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In his 1945 masterwork, The Age of Jackson, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. made, perhaps, the most important contribution to American historiography since Frederick Jackson Turner:  he separated the years from about 1815-1845 into a critical era apart from all others in the country’s history.  This period represented one of the most tumultuous and dynamic in American history.  The very foundation of the Old Republic was quaking as drastic economic, social, political, cultural, and religious changes swept across the land.  Schlesinger tried to unify the theories of why these changes occurred behind the banner of one cause:  the growth and spread of democracy.  Since 1945, other historians have tried new theoretical constructs with which to better understand the movements in the Jacksonian Era.  In 1991, Charles Sellers offered the American historical community a bold synthesis wildly divergent from Schlesinger’s interpretive framework for the Jacksonian Era:  The Market Revolution.  

The Market Revolution is put forth as the movement in American history in which small, localized economic markets, primarily agricultural, grew into national and international markets with manufacturing growing in importance.  It is this change which is said to have caused, or at least seriously affected, the changes pervading the entire history of the Jacksonian Era.  Challenges have been raised about the effectiveness of the Market Revolution as an efficient theoretical construct by which to view the period, however.  This paper will examine the issue in depth and claim that while the Market Revolution is indeed the best interpretive framework to understand the changes which occurred in American society from the 1810s to the 1840s, the effects of the Market Revolution can be, and often are, oversimplified and overstated when discussing such difficult issues as nineteenth-century economic change, the “emergence” of the middle class, changing gender roles, and battles between the Whigs and Democrats.  

After the War of 1812 ended with the Treaty of Ghent in 1814, America underwent a great economic change often said to be propelled forth by the force of the Market Revolution.  The key feature of American economic change during the period of about 1815-1845 was that of transportation.  Turnpike roads, national roads, steamers, canals, and even railroads crossed the wilds, integrating the American community through trade.  Industrial manufacturing burgeoned, especially in the North, and old cottage industries and agriculture began to slowly wither or die of shock.  Daniel Feller notes that it was American “canal fever” and the increased use of steamboats which closed travel gaps between the great cities of America and led to the rise of manufacturing.  So powerful was this transition to manufacturing on the world scene, that even the great proponent and figurehead of “Republican Agrarianism,” Thomas Jefferson, remarked that “experience has taught me that manufactures are now as necessary to our independence as to our comfort…[W]e must now place the manufacturer by the side of the agriculturalist” (21-28)  

Christopher Clark holds that “the creation of a national market led to the coordination over long distances of the production, distribution, and consumption of goods of all kinds, so that families and individuals throughout the North were drawn into the various facets of this market,” and that “market developments promoted significant concentrations of many forms of economic activity” (Clark 25).  James Henretta examines American economic life prior to large markets and shows a pre-capitalist society in which land is the most important factor of production as most families are involved in small-scale agriculture.  This America retained localized culture, close family relationships, and a critical feeling of bondage to the community which triumphed in any conflict with individual wishes (6-8).  Clark then shows the dramatic shift of American economics from this stage to one focused on the “changes in the practices of production and consumption” (Clark 30).   


With this definition of the Market Revolution, one can see the economic changes wrought by this force.  The growth of wage labor in order to increase levels of production and maximize profits in expanding markets led to writers such as Orestes Brownson to condemn “free labor” as worse than slavery (333).  The changing nature of production is evident in the stories “Paradise of Bachelors/Tartarus of Maids” and “Bartleby the Scrivener” by Herman Melville.  The dehumanized young women in “Tartarus” are products of the Market Revolution’s power to change the production process toward mechanization and maximum efficiency.  Bartleby is also a casualty of the market process which, Melville contends, kills the soul at the expense of economization.  Thoreau’s “Economy” from Walden suggests similar ideas about the changing nature of economic functions during the period, but rather suggests a rejection of market-patterned consumption in favor of a retreat and the subsistence more consistent with Henretta’s picture of early America.  The market effects on economic changes even stretch into the cultural realm of holidays and from there spur more economic changes.  Stephen Nissenbaum contends that by publishing “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” Clement Clark Moore made his “most important contribution to the history of American capitalism” (64).  Nissenbaum also develops a theory of the reasons Moore published his landmark poem in a market-oriented context, suggesting that seasonal unemployment from factories, the growth of wage labor, and urban population boom were the greatest contributors.  Rorabaugh uses many of the same arguments to show why American drinking levels swung out of control in the early Jacksonian period, especially citing population growth, great transportation changes which “destroyed local markets,” and the need to compete for economic sustenance and survival.  He argues that these factors caused psychological issues leading to more drinking (125-146).  Paul Johnson shows how issues such as these resulted in religious revivalism which obliterated the drinking habits and helped to further acceptance of the new market system (136-141).   

The “emergence” of a middle class is another issue to which the Market Revolution may offer an effective interpretive framework.  Stuart Blumin uses market relations and factors of wealth and work to characterize the American middle class.  He emphasizes the role of retail merchants and white collar workers in changing American consumption patterns, a clear connection to Christopher Clark and his ideas.  Blumin strictly defines his vision of the middle class as that of a “business class” different from blue collar workers and the upper classes by occupational boundaries (317).  He says that salesmen, lawyers, doctors, accountants, business managers, and other ‘head workers’ emerged as business (thus, the market) grew more complex and therefore required more specialization.  As production and consumption increased, the middle class grew.  If the middle class was created in this way, then it solidified itself by its consumption patterns, especially in the housing market.  As Blumin states, middle class Americans tended to purchase their homes outside of cities in what would become distinctly middle class neighborhoods (332).  

This relates to the claims made by Paul Johnson that middle class Rochesterians, transformed by the changing economic (and, therefore, religious) aspects of upstate New York, also showed patterns of movement in which middle class citizens clumped together (50).  Johnson examines the growth of a Rochester middle class through a market framework by claiming that Whigs, revivalists, and other moral reformers sought to introduce a greater level of “Christian self-control” thereby creating “the moral imperative around which the northern middle class became a class” (8).  He shows that the Rochester middle class developed largely because of economic conditions which necessitated a higher moral development.  The Erie Canal and the powerful grain trade in Rochester made the city boom and led businessmen to demand greater production and quality from their workers.  They also hired more people and broke with traditions such as living with apprentices for more economical solutions such as separate housing for home and shop and strove to cut costs, thereby clearly distinguishing a middling business class.  Such practices and values were instilled to a great degree by religious revivalism and therefore spread what Johnson considered to be the morality necessary to be “middle class”  (Johnson 31-62).

Jennifer Goloboy also offers an immaterial definition of the middle class.  To Goloboy, the middle class is not represented in economic terms at all, but rather as a set of values akin to those set forth in Benjamin Franklin's autobiography (539).  She relates to the reader the story of Samuel Seabury, who was an apprentice for a furniture maker, yet he “was unhappy…because he perceived himself to be different from his fellows:  polite where they were brutish, refined where they were dirty, genteel where they were vulgar” (537-38).  Though Seabury was poor, Goloboy contends that he was indeed a member of the middle class not because he had any shared experiences with other members (as Blumin would require), but rather because of the way he perceived himself.  Goloboy states that this is certainly the case because Americans of the time held the individual to be the most important aspect of society.  She says that Seabury responded to the Market Revolution in the common way of the time:  by developing a notion of classical liberalism which placed his own values in the area of prime importance.  It should also be noted that Charles Sellers supports an ideological separation of the classes (237).  

It is this very same middle class mentality which translates quite perfectly into the dynamism of female gender roles in the Jacksonian Era.  In “The Cult of True Womanhood,” Barbara Welter describes what the “ideal” woman was according to most women’s magazines and gift annuals published in America from 1820-1860 (204).  She finds that the Cult of True Womanhood required members to possess the “four cardinal virtues—piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity” (21).  Sellers argues in favor of this view, saying that capitalism (which he tends to equate with the Market Revolution) removed men and women from equal partnership in the household and shackled women to domestic work and the men conquered public life as they were the sole earners.  He states that this was directly related to the emergence of a distinctly “middle-class ideology of domesticity” (242).  Welter goes so far as to call these women “hostage[s] in the home,” and with little or no legal protections, she certainly is correct (21). 

This system, however, as Welter notes, “carried within itself the seeds of its own destruction” (41).  If women were supposed to be pious, should they not help others become pious?  Should they not actively pursue community-wide purity?  Would this action contradict their need to be submissive and domestic?  Piety was the cornerstone of the Cult of True Womanhood, and women stocked the frontlines of the defensive units.  Carroll Smith-Rosenberg highlights an instance in which the women of the New York Female Moral Reform Society took to the offensive and threw out the conventions of submission and domesticity to take positive action on the pious front.  They began a “thoroughgoing crusade against violators of the Seventh Commandment,” and waged a campaign to shut down brothels throughout the city (200).  This campaign included such mundane tactics as making Biblical quotations to prostitutes and their financiers, picketing outside of brothels, publishing The Advocate of Moral Reform on a weekly basis, pressuring the state legislature “to secure the passage of a statute making seduction a crime for the male participant,” and encouraging mothers to take an active role in educating their sons about sex.  More drastic potshots at impious and impure behavior include singing and hurling Bible verses at the bedsides of prostitutes and clients as they awoke on Sunday mornings and publishing the names of those men who engaged in prostitution (202-08).  Women, however, did not confine themselves to exercising their dominance in the fields of piety and purity.  


If the Market Revolution managed to extend its influence into the making of the moral code which created (and destroyed) the Cult of True Womanhood, then it circled around and tagged itself in the back with the help of the New York Moral Reform Society.  As Smith-Rosenberg notes, “it (the NYMRS) did concern itself with a number of feminist issues, especially those relating to woman’s economic role” (211).  She states that the Society fought for women entering the workplace in positions they were perfectly capable of filling such as “light indoor work” (211).  If one accepts the Sellers-Welter view of the Cult of True Womanhood as a product of the market, then surely the “seeds of destruction” contained therein are represented by the NYMRS and the growth of feminism.  Daniel Scott Smith even points to the rise of domestic feminism as a result of “the emerging conjugal family and the social stress accompanying modern economic growth” (237).  He says that women were able to “seize power within the family” by criticizing the male-dominated market culture and therefore, use the place within the home that the Market Revolution had given them to escape from their Welterian hostageship.  It is in this way that the changes apparent in women’s gender roles can be reduced down to the effects of the Market Revolution.

One of the most important and all-encompassing areas of Market Revolution-inspired change is that of the epic battles between the Whigs and the Democrats during the Age of Jackson.  At this point, it would be prudent to draw upon the distinction made by Christopher Clark between “market-oriented” and “market-resistant” Americans and examine the two groups in conjunction with the Whigs and Democrats, respectively, as discussed in Lawrence Kohl’s The Politics of Individualism.  Kohl emphatically states that the Democrats were attached to the old, pre-market world offered in Henretta’s “Mentalitẻ” and that the Whigs were the emerging, market-oriented politicians of the future.  Clark makes the view of the Market Revolutionist quite clear:  “the market revolution engendered new forms of mass party politics…accompanied by changes in legal and political practice that helped fend off resistance to economic change” (27).

Kohl’s versions of the Democrat and the Whig are drawn purposefully as generalizations to encompass the thought of the average partisan of the time.  He uses various party publications as well as speeches and comments of public figures to make his case as accurate as possible.  The Jacksonian mind was one which preferred isolation and localism.  Jacksonians were terrified of a big government and eternally vigilant in the protection of their liberties and the maintaining of what they considered to be equality.  They held a libertarian distrust of government and also harbored a proto-Austrian fear of business in league with the government.  They were constantly afraid of being controlled and so fought viciously against temperance movements, public education, Protestant revival movements (a great number of Democrats were Catholic, especially later in the Jacksonian period), and the horrible Monster, the National Bank (Kohl 21-62, 102-227).  Most, if not all, of these tendencies clearly represent market resistance and the undertow desperately fighting off the turbulent and stormy seas of the Market Revolution.

The Whigs are representative of the market-oriented members of society, and, as Sellers and Clark agree, the minority for the bulk of the Jacksonian Era.  Kohl presents the Whig as the very antithesis of the Democrat.  Whigs were hopeful people who saw great promise in the emergence of markets and capitalism.  They were deeply religious Protestants who linked the changes in economics with the changes they wished for in humanity and so sought the perfectibility of Man.  They were the famous proponents of public and private reform societies and movements such as public education, temperance societies, religious revivalism, prison and asylum reform, abolitionism, and other charitable causes.  They were also supporters of public works projects large and small, thinking that the government could be put to good use and benefit all of society by expanding the reach of the market via transportation routes, grants of articles of incorporation, and subsidies to businesses.  The Whigs were naturally optimistic and did not think of such issues as social control, such as did the Democrats, but rather thought of them as promoting greater self control (Kohl 63-227).  

This dichotomy presented by Lawrence Kohl is evident in primary sources from the period of 1815-1845.  Jackson’s famous vetoes of the Maysville Road Bill and the Second Bank of the United States are key documents expressing the Democrat’s fear of government.  He was sure to highlight the local nature of the road and condemn such a proposal as a means to enrich the state of Kentucky at the expense of the nation (176).  Similarly, in the Bank Veto, Jackson attacks foreign ownership in and control of the board of directors for the Bank.  This shows the characteristic Democratic fear of “privilege,” “special favor of the Government,” and even presents an Austrian definition of “monopoly” as a grant by government (182).  Henry Clay’s fear of the dissolution of public land “if Mr. Van Buren be reelected,” also shows the Democratic distaste for government control of anything relating to the individual outside of the courts and, excluding Lysander Spooner and a few others, the post office (Clay 37).  Whigs, in contrast, show a great love of government action in what they consider to be a proactive way—supporting businesses through subsidies, “protection” of American industries by way of a large tariff, and continuing to fund internal improvements (Clay 37-38).  Whiggish reformers such as Dorothea Dix and Horace Mann campaigned for asylum reform and public education, respectively, under the assumption that the public sector can help citizens in a more effective way than the private sector and that society in the aggregate would benefit from such actions.  Writers such as Thoreau and Melville fell in line with the Democrats (at least regarding market expansion and consumerism), shunning industrial society as a means to the degradation of the human soul while Whigs looked upon material success as a Weberian sign of spiritual and moral success.

With such evidence in favor of the Market Revolution as the best interpretive framework to understand the changes which occurred in the Jacksonian Era, there are many problems to be addressed.  Though many eminent economists would dismiss the generally macroeconomic idea that the Market Revolution would necessarily produce the economic changes described above, it certainly was a powerful force in shaping American economic life.  Much scholarly debate still exists regarding the nature of the American middle class and whether economic “class” even exists as a real sociological function.  Stuart Blumin notes that “consensus school” historians hold that the “middle class” does not refer to a group of individuals with a certain amount of wealth or a set of market-related values, but rather an over-arching character of liberalism (302).  Women’s history breaks from the Market Revolution in the implications made by Laura McCall that American literature in the Victorian period may very well have indicated a certain level of looseness in female (and male) expression of emotions and physicality which could dash the Cult of True Womanhood.  Regarding the issue of the effects of the Market Revolution on political party battles, though the arguments presented by Market Revolution promoters are certainly compelling and demonstrative, they do not consider ideology or personality.  Paul Johnson recognized a similar mistake with the publishing of a new preface to the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of A Shopkeeper’s Millennium:  the use of “reductionist” history to make a point about a largely irreducible topic, the use of “fuzzy and incomplete” evidence, and the use of “too few cases to yield meaningful statistical results” (xvi-xvii).  

It is incredibly dangerous for historians to attempt to reduce thirty years of profound economic, social, and political change in America to a single, flimsy theoretical construct.  It is this sort of synthesis that creates far more problems than it solves.  In his short essay “The Market Revolution Ate My Homework,” Daniel Feller describes how little the idea of Market Revolution actually does for the field of American history.  Feller notes that a Jacksonian denunciation of Whig policy was not necessarily a rejection of the market, as Kohl, Sellers, and Clark seem to feel, but rather a rejection of those who abused the system:  the Whigs themselves.  A preference for hard money free from National Bank control does not necessarily mean resistance to the market, but rather may mean distrust in the ability of government to properly handle the money supply and a rejection of the alleged Constitutionality of the Bank.  The construct is guilty of over generalizing.  Feller quotes Harry Watson, who says that “Winslow, president of a plank road company, was not touting a market revolution; he was touting a road.”  The main charge against the construct of the Market Revolution is that it oversimplifies the nature of the dynamic American society and closes the asking of new questions.  When used and presented improperly, the Market Revolution becomes an intolerable, academically-repressive device by attempting to explain all changes from 1815-1845 in terms of one process rather than seeking deeper, more meaningful answers.  Accepting the Market Revolution as the interpretive framework through which to understand the Jacksonian Era is very different than accepting it as the best interpretive framework.  Certainly it goes further and does a better job of explaining social changes than any attempted synthesis before or since Sellers’ The Market Revolution, but it cannot be accepted as the truth.  By using a blanket term such as “Market Revolution” too lightly, historians risk becoming lazy, decadent statisticians rather than the interpreters and communicators of human thought and society in the past.  Such overuse merely causes the period being discussed to become more confusing rather than clear and cogent.  This abuse of American history is akin to saying that the Napoleonic Wars were caused by a height deficiency, World War One was caused by Serbian terrorists, and that the American Revolution was caused by greedy merchants who hated paying taxes.
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