in 1970, 1975, 1982, and 2006, broadening its 

reach to language minorities and remaining at the center 

of federal voting rights law. 

 Not surprisingly, six southern states challenged the 

VRA in federal courts, arguing that it was an unconstitu-

tional federal encroachment “on an area reserved to the 

States by the Constitution.” But the Supreme Court, led 

by Chief Justice Earl Warren, emphatically rejected that 

argument in 1966, maintaining that key provisions of 

the VRA were “a valid means for carrying out the com-

mands of the Fifteenth Amendment.” In other cases, the 

Supreme Court invoked the equal protection clause of 

the Fourteenth Amendment to uphold bans on literacy 

tests for voting and to strike down poll taxes in state elec-

tions. In the latter case,  Harper v. Virginia , the Court 

went beyond the issue of poll taxes to eff ectively ban—

for the fi rst time in the nation’s history—all economic 

or fi nancial requirements for voting. Wealth, wrote Jus-

tice William O. Douglas in the majority opinion, was 

“not germane to one’s ability to participate intelligently 

in the electoral process.” In subsequent decisions, the 

Court ruled that lengthy residency requirements for vot-

ing (in most cases, any longer than 30 days) were also 

unconstitutional. 

 Th ree other elements of this broad-gauged transforma-

tion of voting rights law were signifi cant. First was that 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s, all remaining legal re-

strictions on the voting rights of Native Americans were 

removed. Although the vast majority of Native Americans 

were already enfranchised, several western states with siz-

able Native American populations excluded “Indians not 

taxed” (because they lived on reservations that did not pay 

property taxes) or those construed to be “under guard-

ianship” (a misapplication of a legal category designed to 

refer to those who lacked the physical or mental capacity 

to conduct their own aff airs). Th anks in part to lawsuits 

launched by Native American military veterans of World 

War II, these laws were struck down or repealed. 

 Th e second development aff ected a much broader 

swath of the country: the Supreme Court, even before 

the passage of the Voting Rights Act, challenged the abil-

ity of the states to maintain legislative districts that were 

of signifi cantly unequal size—a common practice that 

frequently gave great power to rural areas. In a series of 

decisions, the Court concluded that it was undemocratic 

“to say that a vote is worth more in one district than in 

another,” and eff ectively made “one person, one vote” 

the law of the land. 

 Th e third key change was precipitated by the Viet-

nam War and by the claim of young protesters against 

that war that it was illegitimate to draft them into the 

armed services at age 18 if they were not entitled to vote 

until they were 21. Congress responded to such claims in 

1970 by lowering the voting age to 18. After the Supreme 

Court ruled that Congress did not have the power to 

change the age limit in state elections, Congress acted 

again in 1971, passing a constitutional amendment to 

serve the same purpose. Th e Twenty-Sixth Amendment 

was ratifi ed in record time by the states. 

 Th e post–World War II movement to broaden the 

franchise reached its limit over the issue of felon disfran-

chisement. Most states in the 1960s deprived convicted 

felons of their suff rage rights, either for the duration of 

their sentences or, in some cases, permanently. Many 

of these laws, inspired by English common law, dated 

back to the early nineteenth century and were adopted 

at a time when suff rage was considered a privilege rather 

than a right. Others, particularly in the South, were ex-

pressly tailored in the late nineteenth century to keep 

African Americans from registering to vote. 

Th e rationales for such laws had never been particu-

larly compelling, and in the late 1960s they began to 

be challenged in the courts. Th e grounds for such chal-

lenges, building on other voting rights decisions, were 

that the laws violated the equal protection clause and 

that any limitations on the franchise had to be subject 

to the “strict scrutiny” of the courts. (Strict scrutiny 

meant that there had to be a demonstrably compelling 
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state interest for such a law and that the law had to be 

narrowly tailored to serve that interest.)

Th e issue eventually reached the Supreme Court, in 

 Richardson v. Ramirez  (1974), which decided that state 

felon disfranchisement laws were permissible (and not 

subject to strict scrutiny) by a phrase in the Fourteenth 

Amendment that tacitly allowed adult men to be de-

prived of the suff rage “for participation in rebellion, or 

other crime.” Th e meaning of “or other crime” was far 

from certain (in context it may have been referring to 

those who supported the Confederacy), but the Court 

interpreted it broadly in a controversial decision. In the 

decades following the ruling, many states liberalized 

their felon disfranchisement laws, and permanent or 

lifetime exclusions were consequently imposed in only 

a few states by the early twenty-fi rst century. During 

the same period, however, the size of the population 

in jail or on probation and parole rose so rapidly that 

the number of persons aff ected by the disfranchisement 

laws also soared—reaching 5.3 million by 2006. 

 Th e signifi cant exclusion of felons ought not obscure 

the scope of what had been achieved between World 

War II and 1970. In the span of several decades, nearly 

all remaining restrictions on the right to vote of Ameri-

can citizens had been overturned: in diff erent states 

the legal changes aff ected African Americans,  Native 

Americans, Asian Americans, the illiterate, the non–

English speaking, the very poor, those who had recently 

moved from one locale to another, and everyone between 

the ages of 18 and 21. Congress and the Supreme Court had 

embraced democracy as a national value and  concluded 

that a genuine democracy could only be achieved if the 

federal government overrode the suff rage limitations 

imposed by many states. Th e franchise was nationalized 

and something approximating universal suff rage fi nally 

achieved—almost two centuries after the Constitution was 

adopted. Tens of millions of people could vote in 1975 who 

would not have been permitted to do so in 1945 or 1950. 

 New and Lingering Confl icts 

 Yet the struggle for fully democratic rights and institu-

tions had not come to an end. Two sizable, if somewhat 

marginal, groups of residents sought a further broaden-

ing of the franchise itself. One was ex-felons, who worked 

with several voting rights groups to persuade legislators 

around the country to pass laws permitting those con-

victed of crimes to vote as soon as they were discharged 

from prison. Th e second group consisted of noncitizen 

legal residents, many of whom hoped to gain the right 

to vote in local elections so that they could participate 

in governing the communities in which they lived, paid 

taxes, and sent their children to school. Noncitizens did 

possess or acquire local voting rights in a handful of cit-

ies, but the movement to make such rights widespread 

encountered substantial opposition in a population 

that was increasingly apprehensive about immigration 

and that regarded “voting and citizenship,” as the  San 
Francisco Examiner  put it, as “so inextricably bound in 

this country that it’s hard to imagine one without the 

other.” Indeed, many Americans believed that ex-felons 

and noncitizens had no legitimate claim to these politi-

cal rights—although they were common in many other 

economically advanced countries. 

 More central to the political life of most cities and 

states were several other issues that moved to center stage 

once basic questions about enfranchisement had been 

settled. Th e fi rst involved districting: the drawing of 

geographic boundaries that determined how individual 

votes would be aggregated and translated into political 

offi  ce or power. Politicians had long known that district-

ing decisions (for elections at any level) could easily have 

an impact on the outcome of elections, and partisan con-

siderations had long played a role in the drawing of dis-

trict boundaries. Th e equation changed, however, when 

the Supreme Court’s “one person, one vote” decisions, 

coupled with the passage of the Voting Rights Act, drew 

race into the picture. Th is happened fi rst when (as ex-

pected) some cities and states in the South sought to re-

draw district boundaries in ways that would diminish, or 

undercut, the political infl uence of newly enfranchised 

African Americans. Th e courts and the Department of 

Justice rebuff ed such eff orts, heeding the words of Chief 

Justice Earl Warren, in a key 1964 districting case, that 

“the right of suff rage can be denied by a . . . dilution 

of the weight of a citizen’s vote just as eff ectively as by 

wholly prohibiting the free exercise of the franchise.” 

 Yet the task of considering race in the drawing of dis-

trict boundaries involved competing values, opening a 

host of new questions that federal courts and legisla-

tures were to wrestle with for decades. What was the 

appropriate role for race in districting decisions? Should 

districting be color-blind, even if that meant that no 

minorities would be elected to offi  ce? (Th e courts 

thought not.) Should race be the predominant factor 

in drawing boundaries? (Th e courts also thought not.) 

In jurisdictions where African Americans constituted a 

sizable minority of the population, should legislatures 

try to guarantee some African American representation? 
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(Probably.) Should the size of that representation be 

proportional to the size of the African American popu-

lation? (Probably not.) Did nonracial minorities—like 

Hasidic Jews in Brooklyn—have similar rights to elect 

their own representatives? (No.) Th e courts and legis-

latures muddled forward, case by case, decade by de-

cade, without off ering defi nitive answers to questions 

that were likely insoluble in the absence of a coherent 

theory of representation or a widely accepted standard 

of fairness. Between 1970 and the beginning of the 

twenty-fi rst century, the number of African Americans, 

Hispanics, and Asian Americans elected to public of-

fi ce rose dramatically, but clear-cut, defi nitive guidelines 

for districting without “vote dilution” remained out of 

reach. 

 A second cluster of issues revolved around the procedures 

for voter registration and casting ballots. Here a core ten-

sion was present (as it long had been) between maximizing 

access to the ballot box and preventing fraud. Procedures 

that made it easier to register and vote were also likely to 

make it easier for fraud to occur, while toughening up the 

procedures to deter fraud ran the risk of keeping legitimate 

voters from casting their ballots. By the 1970s, many schol-

ars (as well as progressive political activists) were calling 

attention to the fact that, despite the transformation of the 

nation’s suff rage laws, turnout in elections was quite low, 

particularly among the poor and the young. (Half of all po-

tential voters failed to cast ballots for presidential elections, 

and the proportion was far higher in off -year elections.) Po-

litical scientists engaged in lively debates about the sources 

of low turnout, but there was widespread agreement that 

one cause could be found in the complicated and some-

times unwieldy registration procedures in some states. As a 

result, pressure for reforms mounted, generally supported 

by Democrats (who thought they would benefi t) and op-

posed by Republicans (who were concerned about both 

fraud and partisan losses). Many states did streamline their 

procedures, but others did not, and, as a result, Congress 

began to consider federal registration guidelines. 

 What emerged from Congress in the early 1990s was 

the National Voter Registration Act, a measure that 

would require each state to permit citizens to register 

by mail, while applying for a driver’s license, or at des-

ignated public agencies, including those off ering public 

assistance and services to the disabled. First passed in 

1992, the “motor voter bill” (as it was called) was vetoed 

by President George H. W. Bush on the grounds that 

it was an “unnecessary” federal intervention into state 

aff airs and an “open invitation to fraud.” Th e following 

year, President Bill Clinton signed the measure into law, 

placing the federal government squarely on record in 

support of making it easier for adult citizens to exercise 

their right to vote. Within a few years, the impact of the 

bill on registration rolls had been clearly demonstrated, 

as millions of new voters were signed up. But turnout 

did not follow suit in either 1996 or 1998, suggesting 

that registration procedures alone were not responsible 

for the large numbers of Americans who did not vote. 

During the following decade, some Democratic activists 

turned their attention to promoting registration on elec-

tion day as a new strategy for increasing turnout. 

 Meanwhile, Republican political professionals sought 

to push the pendulum in the opposite direction. Con-

cerned that procedures for voting had become too lax 

(and potentially too susceptible to fraud), Republicans in 

numerous states began to advocate laws that would re-

quire voters to present government-issued identifi cation 

documents (with photos) when they registered and/or 

voted. Th e presentation of “ID” was already mandated in 

some states—although the types of identifi cation consid-

ered acceptable varied widely—but elsewhere voters were 

obliged only to state their names to precinct offi  cials. Al-

though Democrats and civil rights activists protested that 

photo ID laws would create an obstacle to voting for the 

poor, the young, and the elderly (the three groups least 

likely to possess driver’s licenses), such laws were passed 

in Georgia and Indiana in 2005, among other states. After 

a set of disparate rulings by lower courts, the Indiana law 

was reviewed by the Supreme Court, which affi  rmed its 

constitutionality in 2008 in a 6-to-3 decision. Although 

the Court’s majority acknowledged that there was little 

or no evidence that voting fraud had actually occurred 

in Indiana, it concluded that requiring a photo ID did 

not unduly burden the right to vote. In the wake of the 

Court’s decision, numerous other states were expected 

to pass similar laws. How many people would be barred 

from the polls as a result was unclear. In Indiana’s primary 

election in the spring of 2008, several elderly nuns who 

lacked driver’s licenses or other forms of photo ID were 

rebuff ed when they attempted to vote. 

 Confl ict over the exercise of the right to vote could still 

be found in the United States more than 200 years after 

the nation’s founding. Indeed, the disputed presiden-

tial election of 2000, between Al Gore and George W. 

Bush, revolved in part around yet another dimension of 

the right to vote—the right to have one’s vote counted, 

and counted accurately. Perhaps inescapably, the breadth 

of the franchise, as well as the ease with which it could 
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be exercised, remained embedded in partisan politics, in 

the pursuit of power in the world’s most powerful nation. 

Th e outcomes of elections mattered, and those outcomes 

often were determined not just by  how  people voted but 

also by  who  voted. Th e long historical record suggested 

that—however much progress had been achieved between 

1787 and 2008—there would be no fi nal settlement of this 

issue. Th e voting rights of at least some Americans could 

always be potentially threatened and consequently would 

always be in need of protection. 

  See also  civil rights; race and politics; woman suff rage. 
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W
 war and politics 

 War and politics have always been entwined in Ameri-

can history. Politicians and pundits often complained 

that politics intruded upon war or war upon politics; 

generals should wage war without second-guessing by 

politicians, some demanded. Th e very phrase “war and 

politics” treats the two as separate if linked entities. But 

instead they mutually constitute each other, especially 

if “war” is understood expansively as all activities, in-

stitutions, and attitudes involving military power. War 

defi ned American politics, not merely intruded upon it, 

just as politics defi ned war. Th is relationship was not 

unchanging, however. It became more consequential to 

Americans and the world as the scale of American wars 

and military prowess grew. 

 Political Control 

 Th e enmeshment of war and politics was inevitable: 

modern states exist in part to wage war, and war is an ex-

treme form of politics. Some Americans hoped that the 

United States would be an exception, having witnessed 

European monarchies and dictatorships deploying war 

to address personal, imperial, ideological, or racial ambi-

tions. But American exceptionalism was impossible. 

 Th e relationship began with the nation’s founding. 

Imperial and local politics sparked the war for American 

independence, and the nation owed its political existence 

to war. Th e Constitution set the terms of enmeshment 

by giving political authorities control of war and its in-

stitutions. Only Congress could declare war and fund it 

even if war were undeclared (undeclared wars erupted 

almost from the start). It also had power “to raise and 

support armies,” “maintain a navy,” and “make rules” for 

the armed forces. Its power of the purse was striking (be-

yond what most European legislatures possessed). Con-

gress could not dictate deployment, strategy, and tactics, 

but it could set the fi scal terms that made those things 

possible. Th e president was made “commander in chief 

of the army and the navy” and of state militias “when 

called into the actual service of the United States” but 

not commander in chief of all government or of the na-

tion, as some presidents and other political fi gures later 

presumed. Th e Constitution was notably briefer about 

the president’s war powers than about those of Congress. 

Whether brevity established an implicit check on presi-

dential power or a tacit blank check for it periodically 

roiled American politics. Civilian secretaries of war and 

the navy (superseded after 1947 by a secretary of the new 

Department of Defense) headed cabinet departments, 

although their authority varied widely. Civilians also 

headed other agencies, proliferating in modern times, 

that had war-related functions, from the State, Justice, 

and Treasury departments at the nation’s founding to 

the Veterans Administration (1930), Central Intelligence 

Agency (1947), and the Department of Homeland Se-

curity (2003). Americans phrased these arrangements as 

imposing “civilian” control of the military, but “civilian” 

often meant “political.” 

 Most military offi  cers accepted political control, 

even if they chafed at the decisions, forces, and strat-

egies that politicians provided. Among advantages for 

offi  cers, civilian supremacy made politicians—often 

more determined than offi  cers to initiate war or wage it 

 aggressively—more responsible for the controversial de-

cisions and ghastly mistakes that war usually entails. Ci-

vilian supremacy prevailed in political dramas, as when 

Abraham Lincoln fi red generals in the Civil War and 

President Harry Truman fi red General Douglas Mac-

Arthur during the Korean War (an act condemned by 

some cold warriors as an intrusion on war making by 

politicians with a defeatist or subversive mentality). Some 

offi  cers challenged political control during the cold war 

by favoring a nuclear fi rst strike on the Soviet Union or 
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China, conducting unauthorized spy missions, or broad-

casting a Christian political agenda. But they were few 

and their damage to political control was minimal. 

 War and the State 

 War was key to the creation of the American state—the 

activity it most expansively and expensively undertook. 

War justifi ed its general scale and many of its specifi c 

measures, such as a federal income tax (imposed dur-

ing the Civil War, reestablished in 1913, and greatly ex-

panded during World War II), a welfare system pioneered 

through veterans benefi ts, and scientifi c and medical in-

novations by the armed forces. “War is the health of the 

State,” the radical critic Randolph Bourne declared in 

attacking America’s entry into World War I. Conserva-

tives sometimes suspected much the same, as when they 

asserted that President Franklin D. Roosevelt sought to 

use rearmament and war to consolidate the New Deal 

and the Democratic Party’s hegemony (though World 

War II undermined both). Americans also expressed 

their political debt to war by justifying state initiatives 

as warlike in character: in 1933 FDR wanted the nation 

to respond to the Depression “as if invaded by a for-

eign foe”; later presidents waged “war” on crime, disease, 

drugs, and other challenges. Appeals to war as a model 

for national action overrode Americans’ chronic suspi-

cions of an activist state. Th ey also made war an even 

more political category. 

 Similarly, Americans imagined war as serving politi-

cal purposes, not just the nation’s defense or expansion. 

War, it was said, would Americanize immigrants serving 

as soldiers (a favorite idea in World War I), crush subver-

sive people and ideas, enhance social mobility (the mili-

tary is “the greatest equal opportunity employer around,” 

President George H. W. Bush boasted in 1991), revive a 

fl agging economy, spur technological development, and 

unite a fractious nation. Americans rarely assumed that 

the perils and benefi ts of war involved combat alone. 

 Th e actions and institutions of war propelled the na-

tion’s development. Military force subdued Native Amer-

icans and conquered new lands. Th e Civil War aside, 

U.S. wars before at least 1941 were eff orts at national ag-

grandizement, not survival; the Mexican-American War 

(1846–48) secured vast territories in the American West; 

the Spanish-American War of 1898 expanded America’s 

power and holdings in the Caribbean and the Pacifi c. Th e 

armed forces also promoted development by undertaking 

exploration, charting canal and railroad routes, building 

dams and ports, and cultivating technical expertise when 

the nation lacked other technological institutions (the 

U.S. Military Academy at West Point was the nation’s 

fi rst engineering school, among its functions). Th e mili-

tary’s developmental role was often highly visible, as with 

its building of the Panama Canal (completed in 1914) and 

its promotion of nuclear, aviation, space, and computer 

technologies (the Internet had origins in a Defense De-

partment program). Sometimes the military remained in 

the background except during disaster, as in 2005, when 

hurricane Katrina spotlighted the Army Corps of Engi-

neers, the politically astute builder of much of America’s 

infrastructure. In these ways, the role of the armed forces 

was political as well as military. 

 War and politics also intersected in the scramble for 

military spending and the resulting connections be-

tween civil and military institutions. Th e desire of local 

authorities—mayors, legislators, businessmen—for 

military bases and contracts is an old story, though its 

scale swelled in the twentieth century. Often it meant 

overriding the military’s judgment about where to erect 

a base, whether to develop a weapon, or which company 

should build it. Many politicians who decried civilian 

interference in other military matters were masters of 

military pork. Especially in the twentieth century, mili-

tary spending directed resources, population, and politi-

cal infl uence toward southern and western states. From 

the start, the armed forces used civilian institutions for 

research, weapons, supplies, and services, and civilians 

went to work for the military while offi  cers retired to 

jobs in defense or other businesses. Th e use of private 

organizations for quasi-military operations, an old prac-

tice by states and especially evident in America’s post-

9/11 military confl icts, further blurred the line between 

“civilian” and “military.” 

 War and politics were also enmeshed in how Americans 

understood citizenship. African Americans’ Civil War 

military service helped underwrite the citizenship they 

acquired, in theory, during and after the war. Th rough 

America’s post-9/11 confl icts, noncitizens’ military ser-

vice guaranteed their citizenship. Since service was over-

whelmingly a male activity—coerced during periods of 

conscription—citizenship was gendered in this way as in 

others. Beyond legal citizenship, war reshaped political 

and social citizenship. Military service in World War II 

strengthened citizenship for millions of Americans of 

eastern and southern European descent. Colin Powell, 

a career offi  cer and Joint Chiefs of Staff  chairman, be-

came the highest-ranking African American in govern-

ment as secretary of state (2001–5). Th e second woman 



 war and politics

 867

in a cabinet post was Oveta Culp Hobby, World War II 

commander of the Women’s Army Corps and then secre-

tary of health, education, and welfare (1953–55). Military 

service lubricated upward mobility and social change, 

especially as measured by prominent fi gures. Likewise, 

those barred from military service or denied equality in 

it felt treated as lesser citizens—hence the long struggle 

over racial desegregation of the armed forces, ordered by 

Truman in 1948; confl icts over women’s place in military 

service; and the 1993 battle over “gays in the military.”

Veterans also had housing, health, education, and 

employment benefi ts lacked by most Americans, even as 

critics regarded those benefi ts as puny or badly managed. 

Veterans’ elevated status was hardly a constant. Anxiety 

periodically erupted that veterans, especially of combat 

situations, would return damaged, disruptive, or danger-

ous. White Southerners feared demobilized black Union 

troops, and freed slaves feared ex-Confederates in the Ku 

Klux Klan. Anxiety surged during World War II—one 

reason for the famous 1944 GI Bill, or Servicemen’s Read-

justment Act, which gave unprecedented benefi ts to most 

of the war’s 16 million veterans. Anxiety resurfaced when 

Vietnam War veterans were often diagnosed with post-

traumatic stress disorder. Still, the sense of veterans as es-

pecially entitled or deserving citizens generally prevailed, 

as evident in the number of presidential candidates who 

were veterans. Th ose candidates were especially successful 

when regarded as heroes in victorious wars—Washington, 

Jackson, Harrison, Taylor, Grant, Th eodore Roosevelt, 

Eisenhower, Kennedy—although military service was no 

guarantee of electoral victory, as Nixon in 1960, Dole in 

1996, Kerry in 2004, and McCain in 2008 learned. 

 War and the Presidency 

 Th e presidency underlines how war and politics consti-

tuted each other. War or its apparent threat underwrote 

the presidency’s expanding powers, both legal and illegal. 

Major crises, none more so than 9/11, produced presiden-

tial claims that constitutional provisions, international 

laws, and humanitarian norms should be altered, sus-

pended, or reinterpreted. War also brought greater power 

for individual presidents, though less often lasting glory. 

Many Americans suspected presidents of using war for 

political gain, but presidents usually achieved little that 

endured. Th ose who secured lasting luster—Lincoln and 

Franklin D. Roosevelt—died before the emergence of the 

sour aftermath war usually presents. Woodrow Wilson’s 

presidency crumbled after World War I; Republicans 

seized the White House in 1921. Truman and the Demo-

crats barely survived World War II’s aftermath and then 

succumbed to the Korean War; a Republican, General 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, became president in 1953. Th e 

Vietnam War and their handling of it destroyed the presi-

dencies of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon (his abuse 

of war powers shaped the Watergate crisis of 1973–74). 

Diffi  cult wars readily damaged presidents, as George W. 

Bush found in the Iraq War, but even a triumphant Gulf 

War gave no lasting political traction to his father, de-

feated in 1992 by Bill Clinton. By the same token, three of 

the four post-1945 presidents who served two full terms—

Eisenhower, Reagan, and Clinton—avoided costly war 

making and remained popular. War was as fi ckle in its 

political ramifi cations as in its conduct and global conse-

quences, often overwhelming the state’s ability to control 

it and ensnaring presidents. 

 When war went badly, accusations of unwarranted 

political interference usually intensifi ed. After Japan’s 

attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, with 

American forces in retreat or defeat, critics charged that 

Roosevelt had connived to bring the United States into 

World War II or even to allow Japan’s attack to proceed. 

But few complained about political intrusion when later 

operations pushed by Roosevelt and his civilian advisors 

succeeded—the invasion of France in 1944, the bomb-

ing of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, and the use of 

the atomic bomb in August 1945. Likewise, suspicion of 

politicians’ meddling intensifi ed after 1945, when U.S. 

wars in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and elsewhere had dubi-

ous or disastrous outcomes. Success quieted suspicion. 

Failure stoked it. 

 So did uncertainty. Th e cold war arms race, portending 

a possible nuclear cataclysm, sparked diverse suspicions. 

Nationalist conservatives charged that politicians denied 

the military the tools of victory given how the meta-

phoric “button” of push-button warfare lay under the 

president’s thumb. Cold war liberals suspected that gen-

erals like Air Force chief of staff  Curtis LeMay schemed 

to control the button. Th e growth of a vast civilian bu-

reaucracy aggravated suspicions. Complaints about the 

number-crunching oversight of the military imposed by 

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara (1961–68) pre-

pared the ground for accusations that civilians, especially 

McNamara and Johnson, hamstrung their generals. 

Left to their own devices, accusers charged, the generals 

might have won the Vietnam War. 

 Faith in a wise offi  cer corps able to win wars ignored 

institutional realities, however. Top offi  cers disagreed 

about whether and how to wage war, especially given 
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their intense service rivalries: the Air Force, Navy, Army, 

and Marine Corps usually had competing schemes for 

victory, with each also divided within. Indeed, those 

diff erences invited or compelled civilian superiors to 

“intrude”—to meddle, mediate, or mandate. No fount 

of secret wisdom, the uniformed military mirrored, 

though inexactly, divisions about war elsewhere in the 

body politic. 

 As formal declarations of war ceased after World War II, 

Americans could readily imagine a distinction between 

war and politics. Th e last protracted debate about enter-

ing war came before Pearl Harbor, after which power to 

initiate war lay with the presidency, positioning itself as 

above politics, not with Congress, the more obviously 

(though substantively no more) political body. To varying 

degrees, military actions were undertaken by presidents 

operating in haste, secrecy, and deception—hardly cir-

cumstances conducive to freewheeling debate. Congress 

trailed behind with various measures, usually approved 

overwhelmingly, that authorized operations. Hence 

political contests erupted about the conduct and con-

sequences of wars more than their initiation,  especially 

since most wars seemed dissatisfying or disastrous. As 

earlier, civilians and service personnel, and voices abroad, 

charged U.S. forces and leaders with illegal, excessive, or 

misguided use of force or torture against enemy soldiers, 

civilians, and captives. 

 Th e practice of politicians and pundits criticizing pres-

idents and generals was bipartisan, however partisan at 

any moment. Many Democrats tried to shield the White 

House from criticism when their party held the presi-

dency. Many turned against Nixon later in the Vietnam 

War and George W. Bush in the Iraq War. Likewise, 

Republicans, often defenders of presidential prerogative 

and military wisdom, second-guessed Clinton’s use of 

force amid Yugoslavia’s disintegration in the 1990s. 

 War and politics were above all interwoven because 

the United States waged war frequently. It became a 

foremost participant in the militarization of the mod-

ern world. Perhaps no state waged war more often, even 

though, or perhaps because, the cost in American lives 

was light (the Civil War aside), compared to that of its 

enemies and allies, even in a losing war like Vietnam’s. 

If the Founding Fathers hoped that war would play only 

an episodic role in American politics, the episodes be-

came so numerous as to be nearly continuous, though 

often the incidents were not declared or widely recog-

nized as wars (as in Nicaragua in the 1920s and Beirut 

in 1983). 

 Eff orts to portray war and politics as distinct arenas 

were not persuasive, but they did express a desire to re-

strain the course by which war defi ned much of Ameri-

can life. Americans partook of the appeals and benefi ts of 

war, but they also remained suspicious of them. 

  See also  Caribbean, Central America, and Mexico, interventions 

in, 1903–34; Civil War and Reconstruction; Korean War and 

cold war; Iraq wars; Mexican-American War; Vietnam and Indo-

china wars; war for independence; War of 1812; World War I; 

World War II. 

 F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G 

 Bacevich, Andrew.  Th e New American Militarism: How 

Americans Are Seduced by War.  New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005. 

 Gillis, John R., ed.  Th e Militarization of the Western World.  New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1989, 

 Huntington, Samuel P.  Th e Soldier and the State: Th eory and 

Politics of Civil-Military Relations.  Cambridge, MA: Belknap 

Press, 1957. 

 Kerber, Linda K.  No Constitutional Right to Be Ladies: Women 

and the Obligations of Citizenship . New York: Hill and Wang, 

1998. 

 Kohn, Richard H. “How Democracies Control the Military.” 

 Journal of Democracy  8.4 (1997), 140–53. 

 ———. ed.  Th e United States Military under the Constitution of 

the United States, 1789–1989 . New York: New York University 

Press, 1991. 

 Millis, Walter.  Arms and Men: A Study in American Military 

History . New York: Putnam, 1956. 

 Sherry, Michael S.  In the Shadow of  War: Th e United States since 

the 1930s . New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995. 

 Weigley, Russell F.  Th e American Way of  War: A History of United 

States Military Strategy and Policy . New York: Macmillan, 

1973. 

 M I C H A E L  S H E R R Y 

 war for independence 

 Politics shaped the eight-year war for independence by 

the English colonies on the North American mainland 

(1775–83). In 1774 Britain decided to press its ten-year ef-

fort, against persistent and sometimes violent American 

resistance, to tighten imperial control of the colonies. 

When the British garrison in America was reinforced and 

its commander, Th omas Gage, appointed royal governor 
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of Massachusetts, the colonies convened a “Continental” 

Congress in Philadelphia to coordinate resistance. 

 From Resistance to War 

 Few colonists expected or wanted war, but almost all op-

posed British policies, and preparations began by train-

ing the militia, a civilian military force established by 

law in all colonies except Pennsylvania. Britain had made 

Boston, the apparent heart of American resistance, its 

primary target for tough measures, and war began there 

in April 1775. British troops marching out of Boston 

to destroy a reported cache of arms met a small band 

of local militia, someone fi red, and fi ghting continued 

through the day along the march route back to the town. 

As the news spread, thousands of New England mili-

tia rushed to Boston, blockading the British garrison, 

which was soon reinforced by troops and warships. In 

June, Gage tried to destroy a fortifi ed rebel position near 

the town, on Bunker’s Hill. Th e rebels gave way after 

repeated frontal attacks, but the British troops suff ered 

heavy losses. 

 By declaring the colonies in rebellion, King George III 

unleashed his army and navy against the Americans. Con-

gress, concerned by wavering in the colonies south of New 

England, accepted the proposal of John Adams, a Mas-

sachusetts delegate, to appoint a Virginia delegate with 

military experience, George Washington, to command 

the militia force around Boston and to rename it the Con-

tinental Army. Th e king’s proclamation of rebellion, and 

the appointment of a Virginian to command the army, did 

much to unify the American eff ort. 

 Local committees, urged on by Congress, prepared 

for open warfare against the world’s strongest military 

power. American reinforcements marched to Boston 

through the summer, and Congress authorized an inva-

sion of Canada through the Hudson-Champlain corri-

dor, aimed at denying British forces a base for attack on 

the American frontier. Appealing to the French-speaking 

settlers of Canada as liberators, the invaders enjoyed suc-

cess at fi rst, but had faltered by the New Year, and then 

collapsed when ice melted on the St. Lawrence, and Brit-

ish reinforcements sailed up the river. 

 Th e stalemate at Boston ended when the British 

decided to evacuate the town in March 1776 and to 

move operations to New York City, where the Hudson 

River off ered a highway deep into the American inte-

rior. Washington believed that defending New York was 

politically necessary to sustain morale, especially in the 

uncertain middle colonies (New York, New Jersey, and 

Pennsylvania), but with no navy and an inexperienced 

army, the complex geography of the New York port area 

made his mission almost impossible, though the repulse 

by South Carolina militia of a British seaborne attack 

on Charleston was encouraging. As new troops from 

the southward arrived, Washington raced to train them 

and prepare defenses around the heights of Brooklyn on 

western Long Island. Gage’s successor, William Howe, 

spent all summer on Staten Island building up a force of 

about 25,000, including hard- bitten mercenaries hired 

in Germany. Howe belonged to an aristocratic family 

affi  liated with the parliamentary opposition, critical of 

the government’s handling of the American problem. 

Rumors at the time, and some historians since, have 

suggested that Howe, who had personally led the attack 

at Bunker’s Hill, lacked the stomach for killing English 

colonists who claimed their rights under the British 

Constitution. 

 From War to Independence 

 Congress, aware after a year of fi ghting that all-out war 

was about to begin, declared the rebellious colonies in 

July 1776 to be the independent United States. When 

Howe began to embark his army in late August and 

move toward Long Island, Washington hoped for a 

fi ght like that at Bunker’s Hill in 1775. Instead, Howe 

fl anked the American position and infl icted a crush-

ing defeat on the Continental Army. But he stopped 

short at the Brooklyn bastion, where fl eeing American 

soldiers had assembled, and prepared to lay siege. Th at 

night, in fog and darkness, Washington took his men 

across the river to Manhattan, where he rallied them for 

a gradual retreat up the island. Howe, not for the last 

time, pursued slowly, and the Americans even struck 

back once from the heights of Harlem, slowing but not 

stopping the British army. Washington stood again in 

late October at White Plains in Westchester County; 

again Howe won the battle but failed to destroy the 

American army. Washington then divided what was left 

of his force and took the larger part across the Hudson 

into New Jersey. 

 American morale, military and civilian, was at low 

ebb in the last weeks of 1776. Declaring independence 

had heartened many but had decisively alienated others 

who had supported American rights but would not break 

the British connection. Th ese “Loyalist” Americans, esti-

mated at a half-million throughout the former colonies, 

perhaps a quarter of the total white population, were es-

pecially numerous in the mid- Atlantic States. Another 
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half-million Americans, slaves mostly in the South, often 

ran away to the British whenever possible; a smaller num-

ber of African Americans, about 5,000, served as soldiers 

on the American side. As Washington’s men straggled 

across New Jersey, with the British in cautious pursuit, 

popular support for Congress and the army virtually col-

lapsed in that state. 

 At the Delaware River, Washington crossed into 

Pennsylvania with winter setting in. Rumors ran that he 

would soon be replaced by one of two former British of-

fi cers who had joined the American cause, Charles Lee or 

Horatio Gates. Many, even those close to Washington, 

thought he had lost his grip and credibility. His letters 

begged Lee to join him quickly with the soldiers left east 

of the Hudson, and they show more desperation than 

determination. Instead of joining, Lee let himself be cap-

tured by a British patrol. Congress, fl eeing Philadelphia 

for the safety of Baltimore, did not replace Washington 

and even granted him dictatorial powers to direct the 

war for six months. His choices were limited: disband 

the army and withdraw to resist in the western hills or 

gamble on a counterattack. He chose the latter. With 

some support from the Pennsylvania militia, he crossed 

the icy river in late December with soldiers who had 

spent the past year learning war the hard way, surprising 

and destroying a German brigade at Trenton, then with-

drawing into Pennsylvania. Howe reacted quickly, and 

almost trapped Washington when he boldly recrossed 

into New Jersey. But Washington escaped to surprise and 

destroy another brigade at Princeton before heading for 

the protective hills of northern New Jersey. 

 Th e unexpected victories at Trenton and Princeton 

rallied the American cause, gave Washington solid sup-

port in Congress, and won notice and credit overseas, 

where Congress was seeking help. Colonial stocks of mu-

nitions, plus some captured ones, were enough for the 

fi rst year, but foreign aid was vital to continuing the war. 

France was a historic enemy, but it was the only Euro-

pean power likely to help the rebellious British colonies. 

Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, with a wealth of ex-

perience abroad and already known in Europe as a rustic 

genius, arrived in France just as Washington struggled on 

the Delaware. Clandestine shipments of French military 

supplies to America were already underway, but Franklin 

would seek more as well as money and ships. 

 Saratoga and the Alliance with France 

 Th e year 1777 was decisive. Th e British planned to in-

vade from Canada and to use most of their New York 

force to take the rebel capital of Philadelphia. Congress 

let Washington enlist three-year volunteers to rebuild 

his army, with which he tried to defend Philadelphia. 

His defeated army crept back to a winter camp at Valley 

Forge, not far from the occupied capital. Gates, in the 

north, managed to stall the invading army from Canada 

at Saratoga, on the upper Hudson, and compel it to sur-

render. Washington’s tenacity, plus American victory at 

Saratoga, induced France to ally with the United States 

and go to war with Britain early in 1778. 

 Congress rejected proff ered British concessions, 

Howe was recalled and replaced by Henry Clinton, 

and British leaders revised their strategy. France was 

now the main enemy, and the American war had to be 

coordinated with the protection of the valuable West 

Indies. British troops evacuated Philadelphia and con-

centrated at New York, with its great, accessible port. 

Washington’s army stood just out of reach in the Hud-

son Highlands. From 1778 onward it was a war of attri-

tion, of political will as much as of military force. Th e 

House of Commons angrily grilled the recalled Howe 

on why the Americans had not been crushed. Congress 

hoped for a miracle, and grew weaker as its leading 

members returned to their states and rampant infl ation 

sapped the Continental paper money that had served to 

mobilize resources during 1775–77. With no power to 

tax, Congress could only resort to begging the states 

to support their own troops. Th e British meanwhile 

turned the war toward the South, where large slave 

populations, strong pro-British Native American tribes 

on the frontier, and a reported abundance of Ameri-

cans fed up with the war seemed to beckon, while the 

navy could shuttle more readily between the mainland 

and the West Indies. 

 British Shift Southward 

 In late 1778, a small British force invaded Georgia, easily 

took Savannah, and reestablished royal government. A 

year later, Clinton himself sailed from New York, with 

a much larger force, to invade South Carolina. For the 

fi rst time the British attempted to exploit the military 

potential of Loyalists. Loyalist regiments recruited in the 

North were part of the invading force, and, as the Brit-

ish advanced, they organized Loyalist militia to hold and 

secure areas cleared of rebels. Charleston fell to a siege in 

May 1780, yielding 5,000 American prisoners; news of 

the victory caused a sensation in England. Congress sent 

Gates to the rescue. In command, he risked the small 

force left to him against a bigger, better disciplined Brit-
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ish force at Camden in August and was destroyed, his 

reputation in tatters. 

 Washington, safe in the highlands, refused to move. 

He saw the British troops and ships departing New 

York for the South as an opportunity and resisted pleas 

from old friends like Governor Th omas Jeff erson of 

Virginia to help the South. British forces were raiding 

freely into the Chesapeake and up its rivers, and in the 

Carolinas the war seemed lost. In mid-1780 Washing-

ton expected the arrival in Rhode Island of a French 

expeditionary force of more than 4,000 regular soldiers. 

His aim was to combine forces, and with the aid of the 

French navy to attack New York, destroy its depleted 

garrison, and win the war. When the French arrived, 

their commander was dubious, and, in September, a 

leading American general, Benedict Arnold, defected to 

the enemy. At the New Year, the Pennsylvania Conti-

nental troops mutinied for their pay and the promise of 

discharge after three years, and later New Jersey troops 

did the same. Th e French believed that the American 

eff ort would collapse after 1781, and many American 

observers agreed. 

 Under pressure, Washington sent his best general, Na-

thanael Greene, to take command in the South after the 

defeat of Gates at Camden. Even before Greene arrived 

in late 1780, however, the war had begun to turn against 

the British. Undefended by any regular force against 

British occupation, South Carolinians turned to a hit-

and-run insurgency with small bands under local leaders 

who sought to hurt the British but especially to punish 

the Americans who had joined them. Exceptionally vi-

cious, chaotic warfare erupted in the Carolinas 1780–81, 

pitting neighbors against neighbors. It was the civil war, 

Americans against Americans, implicit in the new British 

strategy. One large Loyalist force wandered too far west-

ward into modern Tennessee, where it was surrounded 

by a rapidly assembled group of American militia and 

massacred. Greene understood what was happening, and 

worked well with the insurgent leaders. He avoided bat-

tle whenever possible but led British forces under Lord 

Cornwallis, left in command when Clinton returned to 

New York, on an exhausting chase northward over the 

hills and valleys of the Carolinas. When Cornwallis fol-

lowed Greene, Loyalist militia could not hold their “lib-

erated” areas against insurgent attack. 

 Decision at Yorktown 

 Failing to catch Greene, Cornwallis fi nally sought ref-

uge in the Virginia tobacco port of Yorktown in mid-

1781. He expected supplies, reinforcements, and perhaps 

evacuation. Instead a French fl eet appeared off  Chesa-

peake Bay. Engaging the British fl eet, it fought and won 

a battle for control of the sea off  Yorktown. Washington, 

disappointed that the French navy was not coming north 

to support an attack on New York, joined the French 

regulars in Rhode Island in a rapid march to Virginia, 

where Cornwallis soon found himself in a giant trap. 

With skilled French engineers pushing the siege forward 

every day, Cornwallis, cut off  by land and sea, surren-

dered his army on October 19. 

 Military victory at Yorktown did not win the war, but 

news of Yorktown in Parliament brought down the war-

time government, replaced by men who were opposed to 

the war. Desultory skirmishing occurred around occu pied 

Charleston and New York; bitter feuds meant continued 

violence in the Carolina backcountry; and fi ghting con-

tinued in parts of the West. Th e British army and navy 

went on fi ghting the French. French troops and ships in 

America sailed away from Virginia to defend the West 

Indies, and, in the United States, something like a tacit 

armistice held, while the politicians in London and Paris 

spent two years negotiating a fi nal peace. 

 Th e years 1778–83 were diffi  cult for Congress. Th e 

French alliance, which many Americans saw as a guaran-

tee of victory, sowed confl ict and mistrust in Congress. 

Suspicion of wily Europeans who might make peace at 

American expense, skeptism toward the clever colleagues 

sent abroad to represent American interests, and mistrust 

of one another all played out in a body steadily weakened 

by loss of power to the states, a failing currency, and the 

ongoing departure of its most capable members. Only 

under direct French pressure did Congress fi nally ratify 

the Articles of Confederation in early 1781, one of the 

lowest points of the war, creating a weak central govern-

ment out of an ad hoc convention of states. Washington 

was a mythic national hero when peace fi nally came in 

1783, but Congress was given little credit for its part in 

achieving American independence. 

 Final Reckoning 

 In the Treaty of Paris, the United States gained interna-

tional recognition, a western boundary on the Missis-

sippi, and an end to the burdens as well as the benefi ts 

of membership in the empire. Britain kept Canada, and 

France saw that its ally Spain got back some of what it 

had lost in 1763: Florida, the Gulf Coast, and eff ective 

control of the Mississippi River. Americans were happy 

as the British army sailed home, but their economy was 
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in ruins, and many were aggrieved that the impact of 

war had fallen so unevenly on regions and individuals, 

with only a feeble national government to address those 

grievances. American losers in the war were thousands 

of Loyalists, abandoned by the British; Native Ameri-

cans, most of whom had sided with the Crown against 

rapacious American frontiersmen; and African Ameri-

cans, who received little for service to either side. A few 

thousand black people were freed for their military ser-

vice, but thousands more who had fl ed to the British 

for protection were re-enslaved, and a more rigorously 

enforced slave system took hold in the postwar South-

ern states. 

 A mythic version of the war became part of American 

political culture: unprepared citizen-soldiers, defeated at 

fi rst but surviving, tenaciously holding their own against 

the best the Old World could throw at them, and win-

ning through great hardships to ultimate victory. Th e na-

tional myth tended to neglect the crucial role played by 

the French alliance, and ignored the widespread popular 

apathy and considerable resistance by “loyal” Americans. 

If the myth faulted any Americans, they were the Con-

gressmen and state offi  cials who had played “petty poli-

tics” despite national peril. 

  See also  Declaration of Independence; era of a new republic, 

1789–1827. 
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 J O H N  S H Y 

 War of 1812 

 Th e War of 1812 was offi  cially fought over the rights of 

neutral carriers and the impressment of American seamen. 

Because the confl ict failed to win any formal concessions 

from Britain, Federalist critics condemned the war as an 

unnecessary failure. Th eir judgment omitted all reference 

to Federalist activities prior to and during the confl ict. 

Th e Federalists’ resistance to war with Britain helped pro-

voke it, while their eff orts to obstruct its conduct forced 

their retirement from national politics at its conclusion. 

Most Americans at the time thought the Federalist leader-

ship, not the Republicans, had failed the nation. 

 Origins of the War of 1812 

 Following its Revolution, the United States acquired a 

new central government with powers analogous to those 

of Europe’s nation-states. When the Atlantic World 

plunged into war after 1792, the confl ict proved a bless-

ing for the infant American state in one respect. No bet-

ter way existed for the federal government to establish 

its authority than by solving national problems that the 

individual states had been unable to address. Shays’s 

Rebellion in 1787 had revealed the obstacles the states 

faced in dealing with the Revolutionary War debt. Th e 

earnings derived from the transfer of Europe’s seaborne 

commerce to America’s neutral vessels ensured that Al-

exander Hamilton’s ambitious plan for funding the debt 

would succeed. But war between France and Britain 

also entailed risks, because good relations with one of 

the great powers meant bad relations with the other. Th e 

U.S. accommodation with Britain after 1794 soured rela-

tions with France, igniting a limited naval war between 

1798 and 1800. John Adams succeeded in bringing the 
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“Quasi-War” to a conclusion shortly before the presi-

dential election of 1800, but the taxes accompanying the 

confl ict contributed to Th omas Jeff erson’s presidential 

victory and the election of a Republican Congress. 

 Th e defeated Federalists worried that the Republicans 

would compromise the nation’s neutrality by allying with 

France. Th e Federalists had courted Britain during the 

1790s, because most federal revenue derived from taxes 

on British imports. Th ey counted on France’s hostility to 

neutralize the enmity Americans bore Britain after the 

Revolutionary War. Federalist leaders, especially in New 

England, feared the Republicans would promote bad re-

lations with Britain to maintain their power. But, except 

for a few dissident minorities outside the Northeast, the 

nation increasingly identifi ed with the Jeff ersonian Re-

publicans. Jeff erson’s success in acquiring the Louisiana 

Territory from France strengthened the New Englanders’ 

sense of isolation, because everyone assumed new states 

formed from the western territories would vote Repub-

lican. Th is assessment appeared to be confi rmed by Jef-

ferson’s landslide reelection in 1804. 

 However, escalation of the European war after 1805 

clouded the Republicans’ prospects. Lord Nelson’s naval 

victory at Trafalgar and Napoleon’s triumphs on the 

Continent made each belligerent supreme in one arena 

but unable to strike its adversary in the other. In 1806 

Britain proclaimed a paper blockade—that is, one too 

extensive for any navy systematically to enforce—of the 

adjacent French coast in an eff ort to surmount this dif-

fi culty. Napoleon countered with a paper blockade of the 

British Isles. When Britain responded by ordering ves-

sels making for Europe to enter a British port and pay 

British duties, Napoleon decreed any vessel that did so 

or was visited by a British warship to be a lawful prize. 

Jeff erson reacted to the aggressions of both Great Powers 

with a general embargo on American shipping and ex-

ports. Th ough the measure hurt the American economy, 

it seemed preferable to war with either or both of the of-

fending powers. But war with Britain seemed most likely 

because, six months earlier, a British frigate had attacked 

the USS  Chesapeake  to remove four alleged deserters. 

 Federalists led by Senator Timothy Pickering of Mas-

sachusetts contended the embargo favored France at Brit-

ain’s expense. Pickering claimed Napoleon had forced the 

embargo on Jeff erson to complete France’s “continental 

system” of isolating Britain and to provoke war between 

the United States and Britain. Congressional sponsor-

ship for such views emboldened the Federalist legisla-

ture of Massachusetts to urge wholesale resistance to the 

embargo. Th ough the Republicans warned that the only 

alternative to the embargo was war, the Federalists as-

sumed they were bluffi  ng. Th ey knew the Republicans 

feared war was incompatible with republicanism because 

the French Republic had recently evolved into a military 

dictatorship under the pressure of the European wars. 

War would also reverse the progress the Republicans 

had made in retiring the Revolutionary debt. Th ough 

some Americans prepared to risk an appeal to arms, the 

majority preferred peace. Th e Federalists sought to split 

the Republican congressional majority by supporting a 

dissident Republican, Dewitt Clinton, as Jeff erson’s suc-

cessor, rather than James Madison. Th ough a majority of 

the Republican congressional caucus backed Madison, it 

also modifi ed the embargo to apply only to France and 

Britain instead of declaring war against either or both 

powers. Th e policy, known as nonintercourse, aff ected 

France more than Britain because the latter’s naval su-

premacy allowed it to procure American commodities in 

neutral ports while denying French vessels comparable 

access. 

 Both Napoleon and the British minister in Washing-

ton, David Erskine, saw nonintercourse as a capitula-

tion to Britain. Napoleon responded by ordering the 

sequestration, a conditional form of confi scation, of 

all American vessels entering ports under his control. 

Erskine sought to consolidate British advantage by pro-

posing that the United States and Britain lift their trade 

restrictions against each other, conditional upon non-

intercourse remaining in eff ect against France. To unify 

the badly divided nation, Madison accepted Erskine’s 

off er, only to have the British government repudiate it 

and replace Erskine with the pugnacious Francis Jack-

son. Ambassador Jackson accused the Madison admin-

istration of entering the Erskine Agreement knowing it 

would be repudiated in order to provoke antagonism 

against Britain. Federalists then took the part of the 

British government against the Republican administra-

tion. Th is convinced Madison and his Republican fol-

lowers that the Federalists were a disloyal minority bent 

on subverting America’s republican institutions. 

 Other matters besides Britain’s commercial restric-

tions troubled Anglo-American relations. To maintain its 

blockade of France, the British navy continued impressing 

American seamen. At the same time, British commercial 

interests took advantage of the collapse of Spanish au-

thority in the New World following Napoleon’s attempt 
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to place his brother on the Spanish throne in 1808. Madi-

son feared that British attempts at political control would 

soon follow. West Florida, which extended to New Or-

leans, looked particularly ripe for British appropriation 

if the United States did not act fi rst. Madison bided his 

time until the indecisive Eleventh Congress passed a law 

(Macon’s Bill Number 2) that off ered France an arrange-

ment resembling the Erskine Agreement but directed 

against Britain. When Napoleon accepted, Madison is-

sued orders for the peaceful occupation of West Florida 

by American forces. Madison would not have pursued 

such a course had he and other Republican leaders not 

concluded that Britain, backed by Federalist partisans, 

constituted the principal threat to the republic’s future. 

 Declaring War against Britain 

 Mobilizing a Republican majority for war with Britain 

proved diffi  cult. In addition to Republican misgivings 

about militarism, the administration faced unwavering 

Federalist opposition. But the 12th Congress proved 

more determined than the 11th Congress to avenge the 

humiliations that Federalists, in conjunction with Brit-

ain, had infl icted on the nation. Th e impressment of 

American seamen also solidifi ed public opinion behind 

the war hawks. Still, the Republicans could not brand the 

Federalists as offi  cial enemies because doing so worked at 

cross-purposes with unifying the republic.

Nor could they get France to stop seizing American 

vessels, as Napoleon had promised to do in responding 

to Macon’s Bill Number 2. Th e emperor was much more 

interested in provoking a war between the United States 

and Britain than in America’s trade. Because the British 

government used France’s actions to justify its commer-

cial restrictions, Napoleon continued promising much 

but delivering little. He did not formally revoke France’s 

decrees until May 1812, and then with a decree that bore 

a bogus date of April 1811. France’s behavior emboldened 

Britain to insist that its enemy’s decrees be repealed, as 

they aff ected Britain’s and America’s commerce, before 

British restrictions would be lifted. Th at made Britain 

seem more unreasonable than France, but the diff erence 

was not enough to silence the Federalists, who contin-

ued adamantly to oppose war with Britain. A minority, 

however, pushed for war with both powers as a way of 

preventing war with either of them. Th e Republicans re-

plied weakly that France had done something to satisfy 

American demands while Britain had done nothing. 

 Madison called on Congress to begin military prepa-

rations in November 1811. Since invading Canada was 

the only way the United States could strike at Britain, 

war had to be declared in the spring to allow time for 

operations before the ensuing winter. But neither the 

preparations for hostilities nor the diplomatic maneu-

vering surrounding the declaration observed these re-

quirements. An initial war loan fell far short of its goal, 

partially because of Federalist opposition, while the ad-

ministration waited in vain for an answer to its latest 

ultimatum to Britain. 

 One of King George III’s periodic fi ts of insanity, 

combined with the assassination of Prime Minister 

Spencer Perceval, slowed the British response. Th e re-

treat of Russian forces before Napoleon’s invasion of that 

nation together with economic diffi  culties exacerbated 

by nonintercourse eventually led Britain to lift its restric-

tions aff ecting American commerce on June 23, 1812. 

But Congress had declared war four days earlier. Had 

the news arrived sooner, it might have averted hostilities. 

Madison responded coolly to proposals for a truce, how-

ever, once he learned of Britain’s action. Th e political dif-

fi culties of unifying the Republicans led him to fear the 

eff ect the combined intrigues of the British and the Fed-

eralists would have on the Republicans. Had the British 

also been ready to abandon impressment, peace would 

have followed. But anger over impressment had become 

so widespread that Madison needed more than commer-

cial concessions from Britain to suspend hostilities. 

 Federalist Opposition to the Conduct of the War 

 Th e administration soon regretted its hard line as, aside 

from several indecisive victories at sea, the war began 

disastrously. In August William Hull surrendered a 

large garrison at Detroit without fi ring a shot, while 

two other attempts to invade Canada collapsed inglori-

ously. News of Napoleon’s retreat from Russia followed 

these defeats. While Madison only wanted commercial 

cooperation from France, he had counted on Napoleon 

holding his own against Britain and the other European 

powers. Instead France grew weaker as Britain grew 

stronger. Madison readily accepted the czar’s off er of 

mediation early in 1813, only to have Britain reject it.

Th ese setbacks failed to make Congress easier to 

manage, thanks in part to the use the Federalists made 

of France’s fraudulent repeal of its decrees. Freshman 

representative Daniel Webster proposed resolutions 

to the special congressional session of May–July 1813 

that demanded full disclosure of the administration’s 

dealings with France prior to declaring war on Britain. 

Congressional Republicans passed responsibility for an-
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swering this challenge to Secretary of State James Mon-

roe. His long document justifying the administration’s 

actions failed to silence the Federalist claim that the 

administration had let itself be maneuvered into war 

by Napoleon. Th e Federalists also hoped to obstruct 

the war eff ort by insisting that it be fi nanced by direct 

taxes. Th ey expected this would destroy the Republi-

cans’ popularity, as direct taxes had destroyed theirs 

during 1799–1800. 

 Th e British government agreed to direct negotiations 

after U.S. Admiral Oliver Perry won decisive control over 

Lake Erie in September 1813. But Napoleon’s abdication 

in April 1814 freed the British government from any pres-

sure to conclude at a speedy peace. Instead it directed all 

British military power against the United States. Th e new 

strategic situation made reconstituting a national bank, 

whose charter had been allowed to expire in March 1811, 

a national priority for the American government. Th ough 

the Federalists supported a national bank in principle, 

they insisted that its notes be redeemable for specie (pre-

cious metals), while Boston’s Federalist banks were busy 

engrossing the nation’s specie supply. Britain had absolved 

eastern New England from its blockade of the American 

coast until April 1814, making Boston the creditor for the 

rest of the nation. Boston’s banks then called on the state 

banks outside New England to redeem their notes in spe-

cie, which they proved unable to do. Th e ensuing banking 

crisis obstructed the government’s coordination of military 

operations and thus contributed to the burning of Wash-

ington at the end of August. Th e British also seized a third 

of Maine’s coastline. Such developments did not provide 

an auspicious setting for the peace negotiations with Brit-

ain beginning in Europe. Never had the republic seemed 

in more peril. 

 Instead of helping to defend the nation, New En gland’s 

Federalist leadership tried to turn that peril to its own advan-

tage. While the governor of Massachusetts put out feelers 

to his counterpart in Nova Scotia soliciting British military 

intervention, the state’s legislature called for a regional con-

vention to meet at Hartford. Federalists were prepared to 

go to such extremes because reports of Britain’s initial peace 

terms made it clear the Republicans would reject them. 

Th ough American forces had repelled a British invasion at 

Plattsburgh, the Federalists knew a large enemy force was 

moving against New Orleans. Its seizure would put the 

western two-thirds of the nation at Britain’s mercy. Meet-

ing in December 1814, the Hartford Convention framed 

a set of constitutional amendments designed to enhance 

View from the Potomac River 

of Washington, DC, under 

attack by British forces in the 

War of 1812 in an engraving 

published October 14, 1814. 

(Library of Congress)
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the Federalists’ power in the nation. Th e amendments were 

to be presented to Congress for acceptance along with the 

demand that New England be allowed to defend itself. Ev-

eryone understood that New England would conclude a 

separate peace with Britain if the rest of the nation refused 

to submit to the Federalist minority. 

 Resolution 

 Th e commissioners carrying the Hartford Convention’s 

demands arrived in Washington at the same time as 

news of the conclusion of a peace in Europe based on 

the  status quo ante bellum  and of Andrew Jackson’s vic-

tory over the British at New Orleans. Th ese two events 

transformed the fortunes of the republic overnight, 

making the Federalists look like a disloyal minority bent 

on humiliating the nation. Th e Hartford commissioners 

had no choice but to retreat in disgrace. Th e republic 

had unexpectedly survived despite all that the Federal-

ists had done to prostrate it before Britain. But Federalist 

leaders did more than disgrace themselves in the eyes of 

other Americans. Th ey also destroyed their power base 

in the New England states. Th eir policies had assumed 

the weakness of the republic compared to a powerful 

monarchy like Britain. 

 Within a year of the peace, Madison could predict 

that the nation would be debt free by 1835. A vigorous 

postwar recovery removed the last thread of justifi cation 

for Federalist actions. Few realized that the European 

rivalries fueling the division between Federalists and Re-

publicans had also come to an end. Th eir disappearance 

left what survived of the Federalist leadership without 

a rallying cause in their home states. By the mid-1820s 

hardly any remnants of the party remained. 

  See also   Democratic Party, 1800–1828; era of a new republic, 

1789–1827; Federalist Party; war and politics. 
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  welfare 

 Origins and Meaning of “Welfare” 

 Welfare originated as a positive term in the early twen-

tieth century. It signifi ed attempts to professionalize 

and modernize old practices of relief and charity. Th is 

positive connotation of welfare and “welfare state” lasted 

through the New Deal of the 1930s and even into the 

1940s. It came under attack in two stages. During the 

cold war, in the late 1940s and 1950s, opponents associ-

ated welfare with European socialism and un-American 

ideas. Th en, in the 1960s, as unmarried women of color 

with children began to dominate public assistance rolls, 

welfare acquired the combined stigmas of race, gender, 

and illicit sex. 

 Th is narrow, pejorative use of the term welfare ob-

scures its true meaning and inhibits understanding of 

the American welfare state. In the original sense—as 

used from the early twentieth century through post–

World War II years—the terms welfare and welfare state 
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referred to a collection of programs designed to assure 

economic security for all citizens by guaranteeing the 

fundamental necessities of life. Th e welfare state is how a 

society ensures against common risks—unemployment, 

poverty, sickness, and old age—that in one way or an-

other confront everyone. 

 Th e American welfare state confronts universal prob-

lems with a distinctive architecture—much broader and 

more complex than is usually realized. It is not usefully 

described as either public or private. Instead, its econ-

omy is mixed, and its composition refl ects American 

federalism—the division of powers between the federal 

government and the states. Th is American welfare state 

consists of two main divisions, with subdivisions within 

each. Each subdivision is rooted in a diff erent location 

in American history and, to some extent, has followed its 

own trajectory over time. 

 Public Assistance 

 Th e fi rst division is the public welfare state. Its sub-

divisions are public assistance, social insurance, and 

taxation. Public assistance, the oldest form of welfare, 

consists of means-tested programs. Its origins lie in the 

Elizabethan poor laws, which the colonists brought with 

them in the seventeenth century. Embodied in “outdoor 

relief,” aid given to people in their homes rather than 

in an institution, public assistance has a long and con-

troversial history. Although subject to state law, public 

assistance, with a few exceptions, was administered lo-

cally, usually by counties. In the early twentieth century, 

state governments introduced a new form of public as-

sistance, “mothers’ pensions,” small amounts of money 

given to a limited number of worthy widows. During the 

Great Depression of the 1930s, the federal government 

introduced two public assistance programs paid for with 

matching state-federal funds. Th ey were Old Age Assis-

tance, by far the largest until it was eliminated by the 

growth of Social Security, and Aid to Dependent Chil-

dren, a federalization of state mothers’ pensions, which 

later became Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC), or what most Americans referred to as welfare, 

and, in 1966, Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF), 

which replaced AFDC. 

 A fi erce critic of public assistance, President  Richard 

Nixon surprised both his supporters and critics by pro-

posing to replace AFDC with the Family Assistance Plan, 

a variant of a negative income tax. Opposed by conserva-

tives, who objected in principle, and welfare rights advo-

cates, who thought its benefi ts inadequate, the plan died. 

Instead, in 1974 Congress bundled public assistance for 

the indigent elderly, blind, and disabled, into a new pro-

gram, Supplemental Security Income. 

 In 1996 welfare reform legislation—the Personal Re-

sponsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act–

passed overwhelmingly in both the House and Senate 

with bipartisan support and was signed into law by Presi-

dent Bill Clinton on August 22. Th e legislation capped a 

long process of negotiation between Clinton and Con-

gress and drew on widespread hostility to public assis-

tance. Th e legislation, which reoriented public assistance 

toward what was called the transition to work, abolished 

the quasi-entitlement to public assistance embodied in 

AFDC. Its overarching goal was to move people from 

public assistance into a job in the regular labor market. 

States could meet this goal by contracting out welfare 

administration to private fi rms. 

 Th e TANF program has two major components. Both 

are block grants to states that are intended to help fami-

lies leave welfare. One gives cash to families in need to 

support their children while they look for work, and 

discourages them from having more children outside of 

marriage. Th e other component bundles together money 

for major child-care programs for low-income families. 

 Two features of the new legislation attracted the most 

attention. One was time-limited public assistance, which 

mandated a maximum lifetime benefi t of fi ve years, 

although states were permitted to set shorter limits. Th e 

other feature took benefi ts away from legal immigrants 

who had been in the United States less than fi ve years; 

again, states could impose even harsher restrictions on 

immigrants than the federal government. (Prodded by 

President Clinton, Congress restored some of these ben-

efi ts to immigrants in 1997 and 1998.) One other im-

portant aspect of the bill was its emphasis on enforcing 

payment of child support by absent fathers. 

 Th e most dramatic change following the new legisla-

tion was a rapid drop in the welfare rolls by more than 

half. Supporters of welfare reform hailed this decline 

as testimony to the bill’s success. With little debate, 

Congress inserted even tougher work requirements into 

the legislation’s reauthorization, included as part of the 

Defi cit Reduction Act that was signed by President 

George W. Bush on February 8, 2005. Many observ-

ers, however, were not sure that the drop in the welfare 

rolls resulted only from the new rules or that it should 

be the measure of the success of welfare reform. Th e 
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decline, which had begun before the passage of the 1996 

bill, refl ected three major infl uences: job growth in a 

strong economy, individuals either discouraged from 

applying or sanctioned off  the rolls, and work incen-

tives in the legislation. Moreover, leaving welfare did 

not mean escaping poverty. Many of the jobs held by 

former public assistance recipients paid poorly, lacked 

health and retirement benefi ts, and did not off er av-

enues for advancement. A large proportion of poor 

women with children exchanged public assistance for 

working poverty. 

 Social Insurance and Taxation 

 Social insurance, whose origins lie in nineteenth-century 

Europe, is the second subdivision in the American welfare 

state. Social insurance programs are not means tested. 

Th ey provide benefi ts to everyone who meets certain 

fi xed criteria, such as being 65 years of age or older. Th ey 

are based on a rough insurance analogy, because potential 

benefi ciaries pay premiums in advance. Th ey have been 

either state or federal-state programs. Always much more 

generous than public assistance, social insurance benefi ts 

have increased at a more rapid rate over time. Th e result 

is that the gap between them and public assistance has 

progressively widened. Th e fi rst form of social insurance 

in the United States was workers’ compensation, intro-

duced by most states in the early twentieth century. Few 

states developed old-age or unemployment insurance. 

Federal social insurance emerged in a burst with the So-

cial Security Act of 1935, which introduced a complicated 

federal-state program of unemployment insurance and a 

federal program of old-age insurance known as Social Se-

curity. At fi rst these programs were very restrictive. Social 

Security excluded agricultural and domestic workers and 

did not pay benefi ts, which initially were very low, until 

1940. Although social insurance and unemployment in-

surance originally discriminated against African Ameri-

cans and women, expansions of coverage have reduced 

inequities in benefi ts. Overall, Social Security has been 

the most eff ective federal public social program in Amer-

ican history. 

 Over time, Social Security’s coverage expanded, ben-

efi t levels increased, disability benefi ts were added, and in 

the 1970s, benefi ts were pegged to infl ation. In the burst 

of social spending during the Great Society years, from 

the mid-1960s through the early 1970s, Congress passed 

a major extension to social insurance: Medicare, health 

insurance for the elderly, along with Medicaid, a medical 

public assistance program for the poor. By the late 1970s, 

largely as a result of Social Security’s benefi ts, the elderly, 

who in 1960 had a poverty rate three times that of any 

other age group, were less likely to be poor than any other 

segment of the American population. At the same time, 

Medicare and Medicaid transformed access to medical 

care for the elderly and poor. 

 A third division of the public welfare state is taxa-

tion. Low-income people receive benefi ts indirectly 

through tax credits given to businesses and real estate 

developers to create jobs and housing. But the most 

important program is the Earned Income Tax Credit. 

Started in 1975, the EITC was expanded greatly under 

President Clinton in the 1990s. It supplements the in-

come of workers whose earnings fall below a predeter-

mined level. Th e EITC costs more than AFDC ever did 

or than TANF does now. It has, however, been eff ective 

in boosting people from slightly below the poverty line 

to just above it. 

 The Private Welfare State 

 Th e private welfare state has two main subdivisions. Th e 

fi rst of these consists of charities and social services, 

which have a long and varied history. Some stretch far 

back in American history; others are much newer. Con-

trary to myths this private welfare state has never been 

adequate to relieve the needs of individuals and families 

without suffi  cient health care, income, or housing. In the 

1960s, federal legislation funded the expansion of social 

services. As a result, the character of nominally private 

agencies and social services changed, because they began 

to receive a large share of their budgets from federal, 

state, and local governments. American governments 

operate relatively few services themselves. Instead, they 

run social services by funding private agencies. Without 

government funds, most private agencies would close 

their doors. In eff ect, they have become government 

contractors. 

 Th e second subdivision in the private welfare state 

consists of employee benefi ts. More than six of ten Amer-

icans receive health insurance through their employers. 

Many receive retirement pensions as well. Although a 

few businesses and governments provided pensions be-

fore World War II, employee benefi ts developed into 

mass programs only in the 1940s and 1950s. Fought for 

by trade unions, they received government sanction in 

1949 from the National Labor Relations Board, which re-

quired employers to bargain over (though not to  provide) 
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employee benefi ts. Employee benefi ts fi t within the 

framework of the welfare state because they have been 

encouraged by the federal government (which allows 

employers to deduct their cost from taxes) and are regu-

lated by federal legislation. Without them, the public 

welfare state would have assumed a very diff erent form. 

In recent decades, the percentage of workers covered by 

health insurance and retirement benefi ts has decreased. 

Employees pay much more for their health care than in 

the past and receive it through some variant of managed 

care. In the private sector, most pensions now require 

defi ned contributions, which leave future benefi ts to the 

vagaries of individual investment decisions and the mar-

ket, rather than, as in the past, off ering defi ned benefi ts, 

which guaranteed the income employees were to receive 

in retirement. 

 With these employee benefi ts added to its economy, 

the United States appears less of a welfare laggard com-

pared to other developed nations. When nations are ar-

rayed in a hierarchy according to public social spending, 

the United States and Japan are at the bottom, widely 

separated from the top. However, when private social 

welfare is added, the rank order remains the same but 

the distance is greatly reduced. Including benefi ts dis-

tributed through the tax code would shrink it even more. 

What is unique about the United States welfare state is 

the distinctive way in which it delivers its benefi ts. 

 In the 1980s, public social policy coalesced around 

three great objectives that began to redefi ne the Ameri-

can welfare state. Th e fi rst objective was the war to end 

dependence—not only the dependence of young un-

married mothers on welfare but all forms of dependence 

on public and private support and on the paternalism of 

employers. Th e second objective was to devolve author-

ity; that is, to transfer power from the federal govern-

ment to the states, from states to counties, and from the 

public to the private sector. Th e third aspect was the ap-

plication of market models to social policy. Everywhere, 

the market triumphed as the template for a redesigned 

welfare state. Used loosely and often unrefl ectively as 

the organizational model toward which public programs 

should aspire, the market model emphasized competi-

tion, privatization, and a reliance on supply and demand 

to determine policies and priorities. Examples include 

the replacement of AFDC with TANF and the shift to 

managed health care and defi ned contribution pensions; 

other examples are found everywhere throughout the 

public and private welfare states. 

 None of the forces redefi ning the welfare state origi-

nated in the 1980s, but in those years they burst through 

older tendencies in public policy and combined to form 

a powerful and largely bipartisan tide. With only a few 

exceptions, political arguments about the welfare state 

revolved more around details than great principles. An 

exception was the battle over the future of Medicare and 

Social Security that escalated during the administration 

of President George W. Bush. Conservatives wanted to 

move both programs toward privatization, which would 

fundamentally change the model on which they were 

built, but massive public opposition prevented Bush’s 

plans for Social Security from reaching the fl oor of 

Congress. 

 Bush had partial success reforming Medicare. On 

De cember 8, 2003, he signed the controversial Medi-

care Modernization Act, which introduced a prescrip-

tion drug benefi t known as Medicare Part D. Instead of 

a uniform benefi t administered by Medicare, the Bush 

scheme relied on private insurers to off er plans that fi t 

the program’s guidelines. Th e legislation forbade Medi-

care to negotiate directly with drug companies for lower 

prices, as the Veterans Administration did. It exempted 

low-income seniors from premiums, moving those eli-

gible for Medicaid into the new drug program, and it 

reduced premiums for others with near-poverty incomes. 

But it handed extra dollars to insurance companies for 

seniors enrolled in Medicare Advantage Plans (managed-

care plans that combined medical and prescription ben-

efi ts). Medicare paid these private health plans about 

12 per cent more than it would cost to care for the same 

patients in the traditional Medicare program. Private 

insurers reaped a windfall from the requirement that 

Medicaid recipients enroll in the plans. Th e Democratic 

congressional majority proved unable to lift the prohibi-

tion on negotiating drug prices or to scale back the ad-

vantages granted private insurers. It did not even attempt 

to alter the complicated prescription drug plan that left 

many seniors still paying thousands of dollars for their 

medications each year. 

 By 2007 living-wage ordinances had passed in many 

cities; elections in several states showed strong sup-

port for an increased minimum wage; the lack of uni-

versal and aff ordable health insurance had become the 

 number-one domestic issue; and the presidential cam-

paign of John Edwards had focused national attention 

on poverty for the fi rst time in decades. Th ese develop-

ments held out hope for improving the economic secu-



 Whig Party

 881

rity of the working poor and the accessibility of health 

care for the nonelderly. But the prospects for a reversal of 

the trends that had redefi ned and attenuated the nation’s 

welfare state remained dim. 

  See also  Social Security. 
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 Whig Party 

 Th e Whig Party was a formidable force in the antebel-

lum United States. From the late 1830s until the early 

1850s, roughly half of the American electorate was made 

up of Whigs. Th e party won two of the four presiden-

tial elections in which it participated—in 1840 and 1848. 

Because the two Whigs who were elected president—

William Henry Harrison and Zachary Taylor—died in 

offi  ce and were succeeded by their vice presidents, John 

Tyler and Millard Fillmore, four Whigs ultimately held 

the offi  ce. 

 The Beginnings 

 Some of the best-known politicians of the day were 

Whigs, including Henry Clay and the great orator Daniel 

Webster. During his congressional career, John Quincy 

Adams consistently acted with the Whigs although he 

fi rst ran as an Anti-Mason. Leaders of the party included 

infl uential Southerners such as Robert Toombs and Al-

exander Stephens. Th e greatest educational reformer of 

the day, Horace Mann, was a Whig, as was William H. 

Seward, and Abraham Lincoln had a long association 

with the party. Th e two best-known congressional lead-

ers of Radical Reconstruction, Charles Sumner and 

Th addeus Stevens, had started their political careers as 

Whigs. 

 In 1824 all presidential candidates were Republican 

and deeply involved with the administration of the last 

of the Virginia dynasty, James Monroe. Andrew Jackson 

was a U.S. Senator from Tennessee, John Quincy Adams 

was the secretary of state, William Crawford was the sec-

retary of the treasury, Clay was the speaker of the House 

of Representatives, and Calhoun, who became vice presi-

dent, was the secretary of war. When no one received a 

majority of the electoral votes, the election was thrown 

into the House of Representatives. Th e choice of Adams, 

who came in second in the popular vote, created the 

movement to make Jackson president in 1828. 

 Th e merger of the Albany Regency, the Richmond 

Junto, and the Nachez Junto, local political cliques at the 

time, was the beginning of the Democratic Party. Th e 

Adams supporters were not as inept as often portrayed, 

but an alliance of the Jackson and Crawford forces of 

1824 could have easily outvoted them. Political organiza-

tion was moving toward modern parties, but on diff erent 

rates at diff erent levels. Most important in the North was 

the Anti-Masonic movement, which opposed the infl u-

ence of secret societies in state politics and was one of the 

precursors of the Whigs. 

 A more general source of the future Whig Party was 

those who supported the Adams administration, who 

formed the National Republicans to oppose Jackson in 

1832. Th ey held a national convention and nominated 

Clay for president. Th ese proto-Whigs advocated what 

they called the American System, a plan to establish a 

national bank, a protective tariff , federal support for 
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 internal improvements, and the colonization of freed 

blacks in Africa. 

 In 1833 and 1834, people began to use the term  Whig  to 

describe the anti-Jackson opposition. Th e name referred 

to the English Whigs, who had been associated with 

the parliamentary opposition to the king from the late 

seventeenth century to the mid-nineteenth century. Th e 

American Whigs originated as a party of congressional 

opposition to the imperial executive, “King Andrew.” 

 In preparation for the election of 1836, the Demo-

cratic Republicans held a convention to anoint Martin 

Van Buren as Jackson’s successor. Th ere was no Whig 

convention, because there was as yet no national Whig 

Party. Anti-Jackson groups ran a variety of candidates 

for president and vice president. Four opposition can-

didates received electoral votes for president: William 

Henry Harrison, from Ohio; Daniel Webster, from 

Massachusetts; Hugh Lawson White, from Tennessee; 

and Willie P. Mangum, from North Carolina. White, 

who received 26 electoral votes, openly denied he was 

a Whig, and Mangum, who received South Carolina’s 

11 electoral votes, had not agreed to run. Th e organi-

zational confusion made the election of 1836 the only 

election in American history in which the Senate had to 

choose the vice president when none of the four candi-

dates received a majority of the electoral vote. 

 Coming Together 

 As the Democratic and Whig parties coalesced in the late 

1830s, debates emerged in the states about which could 

legitimately use “democratic” in its label. By 1840 the 

two major parties had taken on the offi  cial names of the 

American Democracy and the Democratic Whigs. 

 Th e Whigs had held their fi rst party convention in 

1839. Henry Clay was the obvious presidential candidate, 

but the New Yorkers, led by Seward and Th urlow Weed, 

blocked his nomination and put forth Harrison, who 

had won 73 electoral votes in 1836. To balance the ticket, 

the convention chose John Tyler from Virginia. 

 Because a Democratic editor accused Harrison, a re-

tired general and presidential aspirant in 1836, of want-

ing to stay at home in his “log cabin” and drink “hard 

cider,” the election has been tainted with this image and 

the idea that the Whigs did nothing but stage gigantic 

parades and mouth empty speeches. Yet these political 

activities brought mass participation to American poli-

tics. Voter turnout skyrocketed: more than 80 percent of 

the white adult men went to the polls. Th e result was a 

stunning victory for the Whig candidate. 

 Who Were the Whigs? 

 Historians have often asked, “Who were the Whigs?” Th e 

partisan battle was neither a simple matter of the rich 

against the poor, nor one between immigrants and the 

native-born. Th e Whigs won two presidential elections, 

held House majorities in the 27th and 30th Congresses, 

and did well in practically all of the states from the late 

1830s to the early 1850s. Several studies have shown that 

ethnoreligious affi  liation aff ected partisan perspectives in 

both sections. Groups such as Irish Catholics were over-

whelmingly Democratic, while the various white, Anglo-

Saxon Protestant descendents of the Puritans inspired by 

the Second Great Awakening in the North were heavily 

Whig. In the South, local conditions often determined 

the way these factors played themselves out in politics. 

Where the few free African Americans could vote, they 

tended to oppose the followers of Jackson until, in most 

states, the Jacksonians disenfranchised them. While many 

Democrats were extraordinarily rich—in the northern 

cities merchants, in the South plantation owners—

Whigs tended to control the economically dynamic areas 

in both sections. Above all, the Whigs diff ered essentially 

from their opponents about the proper role of the state in 

governing economic and moral behavior. It was a matter 

of attitude. Th e poor, up-by-your-bootstraps men were 

primarily Whigs. 

 During these years, congressional behavior repre-

sented a distinctly partisan pattern. Even at the state 

level, in elections, legislative behavior, and constitu-

tional conventions, partisan confl ict refl ected attitudes 

that mirrored diff erences on federal policy. From Maine 

to Mississippi, the Whigs emphasized the positive role of 

government by creating the “credit system”—charter in 

private- and state-related banks to create not only most 

of the money supply of the country but also to make 

loans to farmers and small businessmen—building roads 

and canals, supporting public education, and generally 

encouraging morality in public life. In contrast, the 

Democrats distrusted the actions of the legislatures and 

viewed the governors as “tribunes of the people” with the 

power to veto the excesses of government; they embraced 

laissez faire in all aspects of life. 

 Th e election of 1840 took place in the midst of a de-

pression; the contrasting economic proposals of the par-

ties were salient. Th e Democrats, who wrote the fi rst real 

party platform in American history, emphasized their 

commitment to laissez faire and state’s rights. Th e Whigs 

did not write a platform, but Whig speakers made the 

party’s position clear. Clay began the campaign with a 
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three-hour speech that emphasized banking and mon-

etary policy. Webster spoke in the South and Virginian 

John Minor Botts toured the North, spreading similar 

ideas. Harrison—the fi rst presidential candidate to speak 

widely—echoed the same Whig themes. 

 After Harrison caught pneumonia and died a month 

after his inauguration, the presidency fell to Tyler. Con-

gressional Whigs looked toward sweeping economic 

change by reviving a national bank to control credit and 

currency, increasing the tariff  to encourage domestic 

production, altering land policy to distribute revenues to 

the states for the development of internal improvements, 

and passing a federal bankruptcy law. Th e central pillar 

of the Whig economic program, called the “Fiscal Bank 

of the United States,” passed Congress in August, but 

Tyler vetoed it as overextending the power of the federal 

government to create banking corporations. After nego-

tiations with Tyler, the Whigs pushed through a slightly 

revised measure, but Tyler vetoed this as well. 

 Tyler’s vetoes alienated most Whigs. Th e entire cabinet 

resigned except Webster, who was in the midst of negoti-

ating the Webster-Ashburton Treaty with England. While 

this was ostensibly over boundary disputes between the 

United States and Canada in both Maine and Minnesota, 

it also touched on other confl icts between Great Britain 

and the United States, ranging from extradition of crimi-

nals to cooperation in ending the African slave trade. 

 Attempts by Clay and the congressional Whigs to pro-

vide for the distribution of the proceeds of land sales to 

aid the states in providing internal improvements and to 

revise the tariff  did lead to legislation in 1841 and 1842, 

yet in both cases they were forced to compromise. As 

Tyler remade and remade again his cabinet, he moved 

closer to the Democrats. Eventually Calhoun, who had 

returned to the Democratic Party, served as his secretary 

of state and oversaw the annexation of Texas, which Tyler 

thought would revive his presidential prospects and his 

historical memory. 

 Slavery 

 Th e slavery question was more troubling for the Whigs 

than for the Democrats and was the rock upon which 

their ship would eventually founder. From the mid-

1830s on, northern Whigs opposed what they called “the 

slave power”—the political power exercised by southern 

planters. Led by John Quincy Adams, northern Whigs 

fought the “gag rules” that restricted congressional con-

sideration of antislavery petitions. While a few southern 

Whigs did eventually vote to end the gag, this issue sepa-

rated northern and southern Whigs who voted together 

on economic matters. 

 Under the Tyler administration, the question of an-

nexing the territory that would become Texas posed 

another problem for the Whigs. Secretary of State Abel 

Upshur of Virginia secretly negotiated a treaty with the 

Texans to annex the Republic of Texas. When the treaty 

became public, both northern and southern Whigs bit-

terly opposed it. Th ey argued that it would create sec-

tional discord because dividing the area into fi ve new 

slave states could give the South control of the Senate 

and the Texans’ boundary demands could lead to war 

with Mexico. While the Whigs’ argument proved cor-

rect on both counts (an increase in sectionalism and a 

war with Mexico), the Democrats generally embraced 

annexation and expansion. 

 After the annexation treaty was defeated, Tyler moved 

to annex Texas in an unconventional way, by a joint resolu-

tion of Congress, which passed in a sharply partisan vote. 

Against vigorous Whig opposition, the administration of 

Tyler’s Democratic successor, James K. Polk, also moved to 

institute the Democratic economic agenda. Polk resisted 

any internal improvements at federal expense and vetoed 

several acts to improve rivers and harbors in the Great Lakes 

region, thus alienating some Midwestern Democrats. 

 Most important, however, by ordering General Zach-

ary Taylor to move his troops in Texas to the Rio Grande, 

Polk precipitated the events that led to the U.S. war with 

Mexico. Whigs were forced to support the declaration 

of war, although a southern Whig, Garrett Davis, said, 

“It is our own President [Tyler] who began this war.” 

Abraham Lincoln, then a young congressman from Illi-

nois, called on the president to show Congress “the spot” 

on “American soil” where “American blood” had been 

“shed,” as Polk had stated in his war message. 

 Moral reformers were more likely to be Whigs than 

Democrats. In relation to the slavery question, most of 

the gradualists, who advocated the colonization of free 

blacks in Africa or Latin America, were Whigs, as were 

most immediate Abolitionists. Th ose who wished to use 

the government to deal with social dependents, either 

in prisons or public schools, were Whigs. Supporters of 

women’s rights and antibellum pacifi sm also tended to 

be Whigs, although some atheist pacifi sts were Demo-

crats. While it is always diffi  cult to defi ne the American 

middle class, the Whigs were more likely than their op-

ponents to represent bourgeois values. 

 Th e salience of the slavery issue in American politics 

in the 1840s would eventually destroy the Whig Party 
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and ultimately lead to the Civil War. During the debate 

on a bill to fund the Mexican-American War, Pennsylva-

nia Democrat David Wilmot introduced an amendment 

that would exclude slavery from any territories acquired 

from Mexico. While the Whigs split along sectional lines 

over the Wilmot Proviso, the party did extremely well in 

the elections immediately following its introduction. 

 Th e Proviso, injected into the election of 1848 by the 

Free Soil Party, grew out of a confl ict in the New York 

State Democratic Party between supporters of Van Buren 

and his opponents. Th e national Democratic convention 

refused to seat the delegations of either faction and nom-

inated Lewis Cass of Michigan on a platform that denied 

the power of Congress to act on slavery in the territories. 

Th e Van Burenites walked out and then dominated the 

Free Soil convention in August, which nominated Van 

Buren for president with Charles Francis Adams, son of 

the former president, as his running mate. 

 Th e Whigs held their convention in Philadelphia 

that June and passed over Clay in favor of a hero of 

the Mexican-American War, Zachary Taylor, with the 

conservative New Yorker Millard Fillmore as his run-

ning mate. Taylor’s slaveholding and the Whigs’ refusal 

to write into their platform any position on slavery in 

the territories alienated some Northerners. Many, such 

as the “Conscience Whigs” of Massachusetts, joined the 

Free Soil movement. Party leaders hoped that southern 

Whigs would be satisfi ed by the fact that Taylor owned a 

large plantation in Louisiana. He was able to retain na-

tional support, gaining the electoral votes of eight slave 

states and seven free states. Because Van Buren received 

10.3 percent of the popular vote, Taylor won with a plu-

rality of 47.3 percent, although he received a majority of 

electoral votes, 163 versus 127 for Cass. Th e Whig was 

able to win because the Free Soilers split the New York 

Democratic vote. Having made their point, the New 

York Free Soilers, following their leader, moved back 

into the Democratic fold. Th e Free Soil Whigs, however, 

had permanently broken with their party. 

 Th e attempt of the new president to organize Cali-

fornia and New Mexico kept the issue of slavery in the 

territories alive. After the discovery of gold at Sutter’s 

Mill in 1848, the population of California jumped to 

over 100,000. In the fall, Californians wrote a consti-

tution banning slavery and establishing a state govern-

ment. Taylor recommended to Congress that California 

immediately be admitted to the Union. Th is, along with 

an earlier speech the president made in Pennsylvania that 

opposed the expansion of slavery, and his enforcement of 

the law against a fi libustering expedition in Latin Amer-

ica, alienated southern Whigs from their president. 

 At the end of January, Senator Clay put forth a series 

of resolutions addressing the diffi  cult questions facing 

Congress that became the basis for the Compromise of 

1850. Because of Clay’s initiative and Webster’s powerful 

speech on March 7 favoring compromise, this was long 

credited as a Whig measure, but Clay’s “Omnibus” failed 

due to opposition from President Taylor. After Taylor’s 

sudden death, which made the pro compromise Millard 

Fillmore president, the Illinois Democrat Stephen A. 

Douglas was able to shepherd the fi ve acts that consti-

tuted the “compromise measures” through Congress in 

September. Th e roll call vote revealed a Whig Party in 

disarray. 

 The Decline 

 Th e sectional split in the party led many Whigs in the 

Cotton South to join state “union” parties, which served 

as a stepping-stone for the movement of some former 

Whigs into the Democratic Party. Yet most southern 

Whigs, particularly those in the Upper South, remained 

loyal to the party and participated in the presidential 

election of 1852. In their convention that year, the sec-

tional split was apparent in both the choice of the candi-

date and the platform. President Fillmore, the candidate 

of most southern Whigs, was rejected in favor of General 

Winfi eld Scott, but the platform supported the compro-

mise measures of 1850 over the opposition of antislavery 

Northerners. Although Scott made a respectable show-

ing in the South and won the electoral votes of Ken-

tucky and Tennessee, sizable numbers of southern Whigs 

stayed home. 

 In the North, ex-Whigs, who had voted for the Lib-

erty Party and the Free Soil Party, made up a majority of 

the voters for the Free Democrat, John P. Hale, who re-

ceived nearly 5 percent of the popular vote. While Scott 

got more popular votes than any previous Whig candi-

date, in part because of the growth of the population, 

he was overwhelmed in both the popular (50.8 percent 

to 43.9 per cent) and electoral (254–42) vote by Franklin 

Pierce. 

 Th e Whig Party was fi nally destroyed in the North 

by the emergence of the nativist Know-Nothings (the 

American Party) in local elections in 1853 and sectional 

furor over the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854. Most south-

ern Whigs in 1856 joined the American Party, and most 

Northerners moved into the Republican Party, although 

a sizable number remained Know-Nothings until the 
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party fi nal split over slavery. In 1856 a rump group of 

Whigs met in Baltimore and nominated Fillmore, who 

had previously been put forth by the American Party. 

Th is was to be the last formal act of the Whig Party. 

 Its early death made the once vibrant party of Clay, 

Webster, Adams, Seward, and Lincoln a mystery to mod-

ern Americans. Th e Whigs gave the nation not only some 

of the most important politicians of the Civil War era, 

such as Radical Republicans like Th addeus Stevens and 

Charles Sumner who defi ned Reconstruction, but also 

the economic policy that, enhanced by a commitment to 

civil rights, became the “blueprint for modern America” 

when enacted by the Republicans during the Civil War 

and Reconstruction. In the period often called the era of 

Jacksonian Democracy, many historians have caricatured 

the Whigs. Since the mid-twentieth century, American 

historians have shown clearly that the development of 

American democracy has involved not only heroes of the 

Democratic Party, like Jeff erson and Jackson, but their 

opponents as well. 

  See also  American (Know-Nothing) Party; Free Soil Party; 

Liberty Party. 
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 woman suff rage 

 Th e movement for woman suff rage is at once the histori-

cal foundation of American feminism and, along with 

the labor movement and the movement for black politi-

cal and civil rights, one of the formative processes in the 

history of American democracy. Begun in the wake of 

Jacksonian franchise expansion, and reaching its formal 

victory in the late years of American progressivism, the 

struggle for women’s political rights is best understood 

less as a sustained campaign than as a series of distinct 

but cumulative movements, each with its own philoso-

phies, strategies, constituencies, and leaders. Th e antebel-

lum reform era, Reconstruction, late-nineteenth-century 

populism, and twentieth-century progressivism each 

witnessed its own characteristic campaign for women’s 

voting rights. 

 Antebellum Women’s Rights 

 Th e initial exclusion of women from political rights was 

barely necessary to articulate, so obvious did it seem 

to all. In speaking of “persons” and “citizens,” the laws 

and constitutions of the early republic did not need to 

specify males; the identity of political personhood and 

maleness was generally assumed. Th e political virtue nec-

essary for the trustworthy exercise of franchise rights was 

understood to require a level of rationality and personal 

independence that men, and only men, had. Women 

were too emotional, too economically dependent, too 

immersed in the private world of family to be imagin-

able as active public citizens; and besides, husbands 

represented their wives as fathers did their children in 

the larger family of the republic. Th e only exceptions to 

the widespread assumption that popular voting rights 

were thoroughly male in character were in church bal-

loting, where women members participated, and during 

a brief, almost accidental episode of women voting—so 

long as they were unmarried and propertied—in New 
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Jersey in the late eighteenth century. Once discovered, 

the legislature remedied its error, and New Jersey women 

slipped back with their sisters in other states into politi-

cal invisibility. 

 Th e accepted date for the fi rst clearly articulated de-

mand for woman suff rage is 1848, made at the Seneca 

Falls, New York, women’s rights convention. Th e tim-

ing links the origins of woman suff rage advocacy to ex-

pansions in the franchise for all white men, regardless 

of property holding, which took place in the previous 

decades. Following the expansion of the white male 

franchise, political parties began to multiply, and pop-

ular involvement in partisan politics grew rapidly. Th e 

most controversial reform movement in the country, 

abolitionism, made its infl uence felt in party politics in 

1848 with the establishment of the Free Soil Party. Th ese 

and similar political moves in temperance reform made 

women’s interest in politics immediate and compelling, 

as well as a matter of egalitarian principle. 

 Th e fi rst women to call for equal rights to the fran-

chise did so as part of a broader demand for greater op-

portunities and equal rights: access to higher education, 

admission to all professions and trades, independent 

economic rights for married women, and the formal rec-

ognition of religious leadership and moral authority. In 

the words of the 1848 Seneca Falls Declaration of Sen-

timents, “Woman is man’s equal—was intended to be 

so by the Creator, and the highest good of the [human] 

race demands that she should be recognized as such.” Of 

all these demands, woman suff rage was the most con-

troversial. Electoral politics not only was an exclusively 

male activity but also was thought to be corrupt and 

self-serving, which off ended the moral sensibilities of the 

reform-minded women at the Seneca Falls convention. 

Th e author of the woman suff rage resolution, 33-year-old 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, instead saw the right to vote 

as fundamental because it laid the basis for the political 

power to realize all their other demands. Her case for 

woman suff rage was supported by the one man at the 

Seneca Falls convention who also suff ered disfranchise-

ment: Frederick Douglass. 

 Th is controversy over woman suff rage led antebellum 

women’s rights advocates to focus on other demands, in 

particular full economic rights for married women. In 

some ways, this was a necessary precursor to full-fl edged 

suff rage agitation, because the nearly universal condition 

of adult women was marriage, and so long as women 

lacked legal individuality and economic rights within 

that relationship, the case for their political empower-

ment was diffi  cult to make. In addition, while changes 

in women’s economic rights could be made legislatively, 

enfranchisement had to occur through constitutional 

change—at that point state by state, a much more 

daunting prospect. Nonetheless, substantial numbers of 

women’s signatures on petitions were submitted in the 

1850s in at least one state, New York, on behalf of their 

full franchise rights. 

 Reconstruction and National Action 

 During the Civil War, Elizabeth Stanton and Susan B. 

Anthony, leaders of the antebellum movement in New 

York, were already calling for a reconstitution of the 

American nation on the basis of “civil and political 

equality for every subject of the Government,” explic-

itly including “all citizens of African descent and all 

women.” Th e demand for political equality rose to the 

summit of the women’s rights agenda in the years im-

mediately following the war, in the wake of the com-

mitment of the Radical wing of the Republican Party 

to establish the full national citizenship of ex-slaves and 

the federal voting rights of African American men. Dur-

ing Reconstruction, the constitutional locale for suff rage 

expansion shifted from the states to the national level, as 

evidenced by the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments 

to the federal Constitution. Th is assertion of citizenship 

at the national level and the precedent for establishing a 

broad franchise in the U.S. Constitution connected the 

demand for woman suff rage with the resurgent national-

ism of the postwar period. In this context, women’s rights 

agitation became a movement with a wider constituency, 

with political equality at its forefront. 

 In 1866, along with Lucy Stone of Massachusetts, 

Stanton and Anthony formed the American Equal Rights 

Association to link the struggles of woman and black suf-

frage and infl uence the constitutional amendment then 

under debate in the direction of broad, universal rights. 

Passage and ratifi cation of the Fourteenth Amendment 

off ered woman suff ragists both hope and discourage-

ment. On the one hand, the fi rst article defi ned na-

tional citizenship quite broadly, as “all persons born or 

naturalized in the United States.” On the other hand, the 

second article, which established penalties against any 

states that persisted in disfranchising citizens, explicitly 

excluded women. For the fi rst time, the U.S. Constitu-

tion employed the adjective “male” to modify the noun 

“citizens.” Th e Fifteenth Amendment, which explicitly 
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prohibited disfranchisement on the basis of “race, creed 

or color,” similarly ignored discriminations of “sex.” 

 At fi rst Stanton and Anthony pressed for another 

amendment to the federal Constitution, to prohibit 

the states from denying the right to vote “on account 

of sex,” modeled exactly on the wording of the Fif-

teenth Amendment. Th ey formed a society, the National 

Woman Suff rage Association (NWSA), and organized 

women from New York to California (but not in the for-

mer Confederacy) to campaign for political rights. Ac-

cusing this new organization of threatening the victory 

of black suff rage (for the Fifteenth Amendment was not 

yet ratifi ed), a second group of women’s rights activists, 

under the leadership of Stone and her husband, Henry 

Blackwell, founded the American Woman Suff rage Asso-

ciation (AWSA), which held back from national consti-

tutional demands in favor of state campaigns to establish 

women’s voting rights. 

 For a brief period, from about 1870 to 1875, the 

NWSA set aside its campaign for a new constitutional 

amendment in favor of pressing Congress and the courts 

to accept an innovative interpretation of the Fourteenth 

Amendment that would include woman suff rage. Ignor-

ing the second section of the Amendment, they focused 

on the fi rst section’s broad defi nition of national citizen-

ship and argued that women were persons, hence national 

citizens. What other content could there be to national 

citizenship, their reasoning continued, than that of polit-

ical enfranchisement? Th is strategic “New Departure,” as 

NWSA labeled it, was pursued through a bold campaign 

of direct-action voting during the 1872 presidential elec-

tion. Women activists went to the polls by the hundreds, 

asserting their right to vote on the basis of this constitu-

tional construction. And, amazingly, while many failed 

to cast their ballots, some were allowed to vote. 

 One of these was Susan B. Anthony, who talked a hap-

less election offi  cial into accepting her vote (for Ulysses S. 

Grant). Within days, in one of the most famous inci-

dents in the history of the suff rage movement, Anthony 

was arrested by federal marshals for the crime of “illegal” 

voting. Ward Hunt, the judge assigned to her case, rec-

ognized its political explosiveness. He instructed the jury 

to fi nd her guilty but did not execute the fi ne or penalty, 

thus preventing her from invoking habeas corpus and 

appealing her case up the judicial hierarchy. In 1875 the 

case of Missourian Virginia Minor brought the suff rag-

ists’ New Departure argument before the U.S. Supreme 

Court. Minor had been prohibited from voting and sued 

Men look in the window of 

the National Anti-Suff rage 

 Association headquarters, circa 

1911. (Library of Congress)
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the St. Louis election offi  cial, Reese Happersett, for vio-

lation of her rights. In  Minor v. Happersett , a brief but 

devastating decision, the Court ruled that while women 

were indeed national citizens, citizenship did not carry 

with it the inherent right to vote, which was instead a 

privilege bestowed by government on those deemed re-

liable and worthy to wield it. Th e  Minor  decision sent 

the woman suff rage movement back to the strategy of 

securing a constitutional amendment specifi cally to en-

franchise women. A bill for such an amendment was fi rst 

introduced into the U.S. Senate by Republican Aaron 

Sargent of California in 1878. Th e  Minor  decision also 

put the Court’s stamp on a narrow construction of the 

postwar amendments, and a highly conservative theory 

about voting rights in general, consistent with other de-

cisions undercutting suff rage for freedmen. 

 The Turn of the Century 

 During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, woman 

suff ragism changed both as a popular movement and as 

a political demand. Th e expansion of white middle-class 

women’s public activities—in higher education, women’s 

clubs, and voluntary social welfare activities—created an 

enlarged constituency. Unlike the advocates of the ante-

bellum period, these women were not generally radical, 

not particularly committed to a broad agenda of women’s 

emancipation, and interested in political participation less 

for principle than to gain leverage for their particular re-

form concerns. Th ese changes in constituency overran the 

old antagonisms between AWSA and NWSA, and in 1890 

the two groups came together in the National American 

Association of Woman Suff rage (NAWSA), the largest, 

most inclusive suff rage organization for the next 30 years. 

 Meanwhile, in the electoral arena, the growth of 

radicalism was challenging electoral politics. Rural and 

small-town people, fed up with the seemingly identical 

positions of the two major parties and feeling squeezed 

by the growth of national corporate power, formed third 

parties and won offi  ces in state legislatures and governors’ 

mansions in the Midwest and West. Th e demand for 

woman suff rage was resurrected in these “People’s Par-

ties,” not as it had been advanced in the 1860s but as con-

stitutional change at the state level. In Colorado in 1893 

and Idaho in 1896, voters not only swept Populist candi-

dates into offi  ce but also voted amendments to their state 

constitutions enfranchising women. Women were able to 

vote in all elections held in these states, including those 

for president and U.S. Congress. Similar amendments to 

the Kansas and California state constitutions failed. But 

a second front in the battle for woman suff rage had now 

opened. By 1911, women in six states, all of them west of 

the Mississippi, were exercising their right to vote and 

thus becoming a force in national politics. 

 Progressivism: The Movement’s Final Phase 

 Within a decade the base of the woman suff rage move-

ment had shifted from rural areas to cities and to wage-

earning and college women. Th is last phase of the 

movement was a crucial element of progressive reform. 

Much more attuned to the politics of class developments 

than ever before, twentieth-century suff ragists made 

their case for political rights in terms of amelioration of 

working women’s conditions, protection of poor moth-

ers from the pressures of the labor market, and the con-

tributions that women could make to government social 

and economic welfare programs. Th is shift in constitu-

ency had an impact on suff ragist tactics. Suff rage activ-

ism became decidedly modern in tone and argument. 

Women activists marched in the streets (or drove their 

cars) in disciplined formation, used new media such as 

movies and advertising to advance their cause, and—

perhaps most important—confi dently entered the halls 

of legislatures to advocate for their cause. 

 Populist radicalism had disappeared from the po-

litical scene, but some of its causes—including woman 

suff rage—reappeared on the left (or progressive) wing of 

the Republican Party. Following the pattern of populist 

suff ragism, progressive suff ragists concentrated on state 

venues, in their case industrial powerhouses such as 

New York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Ohio. In 

parallel fashion, the Reconstruction-era campaign for an 

amendment to the federal Constitution was revived. In 

March 1913, suff ragists marched in the streets of Wash-

ington, D.C., one of the fi rst national demonstrations 

of this type, to demand that Congress pass legislation 

for a woman suff rage amendment to the federal Con-

stitution. Th is led to the formation of a new suff rage 

organization, the Constitutional Union, initially a di-

vision of NAWSA. Leaders Alice Paul and Lucy Burns 

were both college graduates and veterans of the British 

suff rage movement, whose members used more militant 

tactics. Personal, generational, and political diff erences 

separated them from the leadership of NAWSA, which 

still concentrated on lobbying politicians. 

 While the militants profi ted from the strategic agility 

of a small, cadre-based structure, the giant NAWSA had 

to hold together a tremendous diversity of women. In 

the context of early twentieth-century politics, the most 
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explosive of these potential divisions had to do with 

race. Th e southern white women who worked within 

the Democratic Party were consistently shadowed with 

charges that a woman suff rage amendment would enfran-

chise black women and bring back the horrors of “black 

Republicanism.” Black woman suff rage advocates, who 

had been made unwelcome in NAWSA as early as 1899, 

were no more hospitably received among the militants, 

as Alice Paul considered the issue of racial discrimina-

tion a distraction from her cause. But whereas NAWSA 

was tied to a nonpartisan approach, lest the Republican 

and Democratic commitments of their diff erent regional 

white constituencies come into confl ict, the militants 

plunged directly into the national partisan fray. 

 Starting in 1914, when congressional legislation for a 

woman suff rage amendment began to make progress, 

the militants pressured the national Democratic Party 

to take up their cause. During the election of 1916, the 

Congressional Union renamed itself the National Wom-

an’s Party. Its organizers traveled throughout the West 

urging enfranchised women to vote against the Demo-

crats to penalize the party, especially President Woodrow 

Wilson, for not making women’s voting rights a party 

measure. In the short run, this strategy failed. Wilson 

was reelected, and within a month of his inauguration, 

the United States entered the Great War. 

 Th e fi nal political maneuvers that led to the passage of 

congressional woman suff rage legislation played out in 

this context. Wilson, beholden to the southern wing of 

his party, initially wanted no part of the campaign for a 

federal amendment. However, as he turned his attention 

to his postwar plans, he saw the need for women’s politi-

cal support. In 1918 he fi nally declared his support for 

a federal amendment. Even then, antisuff ragists fought 

intense battles against the inevitable. Legislation passed 

the Senate in January 1919. Th e ratifi cation process took 

another 16 months. In the end, the state that took the 

Nineteenth Amendment over the top and into the Con-

stitution was Tennessee, one of the few southern states 

with two-party politics that suff rage advocates could 

mobilize. 

 Much ink has been spilled over the question of which 

wing of the Progressive Era suff rage movement, the NWP 

militants or the NAWSA moderates, was responsible for 

victory. During and immediately after the war, women 

were being enfranchised all over North America and Eu-

rope, and the ratifi cation of the Nineteenth Amendment 

to the U.S. Constitution was part of this process. From 

an even wider framework, the credit goes not to a single 

organization or leader but to 75 years of building sup-

port among diverse constituencies of women, suffi  cient 

political will, and sophisticated arguments for women’s 

political equality with men. 

 While the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment did 

not lead to an immediate and dramatic change in voting 

patterns, neither did it terminate women’s political ac-

tivism. Groups of women substituted policy and reform 

goals for their previous eff orts to win the vote. Nota-

bly, NAWSA became the U.S. League of Women Vot-

ers. However, the 1920s was a conservative decade, and 

women voters found it diffi  cult to advance many of their 

progressive goals. Within a decade, women’s voting had 

become so normal that younger women barely remem-

bered the long and hard fi ght to win it. 

  See also  feminism; voting; women and politics. 
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 E L L E N  C A R O L  D U B O I S 

 women and politics to 1828 

 Women in early America played a critical role in secur-

ing the nation’s independence and shaping the evolution 

of the fi rst political parties. In recent decades, historians 

have embraced an expanded defi nition of politics that 

illuminates the ways in which women participated, both 

formally and informally, in the political process. Th is 

more capacious understanding of politics has made it 

possible to trace signifi cant developments in women’s 

involvement in political aff airs and discern important 

changes in women’s relationship to the state from the 

time of the American Revolution to the election of An-

drew Jackson. 

 The Colonial Experience 

 Prior to the American Revolution, the 13 British colo-

nies in North America shared a common culture with 

Britain that denied most women formal legal and po-

litical rights. Th e doctrine of  femme covert , or coverture, 

pertained. Single women were assumed to be under the 

guardianship of their fathers; married women were as-

sumed to be under the protection of their husbands. As 

a result, most women could not own property, make 

contracts, sue, or be sued in court. Only widows and 

other unmarried adult women were exempted from 

these strictures. It was also assumed that women should 

defer to men and not involve themselves in matters of 

government or politics. Political participation at this 

time was restricted to property-owning men. As in Brit-

ain, most of the colonies required men to own a certain 

amount of property before they were allowed to vote 

or hold public offi  ce. Because women lacked property 

rights, they, like men who did not own land, could not 

exercise the franchise. 

 Beginning in the early eighteenth century, attitudes 

toward women began to change in important ways. En-

lightenment thinkers in western Europe began to pop-

ularize the notion that women’s intellectual inferiority 

resulted not from a lack of any innate mental capacity 

but because they did not have access to an adequate edu-

cation. Women were not inherently incapable of intel-

lectual achievement; they simply had not had the same 

educational opportunities as men. With more education, 

they might well equal men’s intellectual accomplish-

ments. Th e gradual acceptance of this notion led to a 

growth in educational opportunities for women in Brit-

ish America. Over the course of the eighteenth century, 

more and more women learned to read. Although few 

women in the colonies received more than a rudimen-

tary formal education, by the time of the American 

Revolution, a majority of white women possessed basic 

literacy skills. Beginning around 1750, an explosion in 

print culture also gave women easier access to a variety 

of printed publications, including newspapers, maga-

zines, novels, and political tracts. Th ese materials al-

lowed women to engage in the larger political debates 

of the time. 

 The American Revolution 

 Th e American Revolution transformed women’s relation-

ship to the state. As tensions with Britain mounted, colo-

nial leaders knew that if they were to succeed in resisting 

unjust British policies, they must mobilize large sections 

of the population, including artisans, small farmers, free 

blacks, lower-class white men, and women. From the 

time of the Stamp Act of 1765 until the Declaration of 

Independence, leaders used print culture—poems, plays, 

broadsides, and newspapers—to rally women behind the 

Patriot cause. 

 Women took up the issue in their own ways. Th e 

Daughters of Liberty, a female counterpart to the male 

Sons of Liberty, publicly announced their refusal to 

drink British tea and wore garments made of homespun 
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material. Some women held patriotic spinning bees 

to increase the production of domestic cloth, signed 

nonimportation agreements in which they refused to 

purchase British goods, or boycotted merchants who 

violated the ban on imported goods. One woman in 

particular, Mercy Otis Warren of Massachusetts, took 

up her pen in support of the cause and published poems 

and satirical plays that fanned the fl ames of dissent. 

Th roughout the decade leading up to independence, 

women’s participation helped solidify colonial resistance 

to Britain and strengthen popular commitment to the 

Patriot cause. 

 During the war itself, women found other ways to 

express their patriotic sentiments. Some knit stockings 

for the troops; others made shirts. Still others collected 

money for the badly underfunded Continental Army. In 

1780 Esther DeBerdt Reed organized a group of women 

in Philadelphia that went door to door to solicit funds 

for supplies. Over the course of one month, the women 

collected more than $300,000 in Continental dollars. 

Women in New Jersey, Maryland, and Virginia soon un-

dertook similar campaigns. 

 Women contributed to the war eff ort in more per-

sonal ways as well. When men went away to conduct the 

business of government or serve on the fi eld of battle, 

women maintained the home front. During their hus-

bands’ absences, women such as Abigail Adams took on 

male responsibilities, including managing crops, hiring 

servants, overseeing slaves, keeping the books, and dis-

ciplining their children. Most women had little prior 

experience in handling these tasks. Th eir willingness 

to undertake these new challenges made it possible for 

men to be away from home for extended periods. In ad-

dition, a small number of women, including Margaret 

Corbin and Deborah Sampson, actually took up arms 

and fought alongside men against the British. A much 

larger group of women sacrifi ced for their country in a 

diff erent way—their husbands and sons were killed or 

wounded in the war, leaving them widowed or without 

male support. 

 Post-Revolutionary Experimentation 

 In the wake of the Revolution, both men and women 

acknowledged the importance of women’s eff orts in 

securing victory over the British. A newly politicized 

understanding of women’s role emerged, a notion that 

historians have called “republican motherhood.” Th rough 

their experiences in the Revolution, women had defi ned 

a political role for themselves. Even in their traditional 

capacities as wives and mothers, they contributed to the 

nation’s political life in the ways that were most appro-

priate to their sex. 

 One way in which women could contribute was by 

inculcating republican virtue in their husbands and 

children. Women needed to be educated in order to in-

spire future citizens with the values that would sustain 

republican government: virtue, patriotism, and dedica-

tion to the common good. An educated citizenry was 

particularly important in a republic where the people 

governed themselves. In the fi rst decades following the 

American Revolution, more than 400 ladies’ academies 

were founded to provide young women with new venues 

for formal instruction. As more women gained access 

to formal education, their intellectual opportunities ex-

panded. By the middle of the nineteenth century, white 

women’s literacy was on par with that of white men. 

 Th e American Revolution also witnessed the coun-

try’s earliest experiment in woman suff rage. In 1776 

New Jersey, along with most of the other states in the 

union, wrote its fi rst state constitution. As was typical 

for the time, electors had to possess a certain amount of 

property in order to be allowed to vote. Written in a 

gender-neutral fashion, the New Jersey constitution did 

not explicitly limit the franchise to men, but simply 

restricted the franchise to “inhabitants” possessing the 

requisite amount of property. Th is formulation opened 

up the possibility for women to vote. In 1790 and 1797, 

the New Jersey legislature went a step further and clari-

fi ed the constitution’s meaning, passing state election 

laws that referred to voters as “he” and “she.” Because 

men and women with property were taxed, women, it 

was said, should be allowed to vote on the same terms as 

men. As a result, qualifi ed women could and did vote in 

both state and federal elections. Yet, because of the stric-

tures of coverture, only single women who were prosper-

ous enough to meet the property requirement—mostly 

wealthy  widows—could cast ballots. No more than a few 

hundred women voted in any given election. Nonethe-

less, the practice was highly controversial, and, in 1807, 

the New Jersey legislature stripped both women and free 

blacks of the franchise. 

 Although no other state followed New Jersey’s lead 

in enfranchising women, the emergence of the fi rst 

political parties opened up other venues for women’s 

participation in politics. Just as women in eighteenth-

century France and Britain created glittering salons, so 

too did American women sponsor gatherings at their 

homes that attracted leading political and intellectual 
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fi gures of the young United States. More than simply 

social gatherings, these events were deliberate eff orts to 

bring together individuals with diff erent, or even com-

peting, political agendas. When the national capital was 

in New York and Philadelphia, elite women—including 

Mrs. Robert Morse, Mrs. Henry Knox, Elizabeth Powel, 

and Anne Willing Bingham—hosted such events. After 

the capital was relocated to Washington, D.C., First Lady 

Dolley Madison’s White House salons became famous 

for providing a respite from the vituperative political 

atmosphere pervading the country. Madison, however, 

was an extremely eff ective political operator in her own 

right. At these gatherings, she promoted her husband’s 

political program, arranged patronage positions for her 

friends and relatives, and brought warring male partisans 

into conversation with one another. Like other  salon-
nières , Madison facilitated the creation of social bonds 

that advanced the smooth functioning of government 

and, at the same time, promoted her and her husband’s 

interests. 

 Beyond the capital, both political parties began to 

court women’s approval and vie for their support. Both 

elite and non-elite women began to demonstrate party 

allegiance. Federalist women who supported Washing-

ton and Hamilton wore golden eagles on their dresses 

or black rosettes on their hats. In contrast, female 

Democratic- Republicans who supported Jeff erson and 

Madison might sport liberty caps or wear tricolored 

cockades. So intense were partisan divisions that some 

women chose friends, servants, and even prospective 

husbands primarily on the basis of their party affi  liation. 

Leaders of both parties also encouraged women to show 

their support by attending partisan functions, especially 

Fourth of July celebrations. Th ese public demonstrations 

of support both affi  rmed the party’s widespread basis of 

popularity and indicated women’s moral approval of a 

given party’s agenda. Because women could not vote or 

hold public offi  ce, their interest in politics was regarded 

as purer and nobler than that of men. Since the very 

existence of political parties was regarded with suspi-

cion, women’s presence at party events conferred a kind 

of moral sanction on men’s partisan activities. 

 Male political leaders also sought to rally women be-

hind their party’s policies in times of national crisis. 

During the “Quasi-War” with France in 1798, Jeff erson’s 

Embargo of 1807–8, and the War of 1812, women were 

asked to show their support for a party’s policies through 

their actions. In 1798 Federalist women, anticipating 

the possibility of war with France, presented hand-sewn 

fl ags to their local militias in public ceremonies. During 

the embargo, Jeff ersonian women held spinning bees 

and made homespun cloth rather than buy goods from 

abroad. During the War of 1812, Republican women, like 

their Revolutionary-era predecessors, made socks, shirts, 

and mittens for the troops. Signifi cantly, however, Feder-

alist women who opposed the governing party’s policies 

often chose to do nothing. Th eir actions revealed impor-

tant changes in the nature of women’s political participa-

tion since the time of the American Revolution. Women 

were no longer patriots, rallying behind their country for 

the sake of the common good. Now they were partisans, 

whose actions deepened the tensions between political 

parties. 

 Women and Social Reform 

 By the 1820s, women’s participation in party politics 

had diminished signifi cantly. Th e Federalist Party was 

moribund as a national force, leaving the Republicans 

to dominate the electoral scene. With less competition, 

party leaders had less need to mobilize nonvoters for 

party events and activities. In addition, Jeff ersonians 

succeeded in their state-by-state campaign to eliminate 

property qualifi cations for voting, and expanded the 

franchise to include virtually all white males. As a result, 

partisans increasingly focused attention on those who 

mattered most to their electoral success: white male vot-

ers. Women and other nonvoters had little role to play in 

this kind of political structure. 

 Women, however, increasingly discovered other means 

by which to contribute to the polity, outside the realm 

of party and electoral politics. Beginning in the 1790s, 

elite women in many places throughout the country had 

begun to establish charitable societies and benevolent or-

ganizations to help the underprivileged, spread Christi-

anity, and provide moral uplift for those in need. Some 

societies sheltered widows, established schools, or aided 

orphans. Other groups collected money to buy Bibles for 

the poor, funded overseas missionaries, provided cloth-

ing and wood for poor families, or assisted those in 

prison. Signifi cantly, women provided the leadership for 

these groups. Many societies were founded and run ex-

clusively by women, who drafted the bylaws, conducted 

the meetings, handled the fi nances, and decided whom 

their organization should fund. When issues arose that 

required dealing with male government offi  cials, women 

often handled the negotiations themselves. 

 Th ese organizations quickly grew in number and 

scope. By 1830 New York supported 18 ladies’ societies; 
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Boston had 17. Many more groups emerged throughout 

the country, in the South as well as the North, in rural 

areas and big cities. Although women in the organiza-

tions used political means and tactics to achieve their 

goals, they vehemently insisted that their goals were so-

cial, not political, in nature. Th ey disavowed connection 

with party politics and denied any affi  nity with male 

politicians. Despite their denials, however, the women 

had succeeded in pursuing politics by another means. 

 In the post–Revolutionary era, women also began to 

see the utility of another political tool at their disposal, 

the petition. For women in eighteenth-century Britain 

and colonial America, the petition had been one of the 

few means through which they could directly commu-

nicate with their government. After the Revolution, 

more women throughout the United States began to 

send petitions to their state assemblies or to Congress, 

seeking redress for a variety of grievances. Initially, most 

of these petitions sought compensation for property 

losses suff ered during the Revolutionary War or re-

quested pensions based on a husband’s military service. 

Over time, however, women began to use petitions as 

vehicles of social reform, demanding aid for the dispos-

sessed, the enactment of temperance laws, or an end 

to slavery. Th rough petitioning, and their widespread 

involvement with social reform movements, women 

became more comfortable with the notion of participa-

tory politics. Th ey claimed their right to act as citizens 

and to demand satisfaction of their grievances from the 

government. 

 Especially after 1830, women came to see the lim-

its of petitioning and of their ability to change soci-

ety if they did not possess the most potent political 

weapon, the vote. By the 1840s and 1850s, small groups 

of women began to form groups specifi cally to advance 

women’s causes, including the right to vote. Although 

the process took decades to come to fruition, the Amer-

ican Revolution established the principles, and created 

the foundation, for women’s later forms of political 

involvement. 

  See also  voting; woman suff rage. 
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 R O S E M A R I E  Z AG A R R I 

 women and politics, 1828–65 

 Between 1828 and 1865, the fi rst movement emerged to 

demand legal and political rights for women. While the 

women’s rights movement during this period was small, it 

directly agitated for a new relationship between women 

and the state. Much of the impetus for these demands 

came from women’s experience in a broad array of reform 

movements and, by the 1850s, the popular idea that po-

litical agitation was replacing moral suasion as a route 

to change. While the road from women’s reform eff orts 

to women’s rights is a central component of the story of 

women and politics between 1828 and 1865, it is also im-

portant to recognize that a large number of women partic-

ipated in political activities informally during this period, 

even if they were formally denied the right to vote. 

 Although women had freely expressed political opin-

ions in the late eighteenth century, and single women 

with property in New Jersey had even been granted the 

right to vote between 1776 and 1806, by the early nine-

teenth century, “female politicians” were increasingly 

scorned, and respectable women were urged to keep 

their opinions within their households. Th e increasingly 

competitive nature of politics, arising with the First Party 

System in the 1790s and the Second Party System in the 

1820s, was deemed an inappropriate arena for respectable 

females, as two new political parties, the Democrats and 

the Whigs, competed for votes beginning in the 1830s. 
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 One state after another rewrote their constitutions in 

the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, and in almost all 

cases, they extended the franchise to white men who did 

not own property, creating a large and boisterous elector-

ate that needed to be both courted and entertained by 

a new breed of politicians anxious to secure offi  ce. Old 

patterns of hierarchy and deference were demolished as 

a new democratic order took place around stump speak-

ing, torchlight parades, and elections. Th e results were 

stunning: in 1824, only 30 percent of adult white men 

voted in presidential elections, but by 1840 the fi gure was 

closer to 80 percent. 

 Even though women could not vote, many attended 

political rallies and parades, particularly within the Whig 

Party. Women could be found lining political parade 

routes in cities as diverse as New York, San Francisco, 

and New Orleans. Some women even rode in parades, 

dressed in white to symbolize purity or liberty. Th ey also 

made banners for their candidates and cooked food for 

rallies. In all of these activities, women were seen as sym-

bols of a higher moral order that rose above the grimy 

competition of a political campaign. Th ey signaled the 

presence of disinterested virtue: supporters who were 

committed not so much to winning but to the social 

good. When women ennobled campaigns in this way, 

they were not so much active agents in the political con-

tests erupting around them as they were passive specta-

tors and symbols of political ideals. 

 Not all women were content to be nonpartisan sym-

bols, however. Lucy Kenney, of Fredericksburg, Virginia, 

began her political career as a Democrat but switched her 

allegiance to the Whigs in the middle of the 1830s. She 

had been paid well by Andrew Jackson to write political 

pamphlets supporting him and was willing to work for 

his successor, Martin Van Buren. But Van Buren would 

not pay her more than $1 for her work, and Kenney indig-

nantly switched her loyalties to the better-paying Whigs. 

Eliza Runnell, another partisan Democrat, accused Ken-

ney of having been “transfi gured from an angel of peace, 

to a political bully” as the election of 1840 heated up. 

Other women whipped up public support for their can-

didates at political rallies, particularly in the South and 

the Midwest. Although it was not common for women 

to speak at political rallies, that did not stop Mary Ann 

Inman from introducing the chief speaker to a crowd of 

5,000 in Tennessee. 

 During the antebellum era, women supported not 

only political candidates but also broader political 

causes. Some of the most politically active women in the 

United States in this period championed the fi libuster-

ing activities of adventurers such as William Walker, one 

of the most famous fi libusters of the nineteenth century, 

who raised a private army and used it to overthrow the 

government of Nicaragua in 1855. Walker had plenty 

of backing from women in the United States as he at-

tempted to set up his new government. Jane McManus 

Cazneau of Texas, for example, made sure the  New York 
Sun  followed Walker’s campaign, and she traveled to 

Nicaragua in time to see Walker inaugurated president 

there. Anna Ella Carroll of Maryland chastised President 

Franklin Pierce in print when he refused to recognize 

Walker’s ambassador to the United States. Sarah Pel-

let returned from visiting Nicaragua and took to the 

lecture circuit in New Orleans in an attempt to rally 

people to Walker’s cause. Whether speaking or writing, 

such women took a forceful public stand on the military 

and political adventures of some of their countrymen 

who were seeking to expand U.S. infl uence beyond its 

borders. 

 While women were present in the swirl of party 

politics and the debates on U.S. expansion, they more 

commonly expressed themselves in public through their 

participation in reform associations. Soon after the Rev-

olution, women formed organizations to help the poor 

in an expression of civic-mindedness. Th ese new organi-

zations constituted mini-governments, as women wrote 

constitutions for their groups, gathered and distributed 

economic resources, decided on membership, and took 

stands on political issues. As the Great Awakening en-

couraged a rising spirit of evangelicalism in the early 

nineteenth century, women created new organizations 

such as missionary societies to promote the spiritual sal-

vation of the unconverted both at home and abroad. By 

the end of the 1820s, religious concerns had expanded 

into debates about social and political issues, including 

Native American removal, temperance, and antislavery. 

Women who became involved in organizations and agi-

tation connected with such issues couched their con-

cerns in spiritual and domestic terms, but it was clear 

that their agendas had political ramifi cations as well. 

 Hundreds of women signed petitions to Congress in 

1829 and 1830 to protest Andrew Jackson’s policy of Na-

tive American removal. Th ey were largely inspired by 

the protests of the American Board of Commissioners 

for Foreign Missions, a missionary group that worked to 

convert the Native American population. Women from 

Maine to Ohio mobilized to protest the forced removal of 

Cherokee people from their lands. Th ey carefully worded 
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their petitions to defend their signatures as an assertion 

of moral concern rather than political right. Female pe-

titioners claimed that they spoke to defend the spiritual 

lives of Indians and to protect their domestic environ-

ments—arenas that were widely acknowledged to be the 

appropriate concern of women. Despite these disclaimers, 

however, the petitions were met with howls of outrage 

in Congress, as proremoval senators expressed disgust at 

what they charged was inappropriate feminine behavior. 

 Th e ruckus caused by antiremoval petitions, however, 

was small compared to the storm caused by the antislav-

ery movement that drew a large number of female fol-

lowers. Free blacks in the North had set up antislavery 

societies to demand an immediate end to slavery during 

the 1820s, and in 1832, the abolitionist William Lloyd 

Garrison carried that critique to the white community. 

Black women in Salem, Massachusetts, organized the 

fi rst female antislavery society in 1832, a move that was 

repeated by both black and white women in other cities 

of the North during the following years. Some of these 

groups were integrated, others were not, and even within 

the integrated groups, African American women were 

denied leadership positions. 

 As women in the antislavery societies organized dur-

ing the 1830s, they raised large sums of money through 

antislavery fairs, where they sold handmade items and 

used that money to fund antislavery newspapers, public 

events, and petitioning campaigns. Th ousands of women 

signed the petitions to Congress that were circulated to 

protest slavery. Women, along with men, petitioned 

against the admission of Texas, a slave state, to the Union 

and against slavery in the District of Columbia. Lydia 

Maria Child became the editor of the widely read  Na-
tional Anti-Slavery Standard . Abolitionists such as Sarah 

and Angelina Grimke became well-known speakers, 

drawing large numbers of men as well as women to their 

powerful public testimonies on the evils of slavery. 

 Th e abolitionist movement provoked outrage through-

out the country. Not only did it challenge the property 

rights of Southerners and the political stability of the 

nation, it also raised the specter of a racially integrated 

society—something that most white Americans ab-

horred. Female abolitionists, like their male colleagues, 

faced physical threats and vitriolic attacks in the press 

for their activities. Women in the movement were chal-

lenged not only for their abolitionist principles but also 

for behavior unbecoming of respectable women.

As antislavery advocates confronted these attacks, 

some argued that women should not alienate potential 

supporters by taking positions of leadership in the anti-

slavery movement or by speaking in public. Th e “woman 

question,” as the issue became known, was a key element 

in the split that took place in the movement in 1840. Th e 

minority wing, which argued that the inequality women 

faced should be part of the broader antislavery vision, 

retained control of the name of the organization, the 

American Anti-Slavery Society. Th ose who advocated 

a more traditional role for women in reform activities 

formed the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. 

Women in both of these organizations, however, contin-

ued to be involved in reform activities that most of their 

neighbors would deem “political.” 

 Temperance organizations were less controversial and 

more widespread than antislavery ones. Indeed, men 

dominated the temperance movement during the 1820s 

and into the 1830s. By the end of the 1830s, however, 

women were forming their own independent or auxil-

iary organizations. Temperance reformers focused their 

attention on personal reform, urging individuals to sign 

pledges that they would abstain from liquor. 

 Women who were involved in reform activities in 

the 1830s and 1840s, whether to protest slavery, Native 

American removal, alcohol, or other issues, would have 

argued that they were pursuing a path of moral sua-

sion rather than political involvement. Regardless of 

the political ramifi cations, they saw themselves as try-

ing to persuade neighbors and political representatives 

to do the right thing, rather than exercising a political 

right in the boisterous and partisan culture of party 

politics. Like many of the male reformers they worked 

with, they believed their cause would be sullied if they 

stooped to engage party politics; instead, they believed 

they could achieve their aims by converting others to the 

proper moral principles necessary for a just and peaceful 

world. 

 By the end of the 1840s, however, many of these re-

form eff orts were engaging the political process much 

more directly. Th e Liberty Party was established in 1840 

with an antislavery platform. Th e Free Soil Party, estab-

lished in 1848 and largely incorporated into the Repub-

lican Party in 1854, challenged the expansion of slavery. 

Temperance advocates began to agitate for laws outlaw-

ing alcohol rather than simply promoting individual 

pledges not to drink. By the 1850s, reform movements 

were increasingly moving from strategies of moral sua-

sion to strategies of direct political action. Women who 

were committed to reform recognized the growing im-

portance of direct political participation. 
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 It was within this context that the fi rst women’s rights 

movement emerged in the United States. Th e issue of 

women’s rights had been surfacing in the antislavery 

movement at least since the mid 1830s, when Angelina 

and Sarah Grimke had passionately defended their right 

to speak out against slavery. Several hundred of these 

activists took the issue an important step further, how-

ever, when they met in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. 

Listing the grievances of women in the Declaration of 

Sentiments (modeled on the Declaration of Indepen-

dence), the organizers presented a list of resolutions to 

the convention for debate on the rights of women. Th ese 

rights included not only the right to speak in church and 

in public and the right to participate in trade and com-

merce equally with men but also the right to vote. Th is 

was by far the most controversial proposition presented, 

one that shocked many of the delegates and passed only 

after the famous abolitionist Frederick Douglass rose to 

defend the demand. Once the resolution had passed, 

however, it became the defi ning issue of the movement. 

Women demanded that the expansion of the franchise 

include them. Given the growing politicization of the 

other causes they championed, it was a demand that had 

become increasingly signifi cant. And since participation 

in the political order had moved from household heads 

to individuals, the demand that women be recognized 

also made logical sense. 

 Women’s rights supporters met yearly during the 1850s 

to debate the issues associated with their cause. Th eir 

numbers were quite small, but the movement was recog-

nized throughout the United States and western Europe, 

even if it often faced derision. In the United States, crit-

ics caricatured woman’s rights supporters as manly. Op-

position was particularly vociferous in the South, where 

the movement was associated with abolitionism. Indeed, 

the overt demand by women for the right to participate 

in party politics may have dampened the enthusiasm 

that some southern women had shown for their parties 

in previous years. In Virginia, women in 1856 spoke less 

frequently in the presidential election campaign than 

they had in 1852. 

 With the coming of the Civil War in 1860, women’s 

rights advocates temporarily put aside their cause. In the 

North, women such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton helped 

to form the Woman’s National Loyal League, which sup-

ported the war eff ort as well as a petitioning campaign 

for a constitutional amendment to end slavery. Although 

Stanton urged the Loyal League to make women’s rights 

one of its issues, she failed to persuade the majority of 

members. Women’s political participation during the 

war thus continued in the same manner that existed 

before the war. Women followed the political and mili-

tary confl ict engulfi ng the nation, organized to provide 

assistance to soldiers, and pressured government of-

fi cials for changes in policies. Occasionally, women of 

both the North and the South took up spying for their 

governments. 

 Th us, by the end of the Civil War, women had suc-

cessfully organized in a wide variety of arenas to pres-

sure local, state, and national governments for change. 

Women continued to be denied access to most forms 

of participation in the government, most specifi cally the 

right to vote. But they had developed alternative organi-

zational strategies for engaging in politics. 

  See also  abolitionism; Prohibition and temperance; voting; 

woman suff rage. 
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 women and politics, 1865–1920 

 Women’s participation in politics increased dramatically 

between 1865 and 1920. By 1913 many municipalities 

had given women the right to vote on schools and local 

taxes, and ten states allowed women to vote for presi-

dent and other government offi  cials. Voting, however, 

was not the only way women participated in politics in 

this era. Before the Civil War, women’s extensive non-

partisan organizational networks worked for moral and 
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political reforms, such as temperance, antiprostitution, 

the abolition of slavery, and improvements in women’s 

economic and political status. After 1865 women took 

on new causes, strengthening their old voluntary asso-

ciations and creating new ones, some of which, by the 

1890s, had become national organizations. Over time 

wom en used their nonpartisan associations as a means for 

moving into political arenas once dominated by men. 

 Only a few of the women who advocated causes through 

their voluntary associations thought that by doing so they 

were entering politics in the traditional sense of the term. 

According to tradition, politics meant seeking offi  ce for 

its own sake, distributing favors, and making compro-

mises in order to “win” for one’s side. Most nineteenth-

century women thought they were above or unsuited for 

that kind of activity. Yet as soon as an organization of 

women identifi ed a goal, campaigned in public to win 

support for it, and advocated a law or public policy to 

achieve it, the women not only had to interact with poli-

ticians but became “political” themselves. Th us, decades 

before the ratifi cation in 1920 of the Nineteenth Amend-

ment, which gave all women the right to vote, thousands 

of American women were already involved in politics. 

 Women’s Voluntary Associations as Agents 

of Political Change 

 Women’s nonpartisan political causes after 1865 ranged 

across a wide spectrum. Some were associated with the 

Reconstruction amendments, which gave political rights 

to male freed slaves but not to any women. Later in the 

century, women became deeply involved in the progres-

sive movement, which sought a greater role for govern-

ment on behalf of the public’s welfare. Other causes 

were more conservative in nature, focusing on preserv-

ing traditional features of American society. Yet others 

sought to resolve the era’s most controversial issues, such 

as civil liberties for racial and ethnic minorities, votes for 

women, collective bargaining rights for labor, and the 

public’s right to free expression. 

 In the immediate post–Civil War period, the achieve-

ment of voting rights for women was highest on the 

agenda for politically active women. Th e suff rage move-

ment split over the Reconstruction amendments, which 

explicitly limited the franchise to men. Arguing that it 

was more important to give the vote to freedmen, some 

suff ragists formed the American Woman Suff rage Asso-

ciation to pursue votes for women state by state. A more 

radical group, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan 

B. Anthony, formed the National Woman Suff rage Asso-

ciation to pursue voting rights as citizens under the Four-

teenth Amendment. In the late 1860s and early 1870s, in 

a massive campaign of civil disobedience, women across 

the country attempted to vote, an action that led to An-

thony’s trial for illegal voting. Activist Victoria Woodhull 

took a diff erent tack, declaring to Congress that voting 

was a “right” of national citizenship, not a privilege ac-

corded by the states. Virginia Minor, from St. Louis, Mis-

souri, took her citizenship claim all the way to the U.S. 

Supreme Court, but lost in 1875. Despite increasingly nar-

row judicial interpretations of citizenship rights granted 

by the Reconstruction amendments, in succeeding years 

women continued to attempt to register to vote.

By the 1870s, temperance—the movement to con-

trol if not eliminate national consumption of alcoholic 

beverages—had also become a national woman’s cam-

paign. Th e Woman’s Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) was its most popular organizational expression. 

Th e WCTU was founded in Ohio in 1874, and by 1900 

had a membership of some 200,000. Frances Willard, 

WCTU president from 1879 to 1898, was most respon-

sible for setting the organization’s course. Convinced 

that temperance was essential to protecting the home, 

she pursued laws to restrict the manufacture, sale, and 

importation of alcoholic beverages. Arguing that such 

laws alone would not stop people from drinking, Wil-

lard also called on society to address related problems, 

such as poverty, adulterated food and drugs, the lack of 

labor unions, and women’s subordinate status in both the 

economy and politics. To achieve both Prohibition and 

woman suff rage, at one point she tried to bring together 

the Populist Party, the Knights of Labor, and the WCTU. 

Near the end of her life, Willard became convinced that 

socialism was the only way to bring about a just society. 

 Th e suff rage movement ended its division in 1890, 

forming the National American Woman Suff rage Asso-

ciation (NAWSA) and eventually enlisting some 10,000 

members in campaigns for the vote. In succeeding years 

its leaders—Stanton, Anthony, Anna Shaw, Alice Paul, 

and Carrie Chapman Catt—interacted continually with 

politicians. Th ey lobbied state and federal legislators to 

pass resolutions in favor of votes for women and pres-

sured party offi  cials to include woman suff rage planks 

in their platforms. Th ey testifi ed before legislative com-

mittees on suff rage and on other women’s rights issues. 

During elections they organized rallies and marches and 

canvassed neighborhoods for support. In 1915 Alice Paul 

broke away from NAWSA and formed the National 

Woman’s Party (NWP) in 1917. Th e party  adopted the 
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 militant political techniques of the British “suff rag-

ettes,” including civil disobedience and holding the po-

litical parties in power responsible for the failure to pass 

woman suff rage. For their picketing of the White House 

during World War I, some NWP members were sent to 

jail, where their treatment (which included forced feed-

ings) brought wide publicity to the cause. 

 Other national women’s groups in this era included 

the National Consumers’ League (NCL), founded in 

1899, and the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), 

founded in 1903. Both organizations had tangible po-

litical impact. Th e NCL led the movement to win pro-

tections against unsafe goods, outlaw child labor, and 

regulate factory labor practices. Under the leadership of 

Florence Kelley, a former resident of Chicago’s famous 

Hull House social settlement and the state of Illinois’s 

fi rst appointed factory inspector, the NCL won its ini-

tial victories with the passage of state laws regulating 

women’s working hours. In the wake of the devastating 

fi re at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New York City 

in 1911, WTUL leaders Margaret Dreier Robins, Mary 

Dreier, and Rose Schneiderman spearheaded offi  cial in-

vestigations that led to the passage of dozens of factory 

health and safety regulations. Both organizations also 

worked for a minimum wage and for the establishment 

of federal agencies focused on the welfare of women and 

children. Two agencies, the Children’s Bureau and the 

Women’s Bureau, founded in 1912 and 1920, respectively, 

were headed by women. 

 Although less successful legislatively in the early 1900s 

than temperance and labor reformers, women active 

in early civil rights movements paved the way for later 

progress. Memphis-born African American journalist 

Ida B. Wells-Barnett devoted herself to national and in-

ternational campaigns against lynching. After moving to 

Chicago, she founded black female suff rage clubs and in-

tegrated the state suff rage movement. Wells-Barnett and 

Mary Church Terrell were the only black women among 

the founders of the National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People (NAACP), for many years 

the nation’s largest and most visible civil rights organi-

zation. White women also helped found the NAACP, 

most notably Hull House founder Jane Addams and 

settlement worker Mary White Ovington. Ovington, 

who came out of an abolitionist family tradition, was 

a key member of the biracial inner circle of NAACP 

founders and remained active on the board for almost 

40 years. Al though male lawyers dominated the orga-

nization’s leadership, many women founded branches, 

such as music teacher and clubwoman Nettie Asberry of 

Tacoma, Washington. 

 Other important women’s organizations founded in 

this era were the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, 

the Council of Jewish Women, the National Association 

of Colored Women, and the Young Women’s Christian 

Association. Also initiated were patriotic women’s groups 

based on lineage and dedicated to promoting civic na-

tionalism, such as the Daughters of the American Revolu-

tion and the United Daughters of the Confederacy. All of 

these organizations developed political agendas of varying 

kinds. Some took up progressive causes, such as pure food 

and drugs, municipal sanitation and pure water systems, 

controls on air pollution, and laws to improve or build 

low-cost housing for urban workers. Others were more 

conservative, hoping to slow down some of the changes 

overtaking American society; their agendas included set-

ting quotas on immigration, launching Americanization 

programs, and opposing racial integration. 

 Women’s organizations were deeply involved in many 

of the era’s controversial political issues. In the 1870s and 

1880s, women participated on both sides of the debates 

over whether plural wives should be allowed to vote in 

Utah. When journalist and public speaker Kate Field in-

vestigated Mormon marriages in the state and then toured 

with a popular lecture against polygamy, Mormons sent 

plural wives to Washington, D.C., to counter her argu-

ments. Arguing that votes for women would destabilize 

the institution of marriage, some women were active in 

the campaign against suff rage. Th e “Antis,” as they were 

called, founded local, state, and national leagues to lobby 

legislators against woman suff rage and engaged suff rag-

ists in debate at public meetings.

Women’s groups across the political spectrum also 

used the importance of women’s domestic responsibili-

ties to advocate pro-natalist public policies. Insisting that 

women’s primary role lay in reproduction, they favored 

both welfare for mothers and children and campaigns to 

reduce infant and maternal mortality as well as greater 

controls on marriage and divorce, bans on abortion and 

contraception, and support for the science of eugenics. 

 Wars aroused some women into political action. In 

1887, mindful of how war hurt families, the WCTU 

established a Department of Peace and Arbitration. In 

the 1890s and early 1900s, women participated in move-

ments opposing imperialistic expansion by world powers, 

including the United States. Because the United States 

was denying American citizenship to the native people 

of the Philippines after the Spanish-American War of 
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1898, Boston pacifi st Lucia Mead actively opposed the 

American takeover of the former Spanish colony. Th e 

outbreak of World War I in 1914 led to another burst 

of peace activism on the part of women. On August 29, 

1,500 suff ragists and anti-imperialists, dressed in black 

and carrying a large banner of a dove, marched down 

New York City’s Fifth Avenue to the slow beat of a muf-

fl ed drum. Jane Addams and Carrie Chapman Catt then 

organized a Woman’s Peace Party. Lawyer Crystal East-

man, a pioneer in developing workers’ compensation in 

New York and a militant suff ragist, founded a more radi-

cal Woman’s Peace Party of New York that continued to 

demonstrate against the war even after the United States 

joined the confl ict in 1917. In 1915 Addams and indus-

trial physician Alice Hamilton traveled to Th e Hague to 

attend an International Congress of Women that urged 

an armistice as well as continuous mediation among the 

belligerent states. A Second International Congress of 

Women held in 1919 in Zurich led to the founding of the 

Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF), which opposed the continuing occupation of 

Haiti and Nicaragua by U.S. Marines and issued the fi rst 

criticisms of the Versailles Treaty. 

 From Voluntary Associations to Partisan Politics 

 Women’s experience in voluntary associations trained 

them in political skills, such as how to run large meet-

ings, speak in public, and interact with government and 

political party offi  cials. Success at winning signifi cant 

reforms, including pure food and drug laws, controls 

on the liquor trade, rights for labor, factory regulation, 

and the vote, raised their confi dence as agents of political 

change. By the time suff rage arrived, women with volun-

tary association experience began to move into partisan 

politics and government offi  ce. 

 A number of women had entered partisan politics 

even before they had the right to vote. Suff ragist Victoria 

Woodhull presented herself as a presidential candidate 

in 1872 under the banner of the Equal Rights Party. Th e 

National Equal Rights Party put attorney Belva Lock-

wood forward as presidential candidate in 1884 and 1888. 

In 1892 Judith Ellen Foster, Iowa lawyer, temperance 

crusader, and ardent Republican, formed the Women’s 

National Republican Association. Over the next 18 years, 

it organized Republican women’s clubs and campaign-

ing for GOP candidates across the nation. Mary Eliz-

abeth Lease, a midwestern temperance and woman 

suff rage activist, stumped for the Populists between 1890 

and 1896, for Socialist Eugene Debs in 1908, and for 

Progressive Th eodore Roosevelt in 1912. Jane Addams, 

widely known for her work at Hull House, won her fi rst 

political appointment in 1895, when she became garbage 

inspector for Chicago’s nineteenth ward; in 1912 she sec-

onded Th eodore Roosevelt’s nomination for president 

Women suff ragists picket in front of the White House, February 1917. 

(Library of Congress)



women and politics, 1865–1920

900

at the Progressive Party National Convention and cam-

paigned for the party’s candidates. From her base in New 

York City, lawyer and social investigator Frances Kellor 

created and then directed the Progressive Party’s research 

and propaganda arm, the National Progressive Service. 

 After Illinois women became enfranchised in 1913, 

Ida B. Wells-Barnett used her Alpha Suff rage Club in 

Chicago’s second ward to help bring about the election 

of the city’s first black alderman, Oscar S. DePriest. 

In 1915, working from a base in the Woman’s Social-

ist Union of California, Los Angeles journalist Estelle 

Lawton Lindsey became the fi rst woman elected to the 

governing council of a major U.S. city. In 1916 Jean-

nette Rankin, a suff ragist from Montana, ran for Con-

gress as a progressive Republican, campaigning for a 

federal woman suff rage amendment, child protection 

laws, and Prohibition; she won, but her vote against 

U.S. entry into World War I in 1917 led to her defeat 

when she ran for the U.S. Senate. After organizing 

women to vote for Alfred E. Smith when he ran for 

governor of New York in 1918, social and labor reformer 

Belle Moskowitz rose to an executive position on the 

Democratic National Committee. Frances Perkins got 

her start in politics as a Consumers’ Society lobbyist 

for industrial safety laws; in 1919 Governor Smith ap-

pointed her to the state’s Industrial  Commission, from 

which President Franklin D. Roosevelt elevated her 

into his cabinet in 1933. 

 Th ese are only some examples of the many women 

who made the transition from nonpartisan to partisan 

politics in the late 1800s and early 1900s. While only 

a few of them gained high political positions, they set 

precedents for others. As time went on, women’s in-

creasing opportunities for professionalization opened up 

more paths into offi  ceholding and political infl uence. 

Women lawyers brought their professional skills to bear 

on advocacy issues, used their bar associations and civic 

action leagues to gain footholds in local political party 

organizations, and eventually ran for elective posts or 

won appointive offi  ce. Women physicians pursued pub-

lic health issues, advocating health reforms and winning 

supervisory posts in municipal and state government. 

Some of the women who had earned distinction in social 

settlement work and reform gained access to positions of 

political infl uence as well, either through winning presti-

gious professorships, like Alice Hamilton at the Harvard 

Medical School, or Julia Lathrop, who, as the head of 

the U.S. Children’s Bureau, became the fi rst woman to 

direct a federal agency. 

 Women in Radical Politics 

 For most middle-class women interested in politics, win-

ning the vote was key to their full participation in poli-

tics. Some working-class women felt the same way and 

participated actively in the woman suff rage movement. 

A radical few took a diff erent path to the exercise of po-

litical power: direct agitation. Mary Harris (“Mother”) 

Jones, who inspired miners to strike for better wages and 

working conditions, cofounded the Industrial Workers of 

the World (IWW). Russian-born Emma Goldman, who 

attracted a large and enthusiastic following as a writer 

and lecturer, advocated anarchism, free speech, birth 

control for women, and resistance to the draft during 

World War I. Accused of complicity in the assassination 

of President William McKinley and jailed multiple times 

over the course of her career, she suff ered deportation to 

Soviet Russia during the Red Scare of 1919. 

 Other radical women in this period included fi ery 

labor agitator Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, who began to 

make public speeches in 1906, speaking out for social-

ism and the IWW, participating in strikes and free speech 

demonstrations, and helping to found the American 

Civil Liberties Union in 1920. Popular Socialist lecturer 

and journalist Kate Richards O’Hare ran unsuccessfully 

for Congress from Kansas in 1910. Arrested under the Es-

pionage Act of 1917 for speaking out against participation 

in World War I, O’Hare spent several years in jail. In 1912 

 Margaret Sanger began challenging the so-called Com-

stock Law of 1873, which outlawed sending “obscene” 

material, including information about contraception, 

through the U.S. mail. Indicted in 1914 for disseminat-

ing  Th e Woman Rebel,  a monthly newspaper advocating 

the right to practice birth control, and jailed in 1916 for 

opening the nation’s fi rst clinic devoted to that purpose, 

Sanger became the leader of the movement that eventu-

ally legalized birth control. 

 Women’s Changing Attitudes toward Politics 

 In the period between the end of the Civil War and the 

ratifi cation of the Nineteenth Amendment, women’s in-

volvement in politics took a variety of forms. Women 

worked for suff rage, world peace, legislative action on 

both progressive and conservative fronts, and radical 

change. Th ey engaged in direct political action as vot-

ers, agitators, candidates for elective offi  ce, and holders of 

administrative posts. To pursue any public cause, women 

had to take political action. As New York City settlement 

worker and child advocate Lillian Wald expressed it, 

“When I went to New York, and was stirred to participate 
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in community work . . . I believed that politics concerned 

itself with matters outside [women’s] realm and experi-

ence. It was an awakening to me to realize that when I 

was working in the interests of those babies . . . I was 

really in politics.” 

 Th us, even in a period when most American women 

were denied the vote, thousands of them either rejected 

the prevailing Victorian idea that women should confi ne 

their activities to the private sphere, or they used their 

domestic roles to justify moving into the public sphere. 

As Kate Kirkman, a Nashville, Tennessee, civic activist, 

expressed it in 1897, “woman’s work” was “[w]hatever 

may be necessary to preserve the sanctity of the home 

and ensure the freedom of the State.” While women dis-

agreed just as much as men did on exactly what these 

goals might mean and how to achieve them, they knew 

that engagement in politics was their essential fi rst step. 

  See also  feminism; voting; woman suff rage. 
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 women and politics, 1920 –70 

 On August 26, 1970, thousands of women in cities across 

the country thronged the streets in celebration of the fi f-

tieth anniversary of the ratifi cation of the Nineteenth 

Amendment, which granted women the right to vote. 

Th e Women’s Strike for Equality march, one of the larg-

est demonstrations for women’s rights in U.S. history, 

represented a new era in the history of women’s reform, 

in which long-standing assumptions about men and 

women would crumble and institutions, laws, and poli-

cies would be redesigned to refl ect a new gender order. 

Th e 1920 passage of the Nineteenth Amendment also 

marked a turning point in women’s history, although 

voting rights for African American women in the south-

ern states would not be secured until the 1965 Voting 

Rights Act ended almost a century of black male and 

female disenfranchisement in that region. 

 Women’s Political Power in the Wake 

of the Nineteenth Amendment 

 Winning the constitutional right to vote for the vast ma-

jority of American women was a milestone in the history 

of women’s political citizenship. Yet women had voted 

in several states before 1920, when full political rights 

for women, including equal access to offi  ceholding and 

representation in the two major political parties and in 

government, were far from secure. Th e fi rst woman in 

the U.S. House of Representatives, Jeannette Rankin, 

a Republican from Montana, entered Congress in 1917, 

and, in her fi rst vote that same year, she recorded her op-

position to U.S. entry into World War I. But few women 

followed Rankin into high-ranking elected political of-

fi ce in the 1920s and 1930s. Th ose who did were termed 

the “widow contingent” because with a few exceptions—

such as Mary T. Norton, Democratic congresswoman 

from New Jersey, and Ruth Hanna McCormick, Repub-

lican congresswoman from Illinois—they had  succeeded 

their ill or dying husbands into offi  ce. Both the Demo-

cratic and the Republican National Committee set up 

“Women’s Divisions” in the early 1920s, but these separate 

divisions did little to further women’s advancement into 

infl uential party offi  ces. Still, both Women’s Divisions, 

along with the Democratic and Republican clubs that 

formed outside the formal party structure, encouraged 

women’s political education, voting, and party volunteer 

work. Former National Association of Colored Women 
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(NACW) leaders Mary Church Terrell and Hallie Q. 

Brown helped organize a large network of active local 

black women’s Republican clubs in northern urban cities 

and eventually founded the National League of Republi-

can Colored Women in 1924. In part because of the fail-

ure of the Republican Party to enact federal antilynching 

legislation, several prominent black women, most nota-

bly Alice Dunbar-Nelson, switched party allegiance and 

actively campaigned for Democratic candidates in the 

federal election of 1924. By 1932, as Evelyn Brooks Hig-

ginbotham noted, “the honeymoon had ended between 

black women and the Republican party.” Nevertheless, 

black women voters remained in the Republican column 

in national elections until 1936. 

 In the decades after winning suff rage, the percent-

age of women who registered and voted consistently fell 

below that of men. Th e absolute numbers of women 

voters would surpass that of men in 1964, but women 

continued to vote at a lower rate than men until 1980. 

As with many newly enfranchised groups, it would take 

time for women to exercise their voting rights. Women’s 

right to vote was established by law but not yet by cus-

tom or norm. Some women continued to oppose woman 

suff rage; others failed to vote because of the intimidation 

of family members or the larger community. Still others 

remained ambivalent about mainstream electoral politics 

and its effi  cacy as an avenue of political persuasion. 

 Prior to suff rage, women often exercised their politi-

cal power in diff erent ways than did men; the sources 

of their political authority were distinct as well. Th ese 

distinctive patterns and beliefs continued into the post-

suff rage era. Th e largest woman suff rage organization, 

the National American Woman’s Suff rage Association, 

headed by Carrie Chapman Catt, disbanded after win-

ning suff rage, and many of its members moved into 

the National League of Women Voters (NLWV). Th e 

NLWV encouraged women to vote and involve them-

selves in party politics, but it also kept alive an older po-

litical tradition by positioning women as above and apart 

from partisan politics and uniquely suited to pursue a 

disinterested, selfl ess agenda. 

 Shortly after the founding of the NLWV in 1920, 

its president, Maud Park Wood, set up the Women’s 

Joint Congressional Committee (WJCC) to coordinate 

women’s lobbying at the national level. Th e vast major-

ity of women’s groups joined, including Progressive Era 

organizations such as the National Consumers’ League 

(NCL), the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), the 

National Association of Colored Women (NACW), and 

the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC), 

as well as newer groups like the Women’s International 

League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) and the Na-

tional Federation of Business and Professional Women’s 

Clubs (NFBPWC). Th e WJCC, like the NLWV, was 

a hydra-headed creature. Realizing that no single issue 

united women as had suff rage, it allowed for a range of 

political agendas from its member organizations. It also 

relied on the rhetoric of public service and claimed au-

thority based on women’s distinctive experiences while 

at the same time it lobbied for more women in public 

and party offi  ce. Th is approach, however, with its em-

phasis on gender separatism, was losing adherents in the 

larger society as well as among women reformers. Th e 

tension between integration and separatism had always 

existed in the women’s movement, but it intensifi ed in 

an era in which a growing number of women saw gen-

der integration and equal treatment as both possible and 

desirable. 

 In the 1920s, the WJCC and its member organizations 

pursued the social reform agenda fi rst articulated by Pro-

gressive Era reformers like Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, 

and Julia Lathrop. Th ese women, born in the 1870s and 

1880s and among the fi rst generation of women to be 

college educated, devoted themselves to creating institu-

tions and public policies that would heal class divisions 

and ameliorate the problems of the poor, the majority of 

whom were women and children. Along with a younger 

generation of women they had mentored in the prewar 

suff rage, consumer, and labor movements, these women 

played key roles in the passage of the fi rst federal so-

cial welfare legislation, the 1921 Sheppard-Towner Act, 

which set up prenatal and infant health centers across 

the country. Yet a combined assault from business and 

self-styled patriot groups cut into the public and con-

gressional support for the WJCC coalition. In addition, 

as fear of a “woman’s voting bloc” waned after the 1924 

election revealed women’s diverse political preferences, 

so did the WJCC’s lobbying power. Th e Sheppard-

Towner legislation expired in 1929, and the child labor 

amendment to the Constitution—one of the key goals 

of the WJCC in the 1920s—was voted down by the 

states, at times by public referendum. 

 Not all women shared the WJCC’s priorities in the 

1920s. Facing the growing threat of a revitalized Ku Klux 

Klan, a movement in which white women were deeply 

involved, the NACW put its energy into coalition work 

with the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) and expressed disappointment 
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at the WJCC’s failure to see antilynching legislation as a 

“woman’s issue.” Jane Addams increasingly shifted her 

energies to the WILPF, founded in 1915 to study the 

causes of war and to work for permanent peace. Th e 

Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), once a 

former WJCC ally, turned against it by the mid-1920s, 

accusing it of being un-American because it favored ex-

panding federal powers and remained too closely allied 

with the peace initiatives of the WILPF. Th e battle over 

temperance also continued as a high priority for many 

women. Following the ratifi cation in 1919 of the Eigh-

teenth Amendment, banning the sale and consumption 

of alcohol, some joined eff orts to repeal the amendment, 

which ended in victory in 1933. Other women fought a 

rearguard action in its defense, continuing to claim that 

alcohol consumption fueled poverty, vice, and family 

dissolution. 

 In the 1930s, with Franklin D. Roosevelt in offi  ce, the 

social welfare wing of the women’s movement achieved 

much of its political agenda. Facing pressure from First 

Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and the Democratic Party 

Women’s Division chair, Molly Dewson, the president 

appointed a number of women to public offi  ce, includ-

ing Frances Perkins, who as secretary of labor became the 

fi rst female cabinet member. Women like Perkins were 

critical in the design and passage of the Social Security 

Act, which established old-age pensions, unemployment 

insurance, and new federal income guarantees for the 

poor, including mothers and children; the Wagner Act, 

which protected worker rights to bargain collectively 

with employers; and the Fair Labor Standards Act, which 

restricted child labor and established minimum wage 

and hour provisions for industrial workers. 

 Social Reform in the Post–World War II Decades 

 Th e number of female governmental political appoint-

ments inched upward during World War II but dropped 

again in the war’s aftermath. In the 1950s and 1960s, 

however, slow but steady progress in integrating party 

and governmental ranks occurred, laying the basis for 

more rapid advances in the 1970s. Former actress Helen 

Gahagan Douglas ably represented her blue-collar Los 

Angeles district in Congress throughout the 1940s, only 

to be defeated by Richard Nixon in a 1950 Senate cam-

paign that was notable for his anti-Communist smear 

tactics. By the 1960s, congressional ranks had opened 

to Martha Griffi  ths (Democrat of Michigan), Frances 

Bolton (Republican of Ohio), Edith Green (Democrat 

of Oregon), Katharine St. George (Republican of New 

York), among others. And in 1965, Patsy Takemoto Mink 

(Democrat of Hawai‘i) became the fi rst woman of color 

and the fi rst woman of Asian-Pacifi c-islander descent in 

the House. A handful of women also moved into the 

Senate, including Margaret Chase Smith (Republican of 

Maine). Elected fi rst to the House in 1940, and then to 

the Senate in 1948, her long and successful congressional 

career continued into the 1970s. 

 In 1953 Democratic National Committee (DNC) of-

fi cials dissolved the DNC’s Women’s Division amidst 

protest by female party activists who claimed women 

were being scapegoated for the loss to the Republicans 

in 1952. Women had shown a slightly larger prefer-

ence for Eisenhower in 1952, provoking the debate, but 

this gender gap in national party preference vanished 

quickly. Women’s voting patterns in national elections 

were virtually indistinguishable from those of men from 

1920 until 1980, when a sizable number of Democratic 

men shifted their allegiance to the Republican Party and 

women did not. 

 In the decades following World War II, as in earlier 

eras, women’s political infl uence was expressed most 

powerfully outside traditional party avenues. Th e sepa-

ratist social welfare network of women reformers de-

clined, but a new generation of women reinvigorated 

progressive grassroots social reform through their leader-

ship in the labor, civil rights, human rights, and peace 

movements. In part because these were new movements, 

and at times marginal ones, women were welcomed as 

members and even as leaders. 

 Th e labor movement had risen dramatically in the 

1930s, off ering a vision of interracial and interclass soli-

darity, avid political advocacy for state regulation, and 

social benefi ts and a new openness to a range of po-

litical perspectives. In the 1920s, the primary worker-

based reform and radical organizations, the American 

Federation of Labor, the Socialist Party, the Communist 

Party, and the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), 

each pursued separate agendas. In the mid-1930s, how-

ever, many Socialists and Communists decided to work 

within the new labor federation, the Congress of In-

dustrial Organization (CIO), helping organize the 

millions of mass-production and other low-income 

workers who would be the basis of labor’s power in the 

postwar era. Women fl ooded into the new movement, 

and some—such as Ruth Young of the United Electri-

cal Workers Union, Myra Wolfgang of the Hotel Em-

ployees and Restaurant Employees Union, and Caroline 

Davis, Lillian Hatcher, and Millie Jeff rey of the United 
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Automotive Workers—moved into key secondary posi-

tions of leadership. 

 By the 1940s, a formidable women’s labor movement 

existed that included close to 3 million women in unions, 

a million homemakers in women’s labor auxiliaries, and 

a dynamic national network of women labor offi  cials. 

Th rough their participation in the U.S. Women’s Bu-

reau reform network, women labor offi  cials allied with 

like-minded women leaders of the National Council for 

Negro Women (NCNW)—founded in 1935 by Mary 

McLeod Bethune and later led by Dorothy Height—

the American Association of University Women, the 

YWCA, and other groups. Th roughout the 1940s and 

1950s, at the height of the supposed era of domesticity 

and gender conservatism, this coalition pushed for equal 

pay for equal work; an end to unfair discrimination on 

the basis of race, sex, marital status, and nationality; im-

proved labor standards legislation; universal day care and 

other supports for working mothers. 

 In the early 1960s, under the Kennedy and Johnson 

administrations, many women’s movement goals were re-

alized, including the establishment of the 1961 President’s 

Commission on the Status of Women, passage of the 

1963 Equal Pay Act and the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and, 

in 1966, extension of the Fair Labor Standards Act to 

cover the majority of workers. Esther Peterson, a long-

time labor activist and former lobbyist for the AFL-CIO 

whom Kennedy appointed assistant secretary of labor in 

1961, was instrumental in these victories, as was the lob-

bying of women’s, labor, and civil rights organizations. 

 Women of color were key public actors and social 

change advocates in the postwar decades. Black men 

held the top leadership positions in such African Ameri-

can civil rights organizations as the Southern Christian 

Leadership Council (SCLC), the NAACP, and the Stu-

dent Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). 

But the majority of participants were female, in part due 

to the movement’s close connection to organized reli-

gion. Ella Baker, Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, and 

others provided indispensable inspiration and intel-

lectual leadership to the movement. Spanish-speaking 

women helped sustain the work of the League of United 

Latin American Citizens (LULAC), the oldest Hispanic 

advocacy organization, and the Mexican-American Legal 

Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), set up in 

1968. Josefi na Fierro de Bright served as the fi rst execu-

tive secretary of the Congress of Spanish-Speaking Peo-

ple, a national Latino civil rights organization founded 

in 1939. 

 African American and Spanish-speaking women also 

led and were the majority constituency in the welfare 

rights movement. Johnnie Tillmon, a mother of six, be-

came executive director of the National Welfare Rights 

Organization, founded in 1966, and spoke compellingly 

about the rights of mothers to care for their children and 

the social value of the mother-work of all women. In the 

labor movement, African American women like Addie 

Wyatt of the United Packinghouse Workers Union 

and Maida Springer-Kemp of the International Ladies’ 

Garment Workers’ Union rose to prominence, as did 

Mexican-American Dolores Huerta, who became vice 

president of the United Farm Workers of America. 

 A surprising number of black women ran for public 

offi  ce. Shirley Chisholm, for example, who in 1968 be-

came the fi rst black woman elected to Congress, ran for 

the Democratic nomination for the presidency in 1972. 

During seven terms representing her Brooklyn, New 

York, district in the House, Chisholm eff ectively cham-

pioned the concerns of women and minority groups. 

Her book  Unbought and Unbossed  (1970) chronicles her 

life in public offi  ce. 

 Disagreement over the equal rights amendment (ERA) 

ran deep among women in the post – World War II de-

cades. Th e ERA, a proposed constitutional amendment 

calling for equal rights for men and women, encountered 

bitter hostility from the social reformers linked to the 

U.S. Women’s Bureau after the National Woman’s Party 

(NWP) introduced it in Congress in 1923. Women like 

Mary Anderson, the director of the U.S. Women’s Bu-

reau, feared the ERA would jeopardize the legality of the 

considerable body of woman-only state labor laws that 

social reformers had worked hard to win. Th e battle over 

the ERA raged for nearly a half century, exacerbated by 

class and other diff erences. Before the 1970s, conserva-

tive Republicans and business groups joined the NWP 

in backing the ERA, in part because they saw it as a way 

of overturning labor standards legislation. In contrast, 

ERA opponents found allies in the progressive wing of 

the Democratic Party and among organized labor. El-

eanor Roosevelt and other prominent women reformers 

dropped their opposition to the ERA in the postwar de-

cades, but many continued to fi ght the ERA until the 

early 1970s when, following the 1969 administrative rul-

ing of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

and subsequent federal court decisions, the last of the 

sex-based laws were either repealed or redrafted. 

 Foreign policy issues divided women as well. With 

the renewal of cold war hostilities at the end of World 
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War II, women’s political alliances depended in part on 

how they envisioned achieving global security and how 

they viewed the Soviet Union. When Henry Wallace 

ran for president on the Progressive Party ticket in 1948 

calling for friendly relations with the Soviet Union, he 

won only a tiny fraction of the vote. Women, how-

ever, comprised a large percentage of his supporters 

and held some of the top positions in his campaign. 

Some women such as former IWW organizer Eliza-

beth Gurley Flynn also held leadership positions in the 

Communist Party USA. Communist sympathizers as 

well as anti-Communist Socialists, liberals, and New 

Dealers—both women and men—faced vitriolic at-

tacks on their integrity and national loyalty by Senator 

Joseph McCarthy (Republican of Wisconsin) and other 

lawmakers at the height of the cold war in the late 1940s 

and 1950s. 

 Th e United Nations, established in 1945, remained 

one of the few forums during the cold war in which all 

the global powers participated. U.S. women helped es-

tablish the UN Commission on the Status of Women 

in 1947. In 1948 the UN General Assembly passed the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). El-

eanor Roosevelt chaired the UN Commission that for-

mulated the declaration’s call for the economic, political, 

and social rights of all peoples. 

 The 1960s: Realignments and Redefi nitions 

 Although the two major political parties jockeyed for 

power in the 1940s and 1950s, they often agreed on many 

basic political principles and used similar rhetoric in their 

appeals to voters. A majority within both parties saw the 

need for a social safety net for the elderly and the poor, 

embraced the traditional family as crucial to societal 

well-being and stability, and heralded their commitment 

to preserving religious freedom, democratic governance, 

and containing the spread of communism. In 1964, how-

ever, a conservative faction within the Republican Party 

challenged the dominant moderate wing of the party 

and nominated Barry Goldwater as the Republican can-

didate for president. He was overwhelmingly defeated, 

but the New Right, as the conservative movement came 

to be called, continued to gain strength, as evidenced by 

the 1966 election of Ronald Reagan as governor of Cali-

fornia and his subsequent 1980 election as president. 

Republican clubwomen, organized in the National Fed-

eration of Republican Women (NFRW), an auxiliary 

group of volunteers that sought to distance themselves 

from the more moderate women party offi  cials close to the 

 Republican National Committee (RNC), were a major 

constituency behind Goldwater and within the New 

Right. Th eir emphasis on a moral politics, averse to com-

promise and distrustful of partisan loyalty, echoed some 

aspects of an older presuff rage women’s political culture. 

Phyllis Schlafl y, a leader of the New Right whose book  

A Choice Not An Echo  (1964) helped nail down Goldwa-

ter’s nomination, would eventually take her conservative 

followers out of the NFRW and build a powerful anti-

feminist movement in the 1970s based on opposition to 

the equal rights amendment, abortion rights, gay rights, 

and the drafting of women into the military. A substan-

tial number of Republican women, however, continued 

to identify as liberal or moderate Republicans in the 

1960s and 1970s and remained sympathetic to a women’s 

rights agenda. 

 Th e largest women’s movement of the 1960s, often 

termed “second-wave feminism,” happened largely out-

side the Republican Party. Th e new feminism of the 1960s 

had multiple roots and, like all big-tent mass movements, 

sheltered an array of organizations and political ideolo-

gies. Many 1960s feminists were veterans of the postwar 

labor, civil rights, and peace movements. Some had been 

inspired by the radical politics of the Communist Old 

Left and the New Left student movements that empha-

sized free speech and participatory democracy. One of 

the most infl uential organizations, the National Organi-

zation for Women (NOW), was founded in 1966 initially 

by labor and Democratic Party activists who had been 

angered by the Johnson administration’s unwillingness 

to enforce the new prohibitions on sex discrimination in 

employment in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. Led by 

Betty Friedan—author of  Th e Feminine Mystique  (1963), 

a best-selling exposé of the plight of middle-class house-

wives and the constraints of conventional femininity—

NOW sought equal opportunities for women in every 

sphere and lobbied vigorously for governmental policies 

such as affi  rmative action and day care. Other new femi-

nists, chiefl y younger, college-educated women, started 

consciousness-raising groups, founded radical journals, 

and organized street protests. Some groups focused on 

the politics of reproduction and women’s bodies, others 

explored women’s sexuality. Still other groups debated 

strategies for transforming patriarchal society and end-

ing the sexual division of labor. Th e new feminism of the 

1960s, building on the social movements and individual 

pioneers who had preceded it, laid the foundation for 

the economic and political breakthroughs of the 1970s 

and beyond. 
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 D O R OT H Y  S U E  CO B B L E 

 women and politics since 1970 

 Women have made tremendous strides since 1970 in 

political participation and in successful advocacy of 

women’s issues, but they have not achieved complete 

equity, especially in holding political offi  ce. Th e lack of 

such equity can be explained by the fact that women 

held so few offi  ces in 1970. Th erefore they could make 

substantial gains and still constitute a relatively small 

percentage of the members in various legislative bodies. 

 Filling the Pool, 1970–89 

 Th e beginning of this period saw a number of changes 

owing to the reinvigoration of feminism in the late 1950s 

that, taken together, constitute a watershed. First, al-

though voter turnout historically had been lower among 

women than men, in 1968 this pattern changed so that 

by the early twenty-fi rst century women formed a ma-

jority of the voting public, as they constituted a slight 

majority of the population. Second, on August 26, 1970, 

the fi ftieth anniversary of women’s winning the right to 

vote at the national level, thousands of women in large 

and small cities around the country took to the streets 

to demonstrate in the largest mobilization of women in 

U.S. history. Th ird, in 1971 activists formed the National 

Women’s Political Caucus, the fi rst national organiza-

tion to recruit and groom women to run for offi  ce. And 

fourth, in 1971, in  Reed v. Reed,  the U.S. Supreme Court 

for the fi rst time applied the equal protection clause of 

the Fourteenth Amendment to gender discrimination. 

Th e preceding decade had also seen breakthroughs for 
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women of color: in 1965 Hawai‘i’s Patsy Mink was elected 

to the House of Representatives, the fi rst woman of color 

to serve in Congress, and in 1969 Shirley Chisholm be-

came the fi rst African American woman in Congress. 

Th e 92nd Congress, elected in 1970, included 15 women, 

2 in the Senate and 13 in the House, an improvement 

over the 11 women in the 91st Congress. 

 All of this ferment quickly began to bear fruit in the 

form of pathbreaking legislation. Of great symbolic value 

was Congress’s passage of the equal rights amendment 

(ERA) in 1972. Th ough the amendment failed to gain 

ratifi cation in the requisite number of states, the ERA at-

tested that a majority in Congress was willing to legislate 

on behalf of women and to the growing sophistication of 

such women’s advocacy groups as the National Organi-

zation for Women, founded in 1966.

Of greater substantive value was the passage of   Title IX 

of the Education Act Amendments, also in 1972. Tying 

federal funding for a particular institution to the cessa-

tion of discrimination against women, Title IX had a 

revolutionary impact on women’s access to professional 

schools and to athletic achievement. Title IX ultimately 

helped bring more women into the legal profession, 

one of the main suppliers of candidates for political of-

fi ce. Before Title IX, female students had been a tiny 

minority in law schools, but in subsequent decades, 

their enrollment grew to 50 percent and higher in many 

law schools. Moreover, as women joined the faculties 

of colleges and universities in larger numbers, with a 

push from affi  rmative action and Title IX, they began to 

challenge the curriculum in many disciplines, thereby 

rendering the higher education of young women less 

devoid of female role models and of analysis of the fe-

male experience than had previously been the case. An-

other signifi cant development during this period was 

the U.S. Supreme Court decision  Roe v. Wade  in 1973, 

which more or less legalized abortion nationally, and 

which some attributed in part to the pressure generated 

by the heightened political presence and mobilization of 

American women. 

 Th e 1970s saw a substantial increase in the number of 

women running for—and winning—local offi  ce as well, 

including positions as mayors. In 1974 San Jose’s Janet 

Gray Hayes became the fi rst woman to be elected mayor 

of a city with a population of more than 500,000. Th is 

event was followed in 1979 by the election of Jane Byrne 

as mayor of Chicago. 

 Another fi rst in this period was the election of the 

Connecticut Democrat Ella Grasso as governor in 1974, 

the fi rst woman who was neither the wife nor the widow 

of a previous governor to be elected chief executive of a 

state. Women were making steady gains in other state 

offi  ces, too, with the proportion of female legislators 

elected throughout the nation rising from 4.5 percent in 

1970 to 12.1 percent in 1980 and to 18.3 percent in 1990. 

In California, the level of female county supervisors went 

from 3 percent in 1972 to 28 percent in 1992. An increase 

in female offi  ceholders at the local level expands the pool 

of women who are visible and qualifi ed to run for state 

or national offi  ce. 

Shirley Chisholm addresses 

the Democratic National 

 Convention in 1972 while her 

supporters cheer. (Jo Freeman)
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 During this period, the Democratic Party began to 

drive change for women in its strong advocacy of fem-

inist legislation, a break with a past that had seen the 

Republican Party endorsing the ERA in the 1940s and 

nominating such well-respected moderate women as 

Maine’s Senator Margaret Chase Smith, who served in 

the Senate from 1949 to 1973 and was the fi rst high-

profi le woman in that body. Th e passage of the ERA 

in Congress mobilized right-wing women, led by Phyl-

lis Schlafl y, who helped defeat the measure. With the 

growth of the Religious Right, fueled in part by the so-

cial change unleashed by second wave feminism, the Re-

publican Party continued the move to the right that had 

begun with Barry Goldwater in 1964. In 1980, for ex-

ample, presidential candidate Ronald Reagan disavowed 

the ERA, and for the fi rst time in American history, a 

gender gap was evident that November, as women voted 

signifi cantly more Democratic than did men. Reading 

the poll numbers, the unsuccessful Democratic candi-

date for president in 1984, Walter Mondale, chose New 

York Congresswoman Geraldine Ferraro to be his run-

ning mate, the fi rst woman on the national ticket of a 

major party. In 1981 Reagan nominated the fi rst woman 

to serve on the U.S. Supreme Court, Sandra Day 

O’Connor. 

 Running as a Woman, 1990–2000 

 Th ough women were increasingly able to gain nomina-

tions and to win elections before 1990, and though leg-

islation benefi tting women was being enacted, the most 

outspoken advocates of such legislation were not neces-

sarily female candidates or offi  ceholders. Scholars used 

to refer to a “closet feminist” syndrome, because women 

candidates were often shy about “running as a woman” 

or about campaigning on an explicitly feminist platform. 

Margaret Chase Smith had once told an interviewer that 

she never ran as a “woman candidate” because that would 

have been a formula for losing. Women candidates were 

often fearful, too, about doing anything to call attention 

to their appearance or to their families, lest they rein-

force invidious stereotypes. 

 Th is situation began to change around 1990, sig-

naled by the successful campaign of Ann Richards for 

governor of Texas that year. A sharp-tongued woman 

with a lively personality, Richards was bold enough to 

mail a picture of herself having her hair done to every 

beauty salon in Texas as a way to reach out to women 

during the campaign, a break with the practices of the 

past and an indication of the extent to which Richards 

liberated herself from the usual constraints. Signifi -

cantly, by this time, women had formed more profes-

sional fund-raising organizations for pro-choice women 

Democrats, most notably Emily’s List (“Early Money 

Is Like Yeast”—It makes the dough rise), founded in 

time to help raise money for Maryland Democrat Bar-

bara Mikulski’s successful move from the House to the 

Senate in 1986. By 1990 Emily’s List was able to give 

$1.5 million to 14 candidates, Richards among them. In 

1992 the group raised $6 million—partly the result of a 

transformative event that took place in the intervening 

two years. 

 In 1991 President George H. W. Bush nominated 

Clarence Th omas to succeed the legendary civil rights 

lawyer Th urgood Marshall on the U.S. Supreme Court. 

Democrats were deeply unhappy about the choice of 

the conservative Th omas but were reluctant to go on 

the attack against an African American. After rather pro 

forma hearings, the Senate Judiciary Committee called 

a late witness against Th omas, African American attor-

ney Anita Hill, then a law professor at the University 

of Oklahoma but formerly an employee of Th omas’s at 

the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Hill 

testifi ed that Th omas had sexually harassed her when he 

was her boss. Th omas counterattacked, charging that he 

was the victim of a “high-tech lynching.” Th omas was 

confi rmed, and polls showed that a majority of Ameri-

cans believed his word rather than Hill’s. What the polls 

did not fully reveal, however, was that millions of women 

were enraged by the spectacle of the then-all-male Senate 

Judiciary Committee sitting in judgment on the verac-

ity of a woman who had testifi ed about an experience 

shared by many other women. If women believed Hill, 

they were especially unhappy about the attacks and accu-

sations she endured from a number of Republican politi-

cians and writers. 

 Th e election cycle of 1992, which subsequently became 

known as “the year of the woman,” saw more women 

candidates running at all levels of government, more 

money raised for them, and more electoral success than 

ever before. Th e 102nd Congress, elected in 1990, had 

included 4 women senators and 28 congresswomen. Th e 

103rd Congress included 7 women senators and 47 con-

gresswomen. Moreover, some of the newly elected made 

history. Carol Moseley Braun of Illinois, for example, 

became the fi rst woman of color and the fi rst African 
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American Democrat to serve in the Senate. Moreover, 

she defeated an incumbent to achieve this. 

 In 1992, for the fi rst time in 16 years, a Democrat, Bill 

Clinton, was elected president. Nonetheless, the possi-

bility that the increasing number of women in Congress 

could legislate in ways directly benefi cial to women was 

greatly circumscribed in 1994 when control of Congress 

returned to Republicans for the fi rst time since 1953. Th e 

charged rhetoric and political maneuverings of Republi-

cans, moving even further right under the leadership of 

Speaker Newt Gingrich, increased the level of rancor in 

the nation’s capital and made it diffi  cult for any coalition 

of feminists of both sexes and varying political persua-

sions to advance their legislative agenda. 

 Yet even during this period, there were gains. Mad-

eleine Albright became secretary of state during Clinton’s 

second term, the fi rst woman to hold the offi  ce and the 

highest-ranking woman to that date in the history of the 

U.S. government. Clinton appointed another woman to 

the U.S. Supreme Court, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, in 1993. 

He also made history by appointing an all-time high of 14 

women to cabinet-level positions. Th e number of women 

in Congress continued to grow, though not as dramati-

cally as in 1992: by the election of the 107th Congress 

in 2000, there were 13 women senators and 59 congress-

women. By that time the national proportion of women 

in state legislatures was 22.5 percent. 

 Going for Broke: Since 2001 

 By the early twenty-fi rst century, women fi lled positions 

of authority in many realms of American society: acting 

as CEOs in the business world (though only a tiny per-

centage as CEOs of Fortune 500 companies), running 

organizations in the nonprofi t sector, fi lling high-profi le 

jobs in the media, serving as school principals and super-

intendents, and playing leadership roles in the academy. 

One symbol of dramatic change was the 2007 appoint-

ment of Drew Gilpin Faust as president of Harvard 

University—not only a woman (Harvard’s fi rst female 

president) but a historian of women. As of 2007 there 

were nine women serving as governors (six Democrats 

and three Republicans), a signifi cant change because this 

position had historically been quite resistant to female 

leadership. And two women, Nancy Pelosi and Hillary 

Rodham Clinton, made even bigger history. 

 Nancy Pelosi, a San Francisco Democrat, became the 

minority leader of the House in 2002, poised to become 

speaker should the Democrats capture control of that 

body. In 2006 the Democrats gained control of both 

houses of Congress, and Pelosi became the fi rst woman 

speaker in American history. On the occasion of her 

swearing in she surrounded herself with her grandchil-

dren, thus calling attention to her status as the mother 

of fi ve. Women politicians had come a long way from 

the days in which they had had to package themselves as 

honorary men in order to be taken seriously. 

 As for Clinton, she was the front-runner for the 

Democratic nomination for president in the waning 

days of 2007. A hard-working senator, married to a 

popular former president, she initially ran a highly pro-

fessional campaign, with few missteps. Polling revealed 

that Clinton could count on an especially large gender 

gap among women voters in her favor. But then two 

things happened. First, Illinois Senator Barack Obama 

began to attract huge crowds, and his campaign caught 

fi re. Th e Obama campaign, in fact, began to receive un-

precedented sums of money in donations. Second, the 

Clinton campaign made some major miscalculations, 

most particularly in not putting enough resources into 

the caucus states (as opposed to those featuring a pri-

mary), and Obama swept those, giving him a lead in the 

delegate count, despite Clinton’s wins in many popu-

lous states. In fact, Clinton and Obama both garnered 

about 18 million votes, though Obama led in delegates. 

Political observers also noted that her vote in favor of the 

war in Iraq had cost her among the Democratic base, 

and that she suff ered from unusually high “negatives,” a 

lingering eff ect of controversies from her days as First 

Lady to President Bill Clinton. Although she lost the 

nomination, she came closer to becoming the presiden-

tial nominee of a major party than any other woman in 

American history. 

 Th is was the good news. Th e bad news for such “wom-

en’s issues” as child care, as well as for the politicians of 

either sex or party who advocated for them, lay in the 

spillover from the terrorist attacks on the United States 

on September 11, 2001. Following the attacks, President 

George W. Bush declared a “War on Terror”—a war that 

extended into a preemptive strike on Iraq in 2003. In 

response to the genuine and manufactured anxiety, the 

female vote splintered, with married women much less 

likely to vote for a Democrat than single women. Where 

Democratic-voting “soccer moms” had been the bell-

wether of change in the Clinton years, now the media 

invented the term  security moms  to characterize those 

(primarily married) women whose priorities had shifted 
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from social issues to protection from terrorism and hence 

who tended to vote Republican. As of late 2007, Demo-

cratic pollster Celinda Lake was still fi nding very large 

diff erences between the political preferences of married 

and unmarried women, with the latter voting two to one 

Democratic—but not the former. 

 Th e 110th Congress, elected in 2006, contained more 

women than ever before: 16 in the Senate and 71 in 

the House (of whom slightly less than one-fourth were 

women of color). But those numbers still represented 

only 16.3 percent of the 535 members in the two houses. 

Trying to account for the slowness of change, scholars 

have concluded that being a woman does not make a 

candidate less viable or less able to raise money. But there 

is the power of incumbency—and most incumbents are 

still male—and the fact that even now fewer women run 

for offi  ce, especially at higher levels. Recent scholarship 

suggests that women still face the burden of dispropor-

tionate responsibility for child care and elder care, which 

impedes their political ambitions. Moreover, women 

still hold themselves to a high standard before they feel 

qualifi ed to run for offi  ce, more so than do men. Th ey’ve 

come a long way, but they still have a long way to go to 

enjoy full equality. 

  See also  Democratic Party, 1968–2008; feminism; 

Republican Party, 1968–2008. 
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 World War I 

 Few Americans could have predicted that confl ict in Eu-

rope in the summer of 1914 would lead to four years of 

war, U.S. military intervention, and the transformation 

of American politics. Decades of rivalry among the Eu-

ropean powers had prompted minor confl icts in the Bal-

kans and North Africa between 1909 and 1914; war came 

after Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian Serb nationalist, assas-

sinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire, on June 28, 1914. Ultima-

tums and secret treaties drew all Europe’s major powers 

into war by the beginning of August, pitting the Central 

Powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman 

Empire against an alliance of France, Britain, and Rus-

sia. On the battlefi eld, an initial German drive met stiff  

resistance from the British and French; by September 

1914, the two sides dug into a thousand-mile system of 

trenches that remained more or less unchanged until the 

war’s end four years later. 

 Americans reacted with concern to the outbreak of 

war, but many thought the confl ict would be a minor 

clash; most, even the normally bellicose former presi-

dent Th eodore Roosevelt, urged inaction. Isolationists 

eschewed entangling alliances; progressives who believed 

that a century of peace had advanced society beyond 

war urged the United States to stay out. So did Presi-

dent Woodrow Wilson. Elected in 1912 due to a divided 

Republican Party, Wilson wanted to continue his do-

mestic agenda. Together with a heavily Democratic 

Congress, Wilson had spent the fi rst year of his term 

shepherding through reforms in labor relations and 

political economy. 

 Both parties hailed President Wilson’s call on Au-

gust 19, 1914, that Americans be “impartial in thought 

as well as in action.” But in practice, the United States 

was never entirely neutral. News coverage leaned toward 

support for Britain; the cutting of transatlantic cables 

connecting North America with Germany ensured that 

Americans received nearly all their war news from a 

British perspective. Awareness of German atrocities in 

Belgium and gruesome industrialized warfare in the 

trenches—including machine guns, tanks, mustard gas, 

and daily casualties in the tens of thousands—horrifi ed 

the American public and tended to amplify support for 

the Allies. Nor was the United States ever fully neutral in 

its actions: Americans more or less ceased trading with 

the Central Powers (especially after a British blockade of 

continental Europe) and lent them little money; by con-

trast, loans to Allied governments expanded, and trade 

with the Allied Powers increased fourfold. U.S. depen-

dence on transatlantic commerce meant that German 

submarine warfare would increasingly pose a threat to 

American lives and livelihood. 

 On May 7, 1915, a German submarine torpedoed the 

British passenger ship  Lusitania , killing 1,198 people, 

including 128 Americans. Wilson continued to speak of 

neutrality, insisting that “there is such a thing as a nation 

being so right that it does not need to convince others 

by force that it is right,” but his diplomatic communica-

tions with Germany were so stern that his antiwar secre-

tary of state William Jennings Bryan resigned in protest 

on June 8, 1915. ( Wilson replaced him with Robert Lan-

sing, openly anti-German from the outset.) In Congress, 

supporters of neutrality—which included both south-

ern Democrats and midwestern progressives—sought 

to keep the United States from being pulled into war 

by world events. Representative Jeff erson McLemore 

( D-Texas) introduced a resolution blocking Ameri-

cans from traveling on the ships of the warring powers. 

(Indeed, the  Lusitania  had been carrying munitions.) 

McLemore’s resolution was narrowly defeated; war 

was delayed by a German announcement in the fall of 

1916 that it would not attack passenger ships without 

warning. 

 Th e issue of war dominated the 1916 election. Demo-

crats campaigned for Wilson as the man who “kept us 

out of war.” Th e slogan referred not only to European 

events but to the Mexican Revolution as well. On March 

9, 1916, revolutionary leader Pancho Villa led a raid on 

Columbus, New Mexico; Wilson responded with a mas-

sive deployment of U.S. troops under the leadership of 

Major General John J. Pershing. Th e border confl ict 

raged as Congress debated the nation’s wartime “pre-

paredness.” Th e National Defense Act of August 1916 

increased the authorized strength of the U.S. Army and 

gave the president the power to federalize state militias 

for overseas service; the Naval Act of 1916 called for 

substantial construction of ships. At Chicago in June, 

Republicans nominated Supreme Court Justice Charles 

Evans Hughes, who ran a lackluster campaign. Never-

theless, the 1916 presidential election was one of the clos-

est in American history. Wilson lost ten of the states he 

had won four years earlier, and had he not managed a 

3,800-vote victory in California, Hughes would have en-

tered the White House. 
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 Soon after his reelection, Wilson proposed a negotiated 

end to the war. In a speech to the Senate on January 22, 

1917, Wilson called for “peace without victory” and urged 

the formation of a postwar league of nations. Meanwhile, 

two weeks earlier, German war planners had adopted a 

new strategy in the hope of breaking the war’s stalemate: 

submarine warfare to starve the British and a fi nal push 

on Paris. Renewed submarine attacks were sure to bring 

the United States into the war, but the Germans gambled 

that they could win before Americans fully mobilized. 

Th e Germans announced their plan on January 31; three 

days later Wilson severed diplomatic relations. 

 On March 1, the American public learned of the Zim-

mermann telegram, a cable from a German diplomat 

inviting Mexico to join Germany’s side of the war in ex-

change for the restoration of Mexican territory lost to the 

United States in 1848. Th ree attacks on American mer-

chant ships in March 1917 brought renewed demands for 

U.S. entry into the war. Wilson called the newly elected 

65th Congress into special session, and on April 6, 1917, 

Congress heeded his call to make the world “safe for de-

mocracy,” declaring war on Germany by a vote of 373 

to 50 in the House of Representatives and 82 to 6 in the 

Senate. 

 Th e United States began the war with a comparatively 

small military force. Despite defense legislation passed 

the previous year, in April 1917, the army numbered just 

120,000 men, the navy had about 300 ships, and neither 

offi  cers nor enlisted men in either service had substantial 

fi eld experience. On May 18, 1917, Wilson signed the Se-

lective Service Act, requiring the registration of eligible 

men for conscription. Th e bill sharply divided Demo-

crats; Wilson relied on the leadership of Representative 

Julius Kahn ( R-California) to see it through Congress. 

Overall, some 24 million men between the ages of 18 and 

45 registered; about 2.7 million were drafted, and about 

2 million more volunteered (particularly in the navy and 

the marines, which did not rely on the draft). Th e War 

Department constructed 32 training camps (carefully 

distributing 16 in the North and 16 in the South), and 

while initial mobilization was slow, the army eventu-

ally moved 2 million troops to Europe in the space of 18 

months. 

 Mobilizing the Home Front 

 War mobilization required a substantial expansion of 

federal presence into areas of Americans’ everyday lives. 

Lacking a large federal bureaucracy to manage the task—

and drawing on the Progressive Era’s political culture of 

voluntarism—the Wilson administration tapped exist-

ing organizations and social networks to carry out much 

of the work on the homefront. In Washington, D.C., 

those volunteers included “dollar-a-year men,” corporate 

executives who took war leadership positions for a token 

salary. Among them was George Creel, an advertising 

executive who headed the Committee on Public Infor-

mation (CPI). Th e CPI spread the Wilson administra-

tion’s case for the war, spending its $100 million budget 

on a media blitz and mobilizing tens of thousands of 

volunteers, known as “four-minute men” for the brief 

speeches they made in movie theaters, urging Ameri-

cans to enlist, to buy bonds, and save food. Voluntarist 

rhetoric also shaped the War Industries Board; Wilson 

tasked chairman Bernard M. Baruch with coordinating 

industrial production. In the winter of 1917–18, as fuel 

shortages hit consumers and tangled railroad schedules 

delayed needed war materials, the government took over 

control of both the coal and railroad industries. Th e 

National War Labor Board, established in April 1918, 

managed relations between business and labor. During 

the war, unions enrolled 1.5 million members and won 

such victories as the eight-hour workday, equal pay for 

women, and collective bargaining rights, but many of 

labor’s gains were temporary and restricted to those in 

war industries. 

 Th e United States Food Administration ( USFA), es-

tablished in May 1917, was led by Herbert Hoover, a 

business leader who had already earned an international 

reputation for coordinating relief eff orts for European 

civilians. Americans did not experience rationing, ex-

cept for some regulations on wholesalers and restaurants 

and modest limits on sugar. USFA policies did far less 

to increase the food supply than did the incentives of 

market forces. But the 500,000 volunteers (most of them 

women) who led local campaigns made the USFA a pub-

lic success and made Hoover the only American during 

the postwar era whose election to the presidency drew on 

his wartime record. 

 As the federal budget increased from $1 billion in 1916 

to $19 billion in 1919, paying for the war became an on-

going political contest. Progressives supported increased 

taxation, and won modest victories in the application 

of income taxes and “excess profi ts” taxes on corpora-

tions; together these raised about one-third of the war’s 

costs. Most, however, came from the $23 billion raised 

through the bond sales of the Liberty Loan program. As 

in other facets of war mobilization, bond sales depended 

on the arm-twisting of local volunteers, a mass media 
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campaign, and substantial fi nancial incentives for large-

scale purchasers. 

 Th e Wilson administration mobilized its supporters 

and suppressed its opponents. In June 1917, the Espio-

nage Act drastically restricted freedom of speech; in May 

1918, amendments collectively known as the Sedition 

Act went even further. Th ousands were arrested, most 

of them German Americans, pacifi sts, or radical leftists. 

Eugene V. Debs, leader of the Socialist Party and winner 

of over 900,000 votes in the 1912 election, was sentenced 

to ten years in prison for a speech he gave in Canton, 

Ohio, in June 1918; the radical Industrial Workers of the 

World was essentially crushed. German citizens in the 

United States lived under the Alien Enemies Act; about 

6,000 were interned over the course of the war. States 

substantially amplifi ed federal legislation; voluntary 

associations lent a hand as well. Various organizations 

challenged wartime restrictions, including several New 

York groups that coalesced into the American Civil Lib-

erties Union after the war. Th ey won few victories. 

 Wartime politics accelerated some political move-

ments that had been on the national agenda for decades. 

Temporary measures meant to conserve grains and regu-

late soldiers’ drinking prompted the adoption of Prohi-

bition as national policy; in December 1917, Congress 

sent the Eighteenth Amendment, prohibiting the pro-

duction or sale of alcohol, to the states; it was ratifi ed 

in January 1919. Supporters of woman suff rage—who 

had been pressing the issue at the state level with little 

success—made a political breakthrough during the war. 

Millions of moderate suff ragists in the National Ameri-

can Woman Suff rage Association called for the vote as a 

reward for wartime sacrifi ce; radicals in the smaller Na-

tional Woman’s Party marched before the White House 

to embarrass the Wilson administration. Bitter rivals, the 

two groups contributed separately to the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, ratifi ed in August 1920. 

 European immigrants found that war opened some 

avenues for inclusion and closed others. Jewish and 

Catholic groups participated prominently in war mobili-

zation; elsewhere, concerns about ethnic diversity led to 

strictures against private schools and bilingual education 

and an early attempt to establish a federal Department 

of Education to regulate schools. Submarine warfare and 

European conscription all but closed off  transatlantic 

migration after 1914, and the changing world situation 

heightened Americans’ concerns with national identity. 

In February 1917, over Wilson’s veto, Congress adopted 

legislation requiring a literacy test for migrants and ef-

fectively barring nearly all Asian migrants. Further re-

strictive acts in 1921 and 1924 shaped the demographic 

character of American society for two generations. 

 Despite the fact that African American organizations 

overwhelmingly supported the war eff ort, the black press 

and black political groups were subject to systematic sur-

veillance. Individual black workers in the South—many 

of whom migrated to cities in the South or North—

faced intimidation. Violence culminated in 1919, when 

some 70 African Americans were murdered in public 

lynchings and race riots rocked cities such as Washing-

ton, D.C.; Omaha, Nebraska; and Chicago, Illinois. 

Ideological shifts and the death of Booker T. Washington 

in 1915 opened the door for a new generation of lead-

ers; the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People added thousands of names to its rolls 

in 1919, and Marcus Garvey began recruiting members 

to the Universal Negro Improvement Association, which 

established its fi rst U.S. branches in 1917. 

 Postwar Politics 

 At the front, the American Expeditionary Force under 

General Pershing kept its distance; the United States in-

sisted on being called an “associated” rather than an “al-

lied” nation, lest its men be used as cannon fodder by the 

British and French generals whom Pershing disdained. 

American troops participated in large numbers in the 

Second Battle of the Marne in July 1918 and played a key 

role in the Battle of the Meuse-Argonne in September–

October 1918, an extended assault that pushed back the 

Germans. Soon the armies of the Central Powers sur-

rendered, and their governments collapsed; an armistice, 

signed on November 11, 1918, brought the fi ghting to an 

end. About 116,000 Americans had lost their lives, nearly 

half them from disease, especially the global infl uenza 

epidemic of 1918. 

 On May 27, 1918, President Wilson told congressional 

leaders that for the duration of the war, “politics is ad-

journed,” but nothing was further from the truth. Wil-

son’s wartime relations with Congress were never easy, 

and after the armistice, they worsened. Voters frustrated 

by Wilson’s war policies and the increased cost of living 

targeted the Democrats in the 1918 midterm elections—

all the more so because in October, Wilson had asked the 

American public to treat the election as a referendum on 

the war and vote for Democrats. Th e move backfi red, 

and Republicans took decisive control of both houses. 

 Th e postwar Congress faced several pressing issues. Po-

litical and social unrest at home dominated the  headlines 
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in 1919. Th e Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917 

had brought radical socialists to power in Russia; soon 

thereafter the Russians left the war, signing a treaty at 

Brest-Litovsk on March 3, 1918. Widespread belief in 

the United States that German agents had fomented the 

Bolshevik Revolution (Germany had given modest sup-

port to Vladimir Lenin) fanned fears of espionage and 

subversion in the United States. Confl ict peaked dur-

ing the Red Scare of 1919. A general strike in Seattle, 

Washington, in February and a shutdown of the steel 

industry in September galvanized popular support for 

drastic measures by states and the federal government 

aimed at radicals, unionists, and noncitizens. Th e Justice 

Department’s Bureau of Investigation (later renamed the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation) expanded in size and 

power. 

 International issues also occupied Americans’ minds, 

particularly the peace settlement. On January 8, 1918, 

Wilson had announced the famous Fourteen Points that 

he believed could guide postwar relations. Most of these 

14 points were specifi c calls for territorial adjustment, re-

fl ecting Wilsonian principles of free trade, national self-

determination, and freedom of the seas; the fi nal point 

called for a “general association of nations.” Wilson per-

sonally led the 1,300-person American delegation to the 

peace negotiations in Paris. Th e Treaty of Versailles fi nally 

signed on June 28, 1919, little resembled Wilson’s propos-

als, but he hoped that a functioning League of Nations 

(as called for in Article Ten of the treaty) could hammer 

out any remaining details. Returning to Washington, 

Wilson urged the Senate on July 10, 1919, to adopt the 

treaty or “break the heart of the world.” 

 In the Senate, supporters (mostly Democratic Wilson 

loyalists, now in the minority) had to sway the votes of 

senators who gathered in blocs of mild reservationists, 

strong reservationists, and “irreconcilables”—senators 

opposed to the treaty in any form. Wilson embarked on 

a national speaking tour to build support for the League 

of Nations but had to return to Washington after col-

lapsing in Pueblo, Colorado, on September 25, 1919. 

Wilson suff ered a stroke on October 2, 1919, and never 

fully recovered, and the nation entered a constitutional 

crisis that was carefully hidden from public view. First 

Lady Edith Wilson controlled access to the president 

and wielded extraordinary power together with Wil-

son’s secretary Joseph Tumulty. ( Vice President Th omas 

Marshall, widely regarded as a political nonentity, was 

excluded from decision making.) Wilson’s illness meant 

that the League fi ght had lost its leader, and the treaty 

twice went down to defeat. On November 19, 1919, Sen-

ator Henry Cabot Lodge called for a vote on the treaty 

with some amendments, but Wilsonian Democrats and 

the irreconcilables joined together to block it. Th en, on 

March 19, 1920, the Senate voted down Wilson’s original 

version. 

 World War I substantially expanded the presence of 

the federal government in Americans’ everyday lives, and 

brought the United States to leadership on the world 

stage. Wartime politics brought culminating victories 

for some progressive issues but an end to progressivism 

in general. Th e war divided the Democratic Party and 

united the Republicans, and set the course of American 

politics until the Great Depression a decade later. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics, 1865–1933; 

progressivism and the Progressive Era, 1890s–1920. 
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 World War II 

 World War II had a powerful impact on American life. 

Th e most extensive confl ict in human history changed 

political, diplomatic, economic, and social confi gura-

tions and provided the framework for the postwar years. 

Forced to work closely with other members of the Grand 

Alliance—Great Britain and the Soviet Union—to de-

feat the Axis powers—Germany, Italy, and Japan—

the United States became, in President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s words, the “arsenal of democracy.” In the 

process, the nation overcame the ravages of the Great 

Depression of the 1930s, became a dominant world 

power, and prepared for a new era of prosperity when 

the war was won. 

 Military victory was always the fi rst priority. Roosevelt 

was willing to do whatever was necessary to defeat the 

nation’s foes in Europe and Asia. He understood the 

need for American involvement in the struggle after Ger-

many rolled into Poland in September 1939, even though 

formal entrance did not come until the surprise Japanese 

attack on the American fl eet at Pearl Harbor, Hawai‘i, 

on December 7, 1941. Th e United States had begun to 

prepare for war with a major increase in defense spend-

ing in 1940 but still found itself at a disadvantage with 

the destruction of ships and planes in Hawai‘i. Japan’s 

calculation that it could win the Pacifi c war before the 

United States could revive failed in the face of a huge 

mobilization eff ort. Th e tide turned at the Battle of Mid-

way in mid-1942. American carrier-based planes defeated 

the enemy and dealt a major blow to Japanese military 

might. Th e United States continued its relentless cam-

paign by attacking island after island in preparation for a 

fi nal assault on the Japanese home islands. 

 Meanwhile, the United States was engaged in top-

level diplomacy to craft a combined military strategy in 

Europe. Roosevelt met with British Prime Minister Win-

ston Churchill even before American entrance into the 

war and settled on attacking the Axis fi rst in North Af-

rica through what Churchill called the “soft underbelly” 

rather than launching a frontal attack on Germany. 

Th ough Roosevelt initially favored direct engagement, 

and Joseph Stalin, autocratic leader of the Soviet Union, 

likewise sought action to reduce pressure on the East-

ern front, Churchill, mindful of the huge losses in the 

trenches during World War I, refused to push ahead 

directly until he was assured of success. Roosevelt and 

Churchill met again at Casablanca, Morocco, in early 

1943, after the successful North African campaign, and 

determined to move into Italy next. Other meetings—

which now included Stalin, took place in Teheran, Iran, 

in late 1943; at Yalta, in the Crimea, in early 1945; and 

fi nally in Potsdam, Germany, in mid-1945. Th ose meet-

ings called for the cross-channel invasion that began on 

D-Day, June 6, 1944, and culminated in the defeat of 

Germany a year later. Th ey also confronted the larger 

political questions of the shape of the postwar world and 

determined on the future borders of Poland and Allied 

occupation zones for Germany. 

 Political considerations likewise played a part in 

bringing the war in the Pacifi c to an end. Atomic en-

ergy became an issue in this campaign. Th e Manhattan 

Project to create a new atomic bomb had its origins in a 

letter from the world-famous physicist Albert Einstein 

to Roosevelt in August 1939, suggesting that a rapid 

self-sustaining nuclear reaction splitting the atoms in 

the nucleus of uranium might unleash a tremendous 

amount of energy. Roosevelt was interested, and the 

committee he established grew into a huge operation, 

in time including 37 facilities in the United States and 

Canada. Signifi cantly, the United States told Great 

Britain about the developmental eff ort but chose not to 

divulge that information to the Soviet Union, a  decision 

that had important postwar implications. Meanwhile, 

Roosevelt assumed from the start that a bomb, if it 

could be created, was a weapon of war to be used when 

ready. But Roosevelt died in April 1945 before the bomb 

was available, and Harry S. Truman, his successor, had 

to make the decision about its use. As the end of the 

war approached, the U.S. Navy proposed a blockade 

of the Japanese islands, the U.S. Army prepared for a 

major invasion, and some American diplomats sug-

gested that the Japanese might surrender if assured they 

could retain their emperor. Truman’s decision was not 

to choose any of those actions but to let the process 

that was underway continue to its logical conclusion. 

So, two atomic bombs were dropped—on Hiroshima 

fi rst, then Nagasaki—in August 1945. Th e war ended a 

week later. 

 A political commitment to focusing on military issues 

above all had signifi cant consequences. Th ough some 

government offi  cials understood the dimensions of Adolf 

Hitler’s “Final Solution” to exterminate all Jews, a persis-

tent anti-Semitism in the State Department prevented 



World War II

916

word from reaching those in authority who might have 

taken action to save some of the victims. Only toward 

the end of the war did the United States begin to deal 

eff ectively with refugees from Nazi Germany. Even so, 

Roosevelt was not ready to move aggressively in any way 

he deemed might compromise the military eff ort, and 

his single-minded concentration on what he felt were the 

major issues of the war made him less sensitive to the 

plight of people he might have helped. 

 Roosevelt also acquiesced in the internment of Japa-

nese Americans on the West Coast of the United States. 

Tremendous hostility followed the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor and led to demands that all Japanese—

even those born in the United States and therefore 

American citizens—be evacuated, and eventually de-

tained in ten camps in a number of Western states. In 

a debate at the top levels of government, FDR sided 

with Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson on the need to 

move out all West Coast Japanese to forestall sabotage 

and bolster national security. Executive Order 9066 

gave military offi  cials the power to “prescribe military 

areas . . . from which any or all persons may be ex-

cluded,” and a new War Relocation Authority estab-

lished the detention camps in which 110,000 Japanese 

Americans spent the war. It was a travesty based on 

the single-minded eff ort to win the war as quickly and 

expeditiously as possible. 

 Roosevelt used his political clout to embark on a 

major industrial mobilization eff ort. He understood 

that putting the nation on a war footing required enor-

mous organizational adjustments. As Stimson observed, 

“If you are going to try to go to war, or to prepare for 

war, in a capitalist country, you have got to let busi-

ness make money out of the process or business won’t 

work.” Business leaders who had incurred presidential 

wrath for resistance to New Deal programs now found 

themselves in demand to run the government agencies 

coordinating war production. Paid a dollar a year by the 

government, these businessmen remained on company 

payrolls and continued to be aware of the interests of 

their corporations. Th ey helped devise diff erent incen-

tives to get business to cooperate, including the cost-

plus-a-fi xed-fee system, in which the government paid 

companies for all development and production costs 

for wartime goods, and then paid a percentage profi t 

as well. 

 Political considerations surfaced as a huge network 

of wartime agencies developed to coordinate war pro-

U.S. sailors man boats at the 

side of the burning battleship 

USS West Virginia to fi ght 

the fl ames started by Japanese 

torpedoes and bombs at Pearl 

Harbor, Hawai‘i, December 7, 

1941. (Library of Congress)
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duction. Military leaders assumed a dominant role and 

sometimes complicated the bureaucratic process. When 

mobilization failed to work eff ectively, Roosevelt, who 

never liked to dismantle administrative structures or fi re 

people who worked for him, responded by creating one 

agency after another, with new ones often competing 

with old ones, to produce the weapons of war. Th at pat-

tern let him play off  assistants against one another and 

to retain fi nal authority himself. “Th ere is something to 

be said . . . for having a little confl ict between agencies,” 

he once said. “A little rivalry is stimulating, you know. It 

keeps everybody going to prove that he is a better fellow 

than the next man.” And, of course, the fi nal injunction 

was to “bring it to Poppa.” 

 On the mobilization front, one agency also followed 

another. Th ere was the National Defense Advisory Com-

mission, then the Offi  ce of Production Management, 

then the War Production Board, and eventually the Of-

fi ce of War Mobilization. And there were comparable 

agencies dealing with employment, wage and price lev-

els, and a host of other issues. 

 Th e system worked well. Th e economy, benefi ting 

from a quadrupling of defense spending in 1940, quickly 

moved into high gear, and the corrosive unemployment, 

which had been the most prominent feature of the Great 

Depression, vanished. By the middle of 1945, the United 

States had produced 300,000 airplanes, 100,000 tanks 

and armored cars, and 80,000 landing craft, along with 

15 million guns and 41 billion rounds of ammunition. 

 Always the astute politician, Roosevelt recognized that 

propaganda could help mobilize support for the war. Yet 

he was concerned with the excessive exuberance of the 

Committee on Public Information, which had been the 

propaganda agency during World War I, and he was in-

tent on keeping control in his own hands. To that end, 

he established a new Offi  ce of War Information to help 

get the message about America’s role in the war to people 

at home and abroad. Made up, in characteristic fashion, 

of a series of predecessor agencies, such as the Offi  ce of 

Facts and Figures and the Foreign Information Service, 

the Offi  ce of War Information sought to broadcast and 

illuminate the nation’s aims in the war. It portrayed the 

liberal terms of Roosevelt’s “four freedoms”—freedom 

of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, 

and freedom from fear—and the Atlantic Charter, en-

dorsing the self-determination of nations, equal trading 

rights, and a system of general security agreed upon by 

Roosevelt and Churchill. 

 For groups suff ering discrimination in the past, the 

war brought lasting social and economic gains that 

changed the political landscape. For women and African 

Americans, in particular, the war was benefi cial and pro-

vided a model for future change. 

 Women were clearly second-class citizens at the start 

of the struggle. Many occupations were closed to them, 

and in the positions they did fi nd, they usually earned 

less than men. Th e huge productive eff ort gave women 

the chance to do industrial work, especially as military 

service took men overseas. “Rosie the Riveter” posters 

encouraged women to work in the factories, and they 

did. At the peak of the industrial eff ort, women made 

up 36 percent of the civilian workforce. At the same 

time, demographic patterns changed. In the past, work-

ing women had usually been single and young. Now an 

increasing number of married women found their way 

into the workforce, and by the end of the war, half of all 

female workers were over 35. 

 African Americans likewise benefi ted from wartime 

needs. When the war began, their unemployment rate 

was double that of whites, and they found themselves 

concentrated in unskilled jobs. Th ey faced constant 

slights. One black American soldier who was turned 

away from a lunchroom in Salina, Kansas, watched Ger-

man prisoners of war served at the same counter. “Th is 

was really happening,” he said. “It was no jive talk. Th e 

people of Salina would serve these enemy soldiers and 

turn away black American G.I.s.” 

 Blacks pushed for equal opportunities. Th e  Pittsburgh 
Courier , an infl uential African American newspaper, 

proclaimed a “Double V” campaign—V for victory in 

the war overseas and V for victory in the campaign for 

equality at home. In 1941, A. Philip Randolph, head of 

the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, pushed for 

a massive march on Washington, D.C., to dramatize 

the cause of equal rights, and only called it off  when 

Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802 creating the Fair 

Employment Practices Committee to investigate com-

plaints about discrimination and take appropriate ac-

tion. Meanwhile, black airmen fi nally got the chance to 

fl y, and black students picketed segregated restaurants in 

Washington, D.C., thus foreshadowing the civil rights 

movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 

 Th e world of electoral politics refl ected the trans-

formations taking place at home. Th e political world 

has always mirrored major issues of the day, and elec-

toral contests have long helped to articulate national 
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values and views. Th e major wartime elections—pres-

idential and congressional—clearly refl ected wartime 

concerns. 

 Th e war brought a change of focus. Roosevelt recog-

nized that New Deal reform had run its course by the 

time the war began. He summed up the transforma-

tion in a press conference at the end of 1943. Th e New 

Deal had come about when the patient—the United 

States—was suff ering from a grave internal disorder. 

But then, at Pearl Harbor, the patient had been in a 

terrible external crash: “Old Dr. New Deal didn’t know 

‘nothing’ about legs and arms. He knew a great deal 

about internal medicine, but nothing about surgery. 

So he got his partner, who was an orthopedic surgeon, 

Dr. Win-the-War, to take care of this fellow who had 

been in this bad accident.” At the end of the 1930s, 

Roosevelt began to encounter a coalition of Republicans 

and conservative Democrats who resisted further liberal 

initiatives. Th at congressional coalition remained intact 

for the duration of the war, dismantling remaining New 

Deal programs, but providing the president with full 

support for the military struggle. Democrats retained 

congressional majorities in both houses, but Roosevelt 

had to back away from programs not directly related to 

the war. 

 In 1940 Roosevelt sought an unprecedented third pres-

idential term. Recognizing that American involvement 

in the European war was likely, he felt he had no choice 

but to run. He faced Republican Wendell Willkie, an In-

diana business executive who argued that the New Deal 

had gone too far. When Willkie asserted that Roosevelt 

would lead the nation into war, the president declared, 

“I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again 

and again: Your boys are not going to be sent into any 

foreign wars.” Reminded that an attack might leave him 

unable to keep his promise, he retorted that in case of 

an attack, it would no longer be a foreign war. Roosevelt 

won nearly 55 percent of the popular vote and a 449 to 82 

victory in the Electoral College. 

 Four years later, Roosevelt chose to run again. Th e 

war was still underway, and while the president was po-

litically strong, he was now ailing physically. He suff ered 

from heart disease and appeared worn out. Because of 

the precarious state of his health, the choice of a running 

mate became increasingly important, and the Demo-

cratic Convention nominated Senator Harry Truman as 

the vice presidential candidate. Th is time, Roosevelt ran 

against Republican Th omas E. Dewey, governor of New 

York. Fighting back personal attacks, Roosevelt rose to 

the occasion and was victorious again. He won about 54 

percent of the popular vote, with a 432-to-99 electoral 

vote margin. 

 World War II changed the course of U.S. history. It 

enlisted the support of the American people, on the bat-

tlefi eld and in factories back home. It forced the nation 

to work closely with its allies to defeat a monumental 

military threat. And in the process, it changed political 

confi gurations at home and abroad as the United States 

faced the postwar world. 

  See also  foreign policy and domestic politics since 1933; 

New Deal Era, 1932–52. 
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 Appendix I: Documents 

 The Declaration of Independence 

 IN CONGRESS, July 4, 1776. 

 Th e unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united 

States of America, When in the Course of human events, 

it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the polit-

ical bands which have connected them with another, and 

to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate 

and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of 

Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opin-

ions of mankind requires that they should declare the 

causes which impel them to the separation. 

 We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 

are created equal, that they are endowed by their Cre-

ator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these 

are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—Th at to 

secure these rights, Governments are instituted among 

Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed,—Th at whenever any Form of Government 

becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the 

People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Gov-

ernment, laying its foundation on such principles and 

organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall 

seem most likely to eff ect their Safety and Happiness. 

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long es-

tablished should not be changed for light and transient 

causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that 

mankind are more disposed to suff er, while evils are suf-

ferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms 

to which they are accustomed. But when a long train 

of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 

Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute 

Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off  

such Government, and to provide new Guards for their 

future security.—Such has been the patient suff erance 

of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which 

constrains them to alter their former Systems of Govern-

ment. Th e history of the present King of Great Britain is 

a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having 

in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny 

over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to 

a candid world. 

 He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most whole-

some and necessary for the public good. 

 He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of im-

mediate and pressing importance, unless suspended in 

their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and 

when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend 

to them. 

 He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommo-

dation of large districts of people, unless those people 

would relinquish the right of Representation in the Leg-

islature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to 

tyrants only. 

 He has called together legislative bodies at places un-

usual, uncomfortable, and distant from the depository 

of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing 

them into compliance with his measures. 

 He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, 

for opposing with manly fi rmness his invasions on the 

rights of the people. 

 He has refused for a long time, after such dissolu-

tions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the Legisla-

tive powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to 

the People at large for their exercise; the State remaining 

in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion 

from without, and convulsions within. 

 He has endeavoured to prevent the population of 

these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws for 

Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to 
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encourage their migrations hither, and raising the condi-

tions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

 He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by 

refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary 

powers. 

 He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for 

the tenure of their offi  ces, and the amount and payment 

of their salaries. 

 He has erected a multitude of New Offi  ces, and sent 

hither swarms of Offi  cers to harrass our people, and eat 

out their substance. 

 He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing 

Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

 He has aff ected to render the Military independent of 

and superior to the Civil power. 

 He has combined with others to subject us to a juris-

diction foreign to our constitution, and unacknowledged 

by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended 

Legislation: 

 For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among 

us: 

 For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punish-

ment for any Murders which they should commit on the 

Inhabitants of these States: 

 For cutting off  our Trade with all parts of the world: 

 For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 

 For depriving us in many cases, of the benefi ts of Trial 

by Jury: 

 For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pre-

tended off ences 

 For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a 

neighbouring Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary 

government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render 

it at once an example and fi t instrument for introducing 

the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 

 For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most 

valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of 

our Governments: 

 For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring 

themselves invested with power to legislate for us in all 

cases whatsoever. 

 He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us 

out of his Protection and waging War against us. 

 He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt 

our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people. 

 He is at this time transporting large Armies of for-

eign Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, deso-

lation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of 

Cruelty & perfi dy scarcely paralleled in the most barba-

rous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized 

nation. 

 He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive 

on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to 

become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, 

or to fall themselves by their Hands. 

 He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, 

and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our 

frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known 

rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all 

ages, sexes and conditions. 

 In every stage of these Oppressions We have Peti-

tioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our re-

peated Petitions have been answered only by repeated 

injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by every 

act which may defi ne a Tyrant, is unfi t to be the ruler of 

a free people. 

 Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brit-

ish brethren. We have warned them from time to time of 

attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable 

jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the cir-

cumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We 

have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, 

and we have conjured them by the ties of our common 

kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would in-

evitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. 

Th ey too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of 

consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the ne-

cessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, 

as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace 

Friends. 

 We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States 

of America, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing 

to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of 

our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of 

the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 

declare, Th at these united Colonies are, and of Right 

ought to be Free and Independent States; that they are 

Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and 

that all political connection between them and the State 

of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; 

and that as Free and Independent States, they have full 

Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, 

establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Th ings 

which Independent States may of right do.—And for 

the support of this Declaration, with a fi rm reliance on 

the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge 

to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 

Honor. 
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The Constitution of the United States

  Th e 56 signatures on the Declaration appear 

in the positions indicated:  

 column 1 
 Georgia: 

 Button Gwinnett 

 Lyman Hall 

 George Walton 

 column 2 
 North Carolina: 

 William Hooper 

 Joseph Hewes 

 John Penn 

 South Carolina: 
 Edward Rutledge 

 Th omas Heyward Jr. 

 Th omas Lynch Jr. 

 Arthur Middleton 

 column 3 
 Massachusetts: 

 John Hancock 

 Maryland: 
 Samuel Chase 

 William Paca 

 Th omas Stone 

 Charles Carroll of Carrollton 

 Virginia: 
 George Wythe 

 Richard Henry Lee 

 Th omas Jeff erson 

 Benjamin Harrison 

 Th omas Nelson Jr. 

 Francis Lightfoot Lee 

 Carter Braxton 

 column 4 
 Pennsylvania: 

 Robert Morris 

 Benjamin Rush 

 Benjamin Franklin 

 John Morton 

 George Clymer 

 James Smith 

 George Taylor 

 James Wilson 

 George Ross 

 Delaware: 
 Caesar Rodney 

 George Read 

 Th omas McKean 

 column 5 
 New York: 

 William Floyd 

 Philip Livingston 

 Francis Lewis 

 Lewis Morris 

 New Jersey: 
 Richard Stockton 

 John Witherspoon 

 Francis Hopkinson 

 John Hart 

 Abraham Clark 

 column 6 
 New Hampshire: 

 Josiah Bartlett 

 William Whipple 

 Massachusetts: 
 Samuel Adams 

 John Adams 

 Robert Treat Paine 

 Elbridge Gerry 

 Rhode Island: 
 Stephen Hopkins 

 William Ellery 

 Connecticut: 
 Roger Sherman 

 Samuel Huntington 

 William Williams 

 Oliver Wolcott 

 New Hampshire: 
 Matthew Th ornton 

  The Constitution of the United States 

 We the People of the United States, in Order to form a 

more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic 

Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote 

the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty 

to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish 

this Constitution for the United States of America. 
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 ARTICLE. I. 

 section.  1 . 
 All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a 

Congress of the United States, which shall consist of a 

Senate and House of Representatives. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e House of Representatives shall be composed of 

Members chosen every second Year by the People of the 

several States, and the Electors in each State shall have 

the Qualifi cations requisite for Electors of the most nu-

merous Branch of the State Legislature. 

 No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have 

attained to the Age of twenty fi ve Years, and been seven 

Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, 

when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he 

shall be chosen. 

 Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned 

among the several States which may be included within 

this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which 

shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of 

free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term 

of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fi fths of 

all other Persons. Th e actual Enumeration shall be made 

within three Years after the fi rst Meeting of the Congress 

of the United States, and within every subsequent Term 

of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law direct. 

Th e Number of Representatives shall not exceed one for 

every thirty Th ousand, but each State shall have at Least 

one Representative; and until such enumeration shall 

be made, the State of New Hampshire shall be entitled 

to chuse three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and 

Providence Plantations one, Connecticut fi ve, New-York 

six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware one, 

Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina fi ve, South 

Carolina fi ve, and Georgia three. 

 When vacancies happen in the Representation from 

any State, the Executive Authority thereof shall issue 

Writs of Election to fi ll such Vacancies. 

 Th e House of Representatives shall chuse their 

Speaker and other Offi  cers; and shall have the sole Power 

of Impeachment. 

 section.  3 . 
 Th e Senate of the United States shall be composed of 

two Senators from each State, chosen by the Legislature 

thereof for six Years; and each Senator shall have one 

Vote. 

 Immediately after they shall be assembled in Con-

sequence of the fi rst Election, they shall be divided as 

equally as may be into three Classes. Th e Seats of the 

Senators of the fi rst Class shall be vacated at the Ex-

piration of the second Year, of the second Class at the 

Expiration of the fourth Year, and of the third Class at 

the Expiration of the sixth Year, so that one third may 

be chosen every second Year; and if Vacancies happen 

by Resignation, or otherwise, during the Recess of the 

Legislature of any State, the Executive thereof may make 

temporary Appointments until the next Meeting of the 

Legislature, which shall then fi ll such Vacancies. 

 No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained 

to the Age of thirty Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of 

the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an 

Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen. 

 Th e Vice President of the United States shall be Presi-

dent of the Senate, but shall have no Vote, unless they be 

equally divided. 

 Th e Senate shall chuse their other Offi  cers, and also a 

President pro tempore, in the Absence of the Vice Presi-

dent, or when he shall exercise the Offi  ce of President of 

the United States. 

 Th e Senate shall have the sole Power to try all Im-

peachments. When sitting for that Purpose, they shall 

be on Oath or Affi  rmation. When the President of the 

United States is tried, the Chief Justice shall preside: And 

no Person shall be convicted without the Concurrence of 

two thirds of the Members present. 

 Judgment in Cases of Impeachment shall not extend 

further than to removal from Offi  ce, and disqualifi cation 

to hold and enjoy any Offi  ce of honor, Trust or Profi t 

under the United States: but the Party convicted shall 

nevertheless be liable and subject to Indictment, Trial, 

Judgment and Punishment, according to Law. 

 section.  4 . 
 Th e Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for 

Senators and Representatives, shall be prescribed in each 

State by the Legislature thereof; but the Congress may at 

any time by Law make or alter such Regulations, except 

as to the Places of chusing Senators. 

 Th e Congress shall assemble at least once in every Year, 

and such Meeting shall be on the fi rst Monday in Decem-

ber, unless they shall by Law appoint a diff erent Day. 

 section.  5 . 
 Each House shall be the Judge of the Elections, Returns 

and Qualifi cations of its own Members, and a Majority 
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of each shall constitute a Quorum to do Business; but a 

smaller Number may adjourn from day to day, and may 

be authorized to compel the Attendance of absent Mem-

bers, in such Manner, and under such Penalties as each 

House may provide. 

 Each House may determine the Rules of its Pro-

ceedings, punish its Members for disorderly Behav-

iour, and, with the Concurrence of two thirds, expel 

a Member. 

 Each House shall keep a Journal of its Proceedings, 

and from time to time publish the same, excepting such 

Parts as may in their Judgment require Secrecy; and the 

Yeas and Nays of the Members of either House on any 

question shall, at the Desire of one fi fth of those Present, 

be entered on the Journal. 

 Neither House, during the Session of Congress, shall, 

without the Consent of the other, adjourn for more than 

three days, nor to any other Place than that in which the 

two Houses shall be sitting. 

 section.  6 . 
 Th e Senators and Representatives shall receive a Com-

pensation for their Services, to be ascertained by Law, 

and paid out of the Treasury of the United States. Th ey 

shall in all Cases, except Treason, Felony and Breach of 

the Peace, be privileged from Arrest during their At-

tendance at the Session of their respective Houses, and 

in going to and returning from the same; and for any 

Speech or Debate in either House, they shall not be 

questioned in any other Place. 

 No Senator or Representative shall, during the Time 

for which he was elected, be appointed to any civil Of-

fi ce under the Authority of the United States, which 

shall have been created, or the Emoluments whereof 

shall have been encreased during such time; and no Per-

son holding any Offi  ce under the United States, shall 

be a Member of either House during his Continuance 

in Offi  ce. 

 section.  7 . 
 All Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in the House 

of Representatives; but the Senate may propose or con-

cur with Amendments as on other Bills. 

 Every Bill which shall have passed the House of Repre-

sentatives and the Senate, shall, before it become a Law, 

be presented to the President of the United States: If he 

approve he shall sign it, but if not he shall return it, with 

his Objections to that House in which it shall have origi-

nated, who shall enter the Objections at large on their 

Journal, and proceed to reconsider it. If after such Re-

consideration two thirds of that House shall agree to pass 

the Bill, it shall be sent, together with the Objections, 

to the other House, by which it shall likewise be recon-

sidered, and if approved by two thirds of that House, it 

shall become a Law. But in all such Cases the Votes of 

both Houses shall be determined by Yeas and Nays, and 

the Names of the Persons voting for and against the Bill 

shall be entered on the Journal of each House respec-

tively. If any Bill shall not be returned by the President 

within ten Days (Sundays excepted) after it shall have 

been presented to him, the Same shall be a Law, in like 

Manner as if he had signed it, unless the Congress by 

their Adjournment prevent its Return, in which Case it 

shall not be a Law. 

 Every Order, Resolution, or Vote to which the Con-

currence of the Senate and House of Representatives 

may be necessary (except on a question of Adjournment) 

shall be presented to the President of the United States; 

and before the Same shall take Eff ect, shall be approved 

by him, or being disapproved by him, shall be repassed 

by two thirds of the Senate and House of Representa-

tives, according to the Rules and Limitations prescribed 

in the Case of a Bill. 

 section.  8 . 
 Th e Congress shall have Power To lay and collect Taxes, 

Duties, Imposts and Excises, to pay the Debts and pro-

vide for the common Defence and general Welfare of the 

United States; but all Duties, Imposts and Excises shall 

be uniform throughout the United States; 

 To borrow Money on the credit of the United States; 

 To regulate Commerce with foreign Nations, and 

among the several States, and with the Indian Tribes; 

 To establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization, and 

uniform Laws on the subject of Bankruptcies through-

out the United States; 

 To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof, and 

of foreign Coin, and fi x the Standard of Weights and 

Measures; 

 To provide for the Punishment of counterfeiting the 

Securities and current Coin of the United States; 

 To establish Post Offi  ces and post Roads; 

 To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, 

by securing for limited Times to Authors and Inven-

tors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and 

Discoveries; 

 To constitute Tribunals inferior to the supreme Court; 
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 To defi ne and punish Piracies and Felonies commit-

ted on the high Seas, and Off ences against the Law of 

Nations; 

 To declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Repri-

sal, and make Rules concerning Captures on Land and 

Water; 

 To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation 

of Money to that Use shall be for a longer Term than 

two Years; 

 To provide and maintain a Navy; 

 To make Rules for the Government and Regulation of 

the land and naval Forces; 

 To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute the 

Laws of the Union, suppress Insurrections and repel 

Invasions; 

 To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, 

the Militia, and for governing such Part of them as may 

be employed in the Service of the United States, reserv-

ing to the States respectively, the Appointment of the 

Offi  cers, and the Authority of training the Militia ac-

cording to the discipline prescribed by Congress; 

 To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatso-

ever, over such District (not exceeding ten Miles square) 

as may, by Cession of particular States, and the Accep-

tance of Congress, become the Seat of the Government 

of the United States, and to exercise like Authority over 

all Places purchased by the Consent of the Legislature of 

the State in which the Same shall be, for the Erection of 

Forts, Magazines, Arsenals, dock-Yards, and other need-

ful Buildings;—And, 

 To make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper 

for carrying into Execution the foregoing Powers, and 

all other Powers vested by this Constitution in the Gov-

ernment of the United States, or in any Department or 

Offi  cer thereof. 

 section.  9 . 
 Th e Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of 

the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall 

not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one 

thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty 

may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten 

dollars for each Person. 

 Th e Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not 

be suspended, unless when in Cases of Rebellion or Inva-

sion the public Safety may require it. 

 No Bill of Attainder or ex post facto Law shall be 

passed. 

 No Capitation, or other direct, Tax shall be laid, un-

less in Proportion to the Census or enumeration herein 

before directed to be taken. 

 No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported 

from any State. 

 No Preference shall be given by any Regulation of 

Commerce or Revenue to the Ports of one State over 

those of another; nor shall Vessels bound to, or from, 

one State, be obliged to enter, clear, or pay Duties in 

another. 

 No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in 

Consequence of Appropriations made by Law; and a 

regular Statement and Account of the Receipts and Ex-

penditures of all public Money shall be published from 

time to time. 

 No Title of Nobility shall be granted by the United 

States: And no Person holding any Offi  ce of Profi t or Trust 

under them, shall, without the Consent of the Congress, 

accept of any present, Emolument, Offi  ce, or Title, of any 

kind whatever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State. 

 section.  10. 
 No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, or Con-

federation; grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal; coin 

Money; emit Bills of Credit; make any Th ing but gold 

and silver Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts; pass any 

Bill of Attainder, ex post facto Law, or Law impairing the 

Obligation of Contracts, or grant any Title of Nobility. 

 No State shall, without the Consent of the Congress, 

lay any Imposts or Duties on Imports or Exports, ex-

cept what may be absolutely necessary for executing its 

inspection Laws; and the net Produce of all Duties and 

Imposts, laid by any State on Imports or Exports, shall 

be for the Use of the Treasury of the United States; and 

all such Laws shall be subject to the Revision and Con-

troul of the Congress. 

 No State shall, without the Consent of Congress, lay 

any Duty of Tonnage, keep Troops, or Ships of War in 

time of Peace, enter into any Agreement or Compact 

with another State, or with a foreign Power, or engage in 

War, unless actually invaded, or in such imminent Dan-

ger as will not admit of delay. 

 ARTICLE. II. 

 section.  1 . 
 Th e executive Power shall be vested in a President of 

the United States of America. He shall hold his Offi  ce 
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during the Term of four Years, and, together with the 

Vice President, chosen for the same Term, be elected, as 

follows: 

 Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Leg-

islature thereof may direct, a Number of Electors, equal 

to the whole Number of Senators and Representatives to 

which the State may be entitled in the Congress: but no 

Senator or Representative, or Person holding an Offi  ce 

of Trust or Profi t under the United States, shall be ap-

pointed an Elector. 

 Th e Electors shall meet in their respective States, and 

vote by Ballot for two Persons, of whom one at least shall 

not be an Inhabitant of the same State with themselves. 

And they shall make a List of all the Persons voted for, 

and of the Number of Votes for each; which List they 

shall sign and certify, and transmit sealed to the Seat of 

the Government of the United States, directed to the 

President of the Senate. Th e President of the Senate 

shall, in the Presence of the Senate and House of Repre-

sentatives, open all the Certifi cates, and the Votes shall 

then be counted. Th e Person having the greatest Num-

ber of Votes shall be the President, if such Number be a 

Majority of the whole Number of Electors appointed; 

and if there be more than one who have such Majority, 

and have an equal Number of Votes, then the House of 

Representatives shall immediately chuse by Ballot one 

of them for President; and if no Person have a Majority, 

then from the fi ve highest on the List the said House 

shall in like Manner chuse the President. But in chusing 

the President, the Votes shall be taken by States, the Rep-

resentation from each State having one Vote; A quorum 

for this purpose shall consist of a Member or Members 

from two thirds of the States, and a Majority of all the 

States shall be necessary to a Choice. In every Case, after 

the Choice of the President, the Person having the great-

est Number of Votes of the Electors shall be the Vice 

President. But if there should remain two or more who 

have equal Votes, the Senate shall chuse from them by 

Ballot the Vice President. 

 Th e Congress may determine the Time of chusing 

the Electors, and the Day on which they shall give their 

Votes; which Day shall be the same throughout the 

United States. 

 No Person except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen 

of the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this 

Constitution, shall be eligible to the Offi  ce of President; 

neither shall any Person be eligible to that Offi  ce who 

shall not have attained to the Age of thirty fi ve Years, 

and been fourteen Years a Resident within the United 

States. 

 In Case of the Removal of the President from Offi  ce, 

or of his Death, Resignation, or Inability to discharge 

the Powers and Duties of the said Offi  ce, the Same shall 

devolve on the Vice President, and the Congress may by 

Law provide for the Case of Removal, Death, Resigna-

tion or Inability, both of the President and Vice Presi-

dent, declaring what Offi  cer shall then act as President, 

and such Offi  cer shall act accordingly, until the Disabil-

ity be removed, or a President shall be elected. 

 Th e President shall, at stated Times, receive for his Ser-

vices, a Compensation, which shall neither be increased 

nor diminished during the Period for which he shall have 

been elected, and he shall not receive within that Period 

any other Emolument from the United States, or any of 

them. 

 Before he enter on the Execution of his Offi  ce, he 

shall take the following Oath or Affi  rmation:—“I do sol-

emnly swear (or affi  rm) that I will faithfully execute the 

Offi  ce of President of the United States, and will to the 

best of my Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Con-

stitution of the United States.” 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army 

and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the 

several States, when called into the actual Service of the 

United States; he may require the Opinion, in writing, 

of the principal Offi  cer in each of the executive Depart-

ments, upon any Subject relating to the Duties of their 

respective Offi  ces, and he shall have Power to grant Re-

prieves and Pardons for Off ences against the United 

States, except in Cases of Impeachment. 

 He shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Con-

sent of the Senate, to make Treaties, provided two thirds 

of the Senators present concur; and he shall nominate, 

and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Sen-

ate, shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers 

and Consuls, Judges of the supreme Court, and all other 

Offi  cers of the United States, whose Appointments are 

not herein otherwise provided for, and which shall be 

established by Law: but the Congress may by Law vest 

the Appointment of such inferior Offi  cers, as they think 

proper, in the President alone, in the Courts of Law, or 

in the Heads of Departments. 

 Th e President shall have Power to fi ll up all Vacan-

cies that may happen during the Recess of the Senate, by 
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granting Commissions which shall expire at the End of 

their next Session. 

 section.  3 . 
 He shall from time to time give to the Congress Infor-

mation of the State of the Union, and recommend to 

their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge nec-

essary and expedient; he may, on extraordinary Occa-

sions, convene both Houses, or either of them, and in 

Case of Disagreement between them, with Respect to 

the Time of Adjournment, he may adjourn them to such 

Time as he shall think proper; he shall receive Ambassa-

dors and other public Ministers; he shall take Care that 

the Laws be faithfully executed, and shall Commission 

all the Offi  cers of the United States. 

 section.  4 . 
 Th e President, Vice President and all civil Offi  cers of 

the United States, shall be removed from Offi  ce on Im-

peachment for, and Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or 

other high Crimes and Misdemeanors. 

 ARTICLE. III. 

 section.  1 . 
 Th e judicial Power of the United States shall be vested in 

one supreme Court, and in such inferior Courts as the 

Congress may from time to time ordain and establish. 

Th e Judges, both of the supreme and inferior Courts, 

shall hold their Offi  ces during good Behaviour, and 

shall, at stated Times, receive for their Services a Com-

pensation, which shall not be diminished during their 

Continuance in Offi  ce. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in Law and 

Equity, arising under this Constitution, the Laws of the 

United States, and Treaties made, or which shall be made, 

under their Authority;—to all Cases aff ecting Ambassa-

dors, other public Ministers and Consuls;—to all Cases 

of admiralty and maritime Jurisdiction;—to Contro-

versies to which the United States shall be a Party;—to 

Controversies between two or more States;—between a 

State and Citizens of another State;—between Citizens 

of diff erent States;—between Citizens of the same State 

claiming Lands under Grants of diff erent States, and be-

tween a State, or the Citizens thereof, and foreign States, 

Citizens or Subjects. 

 In all Cases aff ecting Ambassadors, other public Min-

isters and Consuls, and those in which a State shall be 

Party, the supreme Court shall have original Jurisdiction. 

In all the other Cases before mentioned, the supreme 

Court shall have appellate Jurisdiction, both as to Law 

and Fact, with such Exceptions, and under such Regula-

tions as the Congress shall make. 

 Th e Trial of all Crimes, except in Cases of Impeach-

ment, shall be by Jury; and such Trial shall be held in the 

State where the said Crimes shall have been committed; 

but when not committed within any State, the Trial shall 

be at such Place or Places as the Congress may by Law 

have directed. 

 section.  3 . 
 Treason against the United States, shall consist only in 

levying War against them, or in adhering to their En-

emies, giving them Aid and Comfort. No Person shall 

be convicted of Treason unless on the Testimony of two 

Witnesses to the same overt Act, or on Confession in 

open Court. 

 Th e Congress shall have Power to declare the Punish-

ment of Treason, but no Attainder of Treason shall work 

Corruption of Blood, or Forfeiture except during the 

Life of the Person attainted. 

 ARTICLE. IV. 

 section.  1 . 
 Full Faith and Credit shall be given in each State to the 

public Acts, Records, and judicial Proceedings of every 

other State. And the Congress may by general Laws pre-

scribe the Manner in which such Acts, Records and Pro-

ceedings shall be proved, and the Eff ect thereof. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Citizens of each State shall be entitled to all Privi-

leges and Immunities of Citizens in the several States. 

 A Person charged in any State with Treason, Felony, or 

other Crime, who shall fl ee from Justice, and be found 

in another State, shall on Demand of the executive Au-

thority of the State from which he fl ed, be delivered up, 

to be removed to the State having Jurisdiction of the 

Crime. 

 No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, 

under the Laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in 

Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be dis-

charged from such Service or Labour, but shall be deliv-
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ered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or 

Labour may be due. 

 section.  3 . 
 New States may be admitted by the Congress into this 

Union; but no new State shall be formed or erected 

within the Jurisdiction of any other State; nor any State 

be formed by the Junction of two or more States, or Parts 

of States, without the Consent of the Legislatures of the 

States concerned as well as of the Congress. 

 Th e Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make 

all needful Rules and Regulations respecting the Terri-

tory or other Property belonging to the United States; 

and nothing in this Constitution shall be so construed as 

to Prejudice any Claims of the United States, or of any 

particular State. 

 section.  4 . 
 Th e United States shall guarantee to every State in this 

Union a Republican Form of Government, and shall pro-

tect each of them against Invasion; and on Application 

of the Legislature, or of the Executive (when the Legisla-

ture cannot be convened), against domestic Violence. 

 ARTICLE. V. 
 Th e Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall 

deem it necessary, shall propose Amendments to this 

Constitution, or, on the Application of the Legislatures 

of two thirds of the several States, shall call a Conven-

tion for proposing Amendments, which, in either Case, 

shall be valid to all Intents and Purposes, as Part of this 

Constitution, when ratifi ed by the Legislatures of three 

fourths of the several States, or by Conventions in three 

fourths thereof, as the one or the other Mode of Ratifi ca-

tion may be proposed by the Congress; Provided that no 

Amendment which may be made prior to the Year One 

thousand eight hundred and eight shall in any Manner 

aff ect the fi rst and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of 

the fi rst Article; and that no State, without its Consent, 

shall be deprived of its equal Suff rage in the Senate. 

 ARTICLE. VI. 
 All Debts contracted and Engagements entered into, be-

fore the Adoption of this Constitution, shall be as valid 

against the United States under this Constitution, as 

under the Confederation. 

 Th is Constitution, and the Laws of the United States 

which shall be made in Pursuance thereof; and all Trea-

ties made, or which shall be made, under the Author-

ity of the United States, shall be the supreme Law of 

the Land; and the Judges in every State shall be bound 

thereby, any Th ing in the Constitution or Laws of any 

State to the Contrary notwithstanding. 

 Th e Senators and Representatives before mentioned, 

and the Members of the several State Legislatures, and all 

executive and judicial Offi  cers, both of the United States 

and of the several States, shall be bound by Oath or Af-

fi rmation, to support this Constitution; but no religious 

Test shall ever be required as a Qualifi cation to any Of-

fi ce or public Trust under the United States. 

 ARTICLE. VII. 
 Th e Ratifi cation of the Conventions of nine States, shall 

be suffi  cient for the Establishment of this Constitution 

between the States so ratifying the Same. 

 Th e Word, “the,” being interlined between the seventh 

and eighth Lines of the fi rst Page, the Word “Th irty” 

being partly written on an Erazure in the fi fteenth Line 

of the fi rst Page, Th e Words “is tried” being interlined be-

tween the thirty second and thirty third Lines of the fi rst 

Page and the Word “the” being interlined between the 

forty third and forty fourth Lines of the second Page. 

 Attest William Jackson Secretary 

 Done in Convention by the Unanimous Consent of 

the States present the Seventeenth Day of September in 

the Year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and 

Eighty seven and of the Independence of the United 

States of America the Twelfth In witness whereof We 

have hereunto subscribed our Names, 

 G°. Washington 

  Presidt and deputy from Virginia  

 Delaware 
 Geo: Read 

 Gunning Bedford jun 

 John Dickinson 

 Richard Bassett 

 Jaco: Broom 

 Maryland 
 James McHenry 

 Dan of St Th os. Jenifer 

 Danl. Carroll 

 Virginia 
 John Blair 

 James Madison Jr. 
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 North Carolina 
 Wm. Blount 

 Richd. Dobbs Spaight 

 Hu Williamson 

 South Carolina 
 J. Rutledge 

 Charles Cotesworth Pinckney 

 Charles Pinckney 

 Pierce Butler 

 Georgia 
 William Few 

 Abr Baldwin 

 New Hampshire 
 John Langdon 

 Nicholas Gilman 

 Massachusetts 
 Nathaniel Gorham 

 Rufus King 

 Connecticut 
 Wm. Saml. Johnson 

 Roger Sherman 

 New York 
 Alexander Hamilton 

 New Jersey 
 Wil: Livingston 

 David Brearley 

 Wm. Paterson 

 Jona: Dayton 

 Pennsylvania 
 B Franklin 

 Th omas Miffl  in 

 Robt. Morris 

 Geo. Clymer 

 Th os. FitzSimons 

 Jared Ingersoll 

 James Wilson 

 Gouv Morris   

 The Bill of Rights 

 Congress of the United States 

begun and held at the City of New-York, on 

Wednesday the fourth of March, one thousand seven 

hundred and eighty nine. 

 THE Conventions of a number of the States, having 

at the time of their adopting the Constitution, expressed 

a desire, in order to prevent misconstruction or abuse of 

its powers, that further declaratory and restrictive clauses 

should be added: And as extending the ground of public 

confi dence in the Government, will best ensure the be-

nefi cent ends of its institution. 

 RESOLVED by the Senate and House of Represen-

tatives of the United States of America, in Congress as-

sembled, two thirds of both Houses concurring, that 

the following Articles be proposed to the Legislatures 

of the several States, as amendments to the Constitu-

tion of the United States, all, or any of which Articles, 

when ratifi ed by three fourths of the said Legislatures, 

to be valid to all intents and purposes, as part of the said 

Constitution; viz. 

 ARTICLES in addition to, and Amendment of the 

Constitution of the United States of America, proposed 

by Congress, and ratifi ed by the Legislatures of the sev-

eral States, pursuant to the fi fth Article of the original 

Constitution. 

 Note: Th e following text is a transcription of the fi rst ten 

amendments to the Constitution in their original form. 

Th ese amendments were ratifi ed December 15, 1791, and form 

what is known as the “Bill of Rights.” 

 AMENDMENT I 
 Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 

of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 

abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the 

right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition 

the Government for a redress of grievances. 

 AMENDMENT II 
 A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security 

of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear 

Arms, shall not be infringed. 

 AMENDMENT III 
 No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any 

house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of 

war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law. 

 AMENDMENT IV 
 Th e right of the people to be secure in their persons, 

houses, papers, and eff ects, against unreasonable searches 

and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall 

issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or 
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affi  rmation, and particularly describing the place to be 

searched, and the persons or things to be seized. 

 AMENDMENT V 
 No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or other-

wise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indict-

ment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land 

or naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual service 

in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be 

subject for the same off ence to be twice put in jeopardy 

of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal 

case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of 

life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor 

shall private property be taken for public use, without 

just compensation. 

 AMENDMENT VI 
 In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the 

right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of 

the State and district wherein the crime shall have been 

committed, which district shall have been previously as-

certained by law, and to be informed of the nature and 

cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the wit-

nesses against him; to have compulsory process for ob-

taining witnesses in his favor, and to have the Assistance 

of Counsel for his defence. 

 AMENDMENT VII 
 In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy 

shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall 

be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be other-

wise re-examined in any Court of the United States, than 

according to the rules of the common law. 

 AMENDMENT VIII 
 Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fi nes 

imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments infl icted. 

 AMENDMENT IX 
 Th e enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, 

shall not be construed to deny or disparage others re-

tained by the people. 

 AMENDMENT X 
 Th e powers not delegated to the United States by the 

Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are re-

served to the States respectively, or to the people. 

  

 Constitutional Amendments XI–XXVII 

 AMENDMENT XI 

  Passed by Congress March 4, 1794. Ratifi ed February 7, 1795.  

  Note: Article III, Section 2, of the Constitution was modifi ed 

by Eleventh Amendment.  

 Th e Judicial power of the United States shall not be con-

strued to extend to any suit in law or equity, commenced 

or prosecuted against one of the United States by Citi-

zens of another State, or by Citizens or Subjects of any 

Foreign State. 

 AMENDMENT XII 

  Passed by Congress December 9, 1803. Ratifi ed June 15, 1804.  

  Note: A portion of Article II, Section 2, of the Constitution 

was superseded by the Twelfth Amendment.  

 Th e Electors shall meet in their respective states and 

vote by ballot for President and Vice-President, one of 

whom, at least, shall not be an inhabitant of the same 

state with themselves; they shall name in their ballots 

the person voted for as President, and in distinct ballots 

the person voted for as Vice-President, and they shall 

make distinct lists of all persons voted for as President, 

and of all persons voted for as Vice-President, and of 

the number of votes for each, which lists they shall sign 

and certify, and transmit sealed to the seat of the gov-

ernment of the United States, directed to the President 

of the Senate;—the President of the Senate shall, in 

the presence of the Senate and House of Representa-

tives, open all the certifi cates and the votes shall then be 

counted;—Th e person having the greatest number of 

votes for President, shall be the President, if such num-

ber be a majority of the whole number of Electors ap-

pointed; and if no person have such majority, then from 

the persons having the highest numbers not exceeding 

three on the list of those voted for as President, the 

House of Representatives shall choose immediately, by 

ballot, the President. But in choosing the President, the 

votes shall be taken by states, the representation from 

each state having one vote; a quorum for this purpose 

shall consist of a member or members from two-thirds 

of the states, and a majority of all the states shall be 
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necessary to a choice. [And if the House of Representa-

tives shall not choose a President whenever the right of 

choice shall devolve upon them, before the fourth day 

of March next following, then the Vice-President shall 

act as President, as in case of the death or other consti-

tutional disability of the President.—* Th e person hav-

ing the greatest number of votes as Vice-President, shall 

be the Vice-President, if such number be a majority of 

the whole number of Electors appointed, and if no per-

son have a majority, then from the two highest numbers 

on the list, the Senate shall choose the Vice-President; 

a quorum for the purpose shall consist of two-thirds of 

the whole number of Senators, and a majority of the 

whole number shall be necessary to a choice. But no 

person constitutionally ineligible to the offi  ce of Presi-

dent shall be eligible to that of Vice-President of the 

United States. 

 * Superseded by Section 3 of the Twentieth Amendment.  

 AMENDMENT XIII 

  Passed by Congress January 31, 1865. Ratifi ed December 6, 1865.  

  Note: A portion of Article IV, Section 2, of the Constitution was 

superseded by the Th irteenth Amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a 

punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been 

duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or 

any place subject to their jurisdiction. 

 section.  2 . 
 Congress shall have power to enforce this article by ap-

propriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XIV 

  Passed by Congress June 13, 1866. Ratifi ed July 9, 1868.  

  Note: Article I, Section 2, of the Constitution was modifi ed by 

Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 All persons born or naturalized in the United States, 

and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the 

United States and of the State wherein they reside. No 

State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge 

the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United 

States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, lib-

erty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny 

to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection 

of the laws. 

 section.  2 . 
 Representatives shall be apportioned among the several 

States according to their respective numbers, counting 

the whole number of persons in each State, excluding 

Indians not taxed. But when the right to vote at any 

election for the choice of electors for President and 

Vice-President of the United States, Representatives in 

Congress, the Executive and Judicial offi  cers of a State, 

or the members of the Legislature thereof, is denied to 

any of the male inhabitants of such State, being twenty-

one years of age,* and citizens of the United States, or in 

any way abridged, except for participation in rebellion, 

or other crime, the basis of representation therein shall 

be reduced in the proportion which the number of such 

male citizens shall bear to the whole number of male citi-

zens twenty-one years of age in such State. 

 section.  3 . 
 No person shall be a Senator or Representative in Con-

gress, or elector of President and Vice-President, or hold 

any offi  ce, civil or military, under the United States, or 

under any State, who, having previously taken an oath, 

as a member of Congress, or as an offi  cer of the United 

States, or as a member of any State legislature, or as an 

executive or judicial offi  cer of any State, to support the 

Constitution of the United States, shall have engaged in 

insurrection or rebellion against the same, or given aid 

or comfort to the enemies thereof. But Congress may 

by a vote of two-thirds of each House, remove such 

disability. 

 section.  4 . 
 Th e validity of the public debt of the United States, au-

thorized by law, including debts incurred for payment of 

pensions and bounties for services in suppressing insur-

rection or rebellion, shall not be questioned. But neither 

the United States nor any State shall assume or pay any 

debt or obligation incurred in aid of insurrection or re-

bellion against the United States, or any claim for the 

loss or emancipation of any slave; but all such debts, ob-

ligations and claims shall be held illegal and void. 

 section.  5 . 
 Th e Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appro-

priate legislation, the provisions of this article. 

 * Changed by Section 1 of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment.  
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 AMENDMENT XV 

  Passed by Congress February 26, 1869. Ratifi ed February 3, 1870.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e right of citizens of the United States to vote shall 

not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any 

State on account of race, color, or previous condition of 

servitude— 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress shall have the power to enforce this article 

by appropriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XVI 

  Passed by Congress July 2, 1909. Ratifi ed February 3, 1913.  

  Note: Article I, Section 9, of the Constitution was modifi ed by the 

Sixteenth Amendment.  

 Th e Congress shall have power to lay and collect taxes on 

incomes, from whatever source derived, without appor-

tionment among the several States, and without regard 

to any census or enumeration. 

 AMENDMENT XVII 

  Passed by Congress May 13, 1912. Ratifi ed April 8, 1913.  

  Note: Article I, Section 3, of the Constitution was modifi ed by the 

Seventeenth Amendment.  

 Th e Senate of the United States shall be composed of two 

Senators from each State, elected by the people thereof, 

for six years; and each Senator shall have one vote. Th e 

electors in each State shall have the qualifi cations req-

uisite for electors of the most numerous branch of the 

State legislatures. 

 When vacancies happen in the representation of any 

State in the Senate, the executive authority of such State 

shall issue writs of election to fi ll such vacancies:  Pro-
vided , Th at the legislature of any State may empower the 

executive thereof to make temporary appointments until 

the people fi ll the vacancies by election as the legislature 

may direct. 

 Th is amendment shall not be so construed as to aff ect 

the election or term of any Senator chosen before it be-

comes valid as part of the Constitution. 

 AMENDMENT XVIII 

  Passed by Congress December 18, 1917. Ratifi ed January 16, 1919.  

  Note: Th e Eighteenth Amendment was repealed by the Twenty-

First Amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 After one year from the ratifi cation of this article the 

manufacture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating li-

quors within, the importation thereof into, or the ex-

portation thereof from the United States and all territory 

subject to the jurisdiction thereof for beverage purposes 

is hereby prohibited. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress and the several States shall have concurrent 

power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

 section.  3 . 
 Th is article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been 

ratifi ed as an amendment to the Constitution by the leg-

islatures of the several States, as provided in the Constitu-

tion, within seven years from the date of the submission 

hereof to the States by the Congress. 

 AMENDMENT XIX 

  Passed by Congress June 4, 1919. Ratifi ed August 18, 1920.  

 Th e right of citizens of the United States to vote shall 

not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any 

State on account of sex. 

 Congress shall have power to enforce this article by 

appropriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XX 

  Passed by Congress March 2, 1932. Ratifi ed January 23, 1933.  

  Note: Article I, Section 4, of the Constitution was 

modifi ed by Section 2 of this amendment. In addition, 

a portion of the Twelfth Amendment was superseded by 

Section 3 of this amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e terms of the President and the Vice President shall 

end at noon on the 20th day of January, and the terms 

of Senators and Representatives at noon on the 3d day 

of January, of the years in which such terms would have 
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ended if this article had not been ratifi ed; and the terms 

of their successors shall then begin. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress shall assemble at least once in every year, 

and such meeting shall begin at noon on the 3d day of 

January, unless they shall by law appoint a diff erent day. 

 section.  3 . 
 If, at the time fi xed for the beginning of the term of the 

President, the President elect shall have died, the Vice 

President elect shall become President. If a President 

shall not have been chosen before the time fi xed for the 

beginning of his term, or if the President elect shall have 

failed to qualify, then the Vice President elect shall act 

as President until a President shall have qualifi ed; and 

the Congress may by law provide for the case wherein 

neither a President elect nor a Vice President shall have 

qualifi ed, declaring who shall then act as President, or 

the manner in which one who is to act shall be selected, 

and such person shall act accordingly until a President or 

Vice President shall have qualifi ed. 

 section.  4 . 
 Th e Congress may by law provide for the case of the 

death of any of the persons from whom the House of 

Representatives may choose a President whenever the 

right of choice shall have devolved upon them, and for 

the case of the death of any of the persons from whom 

the Senate may choose a Vice President whenever the 

right of choice shall have devolved upon them. 

 section.  5 . 
 Sections 1 and 2 shall take eff ect on the 15th day of Octo-

ber following the ratifi cation of this article. 

 section.  6 . 
 Th is article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been 

ratifi ed as an amendment to the Constitution by the 

legislatures of three-fourths of the several States within 

seven years from the date of its submission. 

 AMENDMENT XXI 

  Passed by Congress February 20, 1933. Ratifi ed December 5, 1933.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e eighteenth article of amendment to the Constitu-

tion of the United States is hereby repealed. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e transportation or importation into any State, Terri-

tory, or Possession of the United States for delivery or use 

therein of intoxicating liquors, in violation of the laws 

thereof, is hereby prohibited. 

 section.  3 . 
 Th is article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been 

ratifi ed as an amendment to the Constitution by conven-

tions in the several States, as provided in the Constitu-

tion, within seven years from the date of the submission 

hereof to the States by the Congress. 

 AMENDMENT XXII 

  Passed by Congress March 21, 1947. Ratifi ed February 27, 1951.  

 section.  1 . 
 No person shall be elected to the offi  ce of the President 

more than twice, and no person who has held the offi  ce 

of President, or acted as President, for more than two 

years of a term to which some other person was elected 

President shall be elected to the offi  ce of President more 

than once. But this Article shall not apply to any per-

son holding the offi  ce of President when this Article was 

proposed by Congress, and shall not prevent any person 

who may be holding the offi  ce of President, or acting as 

President, during the term within which this Article be-

comes operative from holding the offi  ce of President or 

acting as President during the remainder of such term. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th is article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been 

ratifi ed as an amendment to the Constitution by the 

legislatures of three-fourths of the several States within 

seven years from the date of its submission to the States 

by the Congress. 

 AMENDMENT XXIII 

  Passed by Congress June 16, 1960. Ratifi ed March 29, 1961.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e District constituting the seat of Government of the 

United States shall appoint in such manner as Congress 

may direct: 

 A number of electors of President and Vice President 

equal to the whole number of Senators and Representa-
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tives in Congress to which the District would be entitled 

if it were a State, but in no event more than the least 

populous State; they shall be in addition to those ap-

pointed by the States, but they shall be considered, for 

the purposes of the election of President and Vice Presi-

dent, to be electors appointed by a State; and they shall 

meet in the District and perform such duties as provided 

by the twelfth article of amendment. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress shall have power to enforce this article by 

appropriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XXIV 

  Passed by Congress August 27, 1962. Ratifi ed January 23, 1964.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e right of citizens of the United States to vote in any 

primary or other election for President or Vice President, 

for electors for President or Vice President, or for Sena-

tor or Representative in Congress, shall not be denied or 

abridged by the United States or any State by reason of 

failure to pay poll tax or other tax. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress shall have power to enforce this article by 

appropriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XXV 

  Passed by Congress July 6, 1965. Ratifi ed February 10, 1967.  

  Note: Article II, Section 1, of the Constitution was aff ected by the 

Twenty-Fifth Amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 In case of the removal of the President from offi  ce or of 

his death or resignation, the Vice President shall become 

President. 

 section.  2 . 
 Whenever there is a vacancy in the offi  ce of the Vice 

President, the President shall nominate a Vice President 

who shall take offi  ce upon confi rmation by a majority 

vote of both Houses of Congress. 

 section.  3 . 
 Whenever the President transmits to the President pro 

tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of 

Representatives his written declaration that he is unable 

to discharge the powers and duties of his offi  ce, and until 

he transmits to them a written declaration to the con-

trary, such powers and duties shall be discharged by the 

Vice President as Acting President. 

 section.  4 . 
 Whenever the Vice President and a majority of either 

the principal offi  cers of the executive departments or of 

such other body as Congress may by law provide, trans-

mit to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the 

Speaker of the House of Representatives their written 

declaration that the President is unable to discharge the 

powers and duties of his offi  ce, the Vice President shall 

immediately assume the powers and duties of the offi  ce 

as Acting President. 

 Th ereafter, when the President transmits to the Presi-

dent pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the 

House of Representatives his written declaration that no 

inability exists, he shall resume the powers and duties 

of his offi  ce unless the Vice President and a majority of 

either the principal offi  cers of the executive department 

or of such other body as Congress may by law provide, 

transmit within four days to the President pro tempore 

of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Repre-

sentatives their written declaration that the President is 

unable to discharge the powers and duties of his offi  ce. 

Th ereupon Congress shall decide the issue, assembling 

within forty-eight hours for that purpose if not in ses-

sion. If the Congress, within twenty-one days after re-

ceipt of the latter written declaration, or, if Congress is 

not in session, within twenty-one days after Congress is 

required to assemble, determines by two-thirds vote of 

both Houses that the President is unable to discharge 

the powers and duties of his offi  ce, the Vice President 

shall continue to discharge the same as Acting President; 

otherwise, the President shall resume the powers and du-

ties of his offi  ce. 

 AMENDMENT XXVI 

  Passed by Congress March 23, 1971. Ratifi ed July 1, 1971.  

  Note :  Amendment 14, Section 2, of the Constitution was modi-

fi ed by Section 1 of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment.  

 section.  1 . 
 Th e right of citizens of the United States, who are eigh-

teen years of age or older, to vote shall not be denied or 
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abridged by the United States or by any State on account 

of age. 

 section.  2 . 
 Th e Congress shall have power to enforce this article by 

appropriate legislation. 

 AMENDMENT XXVII 

  Originally proposed September 25, 1789. Ratifi ed May 7, 1992.  

 No law, varying the compensation for the services of the 

Senators and Representatives, shall take eff ect, until an 

election of representatives shall have intervened.  
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States, by Date of Entry into the Union

State
Entered 
Union

Year 
Settled

1. Delaware Dec. 7, 1787 1638

2. Pennsylvania Dec. 12, 1787 1682

3. New Jersey Dec. 18, 1787 1660

4. Georgia Jan. 2, 1788 1733

5. Connecticut Jan. 9, 1788 1634

6. Massachusetts Feb. 6, 1788 1620

7. Maryland Apr. 28, 1788 1634

8. South Carolina May 23, 1788 1670

9. New Hampshire June 21, 1788 1623

10. Virginia June 25, 1788 1607

11. New York July 26, 1788 1614

12. North Carolina Nov. 21, 1789 1660

13. Rhode Island May 29, 1790 1636

14. Vermont Mar. 4, 1791 1724

15. Kentucky June 1, 1792 1774

16. Tennessee June 1, 1796 1769

17. Ohio Mar. 1, 1803 1788

18. Louisiana Apr. 30, 1812 1699

19. Indiana Dec. 11, 1816 1733

20. Mississippi Dec. 10, 1817 1699

21. Illinois Dec. 3, 1818 1720

22. Alabama Dec. 14, 1819 1702

23. Maine Mar. 15, 1820 1624

24. Missouri Aug. 10, 1821 1735

25. Arkansas June 15, 1836 1686

State
Entered 
Union

Year 
Settled

26. Michigan Jan. 26, 1837 1668

27. Florida Mar. 3, 1845 1565

28. Texas Dec. 29, 1845 1682

29. Iowa Dec. 28, 1846 1788

30. Wisconsin May 29, 1848 1766

31. California Sept. 9, 1850 1769

32. Minnesota May 11, 1858 1805

33. Oregon Feb. 14, 1859 1811

34. Kansas Jan. 29, 1861 1727

35. West Virginia June 20, 1863 1727

36. Nevada Oct. 31, 1864 1849

37. Nebraska Mar. 1, 1867 1823

38. Colorado Aug. 1, 1876 1858

39. North Dakota Nov. 2, 1889 1812

40. South Dakota Nov. 2, 1889 1859

41. Montana Nov. 8, 1889 1809

42. Washington Nov. 11, 1889 1811

43. Idaho July 3, 1890 1842

44. Wyoming July 10, 1890 1834

45. Utah Jan. 4, 1896 1847

46. Oklahoma Nov. 16, 1907 1889

47. New Mexico Jan. 6, 1912 1610

48. Arizona Feb. 14, 1912 1776

49. Alaska Jan. 3, 1959 1784

50. Hawaii Aug. 21, 1959 1820

Appendix II: Data
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Territorial Growth of the United States and Its Colonies from 1790 to 1960

Territorial Growth of the United States and Its Colonies from 1790 to 1960
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(continued)

Presidential Elections

Population of the United States, 1790–2000

Year U.S. Population

2000 281,421,906

1990 248,709,873

1980 226,542,199

1970 203,302,031

1960 179,323,175

1950 151,325,798

1940 132,164,569

1930 123,202,624

Year U.S. Population

1920 106,021,537

1910 92,228,496

1900 76,212,168

1890 62,979,766

1880 50,189,209

1870 38,558,371

1860 31,443,321

Year U.S. Population

1850 23,191,876

1840 17,069,453

1830 12,866,020

1820 9,638,453

1810 7,239,881

1800 5,308,483

1790 3,929,214

Information compiled from the U.S. Census Bureau. As of May 2009, the U.S. Census Bureau projection for 2010 was 310,233,000.

Presidential Elections

(continued)

Year
Number 
of States Candidates Parties

Popular 
Vote

 of 
Popular Vote

Electoral 
Vote

 Voter 
Participation

1789 11 George Washington

John Adams

Other candidates

No party designations 69

34

35

1792 15 George Washington

John Adams

George Clinton

Other candidates

No party designations 132

77

50

5

1796 16 John Adams

Th omas Jeff erson

Th omas Pinckney

Aaron Burr

Other candidates

Federalist

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

Democratic-Republican

71

68

59

30

48

1800 16 Th omas Jeff erson

Aaron Burr

John Adams

Charles C. Pinckney

John Jay

Democratic-Republican

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

Federalist

Federalist

73

73

65

64

1

1804 17 Th omas Jeff erson

Charles C. Pinckney

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

162

14

1808 17 James Madison

Charles C. Pinckney

George Clinton

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

Democratic-Republican

122

47

6

1812 18 James Madison

DeWitt Clinton

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

128

89
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Year
Number 
of States Candidates Parties

Popular 
Vote

 of 
Popular Vote

Electoral 
Vote

 Voter 
Participation

1816 19 James Monroe

Rufus King

Democratic-Republican

Federalist

183

34

1820 24 James Monroe

John Quincy Adams

Democratic-Republican

Independent Republican

231

1

1824 24 John Quincy Adams

Andrew Jackson

Henry Clay

William H. Crawford

Democratic-Republican

Democratic-Republican

Democratic-Republican

Democratic-Republican

108,740

153,544

47,136

46,618

30.5

43.1

13.2

13.1

84

99

37

41

26.9

1828 24 Andrew Jackson

John Quincy Adams

Democratic

National Republican

647,286

508,064

56.0

44.0

178

83

57.6

1832 24 Andrew Jackson

Henry Clay

William Wirt

John Floyd

Democratic

National Republican

Anti-Masonic

Democratic

688,242

473,462

101,051

54.5

37.5

8.0

219

49

7

11

55.4

1836 26 Martin Van Buren

William H. Harrison

Hugh L. White

Daniel Webster

W. P. Mangum

Democratic

Whig 

Whig 

Whig 

Whig 

765,483

739,795

50.9

49.1

170

73

26

14

11

57.8

1840 26 William H. Harrison

Martin Van Buren

Whig

Democratic

1,274,624

1,127,781

53.1

46.9

234

60

80.2

1844 26 James K. Polk

Henry Clay

James G. Birney

Democratic

Whig

Liberty 

1,338,464

1,300,097

62,300

49.6

48.1

2.3

170

105

78.9

1848 30 Zachary Taylor

Lewis Cass

Martin Van Buren

Whig

Democratic

Free Soil

1,360,967

1,222,342

291,263

47.4

42.5

10.1

163

127

72.7

1852 31 Franklin Pierce

Winfi eld Scott

John P. Hale

Democratic

Whig

Free Soil

1,601,117

1,385,453

155,825

50.9

44.1

5.0

254

42

69.6

1856 31 James Buchanan

John C. Frémont

Millard Fillmore

Democratic

Republican

American

1,832,955

1,339,932

871,731

45.3

33.1

21.6

174

114

8

78.9

1860 33 Abraham Lincoln

Stephen A. Douglas

John C. Breckinridge

John Bell

Republican

Democratic

Democratic

Constitutional Union

1,865,593

1,382,713

848,356

592,906

39.8

29.5

18.1

12.6

180

12

72

39

81.2

1864 36 Abraham Lincoln

George B. McClellan

Republican

Democratic

2,206,938

1,803,787

55.0

45.0

212

21

73.8

1868 37 Ulysses S. Grant

Horatio Seymour

Republican

Democratic

3,013,421

2,706,829

52.7

47.3

214

80

78.1

1872 37 Ulysses S. Grant

Horace Greeley

Republican

Democratic

3,596,745

2,843,446

55.6

43.9

286

*

71.3

i
y
t

i
y
t
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(continued)

Year
Number 
of States Candidates Parties

Popular 
Vote

 of 
Popular Vote

Electoral 
Vote

 Voter 
Participation

1876 38 Rutherford B. Hayes

Samuel J. Tilden

Republican

Democratic

4,036,572

4,284,020

48.0

51.0

185

184

81.8

1880 38 James A. Garfi eld

Winfi eld S. Hancock

James B. Weaver

Republican

Democratic

Greenback-Labor

4,453,295

4,414,082

308,578

48.5

48.1

3.4

214

155

79.4

1884 38 Grover Cleveland

James G. Blaine

Benjamin F. Butler

John P. St. John

Democratic

Republican

Greenback-Labor

Prohibition

4,879,507

4,850,293

175,370

150,369

48.5

48.2

1.8

1.5

219

182

77.5

1888 38 Benjamin Harrison

Grover Cleveland

Clinton B. Fisk

Anson J. Streeter

Republican

Democratic

Prohibition

Union Labor

5,477,129

5,537,857

249,506

146,935

47.9

48.6

2.2

1.3

233

168

79.3

1892 44 Grover Cleveland

Benjamin Harrison

James B. Weaver

John Bidwell

Democratic

Republican

People's

Prohibition

5,555,426

5,182,690

1,029,846

264,133

46.1

43.0

8.5

2.2

277

145

22

74.7

1896 45 William McKinley

William J. Bryan

Republican

Democratic

7,102,246

6,492,559

51.1

47.7

271

176

79.3

1900 45 William McKinley

William J. Bryan

John C. Wooley

Republican

Democratic; People’s

Prohibition

7,218,491

6,356,734

208,914

51.7

45.5

1.5

292

155

73.2

1904 45 Th eodore Roosevelt

Alton B. Parker

Eugene V. Debs

Silas C. Swallow

Republican

Democratic

Socialist

Prohibition

7,628,461

5,084,223

402,283

258,536

57.4

37.6

3.0

1.9

336

140

65.2

1908 46 William H. Taft

William J. Bryan

Eugene V. Debs

Eugene W. Chafi n

Republican

Democratic

Socialist

Prohibition

7,675,320

6,412,294

420,793

253,840

51.6

43.1

2.8

1.7

321

162

65.4

1912 48 Woodrow Wilson

Th eodore Roosevelt

William H. Taft

Eugene V. Debs

Eugene W. Chafi n

Democratic

Progressive

Republican

Socialist

Prohibition

6,296,547

4,118,571

3,486,720

900,672

206,275

41.9

27.4

23.2

6.0

1.4

435

88

8

58.8

1916 48 Woodrow Wilson

Charles E. Hughes

A. L. Benson

J. Frank Hanly

Democratic

Republican

Socialist

Prohibition

9,127,695

8,533,507

585,113

220,506

49.4

46.2

3.2

1.2

277

254

61.6

1920 48 Warren G. Harding

James M. Cox

Eugene V. Debs

P. P. Christensen

Republican

Democratic

Socialist

Farmer-Labor

16,143,407

9,130,328

919,799

265,411

60.4

34.2

3.4

1.0

404

127

49.2
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Year
Number 
of States Candidates Parties

Popular 
Vote

 of 
Popular Vote

Electoral 
Vote

 Voter 
Participation

1924 48 Calvin Coolidge

John W. Davis

Robert M. La Follette

Republican

Democratic

Progressive

15,718,211

8,385,283

4,831,289

54.0

28.8

16.6

382

136

13

48.9

1928 48 Herbert C. Hoover

Alfred E. Smith

Republican

Democratic

21,391,993

15,016,169

58.2

40.9

444

87

56.9

1932 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt

Herbert C. Hoover

Norman Th omas

Democratic

Republican

Socialist

22,809,638

15,758,901

881,951

57.4

39.7

2.2

472

59

56.9

1936 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt

Alfred M. Landon

William Lemke

Democratic

Republican

Union

27,752,869

16,674,665

882,479

60.8

36.5

1.9

523

8

61.0

1940 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt

Wendell L. Willkie

Democratic

Republican

27,307,819

22,321,018

54.8

44.8

449

82

62.5

1944 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt

Th omas E. Dewey

Democratic

Republican

25,606,585

22,014,745

53.5

46.0

432

99

55.9

1948 48 Harry S Truman

Th omas E. Dewey

J. Strom Th urmond

Henry A. Wallace

Democratic

Republican

States’ Rights

Progressive

24,179,345

21,991,291

1,176,125

1,157,326

49.6

45.1

2.4

2.4

303

189

39

53.0

1952 48 Dwight D. 

Eisenhower

Adlai E. Stevenson

Republican

Democratic

33,936,234

27,314,992

55.1

44.4

442

89

63.3

1956 48 Dwight D. 

Eisenhower

Adlai E. Stevenson

Republican

Democratic

35,590,472

26,022,752

57.6

42.1

457

73

60.6

1960 50 John F. Kennedy

Richard M. Nixon

Democratic

Republican

34,226,731

34,108,157

49.7

49.5

303

219

62.77

1964 50 Lyndon B. Johnson

Barry M. Goldwater

Democratic

Republican

43,129,566

27,178,188

61.1

38.5

486

52

61.92

1968 50 Richard M. Nixon

Hubert H. Humphrey

George C. Wallace

Republican

Democratic

American Independent

31,785,480

31,275,166

9,906,473

43.4

42.7

13.5

301

191

46

60.84

1972 50 Richard M. Nixon

George S. McGovern

John G. Schmitz

Republican

Democratic

American

47,169,911

29,170,383

1,099,482

60.7

37.5

1.4

520

17

55.21

1976 50 Jimmy Carter

Gerald R. Ford

Democratic

Republican

40,830,763

39,147,793

50.1

48.0

297

240

53.55

1980 50 Ronald Reagan

Jimmy Carter

John B. Anderson

Ed Clark

Republican

Democratic

Independent

Libertarian

43,901,812

35,483,820

5,719,722

921,188

50.7

41.0

6.6

1.1

489

49

0

0

52.56

1984 50 Ronald Reagan

Walter Mondale

Republican

Democratic

54,455,075

37,577,185

58.8

40.6

525

13

53.11
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Year
Number 
of States Candidates Parties

Popular 
Vote

 of 
Popular Vote

Electoral 
Vote

 Voter 
Participation

1988 50 George H. W. Bush

Michael Dukakis

Republican

Democratic

48,886,097

41,809,074

53.4

45.6

426

111

50.15

1992 50 William J. Clinton

George H. W. Bush

H. Ross Perot

Democratic

Republican

Independent

44,909,326

39,103,882

19,741,657

43

37.4

18.9

370

168

0

55.23

1996 50 William J. Clinton

Robert Dole

H. Ross Perot

Democratic

Republican

Reform

47,402,357

39,198,755

8,085,402

49.2

40.7

8.4

379

159

0

49.08

2000 50 George W. Bush

Albert Gore Jr.

Ralph Nader

Republican

Democratic

Green

50,455,156

50,992,335

2,882,738

47.9

48.4

2.7

271

266

0

51.3

2004 50 George W. Bush

John F. Kerry

Republican

Democratic

62,040,610

59,028,444

50.7

48.3

286

251

55.27

2008 50 Barack Obama

John McCain

Democratic

Republican

69,456,897

59,934,814

52.9

45.7

365

173

56.8

Candidates receiving less than 1 percent of the popular vote have been omitted. Th us the percentage of popular vote given for any election year may not total 100 

percent.

Before the passage of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804, the Electoral College voted for two presidential candidates; the runner-up became vice president.

Before 1824, most presidential electors were chosen by state legislatures, not by popular vote.

*Greeley died shortly after the election; the electors supporting him then divided their votes among minor candidates.

Th e Washington Administration

President George Washington 1789–1797

Vice President John Adams 1789–1797

Secretary of State Th omas Jeff erson

Edmund Randolph

Timothy Pickering

1789–1793

1794–1795

1795–1797

Secretary of Treasury Alexander Hamilton

Oliver Wolcott

1789–1795

1795–1797

Secretary of War Henry Knox

Timothy Pickering

James McHenry

1789–1794

1795–1796

1796–1797

Attorney General Edmund Randolph

William Bradford

Charles Lee

1789–1793

1794–1795

1795–1797

Postmaster General Samuel Osgood

Timothy Pickering

Joseph Habersham

1789–1791

1791–1794

1795–1797

Th e John Adams Administration

President John Adams 1797–1801

Vice President Th omas Jeff erson 1797–1801

Secretary of State Timothy Pickering

John Marshall

1797–1800

1800–1801

Secretary of Treasury Oliver Wolcott

Samuel Dexter

1797–1800

1800–1801

Secretary of War James McHenry

Samuel Dexter

1797–1800

1800–1801

MembersPresidents, Vice Presidents, and Cabinet 

(continued)
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Th e Washington Administration (continued)

Attorney General Charles Lee 1797–1801

Postmaster General Joseph Habersham 1797–1801

Secretary of Navy Benjamin Stoddert 1798–1801

Th e Jeff erson Administration

President Th omas Jeff erson 1801–1809

Vice President Aaron Burr

George Clinton

1801–1805

1805–1809

Secretary of State James Madison 1801–1809

Secretary of Treasury Samuel Dexter

Albert Gallatin

1801

1801–1809

Secretary of War Henry Dearborn 1801–1809

Attorney General Levi Lincoln

Robert Smith

John Breckinridge

Caesar Rodney

1801–1805

1805

1805–1806

1807–1809

Postmaster General Joseph Habersham

Gideon Granger

1801

1801–1809

Secretary of Navy Robert Smith 1801–1809

Th e Madison Administration

President James Madison 1809–1817

Vice President George Clinton

Elbridge Gerry

1809–1813

1813–1817

Secretary of State Robert Smith

James Monroe

1809–1811

1811–1817

Secretary of Treasury Albert Gallatin

George Campbell

Alexander Dallas

William Crawford

1809–1813

1814

1814–1816

1816–1817

Secretary of War William Eustis

John Armstrong

James Monroe

William Crawford

1809–1812

1813–1814

1814–1815

1815–1817

Attorney General Caesar Rodney

William Pinkney

Richard Rush

1809–1811

1811–1814

1814–1817

Postmaster General Gideon Granger

Return Meigs

1809–1814

1814–1817

Secretary of Navy Paul Hamilton

William Jones

Benjamin 

Crowninshield

1809–1813

1813–1814

1814–1817

Th e Monroe Administration

President James Monroe 1817–1825

Vice President Daniel Tompkins 1817–1825

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams 1817–1825

Secretary of Treasury William Crawford 1817–1825

Secretary of War George Graham

John C. Calhoun

1817

1817–1825

Attorney General Richard Rush

William Wirt

1817

1817–1825

Postmaster General Return Meigs

John McLean

1817–1823

1823–1825

Secretary of Navy Benjamin 

Crowninshield

Smith Th ompson

Samuel Southard

1817–1818

1819–1823

1823–1825

Th e John Quincy Adams Administration

President John Quincy Adams 1825–1829

Vice President John C. Calhoun 1825–1829

Secretary of State Henry Clay 1825–1829

Secretary of Treasury Richard Rush 1825–1829

Secretary of War James Barbour

Peter Porter

1825–1828

1828–1829

Attorney General William Wirt 1825–1829

Postmaster General John McLean 1825–1829

Secretary of Navy Samuel Southard 1825–1829

Th e Jackson Administration

President Andrew Jackson 1829–1837

Vice President John C. Calhoun

Martin Van Buren

1829–1833

1833–1837

Secretary of State Martin Van Buren

Edward Livingston

Louis McLane

John Forsyth

1829–1831

1831–1833

1833–1834

1834–1837

Secretary of Treasury Samuel Ingham

Louis McLane

William Duane

Roger B. Taney

Levi Woodbury

1829–1831

1831–1833

1833

1833–1834

1834–1837

Secretary of War John H. Eaton

Lewis Cass

Benjamin Butler

1829–1831

1831–1837

1837

Presidents, Vice Presidents, and Cabinet Members
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Presidents, Vice Presidents, and Cabinet Members

Attorney General John M. Berrien

Roger B. Taney

Benjamin Butler

1829–1831

1831–1833

1833–1837

Postmaster General William Barry

Amos Kendall

1829–1835

1835–1837

Secretary of Navy John Branch

Levi Woodbury

Mahlon Dickerson

1829–1831

1831–1834

1834–1837

Th e Van Buren Administration

President Martin Van Buren 1837–1841

Vice President Richard M. Johnson 1837–1841

Secretary of State John Forsyth 1837–1841

Secretary of Treasury Levi Woodbury 1837–1841

Secretary of War Joel Poinsett 1837–1841

Attorney General Benjamin Butler

Felix Grundy

Henry D. Gilpin

1837–1838

1838–1840

1840–1841

Postmaster General Amos Kendall

John M. Niles

1837–1840

1840–1841

Secretary of Navy Mahlon Dickerson

James Paulding

1837–1838

1838–1841

Th e William Harrison Administration

President William H. Harrison 1841

Vice President John Tyler 1841

Secretary of State Daniel Webster 1841

Secretary of Treasury Th omas Ewing 1841

Secretary of War John Bell 1841

Attorney General John J. Crittenden 1841

Postmaster General Francis Granger 1841

Secretary of Navy George Badger 1841

Th e Tyler Administration

President John Tyler 1841–1845

Vice President None

Secretary of State Daniel Webster

Hugh S. Legaré

Abel P. Upshur

John C. Calhoun

1841–1843

1843

1843–1844

1844–1845

Secretary of Treasury Th omas Ewing

Walter Forward

John C. Spencer

George Bibb

1841

1841–1843

1843–1844

1844–1845

Secretary of War John Bell

John C. Spencer

James M. Porter

William Wilkins

1841

1841–1843

1843–1844

1844–1845

Attorney General John J. Crittenden

Hugh S. Legaré

John Nelson

1841

1841–1843

1843–1845

Postmaster General Francis Granger

Charles Wickliff e

1841

1841

Secretary of Navy George Badger

Abel P. Upshur

David Henshaw

Th omas Gilmer

John Y. Mason

1841

1841

1843–1844

1844

1844–1845

Th e Polk Administration

President James K. Polk 1845–1849

Vice President George M. Dallas 1845–1849

Secretary of State James Buchanan 1845–1849

Secretary of Treasury Robert J. Walker 1845–1849

Secretary of War William L. Marcy 1845–1849

Attorney General John Y. Mason

Nathan Cliff ord

Isaac Toucey

1845–1846

1846–1848

1848–1849

Postmaster General Cave Johnson 1845–1849

Secretary of Navy George Bancroft

John Y. Mason

1845–1846

1846–1849

Th e Taylor Administration

President Zachary Taylor 1849–1850

Vice President Millard Fillmore 1849–1850

Secretary of State John M. Clayton 1849–1850

Secretary of Treasury William Meredith 1849–1850

Secretary of War George Crawford 1849–1850

Attorney General Reverdy Johnson 1849–1850

Postmaster General Jacob Collamer 1849–1850

Secretary of Navy William Preston 1849–1850

Secretary of Interior Th omas Ewing 1849–1850

(continued)
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Th e Fillmore Administration

President Millard Fillmore 1850–1853

Vice President None

Secretary of State Daniel Webster

Edward Everett

1850–1852

1852–1853

Secretary of Treasury Th omas Corwin 1850–1853

Secretary of War Charles Conrad 1850–1853

Attorney General John J. Crittenden 1850–1853

Postmaster General Nathan Hall

Sam D. Hubbard

1850–1852

1852–1853

Secretary of Navy William A. Graham

John P. Kennedy

1850–1852

1852–1853

Secretary of Interior Th omas McKennan

Alexander Stuart

1850

1850–1853

Th e Pierce Administration

President Franklin Pierce 1853–1857

Vice President William R. King 1853–1857

Secretary of State William L. Marcy 1853–1857

Secretary of Treasury James Guthrie 1853–1857

Secretary of War Jeff erson Davis 1853–1857

Attorney General Caleb Cushing 1853–1857

Postmaster General James Campbell 1853–1857

Secretary of Navy James C. Dobbin 1853–1857

Secretary of Interior Robert McClelland 1853–1857

Th e Buchanan Administration

President James Buchanan 1857–1861

Vice President John C. Breckinridge 1857–1861

Secretary of State Lewis Cass

Jeremiah S. Black

1857–1860

1860–1861

Secretary of Treasury Howell Cobb

Philip Th omas

John A. Dix

1857–1860

1860–1861

1861

Secretary of War John B. Floyd

Joseph Holt

1857–1861

1861

Attorney General Jeremiah S. Black

Edwin M. Stanton

1857–1860

1860–1861

Postmaster General Aaron V. Brown

Joseph Holt

Horatio King

1857–1859

1859–1861

1861

Presidents, Vice Presidents, and Cabinet Members

Secretary of Navy Isaac Toucey 1857–1861

Secretary of Interior Jacob Th ompson 1857–1861

Th e Lincoln Administration

President Abraham Lincoln 1861–1865

Vice President Hannibal Hamlin

Andrew Johnson

1861–1865

1865

Secretary of State William H. Seward 1861–1865

Secretary of Treasury Samuel P. Chase

William P. Fessenden

Hugh McCulloch

1861–1864

1864–1865

1865

Secretary of War Simon Cameron

Edwin M. Stanton

1861–1862

1862–1865

Attorney General Edward Bates

James Speed

1861–1864

1864–1865

Postmaster General Horatio King

Montgomery Blair

William Dennison

1861

1861–1864

1864–1865

Secretary of Navy Gideon Welles 1861–1865

Secretary of Interior Caleb B. Smith

John P. Usher

1861–1863

1863–1865

Th e Andrew Johnson Administration

President Andrew Johnson 1865–1869

Vice President None

Secretary of State William H. Seward 1865–1869

Secretary of Treasury Hugh McCulloch 1865–1869

Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton

Ulysses S. Grant

Lorenzo Th omas

John M. Schofi eld

1865–1867

1867–1868

1868

1868–1869

Attorney General James Speed

Henry Stanbery

William M. Evarts

1865–1866

1866–1868

1868–1869

Postmaster General William Dennison

Alexander Randall

1865–1866

1866–1869

Secretary of Navy Gideon Welles 1865–1869

Secretary of Interior John P. Usher

James Harlan

Orville H. Browning

1865

1865–1866

1866–1869
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Th e Grant Administration

President Ulysses S. Grant 1869–1877

Vice President Schuyler Colfax

Henry Wilson

1869–1873

1873–1877

Secretary of State Elihu B. Washburne

Hamilton Fish

1869

1869–1877

Secretary of Treasury George S. Boutwell

William Richardson

Benjamin Bristow

Lot M. Morrill

1869–1873

1873–1874

1874–1876

1876–1877

Secretary of War John A. Rawlins

William T. Sherman

William W. Belknap

Alphonso Taft

James D. Cameron

1869

1869

1869–1876

1876

1876–1877

Attorney General Ebenezer Hoar

Amos T. Ackerman

G. H. Williams

Edwards Pierrepont

Alphonso Taft

1869–1870

1870–1871

1871–1875

1875–1876

1876–1877

Postmaster General John A. J. Creswell

James W. Marshall

Marshall Jewell

James N. Tyner

1869–1874

1874

1874–1876

1876–1877

Secretary of Navy Adolph E. Borie

George M. Robeson

1869

1869–1877

Secretary of Interior Jacob D. Cox

Columbus Delano

Zachariah Chandler

1869–1870

1870–1875

1875–1877

Th e Hayes Administration

President Rutherford B. Hayes 1877–1881

Vice President William A. Wheeler 1877–1881

Secretary of State William B. Evarts 1877–1881

Secretary of Treasury John Sherman 1877–1881

Secretary of War George W. McCrary

Alex Ramsey

1877–1879

1879–1881

Attorney General Charles Devens 1877–1881

Postmaster General David M. Key

Horace Maynard

1877–1880

1880–1881

Secretary of Navy Richard W. Th ompson

Nathan Goff  Jr.

1877–1880

1881

Secretary of Interior Carl Schurz 1877–1881

Th e Garfi eld Administration

President James A. Garfi eld 1881

Vice President Chester A. Arthur 1881

Secretary of State James G. Blaine 1881

Secretary of Treasury William Windom 1881

Secretary of War Robert T. Lincoln 1881

Attorney General Wayne MacVeagh 1881

Postmaster General Th omas L. James 1881

Secretary of Navy William H. Hunt 1881

Secretary of Interior Samuel J. Kirkwood 1881

Th e Arthur Administration

President Chester A. Arthur 1881–1885

Vice President None

Secretary of State F. T. Frelinghuysen 1881–1885

Secretary of Treasury Charles J. Folger

Walter Q. Gresham

Hugh McCulloch

1881–1884

1884

1884–1885

Secretary of War Robert T. Lincoln 1881–1885

Attorney General Benjamin H. Brewster 1881–1885

Postmaster General Timothy O. Howe

Walter Q. Gresham

Frank Hatton

1881–1883

1883–1884

1884–1885

Secretary of Navy William H. Hunt

William E. Chandler

1881–1882

1882–1885

Secretary of Interior Samuel J. Kirkwood

Henry M. Teller

1881–1882

1882–1885

Th e Cleveland Administration

President Grover Cleveland 1885–1889

Vice President Th omas A. Hendricks 1885–1889

Secretary of State Th omas F. Bayard 1885–1889

Secretary of Treasury Daniel Manning

Charles S. Fairchild

1885–1887

1887–1889

Secretary of War William C. Endicott 1885–1889

Attorney General Augustus H. Garland 1885–1889

Postmaster General William F. Vilas

Don M. Dickinson

1885–1888

1888–1889

Secretary of Navy William C. Whitney 1885–1889

(continued)
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Th e McKinley Administration

President William McKinley 1897–1901

Vice President Garret A. Hobart

Th eodore Roosevelt

1897–1901

1901

Secretary of State John Sherman

William R. Day

John Hay

1897–1898

1898

1898–1901

Secretary of Treasury Lyman J. Gage 1897–1901

Secretary of War Russell A. Alger

Elihu Root

1897–1899

1899–1901

Attorney General Joseph McKenna

John W. Griggs

Philander C. Knox

1897–1898

1898–1901

1901

Postmaster General James A. Gary

Charles E. Smith

1897–1898

1898–1901

Secretary of Navy John D. Long 1897–1901

Secretary of Interior Cornelius N. Bliss

Ethan A. Hitchcock

1897–1899

1899–1901

Secretary of 

Agriculture
James Wilson 1897–1901

Th e Th eodore Roosevelt Administration

President Th eodore Roosevelt 1901–1909

Vice President Charles Fairbanks 1905–1909

Secretary of State John Hay

Elihu Root

Robert Bacon

1901–1905

1905–1909

1909

Secretary of Treasury Lyman J. Gage

Leslie M. Shaw

George B. Cortelyou

1901–1902

1902–1907

1907–1909

Secretary of War Elihu Root

William H. Taft

Luke E. Wright

1901–1904

1904–1908

1908–1909

Attorney General Philander C. Knox

William H. Moody

Charles J. Bonaparte

1901–1904

1904–1906

1906–1909

Postmaster General Charles E. Smith

Henry C. Payne

Robert J. Wynne

George B. Cortelyou

George von L. Meyer

1901–1902

1902–1904

1904–1905

1905–1907

1907–1909

Th e Cleveland Administration (continued)

Secretary of Interior Lucius Q. C. Lamar

William F. Vilas

1885–1888

1888–1889

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Norman J. Colman 1889

Th e Benjamin Harrison Administration

President Benjamin Harrison 1889–1893

Vice President Levi P. Morton 1889–1893

Secretary of State James G. Blaine

John W. Foster

1889–1892

1892–1893

Secretary of Treasury William Windom

Charles Foster

1889–1891

1891–1893

Secretary of War Redfi eld Proctor

Stephen B. Elkins

1889–1891

1891–1893

Attorney General William H. H. Miller 1889–1891

Postmaster General John Wanamaker 1889–1893

Secretary of Navy Benjamin F. Tracy 1889–1893

Secretary of Interior John W. Noble 1889–1893

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Jeremiah M. Rusk 1889–1893

Th e Cleveland Administration

President Grover Cleveland 1893–1897

Vice President Adlai E. Stevenson 1893–1897

Secretary of State Walter Q. Gresham

Richard Olney

1893–1895

1895–1897

Secretary of Treasury John G. Carlisle 1893–1897

Secretary of War Daniel S. Lamont 1893–1897

Attorney General Richard Olney

James Harmon

1893–1895

1895–1897

Postmaster General Wilson S. Bissell

William L. Wilson

1893–1895

1895–1897

Secretary of Navy Hilary A. Herbert 1893–1897

Secretary of Interior Hoke Smith

David R. Francis

1893–1896

1896–1897

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Julius S. Morton 1893–1897
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Secretary of Navy John D. Long

William H. Moody

Paul Morton

Charles J. Bonaparte

Victor H. Metcalf

Truman H. Newberry

1901–1902

1902–1904

1904–1905

1905–1906

1906–1908

1908–1909

Secretary of Interior Ethan A. Hitchcock

James R. Garfi eld

1901–1907

1907–1909

Secretary of 

Agriculture
James Wilson 1901–1909

Secretary of Labor 

and Commerce
George B. Cortelyou

Victor H. Metcalf

Oscar S. Straus

Charles Nagel

1903–1904

1904–1906

1906–1909

1909

Th e Taft Administration

President William H. Taft 1909–1913

Vice President James S. Sherman 1909–1913

Secretary of State Philander C. Knox 1909–1913

Secretary of Treasury Franklin MacVeagh 1909–1913

Secretary of War Jacob M. Dickinson

Henry L. Stimson

1909–1911

1911–1913

Attorney General George W. Wickersham 1909–1913

Postmaster General Frank H. Hitchcock 1909–1913

Secretary of Navy George von L. Meyer 1909–1913

Secretary of Interior Richard A. Ballinger

Walter L. Fisher

1909–1911

1911–1913

Secretary of 

Agriculture
James Wilson 1909–1913

Secretary of Labor 

and Commerce
Charles Nagel 1909–1913

Th e Wilson Administration

President Woodrow Wilson 1913–1921

Vice President Th omas R. Marshall 1913–1921

Secretary of State William J. Bryan

Robert Lansing

Bainbridge Colby

1913–1915

1915–1920

1920–1921

Secretary of Treasury William G. McAdoo

Carter Glass

David F. Houston

1913–1918

1918–1920

1920–1921

Secretary of War Lindley M. Garrison

Newton D. Baker

1913–1916

1916–1921

Attorney General James C. McReynolds

Th omas W. Gregory

A. Mitchell Palmer

1913–1914

1914–1919

1919–1921

Postmaster General Albert S. Burleson 1913–1921

Secretary of Navy Josephus Daniels 1913–1921

Secretary of Interior Franklin K. Lane

John B. Payne

1913–1920

1920–1921

Secretary of 

Agriculture
David F. Houston

Edwin T. Meredith

1913–1920

1920–1921

Secretary of 

Commerce
William C. Redfi eld

Joshua W. Alexander

1913–1919

1919–1921

Secretary of Labor William B. Wilson 1913–1921

Th e Harding Administration

President Warren G. Harding 1921–1923

Vice President Calvin Coolidge 1921–1923

Secretary of State Charles E. Hughes 1921–1923

Secretary of Treasury Andrew Mellon 1921–1923

Secretary of War John W. Weeks 1921–1923

Attorney General Harry M. Daugherty 1921–1923

Postmaster General Will H. Hays

Hubert Work

Harry S. New

1921–1922

1922–1923

1923

Secretary of Navy Edwin Denby 1921–1923

Secretary of Interior Albert B. Fall

Hubert Work

1921–1923

1923

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Henry C. Wallace 1921–1923

Secretary of 

Commerce
Herbert C. Hoover 1921–1923

Secretary of Labor James J. Davis 1921–1923

Th e Coolidge Administration

President Calvin Coolidge 1923–1929

Vice President Charles G. Dawes 1925–1929

Secretary of State Charles E. Hughes

Frank B. Kellogg

1923–1925

1925–1929

Secretary of Treasury Andrew Mellon 1923–1929

Secretary of War John W. Weeks

Dwight F. Davis

1923–1925

1925–1929

(continued)



948

Presidents, Vice Presidents, and Cabinet Members

Th e Coolidge Administration (continued)

Attorney General Henry M. Daugherty

Harlan F. Stone

John G. Sargent

1923–1924

1924–1925

1925–1929

Postmaster General Harry S. New 1923–1929

Secretary of Navy Edwin Derby

Curtis D. Wilbur

1923–1924

1924–1929

Secretary of Interior Hubert Work

Roy O. West

1923–1928

1928–1929

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Henry C. Wallace

Howard M. Gore

William M. Jardine

1923–1924

1924–1925

1925–1929

Secretary of 

Commerce
Herbert C. Hoover

William F. Whiting

1923–1928

1928–1929

Secretary of Labor James J. Davis 1923–1929

Th e Hoover Administration

President Herbert C. Hoover 1929–1933

Vice President Charles Curtis 1929–1933

Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson 1929–1933

Secretary of Treasury Andrew Mellon

Ogden L. Mills

1929–1932

1932–1933

Secretary of War James W. Good

Patrick J. Hurley

1929

1929–1933

Attorney General William D. Mitchell 1929–1933

Postmaster General Walter F. Brown 1929–1933

Secretary of Navy Charles F. Adams 1929–1933

Secretary of Interior Ray L. Wilbur 1929–1933

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Arthur M. Hyde 1929–1933

Secretary of 

Commerce
Robert P. Lamont

Roy D. Chapin

1929–1932

1932–1933

Secretary of Labor James J. Davis

William N. Doak

1929–1930

1930–1933

Th e Franklin D. Roosevelt Administration

President Franklin D. Roosevelt 1933–1945

Vice President John Nance Garner

Henry A. Wallace

Harry S. Truman

1933–1941

1941–1945

1945

Secretary of State Cordell Hull

E. R. Stettinius Jr.

1933–1944

1944–1945

Secretary of Treasury William H. Woodin

Henry Morgenthau Jr.

1933–1934

1934–1945

Secretary of War George H. Dern

Henry A. Woodring

Henry L. Stimson

1933–1936

1936–1940

1940–1945

Attorney General Homer S. Cummings

Frank Murphy

Robert H. Jackson

Francis Biddle

1933–1939

1939–1940

1940–1941

1941–1945

Postmaster General James A. Farley

Frank C. Walker

1933–1940

1940–1945

Secretary of Navy Claude A. Swanson

Charles Edison

Frank Knox

James V. Forrestal

1933–1940

1940

1940–1944

1944–1945

Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes 1933–1945

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Henry A. Wallace

Claude R. Wickard

1933–1940

1940–1945

Secretary of 

Commerce
Daniel C. Roper

Harry L. Hopkins

Jesse Jones

Henry A. Wallace

1933–1939

1939–1940

1940–1945

1945

Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins 1933–1945

Th e Truman Administration

President Harry S. Truman 1945–1953

Vice President Alben W. Barkley 1949–1953

Secretary of State James F. Byrnes

George C. Marshall

Dean G. Acheson

1945–1947

1947–1949

1949–1953

Secretary of Treasury Fred M. Vinson

John W. Snyder

1945–1946

1946–1953

Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson

Kenneth C. Royall

1945–1947

1947

Attorney General Tom C. Clark

J. Howard McGrath

James P. McGranery

1945–1949

1949–1952

1952–1953

Postmaster General Frank C. Walker

Robert E. Hannegan

Jesse M. Donaldson

1945

1945–1947

1947–1953

Secretary of Navy James V. Forrestal 1945–1947

Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes

Julius A. Krug

Oscar L. Chapman

1945–1946

1946–1949

1949–1953
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Secretary of 

Agriculture

Clinton P. Anderson

Charles F. Brannan

1945–1948

1948–1953

Secretary of 

Commerce
Henry A. Wallace

W. Averell Harriman

Charles W. Sawyer

1945–1946

1946–1948

1948–1953

Secretary of Labor Lewis B. Schwellenbach

Maurice J. Tobin

1945–1948

1948–1953

Secretary of Defense James V. Forrestal

Louis A. Johnson

George C. Marshall

Robert A. Lovett

1947–1949

1949–1950

1950–1951

1951–1953

Th e Eisenhower Administration

President Dwight D. Eisenhower 1953–1961

Vice President Richard M. Nixon 1953–1961

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles

Christian A. Herter

1953–1959

1959–1961

Secretary of Treasury George M. Humphrey

Robert B. Anderson

1953–1957

1957–1961

Attorney General Herbert Brownell Jr.

William P. Rogers

1953–1858

1958–1961

Postmaster General Arthur E. Summerfi eld 1953–1961

Secretary of Interior Douglas McKay

Fred A. Seaton

1953–1956

1956–1961

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Ezra T. Benson 1953–1961

Secretary of 

Commerce
Sinclair Weeks

Lewis L. Strauss

Frederick H. Mueller

1953–1958

1958–1959

1959–1961

Secretary of Labor Martin P. Durkin

James P. Mitchell

1953

1953–1961

Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson

Neil H. McElroy

Th omas S. Gates Jr.

1953–1957

1957–1959

1959–1961

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Oveta Culp Hobby

Marion B. Folsom

Arthur S. Flemming

1953–1955

1955–1958

1958–1961

Th e Kennedy Administration

President John F. Kennedy 1961–1963

Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson 1961–1963

Secretary of State Dean Rusk 1961–1963

Secretary of Treasury C. Douglas Dillon 1961–1963

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy 1961–1963

Postmaster General J. Edward Day

John A. Gronouski

1961–1963

1963

Secretary of Interior Stewart L. Udall 1961–1963

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Orville L. Freeman 1961–1963

Secretary of 

Commerce
Luther H. Hodges 1961–1963

Secretary of Labor Arthur J. Goldberg

W. Willard Wirtz

1961–1962

1962–1963

Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara 1961–1963

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Abraham A. Ribicoff 

Anthony J. Celebrezze

1961–1962

1962–1963

Th e Lyndon Johnson Administration

President Lyndon B. Johnson 1963–1969

Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey 1965–1969

Secretary of State Dean Rusk 1963–1969

Secretary of Treasury C. Douglas Dillon

Henry H. Fowler

1963–1965

1965–1969

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy

Nicholas Katzenbach

Ramsey Clark

1963–1964

1965–1966

1967–1969

Postmaster General John A. Gronouski

Lawrence F. O’Brien

Marvin Watson

1963–1965

1965–1968

1968–1969

Secretary of Interior Stewart L. Udall 1963–1969

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Orville L. Freeman 1963–1969

Secretary of 

Commerce
Luther H. Hodges

John T. Connor

Alexander B. 

Trowbridge

Cyrus R. Smith

1963–1964

1964–1967

1967–1968

1968–1969

Secretary of Labor W. Willard Wirtz 1963–1969

Secretary of Defense Robert F. McNamara

Clark Cliff ord

1963–1968

1968–1969

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Anthony J. Celebrezze

John W. Gardner

Wilbur J. Cohen

1963–1965

1965–1968

1968–1969
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Th e Lyndon Johnson Administration (continued)

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Robert C. Weaver

Robert C. Wood

1966–1969

1969

Secretary of 

Transportation
Alan S. Boyd 1967–1969

Th e Nixon Administration

President Richard M. Nixon 1969–1974

Vice President Spiro T. Agnew

Gerald R. Ford

1969–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of State William P. Rogers

Henry A. Kissinger

1969–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of Treasury David M. Kennedy

John B. Connally

George P. Shultz

William E. Simon

1969–1970

1971–1972

1972–1974

1974

Attorney General John N. Mitchell

Richard G. Kleindienst

Elliot L. Richardson

William B. Saxbe

1969–1972

1972–1973

1973

1973–1974

Postmaster General Winston M. Blount 1969–1971

Secretary of Interior Walter J. Hickel

Rogers Morton

1969–1970

1971–1974

Secretary of 

Agriculture
Cliff ord M. Hardin

Earl L. Butz

1969–1971

1971–1974

Secretary of 

Commerce
Maurice H. Stans

Peter G. Peterson

Frederick B. Dent

1969–1972

1972–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of Labor George P. Shultz

James D. Hodgson

Peter J. Brennan

1969–1970

1970–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird

Elliot L. Richardson

James R. Schlesinger

1969–1973

1973

1973–1974

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Robert H. Finch

Elliot L. Richardson

Casper W. Weinberger

1969–1970

1970–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

George Romney

James T. Lynn

1969–1973

1973–1974

Secretary of 

Transportation
John A. Volpe

Claude S. Brinegar

1969–1973

1973–1974

Th e Ford Administration

President Gerald R. Ford 1974–1977

Vice President Nelson A. Rockefeller 1974–1977

Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger 1974–1977

Secretary of Treasury William E. Simon 1974–1977

Attorney General William Saxbe

Edward Levi

1974–1975

1975–1977

Secretary of Interior Rogers Morton

Stanley K. Hathaway

Th omas Kleppe

1974–1975

1975

1975–1977

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Earl L. Butz

John A. Knebel

1974–1976

1976–1977

Secretary of 

Commerce

Frederick B. Dent

Rogers Morton

Elliot L. Richardson

1974–1975

1975–1976

1976–1977

Secretary of Labor Peter J. Brennan

John T. Dunlop

W. J. Usery

1974–1975

1975–1976

1976–1977

Secretary of Defense James R. Schlesinger

Donald Rumsfeld

1974–1975

1975–1977

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Casper Weinberger

Forrest D. Mathews

1974–1975

1975–1977

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

James T. Lynn

Carla A. Hills

1974–1975

1975–1977

Secretary of 

Transportation

Claude Brinegar

William T. Coleman

1974–1975

1975–1977

Th e Carter Administration

President Jimmy Carter 1977–1981

Vice President Walter F. Mondale 1977–1981

Secretary of State Cyrus R. Vance

Edmund Muskie

1977–1980

1980–1981

Secretary of Treasury W. Michael Blumenthal

G. William Miller

1977–1979

1979–1981

Attorney General Griffi  n Bell

Benjamin R. Civiletti

1977–1979

1979–1981

Secretary of Interior Cecil D. Andrus 1977–1981

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Robert Bergland 1977–1981
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Secretary of 

Commerce

Juanita M. Kreps

Philip M. Klutznick

1977–1979

1979–1981

Secretary of Labor F. Ray Marshall 1977–1981

Secretary of Defense Harold Brown 1977–1981

Secretary of Health, 

Education, and 

Welfare

Joseph A. Califano

Patricia R. Harris

1977–1979

1979

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Patricia R. Harris 1979–1981

Secretary of 

Education
Shirley M. Hufstedler 1979–1981

Secretary of Housing 

and Urban 

Development

Patricia R. Harris

Moon Landrieu

1977–1979

1979–1981

Secretary of 

Transportation
Brock Adams

Neil E. Goldschmidt

1977–1979

1979–1981

Secretary of Energy James R. Schlesinger

Charles W. Duncan

1977–1979

1979–1981

Th e Reagan Administration

President Ronald Regan 1981–1989

Vice President George H. W. Bush 1981–1989

Secretary of State Alexander M. Haig Jr.

George P. Shultz

1981–1982

1982–1989

Secretary of 

the Treasury

Donald T. Regan

James A. Baker III

Nicholas F. Brady

1981–1985

1985–1988

1988–1989

Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger

Frank C. Carlucci

1981–1987

1987–1989

Attorney General William French Smith

Edwin Meese III

Richard L. Th ornburgh

1981–1985

1985–1988

1988–1989

Secretary of 

the Interior

James G. Watt

William P. Clark

Donald P. Hodel

1981–1983

1983–1985

1985–1989

Secretary of 

Agriculture

John R. Block

Richard E. Lyng

1981–1986

1986–1989

Secretary of 

Commerce

Malcolm Baldrige

C. William Verity Jr.

1981–1987

1987–1989

Secretary of Labor Raymond J. Donovan

William E. Brock

Ann Dore McLaughlin

1981–1985

1985–1987

1987–1989

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Richard S. Schweiker

Margaret M. Heckler

Otis R. Bowen

1981–1983

1983–1985

1985–1989

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Samuel R. Pierce Jr. 1981–1989

Secretary of 

Transportation

Andrew L. Lewis Jr.

Elizabeth H. Dole

James H. Burnley IV

1981–1983

1983–1987

1987–1989

Secretary of Energy James B. Edwards

Donald P. Hodel

John S. Herrington

1981–1983

1983–1985

1985–1989

Secretary of 

Education

T. H. Bell

William J. Bennett

Lauro F. Cavazos

1981–1985

1985–1988

1988–1989

Th e George H. W. Bush Administration

President George H. W. Bush 1989–1993

Vice President J. Danforth Quayle 1989–1983

Secretary of State James A. Baker III

Lawrence S. Eagleburger

1989–1992

1992–1993

Secretary of the 

Treasury

Nicholas F. Brady 1989–1993

Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney 1989–1993

Attorney General Richard L. Th ornburgh

William P. Barr

1989–1991

1991–1993

Secretary of the 

Interior

Manuel Lujan Jr. 1989–1993

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Clayton K. Yeutter

Edward Madigan

1989–1991

1991–1993

Secretary of 

Commerce

Robert A. Mosbacher Sr.

Barbara H. Franklin

1989–1992

1992–1993

Secretary of Labor Elizabeth H. Dole

Lynn Martin

1989–1990

1991–1993

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Louis W. Sullivan 1989–1993

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Jack F. Kemp 1989–1993

Secretary of 

Transportation

Samuel K. Skinner

Andrew Card

1989–1992

1992–1993

Secretary of Energy James D. Watkins 1989–1993
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Th e George H. W. Bush Administration (continued)

Secretary of 

Education

Lauro F. Cavazos

Lamar Alexander

1989–1990

1991–1993

Secretary of 

Veterans Aff airs

Edward J. Derwinski 1989–1992

Th e Clinton Administration

President William J. Clinton 1993–2001

Vice President Albert A. Gore Jr. 1993–2001

Secretary of State Warren M. Christopher

Madeleine Albright

1993–1997

1997–2001

Secretary of 

the Treasury

Lloyd Bentsen

Robert E. Rubin

Lawrence H. Summers

1993–1994

1995–1999

1999–2001

Secretary of Defense Les Aspin

William J. Perry

William S. Cohen

1993–1994

1994–1997

1997–2001

Attorney General Janet Reno 1993–2001

Secretary of 

the Interior

Bruce Babbitt 1993–2001

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Mike Espy

Dan Glickman

1993–1994

1995–2001

Secretary of 

Commerce

Ronald H. Brown

Mickey Kantor

William M. Daley

Norman Y. Mineta

1993–1996

1996–1997

1997–2000

2000–2001

Secretary of Labor Robert B. Reich

Alexis Herman

1993–1997

1997–2001

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Donna E. Shalala 1993–2001

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Henry G. Cisneros

Andrew M. Cuomo

1993–1997

1997–2001

Secretary of 

Transportation

Federico F. Peña

Rodney Slater

1993–1997

1997–2001

Secretary of Energy Hazel R. O’Leary

Frederico F. Peña

Bill Richardson

1993–1997

1997–1998

1998–2001

Secretary of 

Education

Richard W. Riley 1993–2001

Secretary of 

Veterans Aff airs

Jesse Brown

Togo D. West Jr.

1993–1998

1998–2001

Th e George W. Bush Administration

President George W. Bush 2001–2009

Vice President Richard B. Cheney 2001–2009

Secretary of State Gen. Colin L. Powell

Condoleezza Rice

2001–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of the 

Treasury

Paul H. O’Neill

John Snow

Henry Paulson

2001–2002

2003–2006

2006–2009

Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld

Robert Gates

2001–2006

2006–2009

Attorney General Alberto Gonzales

Michael Mukasey

2005–2007

2007–2009

Secretary of the 

Interior

Gale A. Norton

Dirk Kempthorne

2001–2006

2006–2009

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Ann M. Veneman

Mike Johanns

Edward T. Schafer

2001–2005

2005–2007

2008–2009

Secretary of 

Commerce

Donald L. Evans

Carlos Gutierrez

2001–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of Labor Elaine L. Chao 2001–2009

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Tommy G. Th ompson

Mike Leavitt

2001–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of 

Homeland Security

Tom Ridge

Michael Chertoff 

2003–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Melquiades R. Martinez

Alphonso Jackson

Steven C. Preston

2001

2003–2008

2008–2009

Secretary of 

Transportation

Norman Y. Mineta

Mary E. Peters

2001–2006

2006–2009

Secretary of Energy Spencer Abraham

Samuel Bodman

2001–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of 

Education

Roderick R. Paige

Margaret Spellings

2001–2005

2005–2009

Secretary of 

Veterans Aff airs

Anthony Principi

Jim Nicholson

James Peake

2001–2005

2005–2007

2007–2009

Th e Obama Administration

President Barack Obama 2009–

Vice President Joseph R. Biden 2009–

Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton 2009–

Secretary of the 

Treasury

Timothy F. Geithner 2009–

Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates 2009–
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State 
Appointed From

Appointed by 
President Judicial Oath Taken

Date 
Service Terminated 

Chief Justices

Jay, John New York Washington (a) October 19, 1789 June 29, 1795

Rutledge, John South Carolina Washington August 12, 1795 December 15, 1795

Ellsworth, Oliver Connecticut Washington March 8, 1796 December 15, 1800

Marshall, John Virginia Adams, John February 4, 1801 July 6, 1835

Taney, Roger Brooke Maryland Jackson March 28, 1836 October 12, 1864

Chase, Salmon Portland Ohio Lincoln December 15, 1864 May 7, 1873

Waite, Morrison Remick Ohio Grant March 4, 1874 March 23, 1888

Fuller, Melville Weston Illinois Cleveland October 8, 1888 July 4, 1910

White, Edward Douglass Louisiana Taft December 19, 1910 May 19, 1921

Taft, William Howard Connecticut Harding July 11, 1921 February 3, 1930

Hughes, Charles Evans New York Hoover February 24, 1930 June 30, 1941

Stone, Harlan Fiske New York Roosevelt, F. July 3, 1941 April 22, 1946

Vinson, Fred Moore Kentucky Truman June 24, 1946 September 8, 1953

Warren, Earl California Eisenhower October 5, 1953 June 23, 1969

Burger, Warren Earl Virginia Nixon June 23, 1969 September 26, 1986

Rehnquist, William H. Virginia Reagan September 26, 1986 September 3, 2005

Roberts, John G. Jr. Maryland Bush, G. W. September 29, 2005

Associate Justices

Rutledge, John South Carolina Washington (a) February 15, 1790 March 5, 1791

Cushing, William Massachusetts Washington (c) February 2, 1790 September 13, 1810

Members of the Supreme Court of the United States

Th e Obama Administration (continued)

Attorney General Eric H. Holder Jr. 2009–

Secretary of the 

Interior

Kenneth L. Salazar 2009–

Secretary of 

Agriculture

Th omas J. Vilsack 2009–

Secretary of 

Commerce

Gary F. Locke 2009–

Secretary of Labor Hilda L. Solis 2009–

Secretary of Health 

and Human Services

Kathleen Sebelius 2009–

Secretary of 

Housing and Urban 

Development

Shaun L. S. Donovan 2009–

Secretary of 

Transportation

Raymond L. LaHood 2009–

Secretary of Energy Steven Chu 2009–

Secretary of 

Education

Arne Duncan 2009–

Secretary of 

Veterans Aff airs

Eric K. Shinseki  2009–

Secretary of 

Homeland Security

Janet A. Napolitano 2009–

Members of the Supreme Court of the United States
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Appointed by 
President Judicial Oath Taken

Date 
Service Terminated 

Associate Justices (continued)

Wilson, James Pennsylvania Washington (b) October 5, 1789 August 21, 1798

Blair, John Virginia Washington (c) February 2, 1790 October 25, 1795

Iredell, James North Carolina Washington (b) May 12, 1790 October 20, 1799

Johnson, Th omas Maryland Washington (a) August 6, 1792 January 16, 1793

Paterson, William New Jersey Washington (a) March 11, 1793 September 9, 1806

Chase, Samuel Maryland Washington February 4, 1796 June 19, 1811

Washington, Bushrod Virginia Adams, John (c) February 4, 1799 November 26, 1829

Moore, Alfred North Carolina Adams, John (a) April 21, 1800 January 26, 1804

Johnson, William South Carolina Jeff erson May 7, 1804 August 4, 1834

Livingston, Henry Brockholst New York Jeff erson January 20, 1807 March 18, 1823

Todd, Th omas Kentucky Jeff erson (a) May 4, 1807 February 7, 1826

Duvall, Gabriel Maryland Madison (a) November 23, 1811 January 14, 1835

Story, Joseph Massachusetts Madison (c) February 3, 1812 September 10, 1845

Th ompson, Smith New York Monroe (b) September 1, 1823 December 18, 1843

Trimble, Robert Kentucky Adams, J. Q. (a) June 16, 1826 August 25, 1828

McLean, John Ohio Jackson (c) January 11, 1830 April 4, 1861

Baldwin, Henry Pennsylvania Jackson January 18, 1830 April 21, 1844

Wayne, James Moore Georgia Jackson January 14, 1835 July 5, 1867

Barbour, Philip Pendleton Virginia Jackson May 12, 1836 February 25, 1841

Catron, John Tennessee Jackson May 1, 1837 May 30, 1865

McKinley, John Alabama Van Buren (c) January 9, 1838 July 19, 1852

Daniel, Peter Vivian Virginia Van Buren (c) January 10, 1842 May 31, 1860

Nelson, Samuel New York Tyler February 27, 1845 November 28, 1872

Woodbury, Levi New Hampshire Polk (b) September 23, 1845 September 4, 1851

Grier, Robert Cooper Pennsylvania Polk August 10, 1846 January 31, 1870

Curtis, Benjamin Robbins Massachusetts Fillmore (b) October 10, 1851 September 30, 1857

Campbell, John Archibald Alabama Pierce (c) April 11, 1853 April 30, 1861

Cliff ord, Nathan Maine Buchanan January 21, 1858 July 25, 1881

Swayne, Noah Haynes Ohio Lincoln January 27, 1862 January 24, 1881

Miller, Samuel Freeman Iowa Lincoln July 21, 1862 October 13, 1890

Davis, David Illinois Lincoln December 10, 1862 March 4, 1877

Field, Stephen Johnson California Lincoln May 20, 1863 December 1, 1897

Strong, William Pennsylvania Grant March 14, 1870 December 14, 1880

Bradley, Joseph P. New Jersey Grant March 23, 1870 January 22, 1892

Hunt, Ward New York Grant January 9, 1873 January 27, 1882

Harlan, John Marshall Kentucky Hayes December 10, 1877 October 14, 1911

Woods, William Burnham Georgia Hayes January 5, 1881 May 14, 1887

Matthews, Stanley Ohio Garfi eld May 17, 1881 March 22, 1889

Gray, Horace Massachusetts Arthur January 9, 1882 September 15, 1902

Blatchford, Samuel New York Arthur April 3, 1882 July 7, 1893

Lamar, Lucius Quintus C. Mississippi Cleveland January 18, 1888 January 23, 1893
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(continued)

Members of the Supreme Court of the United States

Name
State 
Appointed From

Appointed by 
President Judicial Oath Taken

Date 
Service Terminated 

Associate Justices (continued)

Brewer, David Josiah Kansas Harrison January 6, 1890 March 28, 1910

Brown, Henry Billings Michigan Harrison January 5, 1891 May 28, 1906

Shiras, George Jr. Pennsylvania Harrison October 10, 1892 February 23, 1903

Jackson, Howell Edmunds Tennessee Harrison March 4, 1893 August 8, 1895

White, Edward Douglass Louisiana Cleveland March 12, 1894 December 18, 1910*

Peckham, Rufus Wheeler New York Cleveland January 6, 1896 October 24, 1909

McKenna, Joseph California McKinley January 26, 1898 January 5, 1925

Holmes, Oliver Wendell Massachusetts Roosevelt, T. December 8, 1902 January 12, 1932

Day, William Rufus Ohio Roosevelt, T. March 2, 1903 November 13, 1922

Moody, William Henry Massachusetts Roosevelt, T. December 17, 1906 November 20, 1910

Lurton, Horace Harmon Tennessee Taft January 3, 1910 July 12, 1914

Hughes, Charles Evans New York Taft October 10, 1910 June 10, 1916

Van Devanter, Willis Wyoming Taft January 3, 1911 June 2, 1937

Lamar, Joseph Rucker Georgia Taft January 3, 1911 January 2, 1916

Pitney, Mahlon New Jersey Taft March 18, 1912 December 31, 1922

McReynolds, James Clark Tennessee Wilson October 12, 1914 January 31, 1941

Brandeis, Louis Dembitz Massachusetts Wilson June 5, 1916 February 13, 1939

Clarke, John Hessin Ohio Wilson October 9, 1916 September 18, 1922

Sutherland, George Utah Harding October 2, 1922 January 17, 1938

Butler, Pierce Minnesota Harding January 2, 1923 November 16, 1939

Sanford, Edward Terry Tennessee Harding February 19, 1923 March 8, 1930

Stone, Harlan Fiske New York Coolidge March 2, 1925 July 2, 1941*

Roberts, Owen Josephus Pennsylvania Hoover June 2, 1930 July 31, 1945

Cardozo, Benjamin Nathan New York Hoover March 14, 1932 July 9, 1938

Black, Hugo Lafayette Alabama Roosevelt, F. August 19, 1937 September 17, 1971

Reed, Stanley Forman Kentucky Roosevelt, F. January 31, 1938 February 25, 1957

Frankfurter, Felix Massachusetts Roosevelt, F. January 30, 1939 August 28, 1962

Douglas, William Orville Connecticut Roosevelt, F. April 17, 1939 November 12, 1975

Murphy, Frank Michigan Roosevelt, F. February 5, 1940 July 19, 1949

Byrnes, James Francis South Carolina Roosevelt, F. July 8, 1941 October 3, 1942

Jackson, Robert Houghwout New York Roosevelt, F. July 11, 1941 October 9, 1954

Rutledge, Wiley Blount Iowa Roosevelt, F. February 15, 1943 September 10, 1949

Burton, Harold Hitz Ohio Truman October 1, 1945 October 13, 1958

Clark, Tom Campbell Texas Truman August 24, 1949 June 12, 1967

Minton, Sherman Indiana Truman October 12, 1949 October 15, 1956

Harlan, John Marshall New York Eisenhower March 28, 1955 September 23, 1971

Brennan, William J. Jr. New Jersey Eisenhower October 16, 1956 July 20, 1990

Whittaker, Charles Evans Missouri Eisenhower March 25, 1957 March 31, 1962

Stewart, Potter Ohio Eisenhower October 14, 1958 July 3, 1981

White, Byron Raymond Colorado Kennedy April 16, 1962 June 28, 1993

Goldberg, Arthur Joseph Illinois Kennedy October 1, 1962 July 25, 1965
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Members of the Supreme Court of the United States

Name
State 
Appointed From

Appointed by 
President Judicial Oath Taken

Date 
Service Terminated 

Associate Justices (continued)

Fortas, Abe Tennessee Johnson, L. October 4, 1965 May 14, 1969

Marshall, Th urgood New York Johnson, L. October 2, 1967 October 1, 1991

Blackmun, Harry A. Minnesota Nixon June 9, 1970 August 3, 1994

Powell, Lewis F. Jr. Virginia Nixon January 7, 1972 June 26, 1987

Rehnquist, William H. Arizona Nixon January 7, 1972 September 26, 1986*

Stevens, John Paul Illinois Ford December 19, 1975

O’Connor, Sandra Day Arizona Reagan September 25, 1981 January 31, 2006

Scalia, Antonin Virginia Reagan September 26, 1986

Kennedy, Anthony M. California Reagan February 18, 1988

Souter, David H. New Hampshire Bush, G. H. W. October 9, 1990

Th omas, Clarence Georgia Bush, G. H. W. October 23, 1991

Ginsburg, Ruth Bader New York Clinton August 10, 1993

Breyer, Stephen G. Massachusetts Clinton August 3, 1994

Alito, Samuel A. Jr. New Jersey Bush, G. W. January 31, 2006

Sotomayor, Sonia New York Obama August 8, 2009

Notes: Th e acceptance of the appointment and commission by the appointee, as evidenced by the taking of the prescribed oaths, is here implied; otherwise the 

individual is not carried on this list of the Members of the Court. Examples: Robert Hanson Harrison is not carried, as a letter from President Washington of February 

9, 1790, states Harrison declined to serve. Neither is Edwin M. Stanton who died before he could take the necessary steps toward becoming a Member of the Court. 

Chief Justice Rutledge is included because he took his oaths, presided over the August Term of 1795, and his name appears on two opinions of the Court for that Term.

Th e date a Member of the Court took his/her Judicial oath (the Judiciary Act provided “Th at the Justices of the Supreme Court, and the district judges, before they 

proceed to execute the duties of their respective offi  ces, shall take the following oath . . .”) is here used as the date of the beginning of his/her service, for until that oath 

is taken he/she is not vested with the prerogatives of the offi  ce. Th e dates given in this column are for the oaths taken following the receipt of the commissions. Dates 

without small-letter references are taken from the Minutes of the Court or from the original oath which are in the Curator’s collection. Th e small letter (a) denotes the 

date is from the Minutes of some other court; (b) from some other unquestionable authority; (c) from authority that is questionable, and better authority would be 

appreciated.

[Th e foregoing was taken from a booklet prepared by the Supreme Court of the United States, and published with funding from the Supreme Court Historical 

Society.]

*Elevated.
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Historical Party Strength in the U.S. Congress

Historical Party Strength in the U.S. Congress

Party Abbreviations
Ad: pro-administration (no parties)

C: coalition (no parties)

D: Democratic

DR: Democratic-Republican

F: Federalist

J: Jacksonian Democrat

NR: National Republican

Op: anti-administration (no parties)

R: Republican

U: Unionist

W: Whig

Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President

U.S. Senate

1789–1791

1791–1793

1793–1795

1795–1797

1797–1799

1799–1801

1st 

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

Ad

F

F

F

F

F

17

16

17

19

20

19

Op

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

9

13

13

13

12

13

—

—

—

—

—

—

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

J. Adams (F)

J. Adams (F)

1801–1803

1803–1805

1805–1807

1807–1809

1809–1811

1811–1813

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

12th

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

18

25

27

28

28

30

F

F

F

F

F

F

13

9

7

6

6

6

—

—

—

—

—

—

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Madison (DR)

Madison (DR)

1813–1815

1815–1817

1817–1819

1819–1821

1821–1823

1823–1825

13th

14th

15th

16th

17th

18th

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

27

25

34

35

44

44

F

F

F

F

F

F

9

11

10

7

4

4

—

—

—

—

—

—

Madison (DR)

Madison (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

1825–1827

1827–1829

1829–1831

1831–1833

1833–1835

1835–1837

19th

20th

21st

22nd

23rd

24th

Ad

J

D

D

D

D

26

28

26

25

20

27

J

Ad

NR

NR

NR

W

20

20

22

21

20

25

—

—

—

2

8

—

J. Q. Adams (C)

J. Q. Adams (C)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

1837–1839

1839–1841

1841–1843

1843–1845

1845–1847

1847–1849

25th

26th

27th

28th

29th

30th

D

D

W

W

D

D

30

28

28

28

31

36

W

W

D

D

W

W

18

22

22

25

25

21

4

—

2

1

—

1

Van Buren (D)

Van Buren (D)

W. H. Harrison (W)

Tyler (W)

Polk (D)

Polk (D)

1849–1851

1851–1853

1853–1855

1855–1857

1857–1859

1859–1861

31st

32nd

33rd

34th

35th

36th

D

D

D

D

D

D

35

35

38

40

36

36

W

W

W

R

R

R

25

24

22

15

20

26

2

3

2

4

8

4

Taylor (W)

Fillmore (W)

Pierce (D)

Pierce (D)

Buchanan (D)

Buchanan (D)

(continued)
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Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President

U.S. Senate

1861–1863

1863–1865

1865–1867

1867–1869

1869–1871

1871–1873

37th

38th

39th

40th

41st

42nd

R

R

U

R

R

R

31

36

42

42

56

52

D

D

D

D

D

D

10

9

10

11

11

17

8

5

—

—

—

5

Lincoln (R)

Lincoln (R)

Lincoln (R)

A. Johnson (R)

Grant (R)

Grant (R)

1873–1875

1875–1877

1877–1879

1879–1881

1881–1883

1883–1885

43rd

44th

45th

46th

47th

48th

R

R

R

D

R

R

49

45

39

42

37

38

D

D

D

R

D

D

19

29

36

33

37

36

5

2

1

1

1

2

Grant (R)

Grant (R)

Hayes (R)

Hayes (R)

Garfi eld (R)

Arthur (R)

1885–1887

1887–1889

1889–1891

1891–1893

1893–1895

1895–1897

49th

50th

51st

52nd

53rd

54th

R

R

R

R

D

R

43

39

39

47

44

43

D

D

D

D

R

D

34

37

37

39

38

39

—

—

—

2

3

6

Cleveland (D)

Cleveland (D)

B. Harrison (R)

B. Harrison (R)

Cleveland (D)

Cleveland (D)

1897–1899

1899–1901

1901–1903

1903–1905

1905–1907

1907–1909

55th

56th

57th

58th

59th

60th

R

R

R

R

R

R

47

53

55

57

57

61

D

D

D

D

D

D

34

26

31

33

33

31

7

8

4

—

—

—

McKinley (R)

McKinley (R)

McKinley (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

1909–1911

1911–1913

1913–1915

1915–1917

1917–1919

1919–1921

61st

62nd

63rd

64th

65th

66th

R

R

D

D

D

R

61

51

51

56

53

49

D

D

R

R

R

D

32

41

44

40

42

47

—

—

1

—

—

—

Taft (R)

Taft (R)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

1921–1923

1923–1925

1925–1927

1927–1929

1929–1931

1931–1933

67th

68th

69th

70th

71st

72nd

R

R

R

R

R

R

59

51

56

49

56

48

D

D

D

D

D

D

37

43

39

46

39

47

—

2

1

1

1

1

Harding (R)

Coolidge (R)

Coolidge (R)

Coolidge (R)

Hoover (R)

Hoover (R)

1933–1935

1935–1937

1937–1939

1939–1941

1941–1943

1943–1945

73rd

74th

75th

76th

77th

78th

D

D

D

D

D

D

60

69

76

69

66

58

R

R

R

R

R

R

35

25

16

23

28

37

1

2

4

4

2

1

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)
1945–1947

1947–1949

1949–1951

1951–1953

1953–1955

1955–1957

79th

80th

81st

82nd

83rd

84th

D

R

D

D

R

D

56

51

54

49

48

48

R

D

R

R

D

R

38

45

42

47

47

47

1

—

—

—

1

1

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

Truman (D)

Truman (D)

Truman (D)

Eisenhower (R)

Eisenhower (R)

(continued)
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(continued)

Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President

U.S. Senate

1957–1959

1959–1961

1961–1963

1963–1965

1965–1967

1967–1969

85th

86th

87th

88th

89th

90th

D

D

D

D

D

D

49

65

65

67

68

64

R

R

R

R

R

R

47

35

35

33

32

36

1

1

1

1

1

1

Eisenhower (R)

Eisenhower (R)

Kennedy (D)

Kennedy (D)

L. Johnson (D)

L. Johnson (D)

1969–1971

1971–1973

1973–1975

1975–1977

1977–1979

1979–1981

91st

92nd

93rd

94th

95th

96th

D

D

D

D

D

D

57

54

56

60

61

58

R

R

R

R

R

R

43

44

42

37

38

41

—

2

2

3

1

1

Nixon (R)

Nixon (R)

Nixon(R)

Ford (R)

Carter (D)

Carter (D)

1981–1983

1983–1985

1985–1987

1987–1989

1989–1991

1991–1993

97th

98th

99th

100th

101st

102nd

R

R

R

D

D

D

53

55

53

55

54

56

D

D

D

R

R

R

46

45

47

45

46

44

1

—

—

—

—

—

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

G. H. W. Bush (R)

G. H. W. Bush (R)

1993–1995

1995–1997

1997–1999

1999–2001

2001–2003

2003–2005

103rd

104th

105th

106th

107th

108th

D

R

R

R

D

R

57

52

55

55

50

51

R

D

D

D

R

D

43

48

45

45

49

48

—

—

—

—

1

1

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

G. W. Bush (R)

G. W. Bush (R)

2005–2007

2007–2009

2009–2011

109th

110th

111th

R

R

D

55

49

58

D

D

R

44

49

40

1

2

2

G. W. Bush (R)

G. W. Bush (R)

Obama (D)

U.S. House of  Representatives

1789–1791

1791–1793

1793–1795

1795–1797

1797–1799

1799–1801

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

Ad

Ad

Op

DR

F

F

37

39

54

59

57

60

Op

Op

Ad

F

DR

DR

28

30

51

47

49

46

—

—

—

—

—

—

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

Washington (F)

J. Adams (F)

J. Adams (F)

1801–1803

1803–1805

1805–1807

1807–1809

1809–1811

1811–1813

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

12th

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

68

103

114

116

92

107

F

F

F

F

F

F

38

39

28

26

50

36

—

—

—

—

—

—

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Jeff erson (DR)

Madison (DR)

Madison (DR)

1813–1815

1815–1817

1817–1819

1819–1821

1821–1823

1823–1825

13th

14th

15th

16th

17th

18th

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

DR

114

119

146

160

155

189

F

F

F

F

F

F

68

64

39

26

32

24

—

—

—

—

—

—

Madison (DR)

Madison (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

Monroe (DR)

 Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President
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U.S. House of  Representatives

1825–1827

1827–1829

1829–1831

1831–1833

1833–1835

1835–1837

19th

20th

21st

22nd

23rd

24th

Ad

J

D

D

D

D

109

113

136

126

143

143

J

Ad

NR

NR

AM

W

104

100

72

66

63

75

—

—

5

21

34

24

J. Q. Adams (C)

J. Q. Adams (C)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

Jackson (D)

1837–1839

1839–1841

1841–1843

1843–1845

1845–1847

1847–1849

25th

26th

27th

28th

29th

30th

D

D

W

D

D

W

128

125

142

147

142

116

W

W

D

W

W

D

100

109

98

72

79

110

14

8

2

4

6

4

Van Buren (D)

Van Buren (D)

W. H. Harrison (W)

Tyler (W)

Polk (D)

Polk (D)

1849–1851

1851–1853

1853–1855

1855–1857

1857–1859

1859–1861

31st

32nd

33rd

34th

35th

36th

D

D

D

R

D

R

113

127

157

100

132

116

W

W

W

D

R

D

108

85

71

83

90

83

9

5

4

51

15

39

Taylor (W)

Fillmore (W)

Pierce (D)

Pierce (D)

Buchanan (D)

Buchanan (D)

1861–1863

1863–1865

1865–1867

1867–1869

1869–1871

1871–1873

37th

38th

39th

40th

41st

42nd

R

R

U

R

R

R

108

86

136

173

171

136

D

D

D

D

D

D

44

72

38

47

67

104

31

27

19

4

5

3

Lincoln (R)

Lincoln (R)

Lincoln (R)

A. Johnson (R)

Grant (R)

Grant (R)

1873–1875

1875–1877

1877–1879

1879–1881

1881–1883

1883–1885

43rd

44th

45th

46th

47th

48th

R

D

D

D

R

D

199

182

155

151

147

196

D

R

R

R

D

R

88

103

136

132

128

117

5

8

2

20

14

12

Grant (R)

Grant (R)

Hayes (R)

Hayes (R)

Garfi eld (R)

Arthur (R)

1885–1887

1887–1889

1889–1891

1891–1893

1893–1895

1895–1897

49th

50th

51st

52nd

53rd

54th

D

D

R

D

D

R

182

167

179

238

218

254

R

R

D

R

R

D

141

152

152

86

124

93

2

6

1

8

14

10

Cleveland (D)

Cleveland (D)

B. Harrison (R)

B. Harrison (R)

Cleveland (D)

Cleveland (D)

1897–1899

1899–1901

1901–1903

1903–1905

1905–1907

1907–1909

55th

56th

57th

58th

59th

60th

R

R

R

R

R

R

206

187

200

207

251

223

D

D

D

D

D

D

124

161

151

176

135

167

27

9

6

3

0

1

McKinley (R)

McKinley (R)

McKinley (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

T. Roosevelt (R)

1909–1911

1911–1913

1913–1915

1915–1917

1917–1919

1919–1921

61st

62nd

63rd

64th

65th

66th

R

D

D

D

D

R

219

230

291

230

214

240

D

R

R

R

R

D

172

162

134

196

215

192

—

2

10

9

6

2

Taft (R)

Taft (R)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

Wilson (D)

(continued)

 Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President
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U.S. House of  Representatives

1921–1923

1923–1925

1925–1927

1927–1929

1929–1931

1931–1933

67th

68th

69th

70th

71st

72nd

R

R

R

R

R

D

302

225

247

238

270

216

D

D

D

D

D

R

131

207

183

194

164

218

2

3

5

3

1

1

Harding (R)

Coolidge (R)

Coolidge (R)

Coolidge (R)

Hoover (R)

Hoover (R)

1933–1935

1935–1937

1937–1939

1939–1941

1941–1943

1943–1945

73rd

74th

75th

76th

77th

78th

D

D

D

D

D

D

313

322

334

262

267

222

R

R

R

R

R

R

117

103

88

169

162

209

5

10

13

4

5

4

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

1945–1947

1947–1949

1949–1951

1951–1953

1953–1955

1955–1957

79th

80th

81st

82nd

83rd

84th

D

R

D

D

R

D

242

246

263

235

221

232

R

D

R

R

D

R

191

188

171

199

213

203

2

1

1

1

1

—

F. D. Roosevelt (D)

Truman (D)

Truman (D)

Truman (D)

Eisenhower (R)

Eisenhower (R)

1957-1959

1959–1961

1961–1963

1963–1965

1965–1967

1967–1969

85th

86th

87th

88th

89th

90th

D

D

D

D

D

D

234

283

263

259

295

247

R

R

R

R

R

R

201

153

174

176

140

187

—

1

—

—

—

—

Eisenhower (R)

Eisenhower (R)

Kennedy (D)

Kennedy (D)

L. Johnson (D)

L. Johnson (D)

1969–1971

1971–1973

1973–1975

1975–1977

1977–1979

1979–1981

91st

92nd

93rd

94th

95th

96th

D

D

D

D

D

D

243

255

242

291

292

277

R

R

R

R

R

R

192

180

192

144

143

158

—

—

1

—

—

—

Nixon (R)

Nixon (R)

Nixon(R)

Ford (R)

Carter (D)

Carter (D)

1981–1983

1983–1985

1985–1987

1987–1989

1989–1991

1991–1993

97th

98th

99th

100th

101st

102nd

D

D

D

D

D

D

242

269

253

258

260

267

R

R

R

R

R

R

192

166

182

177

175

167

1

—

—

—

—

1

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

Reagan (R)

G.H.W. Bush (R)

G.H.W. Bush (R)

1993–1995

1995–1997

1997–1999

1999–2001

2001–2003

2003–2005

103rd

104th

105th

106th

107th

108th

D

R

R

R

R

R

258

230

228

223

221

229

R

D

D

D

D

D

176

204

206

211

212

204

1

1

1

1

2

1

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

Clinton (D)

G. W. Bush (R)

G. W. Bush (R)

2005–2007

2007–2009

2009–2011

109th

110th

111th

R

R

R

232

202

178

D

D

D

202

233

256

1

1

G. W. Bush (R)

G. W. Bush (R)

Barack Obama (D)

Note: Before the fi rst day of the 72nd Congress, 19 Representatives-elect died. In 14 cases, party control of the seat changed with the special election, and the Demo-

crats ended up with a majority of House seats, enabling them to organize the House.

Source: Congressional Research Service, Offi  ce of the Clerk, U.S. House of Representatives. Biographical Directory of the U.S. Congress.

 Period Congress Party of Majority Party of Minority Others President
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American Wars: Service Members and Casualties

American Wars: Service Members and 

World War II (1941–45) 

Total service members (worldwide) 16,112,566

Battle deaths 291,557

Other deaths in service 113,842

Korean War (1950–53) 

Total service members (worldwide) 5,720,000

Battle deaths 33,741

Other deaths in service 20,505

Vietnam War (1964–75) 

Total service members (worldwide) 8,744,0004

Battle deaths 47,4245

Other deaths in service 42,7855

Gulf War (1990–91) 

Total service members (worldwide) 2,322,000

Battle deaths 147

Other deaths in service 1,825

War in Afghanistan (2001– )

Service members 60,0006

Battle deaths 459*

Other deaths in service 227*

Iraq War (2003– )

Service members 138,0007

Battle deaths 3,445*

Other deaths in service 856*

Casualties

American Revolution (1775–83) 

Total service members 217,0001

Battle deaths 4,435

War of 1812 (1812–15) 

Total service members 286,730

Battle deaths 2,260

Indian Wars (approx. 1817–98) 

Total service members 106,000

Battle deaths 1,000

Mexican-American War (1846–48)  

Total service members 78,718

Battle deaths 1,733

Other deaths in service 11,550

Civil War (1861–65)  

Total service members (Union) 2,213,363

Battle deaths (Union) 140,414

Other deaths in service (Union) 224,097

Total service members (Conf.) 1,050,0002

Battle deaths (Conf.) 74,5243

Other deaths in service (Conf.) 59,297 3

Spanish-American War (1898–1902)  

Total service members (worldwide) 306,760

Battle deaths 385

Other deaths in service 2,061

World War I (1917–18) 

Total service members (worldwide) 4,734,991

Battle deaths 53,402

Other deaths in service 63,114

1. Exact number is unknown. Posted fi gure is the median of estimated range from 184,000 to 250,000.

2. Exact number is unknown. Posted fi gure is the median of estimated range from 600,000 to 1,500,000.

3. Battle death fi gures are based on incomplete returns. Other deaths in service fi gures do not include 26,000 to 31,000 who died in Union prisons.

4. Covers the period August 5, 1964–January 27, 1973 (date of cease-fi re).

5. Covers period November 1, 1955 (commencement date for the Military Assistance Advisory Group)–May 15, 1975 (date last American service member left Southeast 

Asia, i.e., Vietnam).

6. Service members as of July 2009.

7. Service members as of January 2009. 

*Casualties as of June 2009. Current casualty statistics are posted on the Department of Defense Web site http://www.defenselink.mil/news/casulty.pdf

Information compiled from the Department of Veterans Aff airs.
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and, 341–42; Jeff erson and, 101, 282; 

Massachusetts constitution and, 282, 477; 

as minister to Great Britain, 339, 340; 

on the New World, 26; Plan of Treaties 

(Model Treaty) and, 338; presidency of, 

303, 590; Quasi War of 1797–1801 and, 

327, 342, 802, 872–73, 892; transfer of 

power and, 587; transnationalism and, 

827; Washington and, 869; Washington’s 

cabinet and, 586 

 Adams, John Quincy, 234–35, 515; 1824 

election and, 227–28, 235–36, 283, 

306, 396; 1828 election and, 114, 515; 

Democratic Party and, 234–35; federalism 

and, 38; National Republicans and, 

515; presidency of, 306; as Secretary 

of State, 344; tariff s and politics, 344; 

Transcontinental Treaty and, 305, 344; 

U.S. Constitution and, 38; Whig Party 

and, 881, 883 

 Adamson Act of 1916, 75, 207 

 Addams, Jane, 159, 192, 330, 394, 479, 506, 

898, 899, 903; on immigration, 410; 

Massachusetts constitution and, 477; 

progressivism and, 612–13 

  advertising.   See   political advertising  

 AFASS.  See  American and Foreign Anti-

Slavery Society (AFASS) 

 AFL-CIO, 458; Democratic Party and, 

457.  See also  American Federation of 

Labor (AFL); Congress of Industrial 

Organizations (CIO) 

  African Americans and politics,  4–13; 

affi  rmative action and, 11; black founders 

and, 5– 6; exclusion and, 5–7; foreign 

wars and, 9 –10; internal migration and, 

8 – 9; Liberty Party and, 487; Muslim 

faith and, 512; post-civil rights era and, 

10 –12; Reagan Revolution and, 15; 

 Index 

 Main entries are indicated by bold type. Page numbers in italic type indicate an illustration, map, chart, or table on 

that page. 

  Aaron, Cooper v.,  793 

 AASS.  See  American Anti-Slavery Society 

(AASS) 

  abolitionism,  1–4; AASS and, 748; AFASS 

and, 1–3; American Colonization Society 

(ACS) and, 2, 8, 622, 633, 675, 748, 

830; American Revolution and, 1; the 

 Amistad  and, 749; black religious leaders 

and, 6; Civil War and Reconstruction 

and, 3–4, 146; colonization and, 633, 

830; Democratic Party and, 237; early 

development of, 1–2; emancipation, 

equal rights and, 2; Free Soil Party and, 

730; Liberty Party and, 3, 438, 486 – 87, 

634; Mexican-American War and, 494; 

New England and, 537; pacifi sm and, 

553–54; Protestants and, 675, 748; 

racial equality and, 633–34, 635; radical 

political abolitionists and, 3, 366; Radical 

Republicans and, 3, 742; Union Army 

and, 45; Van Buren and, 487; violence 

and, 2–3; women’ rights and, 895.  See also  

 African Americans and politics;   Liberty 

Party;   slavery  

  Abrams v. United States,  133 

 Abu Ghraib prison, 432 

 Acheson, Dean G., 84, 356 –57; on the cold 

war, 849; Korean War and cold war and, 

445; on race discrimination, 859; on 

Vietnam, 851 

  Across the Plains  (Stevenson), 334 

 ACT UP, 395, 656 

 Adams, Charles Francis, Jr., 362, 856 

 Adams, John: 1796 election and, 231–32, 

562; 1800 election and, 101, 232, 282; 

Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 and, 132; 

Americanism and, 26; on the Articles of 

Confederation, 49; on Christianity, 671; 

Federalist Party and, 327; foreign aff airs 

Reconstruction and, 7– 8; religious leaders 

and, 6; Urban Renewal and, 124; voting 

and, 857; World War II and, 917.  See 

also   abolitionism;   civil rights;   Civil War 

and Reconstruction;   race and politics;  

 segregation and Jim Crow;   slavery;  

 territorial government;   voting  

  Age of Reform  (Hofstadter), 159 

 Agnew, Spiro, 22 

  agrarian politics,  13–16; Bryan and, 14; 

Constitution and, 14; Democratic Party 

and, 15; evolution of democracy and, 13; 

Jacksonian democracy and, 14; Jeff erson 

and, 13; New Deal and, 14–15; Populist 

Party and, 14; post-1860 movements and, 

14; slavery and, 14; urbanization and, 15. 

 See also   populism  

 Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) of 1933, 

78, 209, 266, 383 

 Agricultural Wheel, 14 

 Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC), 253, 332, 878 

  Alabama, Patterson v.,  134 

  Alabama, Powell v.,  134 

  Alaska and Hawai‘i,  16 –20; Alaska Syndicate 

and, 18; Alaskan development, 17–18; 

Alaskan statehood and, 821; annexation 

of Hawai‘i and, 17, 350; Fourteenth 

Amendment and, 17; Hawai‘i, Republic 

of, 17; Hawai‘i, territorial government 

and, 818; historical and political 

characteristics of, 16 –17; since statehood, 

19 –20; Twentieth Century Territorial 

Period and, 17–18; World War II and the 

statehood movement and, 18 –19.  See also  

 territorial government  

 Alaska Equal Rights Act of 1945, 19 

 Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation 

Act (ANILCA) of 1980, 19 
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 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act 

(ANCSA) of 1971, 19, 520 

 Albright, Madeleine, 909 

 Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, 129, 132, 303, 

397, 406; Democratic-Republicans and, 

232, 397; Federalists and, 303, 406 

 Alito, Samuel, 136 

 Allen, Ethan, 532 

 Allen, George, 427 

 Allen, Richard, 6 

 Allende, Salvador, 360 

  Allwright, Smith v.,  645 

 Altschuler, Glenn C., 437 

  amendment process,  20 –23; Bill of Rights 

and, 21; British constitution and, 20; 

Confederation Congress and, 20 –21; 

congressional approval and, 23; nineteenth 

century and, 21–22; ratifi cation by states 

and, 23; twentieth century and, 22–23. 

 See also   Articles of Confederation;   Bill of 

Rights;   Constitution, federal  

  America  (Evans), 333 

  America in Perspective  (Commager), 335 

  America: the Menace  (Duhamel), 335 

  American (Know-Nothing) Party,  

23–26, 122; 1854–55 elections and, 24; 

1856 election and, 24; American 

Republican Party and, 24; Americanism 

and, 26 –27; citizenship and, 130; Fillmore 

and, 24; immigration and, 24, 317; 

Kansas-Nebraska Act and, 24; in 

Massachusetts, 25; Massachusetts and, 

25; nativism and, 23–24; Order of the 

Star Spangled Banner and, 675; policies 

of, 25; voting and, 856.  See also   Free Soil 

Party;   nativism  

 American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society 

(AFASS), 2–3, 748 

 American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS), 2, 

4, 748 

 American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), 133 

 American Colonization Society (ACS), 2, 8, 

622, 633, 675, 748, 830 

 American Committee for Cultural 

Freedom, 33 

  American Commonwealth  (Bryce), 627 

 American Enterprise Institute, 80, 182– 83, 

824 

 American Federation of Labor (AFL), 159, 

174, 260, 350, 357, 408 –10, 453–55; Bill of 

Grievances and, 454, 462; immigration 

and, 377, 409, 410; pure and simple 

unionism and, 462; Socialist Party of 

America (SPA) and, 454.  See also  

AFL-CIO 

  American Freedom and Catholic Power  

(Blanshard), 684– 85 

 American Legion, 27–28 

 American Medical Association, 391 

  American Minerva  ( Commercial 

Advertiser ), 96 

 American Missionary Association, 3 

  American Political Tradition  (Hofstadter), 

472, 474 

 American Protective Association (APA), 

408 – 9, 525 

 American Republican Party, 24, 524 

 American Socialist Party (SP), 173 

 American System, 256 –57, 634, 881– 82; 1824 

election and, 515; Clay and, 798 

 American Woman Suff rage Association, 858 

  Americanism,  26 –29; American (Know-

Nothing) Party and, 26 –27; American 

Legion and, 27–28; armoring of, 27–28; 

Civil War and, 27; exceptionalism and, 

28 –29; Manifest Destiny and, 26 –27; 

Puritans to the Pledge of Allegiance 

and, 26 –27; twentieth century and, 

28.  See also   conservatism;   liberalism;  

 republicanism  

 Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), 

33, 609 

  Amistad  case, 749 

  anarchism,  29 –31; 1940s and, 30; Catholic 

Worker group and, 30; German 

immigrant community and, 30; 

Haymarket Square Riot and, 30; 

Liberation Th eology and, 31; origins of, 

30; Students for a Democratic Society 

(SDS) and, 30 –31.  See also   communism;  

 labor movement and politics;   labor 

parties;   New Left;   radicalism  

 Anderson, William A., Virginia election law 

and, 638 

  Answer to the Declaration of the American 

Colonies  (Lind), 219 

 Anthony, Susan B., 2, 857, 886 – 88 

  anticommunism,  31–35; anti-fascism and, 

32–33; beginning of, 32; Catholic Church 

and, 32, 34; Committee on the Present 

Danger and, 34; Congress for Cultural 

Freedom and, 33; countersubversives 

and, 32; domestic cold war and, 33; FBI 

and, 32, 33; labor movement and, 32–33; 

McCarthyism and, 33–34; rebirth of, 

34–35; Vietnam War and, 34.  See also  

 communism;   labor movement and 

politics;   labor parties;   nativism;  

 New Left  

  anti-Federalists,  35–39; Bill of Rights and, 

64, 68 – 69; constitutional convention and, 

35–36; Democratic-Republican Party and, 

36; legacy of, 37–38; supporters of, 37–38; 

Tenth Amendment and, 36; Wilson, 

James, and, 37.  See also   federalism;  

 Federalist Party  

 Anti-Imperialist League, 350 

  Anti-Masonic Party,  39 –40, 438, 674; 

National Republicans and, 516; New York 

state and, 39; Whigs and, 40.  See also  

 antiparty sentiment;   Whig Party  

  antiparty sentiment,  40 –42; American 

(Know-Nothing) Party and, 41; two-party 

system and, 41.  See also   republicanism  

 Anti-Saloon League, 615–16, 623 

  anti-statism,  42–43; Jacksonian democracy 

and, 42; New Class and, 43; New Deal 

and, 42; Progressive Era and, 42.  See also  

 conservatism  

 Antiterrorism and Eff ective Death Penalty 

Act of 1996, 513 

  Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, 

An  (Walker), 2, 6, 654 

 Arabian American Oil Company, 358 

 Arendt, Hannah, 334 

  Ariel  (Rodó), 108 

  Arizona, Miranda v.,  135 

  Ark, Wong Kim, United States v.,  52, 130 

 Arkush, R. David, 335 

  armed forces, politics in the,  43–48; 

Cincinnatus and, 44–45; Civil War and, 

45; future of, 47; Grand Army of the 

Republic and, 45; legacy of the Revolution 

and, 44; Newburgh Conspiracy and, 44; 

Powell Doctrine and, 46; presidents and, 

46; since Vietnam, 46 –47; slavery and, 45; 

two-party system and, 44–46.  See also   war 

and politics  

 Armey, Dick, healthcare plan and, 600 

 Armitage, David, 219, 220 

 Arnold, Benedict, 871 

  Articles of Confederation,  20 –21, 48 –51; 

anti-Federalists and, 35–37; British 

constitution and, 50; business and, 72; 

controversy and crisis and, 50 –51; drafting 

of, 217, 322; failures of, 48, 199 –200; 

federalism and, 322; foreign policy and, 

339 –40; international organizations and, 

51; John Witherspoon on, 49; limitations 

and, 49 –50; modern international 

organizations and, 51; origin and purpose 

of, 48 –49; permanence and, 50; provisions 

of, 49 –50; ratifi cation of, 50, 871; states’ 

rights and, 49; tariff s and, 797; taxation 

and, 802, 804; territorial claims and, 

816.  See also   amendment process;   Bill of 

Rights  

 Ashe, Arthur, 775–76 

  Asian immigrants and politics,  51–55; 

80/20 Initiative and, 54–55; Asian pride 

and pan-Asian organization, 54–55; 

Chinese and, 52; early immigration, 

51–53; Exclusion Era and, 52–53; Japanese 

and, 52; Korea, Philippines, British India 
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Index 

and, 52–53; at midcentury, 53–54.  See also  

 immigration policy  

 Aspinall, Wayne, 723 

  assassination, presidential,  55–58; attempt 

frequency and, 55; Booth, J. W. and, 

55–56; Czolgosz, Leon and, 56 –57; Ford 

and, 57; Garfi eld and, 56; Guiteau, C. and, 

56; Jackson and, 55; Johnson and, 55–56; 

Kennedy and, 57; Lawrence, Richard and, 

55; Lincoln and, 55–56; McKinley and, 

56 –57; Nixon and, 57; Oswald and, 57; 

Roosevelt, T., and, 57; sanity and, 56 –57. 

 See also   presidency  

 Atlantic Charter, 828, 829, 840, 917 

  Atlantic Monthly,  856 

 Bache, Benjamin Franklin, 303 

 Bacon, Augustus, 106 

 Bailey, Gamaliel, 3, 362 

 Bailey, Josiah, 764 

 Baker, Ray Stannard, 75 

  Baker v. Carr,  536 

  Bakke, Regents of the University of California 

v.,  11 

  Balance of Power  (Moon), 645–46 

 Baldwin, James, 10, 12 

  Baltimore, Barron v.,  70 

 Bank of the United States, fi rst, 59 – 60, 

237, 256 

 Bank of the United States, second, 60, 73, 

155–56, 257, 435, 437; class and politics 

and, 155 

 Banking Act of 1933 (Glass-Steagall Act), 62, 

63, 77, 667, 668 

 Banking Act of 1935, 62 

  banking policy,  59 – 64; deregulation and, 

62– 63; Federal Reserve System and, 

61– 62; fi rst Bank of the United States and, 

59 – 60, 237, 256; Great Depression and, 

62; second Bank of the United States and, 

60, 73, 155–56, 257, 435, 437; state banks 

and, 60 – 61.  See also   business and politics;  

 economy and politics  

 Banneker, Benjamin, 6 

 Barber, Benjamin, 51 

 Barkley, Alben, 246 

 Barnett, Ross, 766 

  Barnette, West Virginia v.,  134 

  Barron v. Baltimore,  70 

 Bartlett, Bob, 19 

 Baruch, Bernard, 76 

 Barzun, Jacques, 578 

 Baxter, Leone, 92 

 Beard, Charles:  Economic Interpretation of 

the Constitution of the United States,  72; 

on T. Roosevelt, 57 

 Beaumont, Gustave de, 210 

 Beauregard, Pierre G. T., 44, 146 

 Becker, Carl:  Declaration of Independence,  218 

 Beecher, Henry Ward, 622 

 Beer and Wine Revenue Act, 193 

 Belafonte, Harry, 572 

 Belinda (former slave), 5 

  Bell, Buck v.,  391 

 Bell, Daniel, 482;  End of Ideology,  313 

 Bell, John, 25, 96, 145, 177, 733–34 

 Bellah, Robert, 684 

 Bellamy, Edward:  Looking Backward,  30 

 Bellamy, Francis, 27 

 Bellmon, Henry, 384 

 Benezet, Anthony, 1 

 Benjamin, Judah P., 442 

 Bentley, Arthur F., 423–24 

 Benton, Th omas Hart, 45, 833–37 

 Berger, Victor, 759 

 Berkman, Alexander, 30 

 Berkovitch, Sacvan, on the American 

mission, 568 

 Berlin, Isaiah, 476 

 Berrigan, Daniel, 685 

 Berry, George, 456 

 Beveridge, Albert, 349 

 Biddle, Nicholas, 60, 73 

  Bidwell, Downes v.,  772, 818 

  Bill of Rights,  13, 14, 21, 35, 64–71; 

anti-Federalists and, 35, 64, 68 – 69; 

beyond ratifi cation and, 70 –71; 

democracy and, 224; Revolutionary 

controversy and, 65– 66; Roosevelt 

Court and, 134; text of, 928 –29; 

tradition of rights declarations and, 

64– 65.  See also   Articles of Confederation;  

 civil liberties;   Constitution, federal  

 Biondi, Martha, 646 

 Birney, James, 486 

 Black, Hugo, 71, 793 

 Blackmun, Harry, 794 

 Blackstone, William, 854 

 Blaine, James G., 116, 117, 373; 1884 election 

and, 696; Garfi eld assassination and, 56; 

 Twenty Years of Congress,  45 

 Blair, Francis, Jr., 241 

 Blanshard, Paul:  American Freedom and 

Catholic Power,  684– 85 

 Block, Herbert, 118 

 Blount, James Henderson, 17 

 Blumer, Herbert, 627–28 

 Blumin, Stuart M., 437 

 Blyden, Edward Wilmot, 111 

  Board of Education, Everson v.,  135 

  Board of Education of Topeka, Brown v.,  

10, 71, 135, 137, 139, 249, 279, 314, 315, 

482, 572, 647, 793 

 Boas, Franz, 527 

  Bollinger, Grutter v.,  11 

  Bolton, Doe v.,  794 

 Bonaparte, Napoleon, 873–74; abdication 

of, 876; civil service reforms of, 142; 

Louisiana Purchase and, 304, 342; War 

of 1812 and, 874, 876; wars of, 342 

 Bonvouloir, Julien-Alexander Archard de, 338 

 Booker, Cory, 12 

 Boorstin, Daniel J., 472, 473, 481, 483; 

 Genius of American Politics,  474–75 

 Booth, John Wilkes, 55, 148 

 Borah, William E., 42; on the Republican 

Party, 286 

  Borden, Luther v.,  788 

 Bork, Robert, 708, 745, 789 

 Bosnia, 319; United Nations and, 842–43 

 Bourne, Randolph, 866 

 Bowers, Henry, 408 – 9 

 Boxer Rebellion, 351 

 Bradford, William, 393 

 Bradley, Tom, 12 

 Brandeis, Louis, 75, 133, 245, 479, 612; 

women’s health and, 612 

 Braudel, Fernand, 169 

 Braun, Carl Mosely, 12 

 Breckinridge, John C., 145, 240 

 Bremer, L. Paul, 432 

 Bretton Woods conference, 85, 378, 841 

 Bridenbaugh, Carl, 566 

 Briggs, Charles A., 681 

 Britain: American colonial government and, 

163, 167– 69; American Revolution and, 

338 –39; Atlantic Charter and, 829; civil 

service and, 142–43; Civil War and, 346; 

constitution of, 20, 64– 65, 163; electoral 

system of, 167; emigration and, 130; Jay’s 

Treaty and, 327, 341, 740; Netherlands 

and, 339; Oregon Country and, 345, 545; 

Preliminary Peace and, 339; U.S. trade 

and, 340; War of 1812 and, 129, 342–43, 

872–74 

 Brooke, Edward, 12 

 Brookings Institution, 824 

 Brooks, Preston S., 24, 397, 732, 741 

 Brough, John, 149 

 Browder, Earl, 174, 175–76, 655 

 Brown, Edmund G. “Pat,” 551 

 Brown, John, 3, 733, 751 

  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,  10, 71, 

135, 137, 139, 249, 279, 314, 315, 482, 572, 

647, 793 

 Bruce, Herbert, 113 

 Brundage, Avery, 773, 774, 776 

 Bryan, William Jennings, 14, 75, 228 –29; 

1896 Democratic convention and, 243–44; 

1896 election and, 243, 285– 86, 556, 583, 

792; 1908 election and, 244; campaigning 

and, 103; Catholics and, 119; Cleveland, G. 

and, 594; Democratic Party and, 228 –29, 

242–44; free silver and, 374; gold standard 
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Bryan, William Jennings (cont.)

and, 61, 243, 374; imperialism and, 106, 

107; Populist Party and, 244; Protestantism 

and, 623; as Secretary of State, 911; World 

War I and, 911 

 Bryant, Anita, 395 

 Bryce, James:  American Commonwealth,  627 

 Brzezinski, Zbigniew, 830 

 Buchanan, James, 284, 367, 790; 1856 

election and, 284; 1896 election and, 732; 

free trade and, 259; inaugural address and, 

420; Kansas territory and, 732, 751, 790; 

Pennsylvania and, 500; presidency of, 

500, 591 
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