

Democratick Radical:  William Legget and Jacksonian Political Economy
	William Leggett, one of the most forceful, vitriolic, intelligent, and relentlessly logical public intellectuals of the Jacksonian period, has received much undue neglect from historians.  His influence is largely confined to the margins and footnotes of historical monographs and his words are, far more often than not, misunderstood and, consequently, mistaken for those of the Democracy or Locofoco movements at large.  Historians have endlessly debated the political battles of the Jacksonian period and, inevitably, almost every mention of Leggett fails to place him into an adequate theoretical camp.  
	Yet Leggett’s place in the Jacksonian movement has not been entirely misunderstood.  As Richard Hofstadter noted, “At a time when Jacksonian Democracy was sundered into radical and conservative factions, [Leggett] was one of the most prominent and forceful spokesmen of the radical wing.”[footnoteRef:1]  Sean Wilentz has found that in the mid-1830s, the period at which Leggett was most active and influential, “Radical Democrats were pitted against Bank Democrats,” and Leggett firmly entrenched himself with the radicals.[footnoteRef:2] As will be shown, Leggett’s thought does not conform comfortably with the Democracy (especially the “Bank Democrats”) to which he was so devoted, nor can he be properly included in the Locofoco movement.  Despite having a few similarities with the Whigs, Leggett was far from sympathetic to the vast majority of their program.  Further, though providing a great deal of inspiration and theoretical framework for the Free Soil Party, their political scope was far too limited to contain the sheer heft of Leggett’s work.  Here his thought will be examined in detail and placed within the larger framework of the Jacksonian mind.  This study will also provide the reader with a brief overview of the historiography surrounding Leggett’s theoretical placement and the politics of the Jacksonian period. [1:   Hofstadter, Richard, “William Leggett, Spokesman of Jacksonian Democracy,” Political Science Quarterly 58, no. 4 (December 1943): 582.]  [2:   Wilentz, Sean.  The Rise of American Democracy:  Jefferson to Lincoln., (New York:  W.W. Norton & Company, 2005).  423.] 

	Historians’ opinions of Leggett’s influence have been quite varied and their representational accuracy is highly debatable.  Glyndon Van Deusen, Carl Degler, Richard Hofstadter, Lawrence White, and Stanley Worton all note the tremendous influence Leggett exercised in the creation of the Independent Treasury system.[footnoteRef:3]  Worton quotes Leggett’s business partner, William Cullen Bryant, as saying “Tammany Hall has come round to the Evening Post--not the Evening Post to Tammany Hall.”[footnoteRef:4]  White also reports that the “free banking” laws of several state, though namely New York, “owed their inspiration in part to Leggett’s writings.”[footnoteRef:5]  Hofstadter concurs and also notes Leggett’s influence on general incorporation laws.[footnoteRef:6]  Though Leggett may have disagreed with the strict partisan designation, Jonathan Earle declares that “His editorials, picked up by Democratic papers throughout the country during the 1830s, solidified the Post’s position as the party’s leading organ in the nation’s leading city.”[footnoteRef:7]  His refinement of natural rights theory influenced Democratic thinking to a degree which fundamentally shaped state constitutions and political conventions nation-wide.  Walt Whitman identified the entire Jacksonian period as belonging squarely to Leggett just as it’s temporal predecessor belonged to Jefferson.[footnoteRef:8]  Leggett was unquestionably a towering figure in popular Democratic thought.  [3:   Ibid., 452, 458; Van Deusen, Glyndon.  The Jacksonian Era, 1828-1848, (New York:  Harper & Brothers, 1959).  121-126; Degler, Carl, “The Locofocos:  Urban ‘Agrarians,’” The Journal of Economic History 16, no. 3 (September 1956) 332; Hofstadter, “William Leggett,” 594; White, “William Leggett,” 314; Worton, Stanley N., “William Leggett, Political Journalist (1801-1839):  A Study in Democratic Thought,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1954), Columbia 83.  ]  [4:   Ibid. 87.]  [5:   White, “William Leggett,” 315.  ]  [6:   Hofstadter, “William Leggett,” 593-594.]  [7:   Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery, 20.]  [8:   Welter, Rush.  The Mind of America, 1820-1860.  (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1975).  10, 219-249.] 

	Yet, disagreement abounds.  Edward Pessen states that, despite Leggett and the Locofoco movement, “no significant leftward movement can be detected in the Democratic Party’s behavior.”[footnoteRef:9]  Worton agrees, saying Leggett had no lasting influence in mainstream politics.[footnoteRef:10]  As Van Deusen so eloquently and vividly shows, Leggett’s writing came at a time tragically close to the expansionist fervor that flared in the Democratic party.  As Locofocoism emanated out of New York and into Washington in the form of the Subtreasury, free banking, general incorporation, and Jacksonian abolitionism, the expansion crisis and growing sectional tensions realigned the parties on an entirely different set of issues, separate from those on which Locofocoism had the most influence.[footnoteRef:11] Leggett always hated John C. Calhoun, whom he thought to be an opportunistic coward, and routinely used his editorials to eviscerate Daniel Webster and Henry Clay.[footnoteRef:12]  These three men, perhaps more than any others, came to represent American politics for the rest of the antebellum period, and the influence of Leggett and the Locofocos contrasted with the expansion crisis represents the clash of paradigms and the often grisly results of selecting one over the other. [9:   Pessen, Jacksonian America, 225.]  [10:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 334.]  [11:   Van Deusen, The Jacksonian Era, 167-171.]  [12:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 52-54.] 

	The problem present in most interpretations of Leggett’s work is primarily a general miscategorization of the writer into the agrarian wing of Jacksonianism as opposed to the classical liberal wing to which he properly belongs.  John Ashworth must be counted among those historians who miscategorize the editorialist.  Ashworth, in discussing the Locofocos, holds them to be pure agrarians, and thus antagonistic toward property-holders and, therefore, economic advancement and industrialization.  Ashworth then contends that “the Workingmen were more Jacksonian than the Jacksonians,” which can only lead one to conclude that because Leggett was the unquestioned intellectual leader of the Locofoco movement,[footnoteRef:13] he was antagonistic to property-holders and industrialization.[footnoteRef:14]  Sean Wilentz denies Leggett’s unflinching laissez-faire by stating that “Leggett turned the free market dogma of propertied conservatives inside out.”[footnoteRef:15]  Lawrence White makes clear, however, that to Leggett “classes are defined by their relationship to the state and not by their relationship to the means of production.”[footnoteRef:16]  Indeed, the only connection one can draw between Leggett and the espousers of collectivist, proto-socialistic philosophy is in his general support of organized labor, as most labor leaders were socialistic to a large degree.[footnoteRef:17]   [13:   Byrdsall, Fitzwilliam, The History of the Loco-Foco or Equal Rights Party, 17.]  [14:   Ashworth, “Agrarians & Aristocrats,” 93-96.]  [15:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 422.]  [16:   White, “William Leggett,” 318.]  [17:   The labor supporters of the strongest socialist flavor included Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Thomas Skidmore, and Fanny Wright.  Dorfman, Joseph, The Economic Mind in American Civilization:  1606-1865, (New York:  The Viking Press, 1946) 2:641-649.] 

	Carl Degler and Stanley Worton have similarly miscategorized Leggett.  Indeed, each of these unfortunate portrayals of Locofoco (and therefore, Leggett’s) free market ideals appear to stem from a lack of understanding of and/or adherence to the economic theories to which the Locofocos ascribed.  Degler claims Leggett and his Locofoco followers to have been “urban agrarians” who were “friends of neither business nor creditors,” opposed to banking in general, ignorant of economics, and impeders of progress.[footnoteRef:18]  Worton commits this same mistake in saying that Leggett favored an agrarian republicanism opposed to “expansionistic and speculative” economic development.[footnoteRef:19]  He says that Leggett possessed a “lack of intellectual sophistication;” however, Leggett was a part of the “cutting edge” of American intellectual development during the Jacksonian period.  The continental and British traditions of political economy were well-known to the Jacksonians, and Leggett was no exception.  He was well-versed in the works of William Gouge,[footnoteRef:20] Duglad Stewart,[footnoteRef:21] Bastiat, and Say.  He was steeped in Scottish Enlightenment and continental political economy and this knowledge permeated the rhetoric of Locofoco leaders Samuel Young, Fitzwilliam Byrdsall, Moses Jacques, and Levi Slamm as well as the literature and speeches of the infamous Locofoco park meetings.[footnoteRef:22]  Leggett’s arguments present clear, cogent, and persistently logical applications of laissez-faire economic doctrine to the most pertinent issues of the day.  Indeed, unlike contemporary Jeffersonians like John Taylor of Caroline and the improvement- and tariff-supporting pre-nullification Calhoun, Leggett was not anti-market per se, but rather supported a completely free market in every respect.[footnoteRef:23]  This distinction between classical liberal devotee and agrarian is critical and will be made sharper below. [18:   Degler, Carl, “The Locofocos.” 333.]  [19:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 111.]  [20:   Indeed, Leggett had caused William Cullen Bryant extensive financial damages with his mass publication of Gouge’s A Short History of Paper Money and Banking in the United States without the proper authorization while Leggett was managing the Evening Post.  Worton, “William Leggett,” 21.  For information on the works and importance of Gouge, see Rothbard, Murray, An Austrian Perspective on the History of Economic Thought (Auburn:  The Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2006) 2: 232-233, 235, 270.  Rothbard holds Gouge to have been an American adherent to the emerging Currency School in Great Britain, the premier and most sophisticated political economists of the time.  ]  [21:   Stewart was Adam Smith’s “leading disciple” and bears a large responsibility for the spread of the Scottish Enlightenment ideas both throughout greater Britain and the continent.  Stewart led the charge in economics against the “political arithmaticians,” such as Sir William Petty, who had become so popular in 18th century Britain.  According to Rothbard, his critique of mathematical economics was only surpassed by the brilliant Jean-Baptiste Say, with whose work Leggett was also very familiar.  Rothbard, Murray, An Austrian Perspective on the History of Economic Thought (Auburn:  The Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2006) 1: 457, 478-81, 502, 533; Rothbard, History of Economic Thought, 2: 11, 13.]  [22:   Byrdsall, the History of the Loco-Foco or Equal Rights Party, 58-64, 105-120.]  [23:   Sellers, Charles.  The Market Revolution:  Jacksonian America, 1815-1846.  (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1991).  72-76, 119-122.] 

	This study draws most heavily on those few works which have dealt exclusively with Leggett and his thought.  It will reconstruct Leggett’s philosophy from his most basic principles to his most nuanced and radical positions, showing his tremendous divergences with both the Democracy and, to a far lesser extent, the Locofocos.  Leggett’s paradigmatic confrontations with the Democracy and his explicit rejection of the Locofocos came to define him as an influential political economist who, like so many great thinkers, could not find a comfortable and consistent position within a party structure.  His thought was too pure, too radical.  His writing was too barbed, too unflinchingly principled. Leggett was “one of the most sincere and brilliant apostles of democracy that America has ever known,”[footnoteRef:24] and he truly was a movement in himself. [24:   Trimble, William, “The Social Philosophy of the Loco-Foco Democracy,” American Journal of Sociology 26 (May 1921): 711.] 

	Leggett was most likely born in New York City in either 1801 or 1802.[footnoteRef:25]  The preponderance of his youth was spent in the bustling and ever-growing neighborhoods of Manhattan.  He attended Georgetown College at the age of 14 and was a mathematics major.  Shortly after graduating, young William moved to Edwardsville, Illinois with his family where he took to acting and added income to his ailing household budget.  In 1823, after publishing a few poems in the Edwardsville Spectator, he grew weary of the idyllic life and entered the navy.[footnoteRef:26]   [25:   For the 1802 date, see Hofstadter, “William Leggett,” 582.  For the 1801 date, see Stanley N. Worton, “William Leggett, Political Journalist (1801-1839):  A Study in Democratic Thought,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1954), 2.  White contends that Leggett was actually born in Savanna, Georgia on April 30, 1801.  White, Lawrence, ed. Democratick Editorials:  Essays in Jacksonian Political Economy (Indianapolis:  Liberty Press, 1984), xi.]  [26:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 3.] 

	As a midshipman, he drew the ire of a particularly harsh commander and, so contends Hofstadter, here developed “his lifelong hatred for authority.”[footnoteRef:27]  It was in the navy that Leggett began his literary career in earnest, composing the poetry collection Leisure Hours at Sea.[footnoteRef:28]  During his tour, he supposedly “calculated rebellion” against his commanding officer and was court-martialed.  During his court-martial, Leggett twisted the normal operation of the courtroom and virtually put his commanding officer, John Orde Creighton, on trial.  As Worton states, “[h]e spoke in terms of rights, freedom, and individual dignity, and maintained the duty of combating authority when it is in the wrong.”[footnoteRef:29]  This ordeal surely nurtured Leggett’s fiery passion for liberty and justice, so evident in his later editorials.  [27:   Hofstadter, “William Leggett,” 583; however as will be shown, Leggett had a distaste for coercion and the unjust wielding of power rather than authority per se.]  [28:   Ibid.]  [29:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 4.] 

	In 1828, Leggett married and established himself as the producer of the literary periodical, The Critic.  In 1829, after The Critic suffered profound mismanagement and financial meltdown, William Cullen Bryant invited his friend Leggett to join the editorial board of the Evening Post .  Leggett accepted the position “on the condition that he should not be asked to write about politics, ‘a subject which he did not understand and for which he had no taste.’”[footnoteRef:30]  Within one short year, however, Leggett’s sharp tongue and piercing intellect were being applied to some of the most abstract concepts in political economy, and the frequency at which he would write about politics would only increase.  He had quickly begun absorbing all the material on political economy within reach.  By 1831, Bryant had made him a partner in the Evening Post and in 1834, Leggett was left fully in control of the paper while Bryant tended to business in Europe.  In 1836, after a trying battle with severe illness, Leggett resigned his position with the Evening Post to begin his own papers, The Plaindealer and The Examiner.  His notorious financial mismanagement ultimately claimed the lives of both periodicals, but his failing health exacted the highest toll.  In 1839, Before departing to accept the diplomatic post to Guatemala offered by President Van Buren, William Leggett died.[footnoteRef:31] [30:   Hofstadter, “William Leggett,” 583.]  [31:   White, Democratick Editorials, xiii-xiv.] 

	His legacy, which will be examined further below, is one of critical influence and the extensive development of Jeffersonian political economy.  As the Locofoco secretary and historian Fitzwilliam Byrdsall made clear, Leggett was the intellectual leader of the New York Democracy and, most especially, the Locofocos.[footnoteRef:32]  His writings provided the theoretical basis and popular support for many state and national programs including general incorporation laws, free banking laws, the Independent Treasury Act, and even the growing antislavery wing of the Democratic Party.  Theodore Sedgwick wrote of his Leggett:  “As no name is now dearer to his friends, so few could then have been more honourably associated with the history of his country than that of WILLIAM LEGGETT.”[footnoteRef:33] As Earle explains, “Leggett became more of a hero in death than he had been in life.  He was eulogized in verse by Whittier and Bryant, toasted in the White House, and praised in countless Jacksonian journals…In the following decade, praise like this helped Leggett become the patron saint of antislavery Democrats.”  Tammany Hall, which, as we shall see, had once expelled Leggett from its community of Democrats, even erected a statue in Leggett‘s honor as a man who was essential to fleshing out exactly what Jacksonianism would mean not only to the New York Democracy, but the entire tradition.[footnoteRef:34] [32:   Byrdsall, Fitzwilliam, The History of the Loco-Foco or Equal Rights Party:  Its Movements, Conventions, and Proceedings with Short Characteristic Sketches of Its Prominent Men, (Burt Franklin:  New York, 1967), 17.]  [33:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, xvii.]  [34:   White, Democratick Editorials, xv.; Earle, Jonathan H.  Jacksonian Antislavery & the Politics of Free Soil, 1824-1854, (Chapel Hill:  The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 24-26.] 

	Leggett’s whole philosophy of political economy can be reduced to one fundamental concept:  the natural and equal rights of all human beings.  His philosophical tradition is rooted in that of the Enlightenment liberals Locke, Smith, Cobbett, Jefferson, John Taylor of Caroline, Bastiat, Say, Bentham, and Stewart, and during the period in which he wrote, he was inspired by such champions of liberalism as William Gouge, John Vethake, and his good friend William Cullen Bryant, with whom Leggett enjoyed a mutually beneficial sharing of opinion.[footnoteRef:35]  The fiery and never-quiescent Leggett even respected the English rebel and revolutionist, Jack Cade, so greatly that he named his house in New Rochelle “Aylmere” after the Shakespeare villain’s assumed name.[footnoteRef:36]  Leggett even thought Cade to be the most senior forerunner to the entire Equal Rights or Locofoco movement, saying Cade “deserves to be ranked among those glorious martyrs, who have sacrificed their lives in defense of the rights of man.”  This is critical in Leggett’s establishing himself as a pure radical.  Words such as “agrarian” and “utopian,” said Leggett, are mere rhetorical devices used by opinion-makers to bully people away from sound ideas.  To him, significance rested in the correctness of ideas rather than the political prospects for implementation.[footnoteRef:37]  In 1837, Leggett believed that “To be ultra is not necessarily to be wrong.  Extreme opinions are justly censurable only when they are erroneous; but who can be reprehended for going too far towards the right?”[footnoteRef:38] [35:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 45-47; White, Lawrence, “William Leggett:  Jacksonian Editorialist as Classical Liberal Political Economist,” History of Political Economy 18 no. 2 (1986): 508-509.]  [36:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 31.  ]  [37:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 131-132.]  [38:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 327.] 

	From this intellectual heritage, Leggett derived his concept of rights as inalienable and essentially rooted in property.   He believed that people were entitled to the property which they produced and the liberties inherent in the ownership of one’s body.[footnoteRef:39]  He even refers to an “ethicks [sic] of property,” to mean a general attitude of thrift, savings orientation (low time-preference)[footnoteRef:40], industriousness, and honesty.[footnoteRef:41]  He never deviated from defending property rights.  Even during the New York City flour riots, Leggett excoriated the rioters for their destruction of property and upheld the rights of flour merchants to their goods at whatever price upon which the laws of trade decided.  When these merchants then petitioned the state legislature to indemnify their losses, Leggett turned his wrathful ire upon them as aspiring violators of the most sacred doctrine of equal rights:   [39:   White, Democratick Editorials, 11-15.]  [40:   Bhm-Bawerk, Eugen, Capital and Interest:  A Critical History of Economic Theory (London:  McMillan & Co., 1890.)]  [41:   White, Democratick Editorials, 150.] 

The government is the mere representative or agent of the community, appointed to guard the rights of each individual, by protecting him from the aggressions of others. This duty includes the defending of him from aggression, in the first place, and the punishing of those who commit it, in the second. But it does not extend to the punishment of an entire community for the offences committed by an inconsiderable portion, which is the position assumed by the Rochester petitioners.[footnoteRef:42] [42:   Ibid.  43-48.] 

	
	Leggett adapted many aspects of utilitarianism from Jeremy Bentham into his natural rights philosophy.  Lawrence White interprets Leggett as effectively subordinating his utilitarianism to his natural rights philosophy.  White, however, finds that “The principle of maximum utility is the appropriate norm in cases where natural-rights doctrine seems to give no answer, but only in such cases.”[footnoteRef:43]  Leggett indeed draws this qualification himself in stating that “The maxim that the end justifies the means is one which we utterly repudiate…We hold that the saying is in direct opposition to the soundest and most obvious principles of morals, and ought never to be countenanced, in any possible circumstances, nor for the attainment of any possible object.”  To Leggett,  “The means must justify themselves; or no end, however desirable, and no exigency, however pressing, can wholly excuse their being employed.”[footnoteRef:44]  In denouncing the “state prison monopoly,”   he divulged that he thought the total utility of the state using prison labor in a monopolistic fashion to be positive, however he unequivocally opposed the action as volatile to the equal rights of Americans who would be doing such jobs were there not such a use of cheap prison labor.[footnoteRef:45]  Though vehemently interested in Bentham’s philosophy, Leggett cannot be considered a classical utilitarian as he did indeed recognize that it is often inconsistent with natural rights theory.[footnoteRef:46]  Leggett found the fundamental conflict in society not in the philosophical battles of utilitarians and rights theorists, but rather that of liberty or property versus the “encroachments of power,” which only the State, through the granting of exclusive privileges, can produce.[footnoteRef:47] [43:   White, “William Leggett,” 311.  This theme will be discussed at greater length below.]  [44:   White, Democratic Editorials, 348.]  [45:   Ibid. 315-318.]  [46:   See also Sedgwick, Political Writings, 77-78.  White comes to a different conclusion:  “Leggett never faces up to the possibility that utilitarianism and natural rights may be fundamentally irreconcilable.”  Some philosophers in the classical liberal tradition indeed find no necessary conflict between rights theory and utilitarianism but rather see the two in concert.  Leggett appears to have been moving in such a direction.  By 1837, Leggett was proclaiming happiness to be the ultimate end of each human being and was applying an Aristotelian, Eudaemonist ethical model to his writings.  See Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 322-327.  For a praxeological-Aristotelian synthesis of rights theory and utilitarianism, see Long, Roderick, “Foundations of Libertarian Ethics,” (lecture, Ludwig von Mises Institute, Auburn, AL, June 26-30, 2006).  For a non-Austrian approach to this blend of utilitarianism and rights theory, see Otteson, James, Actual Ethics, (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2006).]  [47:   Ibid. 246-249] 

	Though it does not appear that Leggett was familiar with the works of his French contemporary, Jrme-Adolpe Blanqui, protégé of the French Classical School economist, Jean-Baptiste Say, Leggett’s social philosophy was essentially that of the Blanqui and the French classical liberals.[footnoteRef:48]  Leggett believed that society was essentially fraught with conflict between the humble and productive classes and those who, using the tools of government, exercise unjust and harmful power to expropriate the property of the former.  He felt that “In as far as inequality of human condition is the result of natural causes it affords no just topic of complaint,” but that those inequities which resulted from exclusive privileges granted by government were of singular importance to the political economist and the democrat.[footnoteRef:49]  [48:   Blanqui was merely the most complete expositor of a line of thought propounded by Guizot, Thierry, and Say.  Blanqui’s most influential work appeared late in Leggett’s life and, given Leggett’s severely infirm condition at that time, it is doubtful that he read it; however, Blanqui’s writings represent a compendium of thought with which Leggett indeed was familiar.  See Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Selected Works in Three Volumes (Moscow:  Progress Publishers, 1983) 1: 108-109.  ]  [49:   White, Democratic Editorials, 254-257.] 

	Leggett’s exposition of this social theory often took the form of the Democrat versus Whig political struggle.  For him, contemporary politics were not a mere sideshow.  The political battles of the age did not represent the mere jockeying of politicians for superior posts and positions.  As Lawrence Kohl has argued, the Democratic and Whig Parties were formed essentially to fight for the ways of life of their voters.  Though Leggett does not couch his writing in terms of individualism, as does Kohl, Leggett clearly fits within such an interpretation of the importance of the party structure.  He felt that the battle for freedom was being fought between the champions of the Democracy and the champions of aristocratic Whiggery.  As Kohl puts it, the political battle was “nothing less than a mortal struggle between slavery and freedom.”[footnoteRef:50]    [50:   Kohl, Lawrence Frederick, The Politics of Individualism:  Parties and the American Character in the Jacksonian Era, (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1989).  31.] 

	Harry Watson has concurred and established Calhoun’s famous “Liberty vs. Power” dichotomy in the historical discourse as absolutely critical to understanding the Second Party System.  According to Watson, Democrats such as Leggett held the struggle between Liberty and Power to be eternal.  Leggett’s philosophy “included a disposition to see politics as a struggle between good and evil, expressed as the eternal warfare between liberty and power, virtue and corruption.”[footnoteRef:51]  He contended that the productive classes were represented in the ranks of the Democracy and the aristocratic seekers and users of government privilege were represented in the Whig party: [51:   Watson, Harry L.  Liberty and Power:  The Politics of Jacksonian America.  (New York:  Hill & Wang, 1990) 10, 44, 47.] 

The one party is for a popular Government; the other for an aristocracy. The one party is composed, in a great measure, of the farmers, mechanics, labourers, and other producers of the middling and lower classes, (according to the common gradation by the scale of wealth,) and the other of the consumers, the rich, the proud, the privileged--of those who,
if our Government were converted into an aristocracy, would become our dukes, lords, marquises and baronets.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:   Ibid., 242-246.  This selection is extraordinarily similar to Blanqui’s writings:  “In all the revolutions, there have always been but two parties opposing each other; that of the people who wish to live by their own labor, and that of those who would live by the labor of others…. Patricians and plebeians, slaves and freemen, guelphs and ghibellines, red roses and white roses, cavaliers and roundheads, liberals and serviles, are only varieties of the same species.”  See Jérôme-Adolphe Blanqui, Histoire de l'Economie Politique en Europe depuis les anciens jusqu'à nos jours (Paris: Guillaumin, 1837), x.  As White notes, “In reading such passages in Leggett (and in the writings of other Jacksonians) it is important to recognize that this is a political class analysis, not an economic or social class analysis of the Marxian variety; that is, for Leggett the relevant classes are created by exercise of the political means.”  White, “William Leggett,” 318; See Watson, Liberty and Power, 42-72 for a fuller treatment of Democratic social and political philosophy.  As will be shown below, many historians have demonstrated that this form of conflict analysis was widespread among Leggett’s Democratic contemporaries.  Watson in particular is spotless in his positioning of Leggett within this philosophical camp.  See also:  Welter, The Mind of America, 165-189.  ] 


	He asserted that the tool of government allowed a curious fight to take place to decide the question of “whether the democracy or the aristocracy shall succeed in the present struggle,” and that this battle would not cease, but rather would merely be begun anew when the formerly defeated party regained its strength.  Here Leggett referred to the coming Congressional elections of 1834 and their effects upon banking policy, but his conflict theory knew no spatial-temporal bounds.  The Jeffersonian champions of the democratic forces had once defeated the aristocratic Federalists, but the Whigs had chosen to take up the Federalist mantle and, should the heroic Jackson prevail, the villainous residuum of the Whig lines would emerge yet again.[footnoteRef:53]   [53:   White, Democratick Editorials, 242-246.] 

	With such a concept of natural, equal property rights forming the foundation of Leggett’s social conflict theory, it should come as no surprise that he was often mistaken for “a Utopian, a disciple of Fanny Wright, an agrarian, a lunatic, and a dozen other hard names.”[footnoteRef:54]  Contemporaries often attacked Leggett in such harsh and unjust ways.  As the historian Stanley Worton states, “There have probably been few editors so much maligned by contemporaries as he,” and Theodore Sedgwick wrote that “He was abused and calumniated in a manner almost unprecedented even in the annals of the American press.”[footnoteRef:55]  Even his friends--Sedgwick especially--called him impractical and excessively unrelenting.  They often discounted him as a sort of fad and attributed his success to “the fluidity of the times.”[footnoteRef:56]   [54:   Ibid. 15-18.]  [55:  Worton, “William Leggett,” 38-39, 62; Sedgwick, Political Writings, ix.]  [56:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 38-39, 62.] 

	To be sure, many Jacksonians did conceive of the world in “agrarian” class conflict terms; however, this interpretation clearly does not apply to Leggett.  Edward Pessen and Marvin Meyers have argued that Jacksonians harbored ambitions for upward mobility, and Meyers in particular has noted Leggett’s conception of true liberty as “in the first instance a negative principle:  an escape from legal privileges and controls deriving from the state for the power and profit of the few.”[footnoteRef:57]  Indeed, Meyers conveys an interpretation of the Classical Liberal conflict theory as espoused by Leggett and many of his contemporaries:  [57:   Pessen, Edward, Jacksonian America:  Society, Personality, and Politics.  (The Dorsey Press:  Homewood, Illinois, 1969), 11-37; Meyers, Marvin, The Jacksonian Persuasion, (Stanford University Press:  Stanford, 1957), 9-10, 12-23, 146.] 

From the great visible centers of private wealth and power, a web of economic and political influence reached into every community, threatened every household in the land.  Banks and corporations, with their paper mysteries, their secret hold on public men, their mask of anonymity, their legal untouchability, held invisible powers over the life of the community, greater even than their manifest controls.

Though Meyers does not consider the Jacksonians as a whole to have been classical liberals, he does indeed place Leggett in that intellectual tradition.  Such a distinction is critical in separating Leggett’s radicalism, which will be investigated below, from the Democratic mainstream.[footnoteRef:58]   [58:   Ibid. 23.  ] 

	Herbert Erskowitz and William Shade interpret Democratic thought as largely consisting of an intense, government-enabled coup in which the politically well-connected “enriched themselves at the expense of others.”  Ershkowitz and Shade further elucidate this “politics of conflict,” and correctly apply the theory to their findings.[footnoteRef:59]  John Ashworth also rejects the “agrarian” interpretation explicitly and recognizes the trend in Democratic thought to view events through the Liberty versus Power dichotomy, however the bulk of Ashworth‘s general interpretation does not apply to Leggett‘s thought.[footnoteRef:60]  [59:   Ershkowitz, Herbert, & Shade, William, “Consensus or Conflict?  Political Behavior in the State Legislatures during the Jacksonian Era,” The Journal of American History 58 (December, 1971) 618-621.]  [60:   Ashworth, John, “Agrarians & Aristocrats:” Party Political Ideology in the United States, 1837-1846, (Royal Historical Society: London, 1983), 7, 17.] 

	Leggett’s political philosophy derives entirely from his natural and equal rights philosophy as well as his classical liberal class conflict theory.  Like his fellow Jacksonians, he held a quasi-religious faith in the efficacy of the promotion of liberty through support for democratic institutions.  Kohl elaborates this point by stating that “Jacksonians sometimes compared their message to that of Christianity.”  For the Jacksonians, Heaven was not a democratic America so much as it was a free America.  Kohl notes, “The chief value of the Constitution was not its ability to regulate and guide the popular will according to certain principles, but its ability to set absolute limits on government activity.”[footnoteRef:61]  Yet, Leggett and his contemporary Jacksonians did not view democracy as an end in itself, but rather, along with political economy, an element critical to attaining the greatest liberty possible.  In his first edition of The Plaindealer, Leggett confronts his audience with his philosophy of government: [61:   Kohl, The Politics of Individualism, 48, 179.] 

In politics, the Plaindealer will be thoroughly democratic. It will be democratic not merely to the extent of the political maxim, that the majority have the right to govern; but to the extent of the moral maxim, that it is the duty of the majority so to govern as to preserve inviolate the equal rights of all…Democracy and political economy both assert the true dignity of man. They are both the natural champions of freedom, and the enemies of all restraints on the many for the benefit of the few. They both consider the people the only proper source of government, and their equal protection its only proper end; and both would confine the interference of legislation to the fewest possible objects, compatible
with the preservation of social order. They are twin-sisters, pursuing parallel paths, for the accomplishment of cognate objects.[footnoteRef:62] [62:   White, Democratick Editorials, 31-35.] 


	Leggett continued this theme of sisterhood between democracy and political economy in later writings, saying that “They are both for the largest liberty, within the bounds of social order; both are equally opposed to all special privileges and immunities; and both would leave men to manage their own affairs, in their own way so that they did not invade each others natural rights.”[footnoteRef:63]  Though Leggett firmly held democracy to be “the only principle which promises equal liberty, and equal prosperity to mankind,” he sharply qualified such beliefs.[footnoteRef:64]  In a brilliant mixing of democratic theory and antislavery rhetoric, the fiery Leggett asserted that, when the despotic will of the majority (specifically, the violent anti-abolitionists) had finally cornered the last precious defenders of natural rights, “it will be their [the minority] lives, not their liberty, they will yield, considering it better to die freemen, than live slaves to the most cruel of all despots--a despotic majority.”[footnoteRef:65]  Clearly, Leggett considered liberty and the protection of rights as the highest ends, toward the attainment of which were applied the means of democracy and the study of political economy (to better facilitate the unfortunate necessity of government).   [63:   Ibid. 35-38.]  [64:   Ibid. 49.]  [65:   Ibid. 52.] 

	He held that throughout history, those states which exhibited the highest degrees of popular governance also possessed “the most diffused happiness and prosperity, and that the happiest and most prosperous portion of their history embraced that period when their approach to the popular principle was nearest,” yet, once again, he maintains that the reason democratic states contain a happier populous is that they are better equipped to protect natural and equal rights.[footnoteRef:66]  As Meyers states, Leggett viewed the state’s role to be entirely negative.  Were that negative barrier breached, Leggett would be forced by his own reasons for maintaining the state, to disavow it.  Meyers finds that Leggett’s supporters were found not in the newly burgeoning class of businessmen, but in the ranks of “farmers, laborers, mechanics, and shopkeepers,”  and this is exactly what one would expect given Leggett’s negative philosophy of government.  For, he saw the new classes of businessmen coming into existence largely through artificial, governmental means at the expense of poorer Americans.[footnoteRef:67]  It was protecting the freedom of these preyed-upon classes which motivated Leggett rather than a blind support of democracy per se.  Unlike President Jackson, who appears to have thought that majorities could literally do no wrong, Leggett merely thought they were generally the best method to securing equal protection of rights.[footnoteRef:68]  Indeed, one cannot read Leggett without concluding that, were he to find a system better able to protect rights than democracy, he would--granted, with much persuasion necessary--accept such a position. [66:   Ibid. 166-168.]  [67:   Meyers, The Jacksonian Persuasion, 141-156;  Watson, Liberty and Power, 42-72.]  [68:   Watson, Liberty and Power, 10.] 

	Accordingly, Leggett’s economic philosophy was of virtually unqualified laissez-faire.  In the words of Marvin Meyers, “There have been plenty of radical libertarians in the American past, but none, I think, surpasses William Leggett as an unconditional, almost obsessive advocate of laissez-faire.”[footnoteRef:69]  Leggett’s intellectual tradition of political economy, as discussed above, would indicate such a position; however, Leggett often ventured into not merely the realm of the unpopular or the politically improbable, but also the virtually unheard of.  His somewhat crude, proto-praxeological method of a priori deduction  resulted in some of the most sophisticated policy proposals of the period.  His viscerally logical extension of philosophical first principles propelled him to a level of almost iron-clad consistency.   [69:   Ibid. 141.] 

	Because of this consistency, William Leggett often had to respond to the charge that his ideas were impracticable though they may be sound in theory.  Thus, in one of his most theoretically important editorials, Leggett propounded the claim so familiar to a priori reasoners that “There is no such thing, in morals or politicks [sic]…as impracticable truths.”[footnoteRef:70]  Further, he declared that “What is wrong in principle must continue to be wrong to the end of time, however sanctioned by custom.”[footnoteRef:71] Ever fond of Jean-Baptiste Say, Leggett quotes him as saying: [70:   White, Democratick Editorials, 165.]  [71:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 117.] 

Nothing can be more idle than the opposition of theory to practice. What is theory, if it be not a knowledge of the laws which connect effects with their causes, or facts with facts?
And who can be better acquainted with facts, than the theorist who surveys them under all their aspects, and comprehends their relation to each other? And what is practice without
theory, but the employment of means without knowing how or why they act?"[footnoteRef:72] [72:   Ibid.] 


This is a proposition with which Leggett wholeheartedly agreed, and a sentiment upon which he erected his entire policy proposal edifice.  
	Leggett’s work on political economy is focused, in accordance with his social theory, on the granting of special privileges to private interests resulting in monopolistic enterprises as well as state-operated monopolistic enterprises.  Practically every topic on which he speaks is in some way related to this problem (with the notable exception of slavery and abolitionism).  Accordingly, he was opposed to grants of incorporation as undue restrictions of property rights and asserted that “the system ought to be abandoned as soon as possible, as utterly at war with the rights of the people at large.”[footnoteRef:73]  The 1811 New York State general incorporation law allowed “manufacturing concerns capitalized for less than $100,000,” to operate without exclusionary grants, but practically all other corporate enterprises required a special grant of incorporation from the state legislature, and, therefore, ferries, railroads, turnpike roads, banks, and even bridges enjoyed monopolistic privileges as they were protected from competition by the guiding hand of the state.[footnoteRef:74]   [73:   White, Democratick Editorials, 12.]  [74:   Hofstadter, “William Leggett” 587.] 

	“Special legislation,” by which Leggett meant partial incorporation laws, 
degrades politics into a mere scramble for rewards obtained by a violation of the equal rights of the people; it perverts the holy sentiment of patriotism; induces a feverish avidity for sudden wealth; fosters a spirit of wild and dishonest speculation; withdraws industry from its accustomed channels of useful occupation; confounds the established distinctions between virtue and vice, honour [sic] and shame, respectability and degradation; pampers luxury; and leads to intemperance, dissipation, and profligacy, in a thousand forms.[footnoteRef:75] [75:   Ibid. 58.] 


His solution to the monopoly problem was, naturally, to maintain a limited government with a real general incorporation law--a law which would enable anyone who so wished to enjoy the benefits of corporate enterprise.  For it was through the privilege-granting powers assumed by the state that the aristocratic segment of society, which possessed little to no justly-held wealth of its own, was able to manipulate and expropriate the property and production of the laborers.[footnoteRef:76] [76:   White, Democratick Editorials, 246- 249.] 

	On the topic of internal improvements, Leggett was extraordinarily free market-oriented.  He contends that all government-funded internal improvements projects are wrong for many reasons.  He states that they improperly use the people’s tax money, promote private interests with public money, create monopolists with the special privilege of building said improvement, and promote malinvestment coupled with over consumption, leading to a boom-bust sequence.[footnoteRef:77] He excoriates the “Monopoly Democrats” as being  [77:   Ibid. 277-283, 293-295.] 

against exclusive privileges as monopolies, but in favour of them as means of effecting ‘great objects of public utility,’ ‘developing vast resources,’  ‘stimulating industry,’ and so forth, which is only a repetition of the stale cant which has been used, time out of mind, by those who desired to cheat the people out of their rights for their own selfish ends.

He even extended this anti-monopoly argument to encompass a strong opposition to prison labor and state standardized weights and measures, keenly aware that “There is no inspector of yardsticks; and yet we doubt very much if people who buy by the yard do not generally contrive to get good measure.”  In response to the criticism that Leggett‘s proposed removal of government stimulants to improvements would result in capital shortages for such projects, Leggett exhorted his readers, “let no man suppose that the progress of improvement would be retarded by such a withdrawal…It would only be changing the hot-bed system to the system of nature and reason.  It would be discontinuing the force-pump method, by which we now seek to make water flow up hill, and leaving it to flow in its own natural channels.”[footnoteRef:78]  If the market demanded such improvements, the market would provide them. [78:   Ibid. 307, 346.] 

	Undoubtedly, much of the historical categorization of Leggett as an “agrarian” arises out of such ideas; however, this is a mistake.  Glyndon Van Deusen and Marvin Meyers accuse the hard-money Jacksonians and the Locofocos as being carte blanche anti-bank, which mistakes the point entirely.[footnoteRef:79]  Leggett (and, by extension, many--if not most--of the hard money Jacksonians and the Locofocos) was not anti-bank, anti-commerce, anti-industry, or anti-property, but rather was anti-artificial privilege.  As Lawrence White so poignantly reminds historians with such a bias, “When Leggett argues for a general incorporation law as a means of ‘leaving capital to flow in its natural channels, and enterprise to regulate its own pursuits,’ it is difficult to read in this an underlying hostility to commercial progress.”[footnoteRef:80]   [79:   Van Deusen, Glyndon, The Jacksonian Era, 1828-1848, (Harper & Brothers:  New York, 1959) 48-63; Meyers, The Jacksonian Persuasion, 154.]  [80:   White, “William Leggett,” 313; White, Democratick Editorials, 342.  ] 

	More recently, Sean Wilentz has stated that the “Hardy-money men,” Leggett among them, “rejected the idea of a commercial system run wholly by and foremost for capitalists,” (presumably Wilentz is here speaking of free-market capitalism, though it is not explicitly recognized as such) and “favored a…more modulated commercial system partially regulated by a democratically elected federal government.”[footnoteRef:81]  While this may indeed have been true for less theoretically-inclined Democrats such as Thomas Hart Benton, Leggett’s position is quite clear.  He favored the complete severance of government and banking in all respects.  He supported an entirely free market in banking with neither government regulation nor protection nor any support or involvement whatsoever.  He positioned himself firmly in the laissez-faire tradition.  Leggett states:  “We wish neither to pull down the rich, nor to bolster them up by partial laws, beneficial to them alone, and injurious to all besides…All we desire is that the property of the rich may be placed on the same footing with the labours of the poor.”[footnoteRef:82]  This can hardly be read as hostility to wealthy capitalists, but rather as a declaration for unqualified laissez-faire.  Indeed, it was Leggett’s conception of an economic system based upon respect for property rights and the rational allocation of resources endemic to such a system as well as his belief that government involvement in the economy could only produce negative results which drove his deep, guttural, and unsubsiding hatred  for that master of all monopolies, the Second Bank of the United States.   [81:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 440.]  [82:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 78.] 

	Leggett was at his most vociferous and prolific when attacking Biddle’s Bank.  The nexus of the entire Jackson movement was the Bank War.  It gave shape, style, and character to the Democracy and allowed a clear delineation of who was a Democrat and who was a Whig.  Were one to read Leggett exclusively, however, one would hardly think that the Whigs were the most dangerous of political enemies.   Leggett routinely denounced the “Bank Democrats” and “Monopoly Democrats,” those who voted in favor of state bank incorporations.[footnoteRef:83]   He found these enemies from within to be the most subversive, untrustworthy politicians of all, and hard-money stalwarts like Leggett did all they could to oust these so-called Democrats.[footnoteRef:84]  At least the Whigs, Leggett thought, were honest about their intentions to subject Americans to the yoke of aristocracy.  These treacherous “Democrats” couched their votes in terms of the same equal rights and prosperity through property as did Leggett, constituting a very dangerous threat indeed.  Only by 1837, when Leggett‘s influence on national policy had reached its peak, represented in the Independent Treasury and the ultraist hard-money policies of the Van Buren administration, did this pattern begin to change.  With the Panics of 1837 and 1839, Democratic orthodoxy had been established and the bullionists had won.[footnoteRef:85] [83:   Ibid. 158-163, 176-180.]  [84:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 397-398.]  [85:   Once again, Ershkowitz and Shade’s excellent study of voting behavior at the state level is illustrative of this divide within the democratic party.  Only in the votes cast during and after 1837 did the Democrat-Whig enmity on the banking issue at the state level truly become distinctive.  Prior to 1837, the percentage of votes in favor of banking interests in the states studied was far closer to being even than after 1837, the year when Leggett’s subtreasury plan gained wide-spread political support. Ershkowitz & Shade, “Consensus or Conflict?” 600.] 

	Leggett found two distinct evils inherent in the American banking system:  monopolization and inflation.[footnoteRef:86]  His discussion of the bank monopoly follows the same patterns of his discussion of all other monopolies and, therefore, does not need to be reiterated, though his findings regarding inflation are quite striking.  He considers deflation to be no more dangerous than inflation.  Using the experience of the Panic of 1819, Leggett fully developed a business cycle theory based upon unsustainable monetary inflation and the resulting overinvestment and overconsumption as a result of fractional reserve and central banking.[footnoteRef:87]  To Leggett, Nicholas Biddle retained much, though by no means most, of the blameworthiness for such business revulsions as were endemic to the monopolistic American financial system.[footnoteRef:88]  Leggett was more severe in his criticism of state banks than the Bank of the United States, stating that he would prefer the evil of one central bank to a proliferation of evil state banks, one Monster to many.[footnoteRef:89]  Therefore, he was opposed to Jackson’s distribution of government deposits into state banks.  This, he said, would serve merely to deepen the coming economic turmoil.[footnoteRef:90] [86:   Ibid. 74-83.]  [87:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 22-24.]  [88:   White, Democratick Editorials, 112-115.]  [89:   Ibid. 176-180.]  [90:   Ibid. 119-126.] 

	Leggett’s exposition of the business cycle was particularly in-depth.  Beginning with the a priori truth that the greater the quantity of a good, the lower the trade value will tend to be and, therefore, the lower the purchasing power of the good, Leggett argued that boom-inducing increases in the supply of money as a result of the monopolistic and fraudulent fractional reserve banking privileges would lead to rising prices.  The rise in dollar prices would lead to an increase in the sale of foreign goods resulting in specie outflows, thereby lowering specie reserves and prompting the bust as banks, now with more paper than specie on hand, would curtail their credit expansion.  During the curtailment, the precipitous drop in prices and unemployment expose the malinvestment (such as that in internal improvements and western settlement) incurred during the artificial boom.  
	Leggett was quick to note the tremendous moral hazard created by government involvement in banking.[footnoteRef:91]  The artificial credit expansion made “the whole business of the country…stimulated into unnatural and unsalutary activity.”[footnoteRef:92]  Because the newly-created money was used first by the investor class, Leggett argued, this class enjoyed a higher value money than did the workers who received the money later, when its purchasing power had been reduced through inflation.  This served as a tremendous transfer of wealth from the poor and middle classes to the wealthy.   [91:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 41, 102, 248-252.]  [92:   White, Democratick Editorials, 63-70.] 

	As discussed above, however, Leggett always viewed such conflicting interests through the Liberty-versus-Power struggle, noting that only the monopolizing power of government can result in such an injustice.[footnoteRef:93]  Interestingly, Leggett’s keen insight allowed him to anticipate the brilliant revisionist work of economic historian Peter Temin which demonstrates the importance of British specie holdings in the United States, the removal of which (following from low discounts offered by the Bank of England) arrested the inflationary boom of the 1830s and precipitated the bust, and stresses changes in the cotton price.[footnoteRef:94]  Leggett’s solution to the inherently unstable American banking system, then, was a complete severance of the “Connextion of State with Banking.”  “Church and State,” he said, “has an evil sound; but Bank and State grates more harshly on our ears.”[footnoteRef:95] [93:   White, Democratick Editorials, 83-86.  Leggett cannot be counted among the enemies of credit per se:  “We are unwilling to see it cramped by arbitrary restrictions…we would have it, like the sunshine and dew of heaven, to dispense its blessings equally upon all.”  In the same selection, he defends usury by saying that, like all other legitimate avenues of enterprise, the market should determine the proper price of money.  Ibid. 180-185.]  [94:   See:  Temin, Peter, The Jacksonian Economy, (W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.:  New York, 1969).  For an overview of the historiography of this cliometric approach to the Jacksonian economy, see Hummel, Jeffrey Rogers, “The Jacksonians, Banking, and Economy Theory:  A Reinterpretation,” The Journal of Libertarian Studies 2, No. 2, 151-165.  White, Democratick Editorials, 115-119.]  [95:   White, Democratick Editorials, 119-126.  This is quite a powerful statement when the reader considers how strongly Leggett opposed the Church-State relationship.  In fact, he went so far as to condemn the governor of New York for proclaiming the holiday of Thanksgiving, stating that such a distinction was only fit to be made by religious leaders and had no business being drawn in the realm of the secular.  Ibid. 327-332.] 

	To this effect, Leggett went to the radical extreme of advocating private coinage.[footnoteRef:96] It may seem counterintuitive, at first, to solve the problem of rampant inflation by extending the printing privileges to all who wish to print their own moneys; however, Leggett’s argument in favor of private coinage was, as was everything else he wrote, steeped in the philosophy of laissez-faire.  He recognized that the competition principle (in conjunction with Gresham’s Law) would ensure that only the best, and therefore, most stable, currencies would be accepted, and it was not necessary for government to enforce the issuance and acceptance of a certain money.  Leggett’s own exposition of his free trade principles applied to coinage was characteristically expressed as follows: [96:   As White notes, “Leggett must be counted among the earliest political economists to extend free-trade logic to coinage,” and “perhaps the only writer to call for private coinage earlier was Thomas Hodgskin.”  White, “William Leggett,” 316-317.] 

The laws of language are not established by Congress or any other body of delegated powers…What is it then sustains the language in its purity, fixes the meaning of words, and enables us to give to expression a precise and unchangeable import?  Every man is at full liberty to be as unintelligible as he pleases…What restrains him from doing so?  The necessities of social intercourse:  the mutual advantage which all men find in promoting the general convenience.  The necessities of commercial intercourse, and the mutual advantage which all men would find in promoting the general convenience in matters of traffick [sic], would lead, we think, to as certain and desirable results in regard to money, as in regard to language.[footnoteRef:97] [97:   White, Democratick Editorials, 105-109.] 


	One of the more initially odd and counterintuitive positions Leggett defends is that which he refers to as “The True Theory of Taxation.”[footnoteRef:98]  Though certainly a libertarian by the standards of any age, he was a vehement supporter of what is commonly considered one of the least libertarian tools under the command of government:  direct taxation.  He unshakingly opposed indirect taxation for many reasons.  He held the system to be adverse to the doctrine of equal rights as it did not tax people evenly.  He proclaimed one’s tax burden under a scheme of indirect taxation to be utterly incalculable, whereas direct taxation was “open and honest.”[footnoteRef:99]  The “True Theory of Taxation” would enable the government to eliminate all tariffs as the means of obtaining revenue and, as a result, free trade would flourish and America with it.[footnoteRef:100]  A direct tax would eliminate many, if not most, forms of corporate welfare via protectionism.[footnoteRef:101]  Under indirect taxation, Leggett asserted, government became independent of its citizens as it did not depend upon them for revenues and did not have to directly approach them with the request.  This ability to further externalize the costs of government greatly weakened the people and strengthened the government accordingly.[footnoteRef:102]  Perhaps the best effect of direct taxation, Leggett held, was that there would no longer be a need for customs agents, such as his felonious nemesis, Samuel Swartwout.[footnoteRef:103]  In what is one of Leggett’s most humorous musings, he wholeheartedly states that “We should be glad to see the custom-house swept off into the sea, and the whole army of collectors, surveyors, tide-waiters, and lick-spittles, of various denominations, swept off with it--or at least compelled to resort to some other method of obtaining a livelihood.”[footnoteRef:104] [98:   Ibid. 38.  ]  [99:   Ibid. 21-24.]  [100:   He did, however, allow for a small protective tariff at an even rate for all goods if the revenues from direct taxation proved insufficient for the needs of the polity.  Though, if the rest of Leggett’s policy proscriptions were carried out in addition to those on taxation, one can hardly imagine such a situation arising under normal peacetime conditions.]  [101:   Ibid.  38-42, 367-370.]  [102:   Ibid. 21-24.]  [103:   It was widely known that Swartwout thwarted Leggett’s likely nomination to the Democratic ticket for Congress by using his extensive network of party connections in the wake of Leggett’s criticism of the Democrats during the abolition mails controversy.  Worton, “William Leggett,” 29-30.]  [104:   White, Democratick Editorials, 21-24, 322-324.] 

	Leggett was forcefully opposed to government procurement of  “public goods,” such as ferries, docks, wharves, piers, pauper asylums, the post office, and public schools (at the national and state levels).  As usual, his arguments on these subjects flow directly from his premise of equal rights; however, in the cases of pauper asylums and public schools, he takes decidedly inconsistent stands.
	Regarding docks, wharves, and piers, Leggett proclaimed that “There is no greater reason why the docks and slips should be the property of the city government…than why the store houses and dwelling houses should…be under the municipal control.”  He found such municipal ownership to result in political corruption, further alienation of the people from their government, and violations of the laws of trade.  He believed that “no code of municipal laws can ever answer the purposes of trade as well as its own laws,” and that with municipal ownership, “there will be favouritism [sic] and partiality in the arrangement…and business will be forced from its natural direction to suit the views of speculators, or to gratify the demands of sectional rapacity.”[footnoteRef:105]  As if to directly counter Worton, who frequently complains of Leggett’s supposed lack of recommendations to fix the policy problems he saw,[footnoteRef:106] Leggett stated that “It would…be a wise measure of publick [sic] policy, for the corporation [municipality] to dispossess itself of all property in the docks and slips, selling them to the highest bidder, with perhaps a preemption right to the owners of the contiguous lots.”[footnoteRef:107] 	 [105:   Ibid. 332-333.]  [106:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 187, 353-354.  Worton does not consider that in almost all cases of problems with prevailing practices Leggett recognizes, his solutions are to remove the institutional constraints on the market and replace them with nothing.  Because Leggett’s philosophy of government was negative rather than positive, Leggett would prefer solutions which eliminate the function(s) of government which, in his view, caused the problems.  He rarely suggests positive actions to alleviate perceived problems.  It is not surprising, however, that an historian who maintains that “it is government, in the long view of things, that creates property,” would commit such a confusion.  Ibid. 172.]  [107:   White, Democratick Editorials, 333.  ] 

	Leggett, like the late-antebellum libertarian theorist and jurist, Lysander Spooner, opposed state ownership and control of post offices, charging it to be monopolistic (Spooner  established his own private post office and was quickly shut down) and wildly inefficient.[footnoteRef:108]  Leggett criticized the government post office as, yet again, leading to massive political corruption and the expansion of government power.  Though a critic of the franking privilege, Leggett noted, “at the hazard of giving a new occasion for the charge of ultraism against this journal…the source of evils in our Post-office system lies far too deep to be reached by any regulation of the franking privilege, or even by its total abolition.”  Only a constitutional amendment permanently severing all government involvement in the postal service would result in a pure, efficient system of postal delivery.[footnoteRef:109]  The political backlash to his infamous denunciation of Amos Kendall and the censorship of abolitionists mailings only encouraged Leggett in his opposition to this particular monopoly.[footnoteRef:110]  Echoing Whig critics of executive power[footnoteRef:111], he began to criticize the appointment powers of the president as too great, saying that far too many people in control of Americans’ communications were appointed by this single individual.  He queried, “Can any one be so blind as not to perceive…that this is a monstrous power, at all times susceptible of being exerted, with the most dangerous effect, for the advancement of objects hostile to the true interests of the people?”[footnoteRef:112] [108:   For more on Spooner, see:  Smith, George H. ed, The Lysander Spooner Reader, (Fox & Wilkes:  New York, 1992).]  [109:   White, Democratick Editorials, 304-307.]  [110:   Ibid. 197-199.]  [111:   Watson, Liberty and Power, 211.]  [112:   Ibid. 362-367.] 

	In stating his case in opposition to “the ferry monopoly,” Leggett provides insight not merely into his further extension of laissez-faire principles, but, far more importantly, knowledge of both what Leggett thought of himself and what he thought of his (self-avowedly) laissez-faire contemporaries.[footnoteRef:113]  Leggett certainly opposed ferry monopolies on the same grounds as he opposed all other monopolies, yet his contemporaries did not.[footnoteRef:114]  On October 10, 1835, he enlightened his readers to the fact that the American had recently expressed a desire to see the municipality apply tax revenues to the creation and maintenance of “free ferries.”[footnoteRef:115]  Leggett also informed his readers that “the epithet agrarian, which the American has sometimes applied to this journal, was never so much deserved by any political theory we have advanced, as it is by that paper for the projects referred to.”  Here he defines an agrarian as one who harbors a desire to “throw down the boundaries of private right, and make a new and arbitrary division of property.”  He further holds that “Of our own political doctrines we can truly say that they are in every feature the very opposite of agrarianism.  They rest, indeed, on the basis of inviolable respect for private right.”  He then mounts an intellectual attack upon the Constitutional edifice of such suggestions, the power of eminent domain, as being “in its nature…agrarian.”  His attack, however, does not stop there.  He exhorts the American:   [113:   The history of ferry monopolies in Jacksonian New York is surely a fascinating one; however, it cannot be dealt with here.  For a fantastic and concise account of the ferry monopoly controversy, see Folsom, Burton, The Myth of the Robber Barons:  A New Look at the Rise of Big Business in America, (Young America’s Foundation:  Herndon, 2007), 1-15 on Commodore Vanderbilt, the man the Evening Post called “the greatest practical anti-monopolist in the country.”]  [114:   White, Democratick Editorials, 301-304.]  [115:   They also proposed “free carriages.”] 

If free ferries are of advantage, why would not free markets be also?  And free warehouses?  And free dwelling houses?  And free packet ships?  And in short free from every thing?  The arguments by which alone the American can support its theory of free ferries, are equally pertinent and cogent in defence [sic] of a literal commonwealth.  Who would have thought to see the American turn so ultra an agrarian?[footnoteRef:116] [116:   White, Democratick Editorials, 324-327.  Elsewhere, Leggett responds to the charge of “agrarianism” by accepting it as a badge of honor.  In this case, however, Leggett defines an agrarian as holding “an opposition to all partial and exclusive legislation…bounties, protections, incorporations, and perpetuities of all kinds.”  This definition in no way nullifies the statements quoted above or the assertions the author has drawn from them, and indeed, even in this instance of accepting the badge of “agrarianism,” Leggett does so while mocking those who use the term and again denies any sort of opposition to justly held property rights.] 


	Schools and pauper asylums, as noted, are two topics on which Leggett is most certainly not consistent, though his support of public schools put him in the rare position of agreeing with the vast majority of his contemporaries on a given subject.[footnoteRef:117]  In both cases, he makes clear that neither should be provided for at the state, much less the national, level.  Rather, he insists that, if they are desired by the populous, each be handled at the local level.[footnoteRef:118]  Leggett held that “compulsory charity,” in the case of pauper asylums, was entirely inconsistent with property rights, and that “We [Americans] are for doing everything by law; and the consequence is that hardly anything is done well.”[footnoteRef:119]  Despite this rhetoric, his willingness to see local governments maintain such institutions is just as contrary to property rights as the crusades of Dorothea Dix.  Regarding education, Leggett opposed the creation of incorporated public universities such as West Point.[footnoteRef:120]  He denounced the New York legislature for their intentions to create a state Board of Education in 1835 as an encroachment upon the rights of local communities.[footnoteRef:121]  His unwavering support of local public education, however, just like his toleration of local pauper asylums, represent significant deviations from his persistent laissez-faire philosophy.  Leggett finds that poor laws, for example, create only more poverty, and yet he does not think that public education would create more ignorance.  Education is a topic which Leggett, quite uncharacteristically, does not submit to the self-regulation of the market.[footnoteRef:122] [117:   Welter, The Mind of America, 276-297.]  [118:   Ibid. 289-292.]  [119:   Ibid. 271-274.]  [120:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 129-130.]  [121:   Ibid. 184-185.]  [122:   White, Democratick Editorials, 290-291.] 

	Another case of monopoly to which Leggett was--though, equivocally--opposed, was the monopoly on ideas created by copyrights.[footnoteRef:123]  He begins his discussion by conceding the Lockean point that exterior proprietary rights are extensions of natural right and that everyone has a natural right in that property which he/she has justly acquired and incorporated into his/her ultimate goals--the classical homesteading argument.[footnoteRef:124]  Leggett makes several points of particular interest.  First, he makes clear that he thinks that the elimination of copyright privileges would result in a prolific flood of inventions and artistic creation as a result of increased competition and sharing of ideas.  He also believes that this proliferation, creating a mass of material to publish and produce, would result in a much greater and widespread sharing of information.  After all, “The great good which the invention of printing originally effected, was to diffuse literature, and make books accessible to myriads, who were precluded from them before, by reason of the enormous prices at which manuscript copies were sold.”[footnoteRef:125] [123:  Although Leggett appears to have been far from certain about his initial opinions on domestic copyright, according to Theodore Sedgwick, “he at all times opposed the introduction of an international copyright law.”  Sedgwick, Political Writings, viii.  For an example of his initial support of domestic copyright, see Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 88-90.]  [124:   It should be noted that Leggett is initially opposed to this Lockean position.  He begins this editorial stating that “The whole questions of the propriety of…a copyright law…resolves itself…into the enquiry whether such a regulation would promote the greatest good of the greatest number.  This is the principle which we conceive constitutes the basis of the most important rights of property.  They are artificial rights, not rights of nature.”  In his final two copyright editorials--and, indeed in this editorial after he “concedes” the Lockean homesteading theory--however, Leggett changes his position and speaks of natural rights as the only legitimate rights, denouncing those created by fiat as no rights at all.  White, Democratick Editorials, 391-405. ]  [125:   Ibid. 394.] 

	When Leggett is called upon to defend his position on literary property, he retreats from his initial utilitarian ground for that of natural rights, his position of greatest consistency and clarity.  Forced to reexamine his opinions, Leggett quickly realizes that the utilitarian principle is not necessary even in this case, as the concept of natural rights is more than apt to flesh out his perspective with perfectly consistent logical progression.  Thus, in stating that copyright law “has no foundation in natural right, and is prejudicial to ‘the greatest good of the greatest number,’” Leggett subordinates utilitarianism to his default philosophy, Jeffersonian rights theory.[footnoteRef:126]  His challenger asks, do not authors possess a natural right in the products of their labor, which happens to take the form of books, poems, paintings, and similar objects?   Leggett answers that “an author has an exclusive natural right of property in his manuscript,”--the physical product--but “The mental process by which he contrived those results are not, and cannot properly be rendered, exclusive property.”  He lists the “innumerable difficulties” in maintaining a position of natural right in “incorporeal property:” [126:   Ibid. 397.] 

The question first…arises, where does this exclusive right of property in ideas commence?  The limits…of incorporeal property are vague and indefinite and subject to continual dispute.  The rights…of incorporeal property may obviously give rise to conflicting claims, all equally well founded…How many ideas must be joined together before they constitute a property?[footnoteRef:127] [127:   Ibid. 399-400.] 


	Leggett further shows his opposition to a utilitarian justification for copyright[footnoteRef:128] and finds that even if one seeks to use this argument, he can refute it:  “we think we should have no great difficulty in showing that the general welfare would be advanced by abolishing the principle of exclusive property in written compositions.”[footnoteRef:129]  This editorial, perhaps greater than any other, shows Leggett as truly set apart from his often vacillating contemporaries.  He asserts his dedication to the preservation of property rights, free markets, and non-interventionism in the economy.  He precludes himself from the “Agrarians and Aristocrats” dichotomy drawn by Ashworth and shows himself to be truly different.  The interpretations of Leggett drawn by Degler and Worton are also rendered moot in the wake of such an article.  All three historians contend that despite Leggett’s rhetoric, the reality of his philosophy of political economy would have led to the total dismemberment of private property in the United States as a result of implementing stagnant Enlightenment policies no longer relevant to an era of such innovation and growth.[footnoteRef:130]    [128:   He states that “[If] the author has a natural right of property in the products of his intellectual labor, it ought to be acknowledged…If, on the other hand, his right is derived from a law founded on views of expediency, instead of the principles of natural justice, we revert to our first position, that the greatest good of the greatest number would be more effectually promoted by the total abrogation of copyright property…Let the claim of natural right be established, and we should be among the last to invade it; but concede that the question rests on any other basis,” and he can refute the claim.  This indicates that Leggett’s prime concern, the concern guiding his philosophical approach to the issue, is whether a natural rights claim can be made in defense of copyright.  Leggett appears to be inviting argument on both sides of the issue yet attempting to make clear that he finds the existence of natural rights to be the object of paramount concern.  Ibid. 404-405.  Leggett stated that “all is well that ends well or that it is right to do evil in the first instance, that good may follow…are principles which ought never to be countenanced in [his] system of political ethics.”  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 265. Elsewhere, Leggett refers to the utilitarian principle that the ends justify the means as an “odious maxim.”  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 135.  Also see Ibid. 291.  This interpretation is in direct contradiction to White, who believes that this is an instance in which Leggett finds the natural rights philosophy without an answer to the dilemma and is forced to weigh the decision using the utilitarian calculus.  White, “William Leggett,” 322-323.]  [129:   White, Democratick Editorials, 405.]  [130:   Ashworth, “Agrarians & Aristocrats,” 7, 17; Degler, “The Locofocos,” 333; Worton, “William Leggett,” 111.] 

	By far, the topic on which Leggett’s thought evolved from a more common, less theoretically-refined position to one brimming with logical elegance--the position which gained him an “excommunication” from the Democratic Party--was that of slavery and abolitionism.  Leggett appears to have never been a racist and never to have set the rights of blacks on any ground less secure than those of whites.  Indeed, in his short story “The Squatter:  A Tale of Illinois” in Leisure Hours at Sea, Leggett’s black protagonist, Mungo, is cast as far more intelligent and clever than his white counterparts.[footnoteRef:131] One of his earliest editorials on the subject of slavery denounces local whites for orchestrating an anti-immediatist riot at the Chatham Street chapel and even urged terribly strict crowd control measures to prevent further harm to the abolitionists and freemen within the city.[footnoteRef:132]  At this point (8 July, 1834), Leggett was not an abolitionist and, as Wilentz states, was a “forthright opponent of those he called the ‘fanatical’ abolitionists.” Yet, he did uphold the equal rights of blacks and the rights of immediatists, saying “We are aware that we are taking the unpopular side of this question; but satisfied that it is the just one, we are not to be deterred by any such consideration.”[footnoteRef:133]  Early in his career, Leggett held the common position that slavery was tolerable because, were the slaves to be freed, they would assuredly flood northern labor markets and exclude whites from jobs.[footnoteRef:134]  His intellectual position began to change, however, at the critical point alluded to above:  Amos Kendall’s refusal to order a cessation to censorship of the abolitionist mails.  	 [131:   Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery, 19.]  [132:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 36.]  [133:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 885; White, Democratick Editorials, 191-192.  ]  [134:   Ibid. 193-196.  Leggett is here displaying his ignorance of Say’s Law of Markets. As Rothbard states the implications of Say’s Law, “Since, apart from the Garden of Eden, production always falls short of man’s wants, this means that there is no need to worry about any lack of consumption.”  Rothbard, History of Economic Thought, 2: 27-40.  It is surprising, given Leggett’s high esteem for Say, that he would not apply such a fundamental economic precept to the labor market, but this early editorial demonstrates that Leggett was not immune to the racist biases of his day.  ] 

	In 1835, the American Anti-Slavery Society began flooding the postal system with immediatist literature which began to be censored by Charleston, South Carolina postmaster, Alfred Huger.  Caught between conflicting obligation to the general government to deliver the mail and the state government to prevent “incendiary” publications, Huger sought the guidance of Postmaster General Amos Kendall.  Kendall, claiming that he could not position himself on either side, began by doing nothing and allowing the South Carolinians to burn undelivered abolitionist mail.  As passions became further inflamed against the abolitionists, Kendall decided upon a policy of censorship which quickly became Democratic orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:135] Leggett viscerally attacked this policy as a gross abuse of government power saying “If the Government once begins to discriminate as to what is orthodox and what heterodox in opinion, what is safe and what is unsafe in its tendency, farewell, a long farewell to our freedom.”[footnoteRef:136] [135:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 410-411.]  [136:   Ibid. 198-199.] 

	It was speaking out against the artificial containment of abolitionism that gained Leggett his booting from the Democratic party and, in many respects, his greatest notoriety.[footnoteRef:137]  Writing against such policies as the mail censorship inspired the Washington Globe to directly target Leggett and he was soon “publicly read out of the party by the New York County Democratic organization.”  Further, Democratic partisans even “forced Bryant to cut Leggett loose from his financial share of the Post by withdrawing all government patronage from the paper, a move that threatened it with bankruptcy.”  Such deplorable acts of viciousness only incensed Leggett’s pen further. [137:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 246-253.] 

	Shortly after this “excommunication,” Leggett received a collection of abolitionist literature from abolitionist readers, and he immediately absorbed and incorporated it into his own thought.  As any good Socratic would do, Leggett compared the position and arguments of the abolitionists with his own premises and found them to be entirely in agreement, concluding:  “slavery is an opprobrium and a curse, a monstrous and crying evil, in whatever light it is viewed.”[footnoteRef:138]  Though by September, 1835 Leggett was not an immediatist (he found such measures impolitic) he supported the enfranchisement of freedmen, a truly radical notion.[footnoteRef:139] [138:   White, Democratick Editorials, 201-204.  Leggett’s abolitionist contacts were left anonymous.]  [139:   Ibid. 207.] 

	Leggett then turned the barrel of his explosive pen toward the Union.  In a dazzling display of consistency and logical rigor, Leggett proclaimed that “If…the political union of these states is only to be preserved by yielding to the claims set up by the south…if we can hope to maintain our fraternal connexion with our brothers…only by dismissing all hope of ultimate freedom to the slave; let the compact be dissolved rather than submit to such dishonourable, such inhuman terms for its preservation.”[footnoteRef:140]  By 1837, his position had become only more fervent.  By then he considered “abolitionist” to be “a title of honour.”  He found there to be no “truer or loftier [devotee] to the great cause of human emancipation,” than the abolitionist.  To the great end of respect for the equal rights of all, Leggett asserted that,  “We cannot give up Freedom for the sake of the Union…No!  rather let it be hewed to pieces, limb by limb, than, by dishonourable compromise, obtain a short renewal of the lease of life, to be dragged out in servitude and chains.”[footnoteRef:141]  He violently broke with Van Buren, calling him dictatorial for his preemptive refusal to sign into law any bills abolishing slavery within the jurisdiction of the Congress.[footnoteRef:142]  He claimed that “‘Evil, be thou my good,’ is the exclamation of Mr. Calhoun.”[footnoteRef:143] [140:   Ibid. 211.]  [141:   Ibid. 212-218.]  [142:   Ibid. 221-223.]  [143:   Ibid. 225.] 

	Leggett’s abolitionism was at its most vituperative and radical at the end of his life.  By 29 July, 1837, Leggett’s editorial “Abolition Insolence,” represented the most radical position on the issue he had yet taken.  Not only did he say that “The oppression which our fathers suffered from Great Britain was nothing in comparison with that which the negroes experience at the hands of the slaveholders,” but he claimed that “We confess, with the keenest mortification and chagrin, that the banner of our country is the emblem, not of justice and freedom, but of oppression.”  Showing no mercy, he lambasted the mass of his fellow countrymen, saying “Every American who, in any way, authorizes or countenances slavery, is derelict in his duty as a Christian, a patriot, and a man.”[footnoteRef:144] Here he shows progression from the already radical wish that the Union be severed as a means of ending slavery to the  position of refusal to aid or support the putting down of slave revolts:   [144:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 329.] 

should the oppressed bondsmen, impatient of the tardy progress of truth urged only in discussion, attempt to burst their chains by a more violent and shorter process, they should never encounter our arm, nor hear our voice, in the ranks of their opponents; and whatever commiseration we might feel for the discomfiture of the oppressors, we should pray that the battle might end in giving freedom to the oppressed.

He did not take this position to be in any way dangerous to liberty or equal rights.  As he reminded his readers, “The obligations of citizenship are strong, but those of justice, humanity and religion stronger.”[footnoteRef:145]  In this short period, Leggett constructed an antislavery position adopted by a small and highly radical group of abolitionist disunionists like Ezra Gannett, Philip Cleland, Wendall Phillips, Samuel Hammond, and the Syracuse abolitionists.[footnoteRef:146] [145:   Sedgwick, Political Writings, 228-230.]  [146:   Welter, The Mind of America, 336-337, 344, 362.] 

	The slavery question was that which set Leggett apart from both his Democratic   and Whig contemporaries more than any other.  Significantly, while Whig abolitionists generally supported abolition on moralistic, religious grounds, Leggett’s opposition to the peculiar institution was purely rights-based.[footnoteRef:147]  He was far more radical and grave when discussing slavery than any other topic largely because it was such a critical issue of principle to him.  Democrats rarely followed Leggettian principles when examining the issue of slavery.  As Jonathan Earle states, antislavery Democrats like Leggett “were both isolated and rare.”  Indeed, it is even Earle’s contention that not only did Leggett’s brand of antislavery match the most fervent of the Democrats, but “it took him beyond the stance of most Garrisonians to a passionate advocacy of racial equality.”[footnoteRef:148]     [147:  Ibid., 336.]  [148:   Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery, 17-19.] 

	Leggett’s true place among the people of his age can only be found when the above positions and assertions are situated within the Democrat-Whig dichotomy.  Leggett’s own views on party politics showed significant change over time.  At the beginning of his career, he showed the sure signs of a party man.  In 1834, he routinely rushed to the defense of Andrew Jackson, parrying the charge of supposed executive despotism.  He attempted to lampoon Henry Clay and his followers saying “They have found out that pure republican despotism consists in administering the…laws…for the benefit of the people at large.”  He claimed that Jackson’s support of the good of the many over that of the few is what made him a great president, however, by 1835 he reversed his cry and stated that “the broad mantle of THE PUBLIC GOOD…covers a multitude of sins, and…is too often practiced at the expense of other people.”[footnoteRef:149]   [149:   Ibid. 233-234; 20.] 

	In 1834, Leggett defended Jackson’s tariff policy and made derogatory remarks about Calhoun’s nullification movement, lauding Jackson for “checking those…advocates of disunion [emphasis added].”  As we have already seen, by 1837 Leggett was actively calling for the crumbling of the Union--a far more radical and unpopular position than that of the nullifiers.[footnoteRef:150]  While trumpeting the bravery of Jackson in vetoing the Maysville Road bill--what Leggett called a “great bribery bill”--he entirely overlooks the fact that Jackson signed far more internal improvement bills into law than did John Quincy Adams.[footnoteRef:151]  In 1834, Leggett spoke of Jackson as “The child, the champion, and the representative of the great democracy of the United States,” “one of themselves,” and a sort of demi-god fighting on the front lines of the historic battle for liberty.[footnoteRef:152]  This conception of liberty would dramatically change within a short period and Leggett’s rhetoric and philosophy would show an irreparable ideological rift with the Democracy. [150:   Ibid. 235; 225.]  [151:   Ibid. 236; Pessen, Jacksonian America, 197-198. ]  [152:   White, Democratick Editorials, 238.] 

	Though Leggett always remained personally committed to the Democratic Party, throughout his steady radicalization from 1834 to 1837, a severely negativistic view of political party maneuvering became increasingly apparent.  As early as December of 1834, Leggett declared that if the Democracy degenerated into a destructor of rights, “the Evening Post would not be long found battling on the side of the democratic party and principles.”  He asked:
What more wretched slavery can there be, than to be doomed to follow forever in the track of party, to speak not…but what the ‘party leaders’…may think or feel; and utter nothing which is not first emasculated of every thought or word which may be supposed offensive to any of their variant views.  Can there be in human employment an occupation more degrading than this? 

In a statement of pure contempt of party editors, Leggett seethed “Poor wretches!  from the bottom of our souls how we despise them!”[footnoteRef:153]  When a local Democratic Party committee proclaimed the Evening Post an excellent party paper, Leggett entirely rejected the praise and stated in no uncertain terms that he wished none of the toxic trash of party patronage heaped onto his paper:  “As for their ‘patronage,’ or that of any other body, or individual, we never asked it, and never shall.”[footnoteRef:154] [153:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 255, 302, 77.]  [154:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 45-47.] 

	The many extreme divergences from the Democratic mainstream perforate his later writings.  In addition to the theoretical fireworks regarding Leggett’s latent abolitionism, he routinely attacked John C. Calhoun and other southern politicians such as South Carolina Governor George McDuffie.  Leggett excoriated the southerners for proclaiming slavery to be a positive good rather than the worst evil in the country.  He went so far as to compare Calhoun to Milton’s representation of Satan in Paradise Lost.[footnoteRef:155]  Just as riveting was his staunch defense of former President John Quincy Adams’ campaign in the House of Representatives to introduce petitions from abolitionist constituents.  When the leading Democratic paper in New York, the Albany Argus, nicknamed Adams “The Massachusetts Madman,” Leggett rushed to his aid and levied crippling attacks against the Argus’ version of sanity:  a slaveholding democracy.[footnoteRef:156]  [155:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 215.]  [156:  Ibid. 170.] 

	In 1837, he responded to the claims of the Richmond Whig that his Plaindealer was “the ablest and most honest Van Buren paper with which we are acquainted,” declaring that “This is not a Van Buren paper.  The great purpose of our journal is to advance the cause of political truth…It is a democratic journal, and is ambitious of no higher name.”  He states his view of parties in the same editorial:  “We contend for men, as well as principles; but for the former as the means, and the latter as the object.  For this reason, we are friendly to Mr. Van Buren, considering him as the instrument chosen by the democracy of the country to carry into effect democratic principles.”[footnoteRef:157]  Party, therefore, mattered not to Leggett except to the extent that it was an efficient way of grouping together those in favor of the protection of equal rights and those in favor of aristocracy.  	In this regard, he was much closer to the early Whigs, who despised the very idea of political parties, than the Democrats which viewed parties as natural outgrowths of democracy to be embraced for their political success and patronage powers.[footnoteRef:158]  The Whigs, too, adopted the party system, though for the same reasons as Leggett.  Though they week seeking quite different policy ends, they adopted the party system as a powerful means to those ends, much as did Leggett.   [157:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 885.  The lower-case “d” in this quote is crucial.  It demonstrates that Leggett is not speaking of the Democratic Party as being the determinant of who is preferable to be in office, but rather only the democratic process can have such authority.  This represents yet another instance of Leggett’s distaste for partisanship.]  [158:   Welter, The Mind of America, 191-192.  Later in his career, Leggett also avowed a Whiggish notion of “principles, not men,” after previously denouncing them for the view.  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 91.] 

	As Theodore Sedgwick stated, Leggett’s opposition to slavery went “far beyond the tone of either of the great political parties,” of the period.[footnoteRef:159]  This prompted an antislavery split from both the Democrats and the Whigs. Indeed, Leggett’s antislavery views were critical in establishing what would become the Free Soil Party coalition which would ultimately kill the Second Party System.  The anti-Texas, antislavery followers of Leggett included none other than David Wilmot, whose infamous Proviso would quake the very foundations of the Republic and expose the irremediable cracks forming at its base.[footnoteRef:160] [159:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, iv.]  [160:   Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery, 18, 52, 127.] 

	A critical reexamination of Leggett’s place among his fellow Americans, be they Democrats, Whigs, or--for the purposes of our discussion--Locofocos, must reject the classic historical representation of political thought.  As we have seen, Leggett does not qualify as an “agrarian,” much less an aristocrat, and fits none of the qualifications given by Ashworth and, to a lesser extent, Degler, Ershkowitz, and Shade.  Sean Wilentz also misinterprets some portions of Leggett’s work.  Wilentz holds that Leggett “Proclaim[ed] the cause of labor against capitalist special interests,” but it should be clear that Leggett championed the cause of rights against those using government to obtain special and exclusive privilege.  He was not opposed to capitalists per se and not in favor of labor per se, but rather he was in favor of markets sorting out which combinations were viable and which capitalists were efficient.  Wilentz does, however, correctly identify Leggett as a radical without a comfortable position in any political party who had to form loose political confederacies to achieve his policy ends.[footnoteRef:161]   [161:   Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, 422, 885.] 

	Worton’s interpretation of Leggett consistently considers him to have been a naïve and ignorant dupe.  He charges that because of Leggett‘s “Failing to recognize selfishness, acquisitiveness, and dishonesty as human attributes, he could not envision one person taking advantage of another.”  Yet, if this is so, why did Leggett view the government-empowered aristocracy as such a sincere, dangerous, and very real force in America?  Worton answers that “Because of his faith in the inherent goodness of man, Leggett, like a number of his contemporaries, looked only to government as a source of evil.  He failed to consider that people themselves could be the cause of their own misrule.”  This sentiment, however, betrays a separation, on Worton’s part, of the people running the government and the rest of humanity.  Leggett understood that people ran the government, people could be corrupted, and that government was often a font of corruption.  His constant vigilance in defense of his liberty and his sustained denunciation of the evils of both directly named individuals and ideological and political groups clearly demonstrate his caution rather than naivety.  Stanley Worton also holds that Leggett “was certainly not the radical his contemporaries thought he was,” and entirely omits the positions Leggett upheld which were clearly hostile to the status quo, no matter which party instituted it.  For these reasons, Worton’s placement of Leggett in the common rank-and-file must be flatly rejected.[footnoteRef:162] [162:   Worton, “William Leggett,” 155, 236, 334-354.] 

	Charles Sellers must also be counted as one whose “Market Revolution” interpretation cannot explain Leggett’s thought.  Sellers maintains that the Jacksonian period is best understood through the transformation of market exchange from the local to the national and international.  According to this view, the bulk of the Democracy was opposed to the Market Revolution and the bulk of Whiggery was in favor of it.  Leggett, however, held what Sellers considers to have been anti-market positions on banking and incorporation among others, and yet Leggett clearly supported a thriving commercial economy.[footnoteRef:163]  As this study has suggested, rather than harboring anti-market positions, Leggett was firmly in favor of the market in all respects and was, for various economic and philosophical reasons, opposed to the expansive government the Whigs favored supposedly as a means to facilitate trade and development.   [163:   Sellers, The Market Revolution, 332-333.] 

	Rush Welter’s differentiation between property-supporting “conservatives” and equality-supporting “liberals” also fails to classify Leggett.  Leggett’s firm support of both serves as the contradiction which breaks apart Welter’s interpretation of the philosophical divide between the parties.  The primary problem with Welter’s interpretation is the failure to make the critical distinction between the positive rights Leggett did not recognize and the negative rights which he so steadfastly supported.[footnoteRef:164] [164:   Welter, The Mind of America, 77-128.] 

	Regarding Leggett, perhaps the most fitting of the more influential interpretations of the period are those of Marvin Meyers and Harry Watson.  Meyers perfectly represents Leggett’s policy program in his assertion that “the essential meaning of Jacksonian politics is found in the objective import of legal and institutional changes.”[footnoteRef:165]  Such a purpose was the motivation for the vast majority of Leggett’s writings.  He was, first and foremost, a changer and remover, stating that “Earnestly did we hope that our present legislature, instead of rivetting new fetters on the people, would have broken and cast away a portion, at least, of those disgraceful bonds with which the craft and ignorance of their predecessors had loaded us.”[footnoteRef:166]  He sought to slay the Monster, eliminate state banks, sever ties between government and industry of all sorts, abolish the post office, and privatize virtually everything in sight.  He favored one of the fundamental innovations in American politics, the creation of party machinery.  He breathed a sigh of relief at the end of John Marshall’s tenure on the Supreme Court as the destruction of yet another roadblock to true liberty.[footnoteRef:167]  Indeed, Leggett’s entire worldview indicates that he was only concerned with maximizing liberty through the amending of legal and institutional structures.  For, the market produces peace and prosperity through rigorous competition and entrepreneurialism, but it is “A legislature,” which “is always badly set to work in manufacturing crime.”[footnoteRef:168] [165:   Meyers, The Jacksonian Persuasion, 5.]  [166:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, 257.]  [167:   White, Democratick Editorials, 28-30.  It should be noted that Leggett greatly respected Marshall as a man, yet deplored the bulk of his decisions as increasing the already monarchical tendencies in the government of the early republic.]  [168:   Ibid. 361.] 

	Watson’s iteration of Calhoun’s “Liberty versus Power” dichotomy is a perfect representation of Leggett’s own social and political philosophies.  It explains virtually every facet of Leggett’s thought.  Leggett’s conflict theory rests on the tensions created by Power in contrast to the self-equilibrating social strata of the society of Liberty.  His view of history and politics as the great cataclysmic battles between the Republican forces of Liberty versus the aristocratic Power mongers is inherent in Watson’s representation.  Finally, Watson recognizes that American “libertarians” like Leggett sought economic stability and virtue in governance both through Liberty and as a means to greater Liberty.  Indeed, the “Liberty versus Power” division was that which Leggett himself made and therefore is perfectly suited for understanding the young American firebrand.[footnoteRef:169] [169:   Watson, Liberty and Power.] 

	Leggett was not a Democrat, a Locofoco, or a Free Soiler, though he was an intellectual hero to each party.  Much less was he a Whig.  His method, his principles, and his strict application of both to every issue led him down the path of the independent trailblazer.  He cleared paths for others such as the Van Buren Democrats, the radical antimonopoly Locofocos, and the antislavery Free Soilers, but he never settled comfortably in any one camp.  Highly influential, if relatively unknown today, Leggett’s work was a constant series of battles, a few of which were actually won.  Tragically, the causes he fought most vigorously for were resolved only in the horrors of civil war.  At the very close of his life, Leggett wrote the following lines to his dear friend, Theodore Sedgwick:
The stream of public opinion now sets against us; but it is about to turn, and the regurgitation will be tremendous.  Proud in that day may well be the man who can float in triumph on the first reticent wave, swept onward by the deluge which he, himself, in advance of his fellows, had largely shared in occasioning.  Such be my fate! and, living or dead, it will, in some measure, be mine.[footnoteRef:170] [170:  Sedgwick, Political Writings, Vol. II, 336.] 


Though he and his world were short-lived, their energy and dynamism is virtually unparalleled in American history.  If the historian can glean any information about Jacksonian thought from the life and work of William Leggett, it can only be a clearer vision of a small, radical, and yet powerfully significant and influential segment of the beautiful and fascinating intellectual patchwork that was early America.


