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The Massachusetts Whigs
and Industrialism

Thomas Brown

Jacksonian era Massachusetts presents the historian with a paradox. While the
Commonwealth was at the forefront in the pace and extent of its industrializa-
tion, its political system remained stubbornly resistant to change.! Indeed, some
of the very industrialists who affected and benefitted from the transformation of
the Bay States’ economy led its dominant Whig party, which exalted the nonpar-
tisan values of unity, harmony, and consensus, and which was slow to adopt ad-
vanced techniques of party discipline and organization.? Despite its record of
political success, the Whig leadership’s ability to uphold established ideals,
practices, and institutions was not without difficulties. There were, after all,
dissenters, chiefly concentrated in the rival Democratic party, who questioned
the beneficence of some of the changes they had wrought.> Moreover, the Whigs
claimed to be the legitimate legatees of republicanism, an ideology associated
with fears of manufacturing and the rise of a working class.* Whig spokesmen
thus felt obliged, both in the interest of practical politics and intellectual consis-
tency, to articulate a coherent defense of industrialism. This defense merits de-
tailed analysis, as it helps account for the Whig’s success in Massachusetts, and
provides a valuable case study of how Americans in the vanguard of the Indus-
trial Revolution accommodated republican ideas and values to the modern world.

Understandably, the Massachusetts Whigs devoted considerable effort to
demonstrating that the worst horrors of Old World industrialism had not arrived
in the United States. In Europe, industrialization was often associated with the
uprooting of vast populations from the countryside and their crowding into con-
gested cities and factories. American and foreign observers noted that this
process commonly resulted in the degradation of the morals of the worker as he
was removed from the social controls of the rural village or small town. But to
Alexander H. Everett, the diplomat and editor of the North American Review,
this problem was not at all relevant to the American situation; he praised the
factory system for actually improving the morals of native labor. He reasoned
that by providing women and children with useful employment, industry kept
occupied segments of the population which might otherwise, given the decline of
domestic manufactures, fall prey to the temptations of idleness. In the process,
it also helped supplement family incomes, providing the male heads of house-
holds with an incentive to remain in their communities rather than strike out for
the frontier.’
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Other Whigs, however, did not profess to be as sanguine about the automati-
cally beneficent effects of industrialism in America. They chose instead to praise
the “benevolence” of some native industrialists in providing for their workers’
welfare, particularly through the paternalistic “Waltham System.” According to
them, the model factory towns which adopted this system, such as Lowell,
demonstrated that American industrialism had not entailed the disruption of the
primary human bonds of family and community. Whigs pointed out that
through boarding houses maintained in these towns, employers were able to
supervise the personal lives and conduct of the single female operatives. Some
took special pride in the fact that just as public opinion enforced the moral
code in small towns, the workers themselves often applied sanctions against
transgressions on the part of their fellows. In addition, Whigs extolled the insti-
tutions of the model factory towns which exerted a “wholesome” influence
on the behavior of laborers and their children. To Edward Everett, the churches
and schools of Lowell had “rolled off from the sacred cause of labor the
mountain reproach of ignorance, vice, and suffering under which it lay crushed.”
Due to such moral agencies, “the home-bred virtues of the paternal roof” could
exist and thrive in the midst of the “palaces” of industry.®

The Massachusetts Whigs could not rest much of their case for the virtues of
industrialism upon the alleged merits of the Waltham System. The model factory
towns served an important social function by providing for the absorption into
the work force of girls and young women, who would presumably labor in the
mills until they had accumulated dowries. Moral custodianship was thoroughly
acceptable—indeed, desirable—when exercised over female workers, who were
supposed to play subordinate roles in society, and who might be exploited if
they were not subject to protection. But in republican America, male workers
would have resented the idea that their welfare was contingent upon the benev-
olence of their employers. Inculcated with an ideology which placed a premium
on personal independence and autonomy, they would not have accepted the
notion that they should subject themselves to a system of patriarchal authority.

Massachusetts Whigs therefore expended considerable effort to. prove that the
American workingman retained his full dignity and independence within the
industrial system—that, in a word, he was “respectable.” They pointed out
that there were no guilds or government restrictions to confine the worker’s
movements or depress his pay below marketplace levels. The state in fact guaran-
teed the laborer the freedoms of mobility and contract, and protected his right
to his wages as a form of property.” The Bay State Whigs also declared that the
availability of cheap land in the country also helped elevate the status of
American workers. Yet they did not agree on the precise reason why. Caleb
Cushing reasoned that the frontier provided the laboring man with a place to
which he could escape when the number of inhabitants in his community had
“outrun its capacity to afford due recompense to honest industry and ambi-
tion.” Edward Everett claimed that by drawing off population, the frontier
“safety valve” insured that labor would be scarce—and hence highly valued—in
manufacturing communities. Robert Winthrop employed a different line of
reasoning to arrive at an identical conclusion: the industrialist had to give his
workers high wages as an inducement to prevent them from moving westward.
Nathan Appleton, himself a manufacturer, suggested another role for the
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abundance of cheap land in the United States: it produced such a huge supply
of cheap foodstuffs that laborers did not have to spend all of their wages on -
necessities. Unlike the “pauper” operatives of Europe, they were thus able to
accumulate enough money to strike out on their own within a year ox two.®

But man does not live by bread alone; and American workers could take
special pride in the honors accorded all forms of productive labor in their
country. Without titles of nobility or laws of primogeniture and entail, the
United States had never developed an aristocracy which lived in luxury or
disdained honest work. More, the very struggle to subdue the continent had
impressed upon Americans a full appreciation of the virtues of hard toil. For
these reasons, the American workingman was highly esteemed and no special
distinction was accorded to men of inherited wealth. In fact, the native bias
in favor of labor was so strong that even those who inherited considerable
wealth felt obliged to take up some “useful employment.”9

Massachusetts Whigs clinched their points about the high status of the
American workingman by comparing him with his European counterpart. The
Old World laborer, of course, had none of the native worker’s advantages. He
had few, if any, political freedoms, his wages and movements were usually
regulated by the state or by private associations, and he was forced to work in
factories at the margin of subsistence because land was too expensive. Worse,
aristocrats and men of wealth, who reposed in idleness and disdained labor,
Jlooked down on him. But even as Whigs celebrated the superior situation of
the American worker, they sometimes expressed misgivings that it might not
be so very different after all. Although “respectable,” the American laborer
did not have that measure of personal dignity and autonomy conferred by the
possession of his own homestead. Feeling degraded because he lacked a “stake
in society” and control over the means of his own livelihood, he might withdraw
into immoral self-indulgence, or rise up against the very institutions which
exalted him. %

The problem the Massachusetts Whigs feared, then, was not just the rise of a
permanent working class, but especially the attitudes customarily associated
with such a class. And it was for this reason that they continually stressed the
ability of the wage earner to become, through savings and hard work, an
independent farmer, proprietor, or professional. They saw that the working
man’s discontent with his present condition need not be a socially destructive
force. Indeed, if that discontent was channeled into efforts at self-improvement,
it would implicitly underwrite the existing social order. All the worker needed
was the assurance that his strivings to “better” himself would be rewarded, and
Whigs such as Webster eagerly supported it:

We are emphatically a country of labor; and labor with us is not
reluctant drudgery. It is cheerful, contented, spirited, because it is
certain of its reward. Labor everywhere mixes itself with capital. The
fields around us, how many of them are tilled by their owners! The
shops in our towns, how many are occu[{ied by their proprietors, for
the convenient pursuit of their callings!*
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Robert Winthrop went even further than Webster, and anticipated the “rags-to-
riches” myth which would become popular in a later era. In his opinion, the
protection of American wages made it possible for “the printer’s boys, or
ploughboys, or mill boys of a few years back” to raise themselves “to the highest
stations of social or of public life.” But for Winthrop, too, the effects of the
worker’s strivings upon his character were at least as important as their objective
consequences. He asserted that the “hope of bettering his condition” was “the
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sweetest cordial to the heart of man, and the surest stimulus to industry,
economy, and virtue.”1?

Assertions that the workingman had abundant opportunities to improve his
status did not, however, gainsay the fact that there were men who benefited
from the industrial system without working in the mills. Some critics were
quick to attack these men as aristocratic “non-producers” who lived off the
labor of the “productive classes.” Whigs in the Bay State scoffed at such
thetoric. Invoking the familiar “harmony of interests” theory, they argued that
the capitalist was as indispensable to the process of production as the wage
laborer. Through his investments in factories, mills, and shops, he made possible
the employment of workers in the first place. "The larger the sums he invested
in industry, the more men he provided with work and the greater the rewards
that accrued to them for their toil. Additionally, American institutions guar-
anteed that capital was the fruit of honest industry rather than the unearned
wealth of the well-born. This was especially true in Massachusetts, which had a
“statute of distributions” that split up inheritances among all legitimate heirs.
Whigs claimed that by preventing large estates from being passed on from
generation to generation, this law forced the children of the wealthy to engage
in productive labor. To some, its “levelling” effects were truly formidable.
Edward Everett went so far as to claim that partible inheritance resulted in “the
constant revolution of fortune” in the Bay State by making “the possession of
property the reward of industry and probity.”13 Other Whigs were equally
confident that the same condition was assured by fluctuations in the economy.
Though they conceded that large fortunes might be acquired through specula-
tion, they also pointed out that the investment market was full of snares for
the unfortunate. A similar principle applied even to those whose investments
were seemingly .secure: “Business fluctuates. He who is rich today may be
poor tomorrow.”!* '

Application, frugality, and hard work, then, were the only sure roads to
success in America. And the temperate habits of the man of wealth prevented
him from hoarding or squandering his earnings. Rather, he invested his capital
in profitable industry, where it provided a stimulus to enterprise and employ-
ment:

in a country like this, where the laws discourage hereditary trans-
mission, and promote equality of fortune, accumulations of capital
made by industry, enterprise, and prudence, employed in active
investments, without ministering to extravagance and luxury, are
beneficial to the public. Their possessor becomes, whether he wills
it or not, the steward of others; not merely . . . because he may
destine a colossal fortune, after his decease, for public objects, but
because, while he lives, every dollar of it must be employed in giving
life to industry and employment to labor.*s

At first glance, the Whigs’ emphasis upon American exceptionalism might
seem inconsistent with their advocacy of a positive government role in the
economy. For if the American economic and social systems were so beneficent
in their effects, why should intervention be necessary? The Whigs saw no such
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inconsistency. Those things which guaranteed Americans a happy lot in life
might not necessarily be economically advantageous—the higher wages of the
American worker, for instance, placed his products at a competitive disadvantage
with those of his “degraded” European counterpart. But if a protective tariff
were employed to raise the price of foreign imports before they entered the
domestic market, then home manufactures could compete with them on an
equitable basis. Otherwise, employers would be compelled to lower their wages
to “pauper” levels. For this reason, the Massachusetts Whigs, like their colleagues
across the country, advocated protection as a truly “American” measure—a
vindication of the native worker’s right to the fruits of his own labor, and of
the republican institutions which enabled him to improve himself. A Whig
pamphleteer summarized their position nicely: “A mechanic here is a FREE-
MAN; a part and portion of the State; with rights to exercise and a station to
maintain. He desires to uphold his respectability and that of his family; to give
his children education, and to enjoy some of the comforts of his life. He can do
none of these things except by the protection of labor.”16

The unique virtues of republican institutions were also uppermost in the
minds of Whigs when they defended the grant of privilege-conferring charters
to private corporations. To their Democratic critics, such charters represented
a regression to some of the evils of the Old World-special rights granted to select
individuals and groups so they could live off the honestly industrious members
of the community. But to their Whig defenders, they were quite the opposite:
devices for broad popular participation in the bounties of burgeoning American
capitalism. The need for special corporate privileges, asserted Jonathan
Chapman, sprang from the distinctively egalitarian nature of American society—
the broad dispersal of property among a huge “middling interest” rather than its
concentration in the hands of a small number of aristocrats or capitalists.
Chapman conceded that this situation of dispersed wealth was desirable in a
republic. But he pointed out that it also made it difficult to amass the large sums
of capital needed to finance measures which did not yield an immediate profit.
To remedy this problem, Chapman claimed, the corporation had been devised
to mobilize the capital of small investors. Corporations were hence truly “repub-
lican” in their nature and effects, as they called upon the assets of the modest]
endowed and dispersed their earnings broadly among the general population.’

In Massachusetts, Whig supporters of the positive state could exploit the
historical appeal of the time-honored ideal of the “commonwealth.” This con-
ception, which had its roots in the Puritan legacy of the state, traced the origins
of government to a covenant instituted among men to further their collective
welfare.’® To Whig spokesmen, the commonwealth idea was best realized in
the United States’ unique republican institutions and mores. In the Old World,
the state was considered nothing more than a tool with which monarchs and
aristocrats could oppress and plunder the common people. But in the United
States, there was no separation between the rulers and the ruled. The people
governed themselves, and since their interests coincided with that of the state,
they need not fear the government as a hostile force. So long as they remained
wise and virtuous, and elected public-spirited men to office, they could look to
the republic for aid and succor. In the United States, the benevolence of the
fostering state reflected nothing so much as the harmony of purpose among its
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people; not divided by rigid barriers of caste or class, or overborne by aristocrats
or monarchs, Americans shared in a glorious community of interests:

Families, neighborhoods, towns, states, comprising millions of
human beings—are here affianced together in the same common
interest, protected by the same civil power. Not only is each individ-
ual as safe and happy as though he were alone, but they all find
safety and happiness in each other . . . . Here, industry is encouraged
with a sure promise of reward; genius is sought out and incited to
effort; property has a true and permanent value; the path of learn-
ing, fame, influence, wealth and glory, open to all. None sufferbut
the indolent and vicious, none are countenanced but the industrious
and virtuous; while all are equally protected and encouraged in
‘serving their Maker, and securing the great object of their being.'®

All of the arguments outlined above had a single, unifying purpose: to
demonstrate that industrialism and measures to foster it had not brought Old
World evils to the United States, and could not do so, given the country’s unique
advantages. The Massachusetts Whigs demonstrate the irony that in the United
States, industrialism was made palatable by assimilating the preindustrial ideals
of family, community, and individual self-sufficiency. But if the public was to
be persuaded that it should lend its support to industrial development, the
Whigs had to show that industrialism had intrinsic virtues, that it represented a
contribution to human betterment. Fortunately for the Whigs, a significant
group of thinkers, the Scottish “moral philosophers” of the eighteenth century,
had already pondered this problem. The Scots had concluded that the develop-
ment of manufacturing was a crucial aspect of the culminating stage—the
“civilized” or “‘polished” stage—in the “progress” of mankind. The distinctive
virtue of manufacturing, they reasoned, was that through the division of labor,
it vastly increased the productivity of the work force. The resulting prosperity
contributed to the general felicity of society by enabling men to satisfy their
wants and encouraging them to seek new “improvements” in the productive
process. With each new subdivision of the laborer’s task, both man and machine
became more efficient, whereupon better and cheaper goods were given an
ever-broadening market of consumers. Material privation gradually disagpeared
and, with abundance assured, the people’s lot became even more happy.”

Although they did not credit the Scots, the intellectual spokesmen of
Massachusetts Whiggery were clearly influenced by their theory of “progress.”zl
In all fairness to the Scots, however, it must be pointed out that they perceived
that ““progress” had its costs. They observed that specialized work entailed a
serious loss of human versatility, and a consequent stifling of the laborer’s
personality and capacity for citizenship.22 But the Whigs repudiated this aspect
of the Scots’ social thought. They argued, rather, that the division of labor
actually enhanced the capabilities of the worker by making it possible for work
tasks to be more precisely suited to the unique abilities and talents of each
individual. For the same reason, it added to every workingman’s contribution
to the public good. Rufus Choate, speaking in defense of industrial “employ-
ments,” observed that: '
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in connection with the other tasks of an advanced civilization . . .
they offer to every faculty and talent and taste, in the community,
the specific work best suited to it; and thus effect a more universal
development and a more complete education of the general intellect
than otherwise would be practicable. It is not merely that they keep
everybody busy . . . but it is that everybody is enabled to be busy on
the precise thing the best adapted to his capacity and his incli-
nations . . . a diversified, advanced and refined mechanical and
manufacturing industry, cooperating with those which always sur-
round it, offers the widest choice, detects the slightest shade of
individuality, quickens into existence and trains to perfection the
largest conceivable amount and the utmost possible variety of
national mind.?

It was, of course, a central notion of Protestantism that, through one’s
worldly “calling,” one served God.?* And this notion fused easily with the idea
that the division of labor manifested the unique ways each individual could
serve and glorify his Maker. It only remained for Edward Everett to effect
the marriage of mundane and transcendent concerns:

The same Creator who made man a mixed being, composed of body
and soul, having designed him for such a world as that in which we
live, has so far constituted the world, and man who inhabits it, as
to afford scope for a great variety of occupations, pursuits, and
conditions, arising from the tastes, characters, habits, virtues, and
even vices of men and communities. Though all men are alike
composed of body and soul, yet no two men, probably, are exactly
the same in respect to either; and provision has been made, by the
Author of our being, for an infinity of pursuits and employments,
calling out, in degrees as various, the peculiar power of both
principles . . . every man in society, whatever his pursuit, who
devotes himself to it with an honest purpose, and in the fulfillment
of the social duty which Providence devolves upon him, is entitled
to tl12e5 good fellowship of each and every member of the commu-
nity.

The division of labor might be providential in both its origins and effects, but
its rewards were distributed unequally. Since they lived in an age of professed
egalitarianism, the Whigs hesitated to deal with the issue of inequality openly.
Characteristically, they tended to leave it to the one articulate group in the
Commonwealth who were usually beyond the reach of popular censure—the
clergy. The ministers’ response to the problem, which they adapted from the
Scots’ social thought, was elegant in its simplicity. They argued that, though all
“employments” in the division of labor were socially useful, some were of
greater public utility than others. Moreover, some vocations, though of immense
importance, were so difficult and burdensome that men naturally tended to
avoid them. Assuming (as did the Scots) that men in “civilized”” communities
were primarily actuated by the pursuit of material gain, the ministers argued that
it was sensible that these positions should be rewarded more highly than others.
Only then would men have a spur to prepare and strive for such employment,
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with the best being the most successful. Contrariwise, if society rewarded all
positions equally, it would provide no incentives to diligence, industry, and
personal excellence. Its population would inevitably sink into a general indo-
lence and mediocrity. The ministers, it should be noted, never closely analyzed
the social hierarchy to see if it conformed to their description. But they did not
hesitate to derive an important piece of advice from their model of the social
structure: that personal property must be secure against intrusions so the able
and successful need not fear they would be deprived of their deserved gains.
Such intrusions would be assaults upon “civilization” itself!?°

Since the social inequalities associated with industrialism were essential to
social progress, Whigs were confident that everyone had a stake in their preserva-
tion. Without a hierarchical social structure, men would have no incentive to
improve their condition, and the large-scale corporate enterprises made possible
by concentrations of wealth would not be possible. Society would regress to a
primitive state because men lacked motivation and drive, and because there
would be no division of labor to maximize productivity. For such reasons,
Edward Everett denounced any system of beliefs which condemned the accumu-
lations of wealth in a “civilized” society as a “‘philosophy of barbarism.” Everett
warned that without the “arts” made possible by industrial progress, man would
be reduced to a “pastoral and savage life,” forced, “like the wandering Arab or
Tartar, to roam, with his flocks and herds, over arid deserts and dreary steppes;
or like the aborigines of this continent, to earn a precarious living by hunting
and fishing.”?’

But modern industrial society depended upon the machine. And mechan-
ization seemed to threaten the worker’s status. It made his labor more
monotonous, it reduced his control over the work process, and sometimes
provided employers with a reason to cut wages. Bay State Whigs preferred
instead to stress the ways in which machinery allowed workingmen to share in
the amenities of a refined, “civilized” existence. Although this argument served
as a rejoinder to the critics of industrial technology, it implicitly conceded that
machine labor was not virtuous in and of itself. Edward Everett, for example,
extolled the use of machines in factories for decreasing the hours of labor, and
thus allowing the worker more time in which he could morally and intellectually
“improve” himself. He boasted that the “immediate result” of every improve-
ment in the “mechanic arts” was, “by making less labor and time necessary for
the supply of human wants,” to “raise the standard of comfortable living,
increase the quantity of leisure time applicable to the culture of the mind,
and thus promote the intellectual and moral progress of the mass of the
community.”? '

It was Daniel Webster, however, who anticipated—albeit in rudimentary
form—the apologists of a mass consumer society. Machines, in Webster’s view,
were to be praised most of all because they helped ‘democratize’ the economy—
they made possible the widespread possession of goods which were beyond the
reach of the masses in the Old World. These were not the frivolous and morally
debilitating “luxuries” which European manufacturers typically produced, but
utilitarian “comforts” which served the basic needs of consumers. Technology,
Webster announced,
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multiplies laborers without multiplying consumers, and the world
is precisely as much benefited as if Providence had provided for our
use millions of men, like ourselves in external appearance, who
would work and labor and toil, and who yet required for their own
subsistence neither shelter, nor food, nor clothing . . . . The
improved condition of all classes, more ability to buy food and
raiment, better modes of living, and increased comforts of every
kind, are exactly what is necessary and indispensable that capital
invested in automatic operations should be productive to the
owners,?

In their arguments for the new industrial order, the Whigs professed their
adherence to republican values. Yet what did the traditional ideal of virtue mean
in such an order, with its many incentives to status and gain? Of course, there
was the promise, continually held out by the Whigs, that through hard work,
the worthy worker would be able to become an independent citizen-freeholder,
the ideal repository of republican virtue. But this did not address the question
of how “virtue” would manifest itself in a society of mills, machines, and
factories. The Whigs’ response was to divorce the concept from its association
with agrarian simplicity, and revise it to suit the needs of industrialism. Virtue,
in their definition, still required control of the passions and appetites. But
rather than simply repress these “lower” faculties, it called for rechanneling
them into the counstructive activities which contributed to the maintenance of
a “civilized,” “refined” existence. Subjectivized in this manner, “virtue” became
an attribute which could be inculcated by the institutions which strengthened
and reinforced ‘“‘character”—chiefly, the churches and the schools. The Whigs
were accordingly especially concerned that such agencies teach citizens to seek
their fortunes within the bounds of restraint and reason, and not to blame
social arrangements for their failings.>®

There were, however, men who played upon the darker passions aroused by
a competitive, industrial society. These were the Jacksonian place-seekers and
demagogues, the visionaries and “agrarian” radicals, who stirred up and
exploited resentment against social inequality. More concerned with achieving
power than improving the condition of the people, they encouraged men to act
out of their present discontents rather than uplift themselves through the
practice of virtue. The parasites and radicals of the Democracy were sappers
and miners of republican institutions. Knowing that their fortunes were tied
directly to those of Democratic presidents, they supported every “‘usurpation”
of executive power—the removal of the deposits, the subtreasury plan, and so
on. These abuses threatened to make the people subject to despotic power,
but that was all to the advantage of the Democratic party. If the people were
subservient to presidential power, they would not try to overthrow the rule of
the executive party. But the strongest shackle the Jacksonians fastened upon
the minds of the masses was that of “party spirit.” They could not call upon
the people to be rational and disinterested citizens, for then there would be no
toleration of their evil intrigues. For this reason, they deluded the populace
into believin§ that the Democratic party and its tyrannical chiefs could
do no wrong.>!
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How could the fall of the republic be prevented? By electing Whigs to office.
In Massachusetts, as elsewhere, the Whigs presented themselves to the people as a
party of selfless “statesmen” and “patriots.” But in the setting of industrial
society, the concept of statesmanship, like that of citizenship, took on new
meaning. Models of modern civic virtue, statesmen were leaders who retained
their strength of character in the face of temptations to corruption and dema-
goguery. They “maintain[ed] their principles pure, whatever may be the corrup-
tion of the times, or the demands of popular prejudice.”” The mere politician
might succeed most of the time, for he pandered to men’s passions and appetites.
But when “evil days, at length, fall upon the State,” men turned to the Whig
“patriot.” They looked to his “‘steadfastness, his purity—to the direct and manly
purposes which exemplify the clear mind, that dwells only, in its highest excel-
lence, in company with the soundest heart; and he thus uses his power which he
has kept in store, to renovate and reinstate the falling fabric of the Common-
wealth.”3

To the Whigs, statesmanship was far more than a matter of political style. It
called for a specific set of government policies at the national level—a protective
tariff, federally-financed internal improvements, and a centralized banking
system. These, of course, were well-suited to the industrialists and businessmen
involved in intersectional trade. But to Whig spokesmen, they were something
more: measures which, by strengthening the bonds of Union, would counter the
centrifugal and atomistic tendencies of modern democracy. To Daniel Webster,
the American people were a “family” whom the Whigs wanted to bind more
closely together in a communion of interests and attachments.®

It may make sense, then, that nationalistic Whiggery should have had such
great appeal in Massachusetts. For what was the Whig program but an attempt to
realize on a national scale the idealized harmony of the Commonwealth? It is in
this light that one may understand the horror with which the leading representa-
tives of Bay State Whiggery greeted talk of secession and disunion. When men
such as Choate, Webster, Winthrop, and Edward Everett considered the prospect
of national division, images of anarchy and fratricide leaped to their minds. Dis-
union would shatter the faith which they hoped to make a national creed—that
the bond of fraternal fellow-feeling could channel and direct the potentially
destructive passions aroused in a modern, industrialized society.

Like any ideology, that of the Massachusetts Whigs derived its popular appeal
from its ability to embody a view of the world which was consonant with the
beliefs and aspirations of ordinary men. In Massachusetts and other states as
well, the Whigs’ ideology of abundant opportunity and class interdependence
seems to have appealed to inner-directed, future-oriented workers who, aspiring
to the status of independent property-ownership, felt an identity of interest with
their employers. By contrast, the Democrats seem to have received more support
from tradition-directed workers who e)%)erienced industrialism as a wrenching
dislocation of established ways of life.** But the Whigs could only hold onto
their working-class constituency so long as their ideology accorded with its
perceptions. By the late 1840s, the Whig world-view became widely discrepant
from the everyday experiences of workingmen in the Bay State. One source of
the Whigs’ troubles was the influx of “new immigrants” into the state. This
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influx had effects which were hard to square with the Whig portrait of Massa-
chusetts as a harmonious republican community. Predominantly Irish in nation-
ality and Catholic in religion, these newcomers divided the Commonwealth along
ethnic and religious lines. Because of their “clannishness,” their alien ways, and
reputed subservience to the Papacy, many of their neighbors suspected that they
could never become good citizens. Moreover, they were willing to work for low
wages, so they drove down pay rates in the mills and factories, provoking intense
resentment among native-born workers. When the new immigrants began to vote
in substantial numbers in the early 1850s, the revulsion against them acquired
great political significance. Many feared that, as an organized voting bloc under
the direction of priests, they might become a tool of the Catholic hierarchy
for intimidating politicians into following its directions. This anti-immigrant
reaction inspired a brief, but massive nativist upsurge in Massachusetts, which
brought the Know-Nothing party to victory in 1854.%

The downfall of the Whigs was also brought about by divisions within the
party itself. In the mid-1840s, there arose a generation of young Whig politi-
cians who refused to defer to the established party leadership. Known first as
“Young Whigs,” then as “Conscience Whigs,” they agitated within the party
for a militant stand against the annexation of Texas. When the Whigs nominated
the slaveholder Zachary Taylor for president in 1848, they bolted and joined
the Free Soil Party. In this new organization, they helped form a coalition with
the Democrats in 1850 that overthrew Whig rule in Massachusetts. Several years
later, they spearheaded the formation of the state’s Republican party.36

The effectiveness of the antislavery Whigs® rebellion against the established
party leadership was due to their exploitation of strains which the slavery issue
exposed in Whig ideology. Slavery, the Whig rebels pointed out, was the very
negation of everything the party elite had praised in Massachusetts. It was an
institution which stigmatized labor, shut off the avenues of upward mobility
for non-slaveholding whites, and led to the suppression in the South of energy
and ambition in the people. More, if slavery were to dominate the territories,
workingmen would be denied access to cheap land on which to settle and
become independent farmers.>’ The members of the Whig elite, for the most
part, agreed with this indictment of slavery. But, anxious to preserve their
business and political ties to the South, and terrified by the social disorder
that might arise from disunion, they refused to join the movement to positively
restrict the expansion of slavery.” However, by this refusal, they seemed to
betray the very ideals they had propagated as necessary in a free society. Having
presented themselves as virtuous, morally responsible statesmen, they found
themselves condemned as timid and corrupt trucklers to the “Slave Power.”
In the scathing language of their critics, they were “loxds of the loom’” who had
abandoned their commitment to liberty, morality, and progress because they
valued “cotton” over “conscience.”
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