Age of Reform – Historical Investigation

A.P. U.S. History

Investigation Question:
What caused the widespread interest in reform from 1825-1850.  In what ways was the spirit of reform manifested? In what ways was the spirit of reform limited.

Part One – Introduction

To assist in answering the question here are some possible explanations for the “widespread interest in reform”:

1.  The Second Great Awakening, a religious revival of the late 1700s / early 1800s, contributed to the reform impulse by emphasizing individual responsibility and perfection. 
America’s growing prosperity and the social changes that accompanied it prompted many members of its growing middle class to become both more concerned over the rapid rate of social change and more optimistic about humans’ capacity to shape their environments. This blending of anxiety and optimism contributed to a religious revival that had broad social implications. 

The religious awakening, which began in the backcountry, moved north and east in the 1820s, where revivalists paired the passion of tent-meeting revivals with the logic and efficiency of the emerging middle class. Their programs of conversion were hardly less detailed and precise than a diagram for manufacturing clocks or firearms. The converted Christian, moreover, was expected to become a productive, orderly, and moral member of the community. 

The emphasis on humans’ ability to seize salvation put off traditionalists who stressed God’s sovereignty or distrusted “emotionalism.” But a faith in people’s capacity for grace and perfectibility rang true at a time when anything seemed possible. 

2.  The first half of the 1800s brought rapid economic and technological changes, which laid the groundwork for reform. 
At the time of the American Revolution, commerce still depended heavily on access to the ocean: it cost about as much to move goods ten miles on land in a wagon as it did to ship them across the Atlantic Ocean. 

The invention of steamboats, canals, and then railroads early in the nineteenth century changed all of this. The transportation revolution—along with the application of steam to manufacturing, and other inventions, such as the cotton gin—made it much more lucrative to produce and move crops and goods in both the North and the South after the War of 1812, particularly by the 1830s. 

But this economic transformation began to divide the nation. The gap between rich and poor widened, particularly in the nation’s burgeoning cities. Tens of thousands of immigrants, many of them Catholics from Ireland and Germany, arrived annually by the 1830s, and their numbers increased sharply in the 1850s. Southern prosperity boomed, distinguishing itself by relying on cotton rather than manufacturing or urbanization. 

Industrialization brought profound cultural changes to the North. Working-class life became more difficult and regimented. Factory workers produced goods consumed by a growing middle class. Middle-class housewives often had the economic means to purchase soap, clothing, and other household goods that they previously had to produce themselves. This freed their time to focus on matters outside the domestic sphere.

Source:  “America’s History in the Making”, Annenberg/CPB.  http://www.learner.org/channel/courses/amerhistory/

3.  The emergence of a more democratic republic led many to seek equality in other aspects of society.   

Democracy as we understand it at the end of the Twentieth Century did not exist in the early Republic (1789-1824). Today we accept the notion that democracy means that every citizen has a vote, with certain reasonable restrictions such as age, registration requirements and so on. In the early 1800s it was generally accepted that in order to vote, a person needed to have a legal stake in the system, which could mean property ownership or some economic equivalent. When government under the Constitution began, the people did not vote for presidential electors; U. S. senators were elected by the state legislatures until 1913. Even eligibility to vote for members of the House of Representatives was left to the individual states. Women, Indians and Blacks (whether slave or free) were restricted from voting almost everywhere. When Sam Houston was elected governor of Tennessee in 1828, his friends had to make him a gift of 500 acres of land, which was one requirement for holding that office. 

In the decades surrounding the presidency of Andrew Jackson (he was seen as a “common man’s President”) democracy began to expand. States rewrote constitutions and extended the franchise to all free white males. European visitors such as Alexis de Tocqueville noticed the spirit of equality that pervaded the United States, unlike anything known in the Old World.  He must have noticed the tendency toward reform when he wrote, “The greatness of America lies not in being more enlightened than any other nation, but rather in her ability to repair her faults.” By the late 1830s, the United States had become a full democracy for adult white males, but inequalities still existed: poor people were still poor, and while wealth may not have bought votes directly, it certainly was a prerequisite for any kind of real power. 

What was different about America was not that the gap between rich and poor had narrowed—indeed, the opposite was probably true--but that there were few systemic barriers (except for slavery) that prevented people from gaining wealth and power. However limited, the idea of America as a land of unprecedented opportunity was not inaccurate in the context of the times.  Many Americans, imbued with a sense of equality set out to bring ideals of freedom and opportunity to others.

Source:  The Age of Jacksonian Democracy, Sage, Henry.  http://www.sagehistory.net/jeffersonjackson/topics/AgeofJackson.htm

Part Two – Evidence (15 points)

1. Video – America’s History in the Making:  Antebellum Reform

a. What drove and motivated the impulse to reform?  In what ways (according to the video) was this reform manifested?

2. For each of the entries in your textbook (The Enduring Vision) and The American Spirit, summarize the event and reform, and then discuss if it suggests reform spurred by (a) religious fervor, (b) technological and economic growth, (c) democratic reform

a.  Democratic Ferment

287

b.  2nd Great Awakening

299-300


c.  Eastern Revivals


300-301


d.  Mormons



302-303


e.  Shakers



303


f.  Railroad Boom


322-324


e.  Rising Prosperity


325-326


g.  Conveniences/Inconveniences
327-328


h.  War on Liquor


306-307 (image 306)


i.  Public School Reform

307-308


j.  Abolition



308-310 (image 309)


k.  Women’s Rights


310-311


l.  Penitentiaries


311-313


m.  Utopian Communities

313-314

n.  Popular Health


329-330


o.  Phrenology



330-331


p.  Newspapers


31-332

q.  Theater



332

r.  Minstrel Shows


332-333

s.  PT Barnum



333-334

t.  Literature



334-339

u. How and why did the South not share in the spirit of reform? (351-362)

3. American Spirit

a. A Plea for Nonproperty Suffrage (1841), pgs. 230-231

b. The Impact of the Erie Canal (1853), pgs. 286-288

c. Emerson Chides the Reformers (1844) pgs. 315-316

4. DBQ Documents

[image: image1.jpg]Source: Fourth Annual Report, Society for the Reformation of Juvenile Delinquents in the
City of New York, 1829.

We might feel a pride in the reflection, that our young country . . . was the first to adopt the
penitentiary system of prison discipline, and the first to attempt to prevent the commission of
crimes, by seeking out the youthful and unprotected, who were in the way of temptation, and
by religious and moral instruction, by imparting to them useful knowledge, and by giving them
industrious and orderly habits, rescuing them from vice and rendering them valuable members
of society.

To confine these youthful criminals . . . where no, or scarcely any, distinction can be made
between the young and old, or between the more and less vicious, where little can be learned
but the ways of the wicked, and from whence they must be sent to encounter new wants, new
temptations, and to commit new crimes, is to pursue a course, as little reconcilable with justice
as humanity; yet, till the House of Refuge was established there was no alternative.






b.  

    [image: image2.jpg]Source: The Constitution of the Brook Farm Association, 1841.

In order to more effectually promote the great purposes of human culture: . . . to apply the
principles of justice and love to our social organization in accordance with the laws of Divine
Providence: to substitute a system of brotherly cooperation for one of selfish competition;

to secure to our children . . . the benefits of the highest physical, intellectual and moral
education . . .; to institute an attractive, efficient, and productive system of industry; ...

to diminish the desire of excessive accumulation, by making the acquisition of individual
property subservient to upright and disinterested uses; to guarantee to each other forever

the means of physical support, and of spiritual progress:—we the undersigned do unite in

a voluntary Association. . .





c.  

[image: image3.jpg]Source: “The Drunkards Progress. From The First Glass To The Grave,” 1846.





d. Source: Democracy in America, Alexis de Toqueville.
“Moreover, democracy not only lacks that soundness of judgment which is necessary to select men really deserving of their confidence, but often have not the desire or the inclination to find them out. It cannot be denied that democratic institutions strongly tend to promote the feeling of envy in the human heart; not so much because they afford to everyone the means of rising to the same level with others as because those means perpetually disappoint the persons who employ them. Democratic institutions awaken and foster a passion for equality which they can never entirely satisfy. This complete equality eludes the grasp of the people at the very moment when they think they have grasped it, and "flies," as Pascal says, "with an eternal flight; the people are excited in the pursuit of an advantage, which is more precious because it is not sufficiently remote to be unknown or sufficiently near to be enjoyed. The lower orders are agitated by the chance of success, they are irritated by its uncertainty; and they pass from the enthusiasm of pursuit to the exhaustion of ill success, and lastly to the acrimony of disappointment. Whatever transcends their own limitations appears to be an obstacle to their desires, and there is no superiority, however legitimate it may be, which is not irksome in their sight.” 
Part Three – Evaluation (35 points)

Please write an introductory paragraph and outline each body paragraph.

What caused the widespread interest in reform from 1825-1850.  In what ways was the spirit of reform manifested? In what ways was the spirit of reform limited?

