Andrew Jackson and Rhetorical War with the Bank of the United States

By N. Katers 

The Second Bank of the United States and the two term presidency of Andrew Jackson present one of the first major battles between populist interests and the elites within American society. The Second Bank was chartered by the federal government in 1816 to act as the only financial institution to function in all of the American states. Its charter members were elected from a larger group of public figures and a smaller group of banking and political elites in private, “back room” meetings. While the idea of the Bank was sophisticated and along the lines of Hamiltonian fiscal policy, it was also controversial in the west and the south because banks were seen as evil and consolidation of political power was seen as antithetical to the American experience.

Nicholas Biddle was president of the Bank during the Jacksonian era and understood not only the role of the Bank in national politics but what its purpose should be in national fiscal policy. This made Biddle appear arrogant and egotistical but what truly concerned the common person about the Bank was its increasing politicization. Biddle retained prominent lawyer and politician Daniel Webster as legal counsel and the Bank supporters were largely in favor of John Quincy Adams for president in 1824 and 1828. This frustrated private bankers at the state and local level who resented the monopolistic control over major financial deals by the federal government and the Second Bank of the United States. The Bank also provided fuel to the fire for the rise of the Democratic Party and their first standard bearer, General Andrew Jackson. 

Jackson, maligned by the “corrupt bargain” and Adams’ election in 1824, was a Westerner who was burnt by bankers who mishandled loans and nearly bankrupt the war hero upon his return to Tennessee. His anger at the Bank and his populist message were enough to defeat Adams in 1828 and Jackson used the Bank issue to rally support for his 1832 re-election bid. In particular, he used the actions of his presidential foe, Henry Clay, to sink the efforts of the Bank to expand the institution’s influence. Clay, as Speaker of the House, tried to get the Bank’s charter renewed for another four years and secure the Bank’s role in American finances for years to come. However, Jackson was infuriated by Clay’s actions and vowed to veto the “Hydra” Bank bill before it could sink its teeth into small communities around the country. The rational was that the Bank was unconstitutional in its breadth of influence and that it amounted to a government sponsored monopoly. Jackson went through three Treasury secretaries before getting the policy he wanted and received government censure for his actions against the Bank, but this was later expunged. There was plenty of support for the veto in Congress and the public and he easily won re-election in 1832. 

The Bank of the United States died a slow death after Jackson’s veto. The economic viability of the Bank was made marginal after Jackson’s re-election proved that his populist message was far more prevalent than concern over a sound, federal banking system. Nicholas Biddle called for repayment of loans to the bank from throughout the country but the loans were not reconciled and the Bank slowly dwindled to a state bank for Pennsylvania. Jackson won this particular battle but the connection between the Bank’s death and the Panic of 1837 is fairly direct, as many of the smaller banks favored by Jackson went belly up when the economy turned. 

expanding the “varying viewpoints”

· Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Jackson (1945).

A view of Jacksonian democracy as a product of class conflict:

“During the Bank War, laboring men began slowly to turn to Jackson as their leader, and his party as their party.…This conversion of the working classes to the hard-money policy injected new strength and determination into the hard-money party.…From it would come the impetus to carry through the second stage in the national struggles of Jacksonian democracy.”

· Lee Benson, The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy: New York as a Test Case (1961).
A view of Jacksonian democracy as a product of ethnic and cultural conflict:

“A composition portrait of their [Whigs’ and Democrats’] social and economic backgrounds reveals striking similarities. Their most significant difference is that several Democratic leaders claimed Dutch or German ancestry, while the Whigs invariably claimed British ancestry (mostly by way of New England).”

questions about the “varying viewpoints”

1.
What does each of these historians see as the fundamental difference between the two major parties of the Jacksonian era?

2.
Why would Schlesinger think of the political conflicts of the day as “real” and critical to the national future, while Benson would tend to regard them as largely “symbolic”? (In other words, why does Schlesinger think that what happened during this time period is so important versus what Benson thinks?)
3.
How would each of these historians approach an event like Andrew Jackson’s attack on the Bank of the United States?

