
characteristics of agrarianism jacksonian
characteristics of agrarianism jacksonian are deeply intertwined with the political and social
philosophy of Andrew Jackson and his supporters during the 19th century. This ideology championed
the independent yeoman farmer as the ideal citizen, emphasizing self-sufficiency, virtue, and a
profound distrust of centralized power, particularly in the form of financial institutions and a
burgeoning industrial class. Understanding these core tenets is crucial for grasping the broader
landscape of early American democracy and the debates surrounding economic and social progress.
This article delves into the fundamental characteristics of this influential agrarian vision, exploring its
philosophical underpinnings, its practical implications, and its lasting impact on American thought. We
will examine the central role of the farmer, the opposition to industrialization and finance, the
emphasis on individual liberty, and the concept of virtuous citizenship that defined Jacksonian
agrarianism.
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The Foundation: The Ideal of the Yeoman Farmer
At the heart of Jacksonian agrarianism lies the profound belief in the superiority of the independent
yeoman farmer. This figure was envisioned as the bedrock of a healthy republic, possessing a moral
uprightness and practical wisdom derived from their intimate connection with the land. Their labor
was seen as honest and productive, directly contributing to the sustenance of society without
exploitation or undue reliance on others. This ideal farmer was not merely an agricultural laborer but
a self-reliant individual, responsible for their own destiny and contributing to the common good
through their diligence.

The agrarian ideal celebrated a life lived close to nature, where hard work, thrift, and a deep
understanding of the seasons fostered essential character traits. Unlike the perceived corruption and
dependence of urban dwellers or financiers, the farmer was seen as pure and uncorrupted by the
temptations of wealth and power. This romanticized view of rural life underscored the belief that such
individuals were best equipped to understand and defend the principles of liberty and democratic
governance.

The Farmer as the Embodiment of Virtue
Jacksonian agrarians consistently portrayed the farmer as the epitome of civic virtue. Their connection
to the soil was believed to instill a sense of responsibility, patience, and resilience. The ability to
cultivate the land and provide for oneself and one's family was seen as a direct reflection of inherent
goodness and a commitment to productive labor. This virtuous individual was considered less
susceptible to the manipulative influences of politicians and wealthy elites who, in their view, preyed



upon the less informed or more dependent segments of society.

This perception of the farmer as a morally superior citizen directly translated into their political
influence. Jacksonian politicians actively sought to appeal to this demographic, framing their policies
as being in the best interest of the common farmer against the machinations of privileged classes.
The image of the honest, hardworking farmer became a potent symbol of the democratic ideal and a
justification for policies aimed at leveling the economic playing field.

Distrust of Centralized Power and Finance
A defining characteristic of Jacksonian agrarianism was its deep-seated skepticism towards
concentrated economic and political power. This sentiment was most powerfully directed at the
national banking system, particularly the Second Bank of the United States, which Andrew Jackson
famously vetoed. Critics viewed these institutions as instruments of the wealthy elite, designed to
exploit the labor of ordinary citizens and the farmers for private gain, thereby undermining true
democracy.

The agrarian viewpoint posited that national banks, with their ability to issue currency and control
credit, created artificial booms and busts, disproportionately harming those who relied on stable
agricultural markets. They were seen as entities that fostered speculation and dependence, moving
society away from productive, tangible wealth generated by land and labor towards abstract financial
instruments and manipulation. This opposition was not merely economic but philosophical, rooted in a
desire to prevent the concentration of power that could threaten individual liberties and the agrarian
way of life.

The Perils of Speculation and Monopoly
Jacksonian agrarians viewed financial speculation and the accumulation of wealth through means
other than direct labor and production as inherently corrupting. They believed that monopolies, often
facilitated by powerful financial institutions, stifled competition and created an unfair advantage for a
select few. This was seen as a direct threat to the principles of a free market and the opportunity for
honest individuals to prosper through their own efforts.

The focus was always on tangible assets and honest toil. The land represented a stable, productive
source of wealth, whereas financial instruments and paper money were considered ephemeral and
prone to manipulation. This perspective informed their calls for policies that would curb the power of
banks, promote hard currency (specie), and prevent the unchecked growth of corporate power that
they believed was antithetical to the agrarian ideal and the interests of the common man.

Emphasis on Individual Liberty and Self-Sufficiency
Central to Jacksonian agrarian thought was the paramount importance of individual liberty,
inextricably linked to the concept of self-sufficiency. The ideal agrarian was someone who could
subsist on their own land, employing their own labor, and making their own decisions without undue
reliance on government or powerful economic entities. This independence was seen as the most
robust defense against tyranny and exploitation, fostering a sense of autonomy and personal agency.

This emphasis on self-reliance extended beyond mere economic survival; it was also a cornerstone of
personal character and political responsibility. A self-sufficient individual was considered more likely



to think critically, make informed decisions, and resist the pressures to conform or be swayed by
external forces. The agrarian lifestyle, with its inherent demands for foresight and resilience, was thus
viewed as the perfect training ground for independent citizenship.

The Land as a Source of Freedom
The ownership of land was not just an economic asset for Jacksonian agrarians; it was a tangible
symbol and a practical guarantor of freedom. Owning land meant having a stake in society, a direct
connection to the nation's resources, and the ability to provide for oneself and one's family. This
contrasted sharply with the condition of wage laborers or those dependent on the whims of employers
or financial markets, who were perceived as lacking true autonomy.

Policies that facilitated westward expansion and land acquisition for ordinary citizens were thus highly
valued. The opportunity to own and work one's own farm was seen as a pathway to economic
independence and, by extension, political freedom. The agrarian vision sought to maintain a society
where land ownership was broadly distributed, preventing the emergence of a landless class that
could be easily controlled or disenfranchised.

Virtue and Morality in the Agrarian Lifestyle
Jacksonian agrarianism was infused with a strong moral dimension, portraying the agrarian lifestyle as
inherently virtuous and conducive to a well-ordered society. The farmer's close relationship with the
natural world, their reliance on hard work, and their responsibility for sustenance were seen as
cultivating essential moral qualities such as honesty, integrity, prudence, and a deep sense of justice.
These were considered the virtues necessary for responsible citizenship in a republic.

This moral framework served to distinguish the agrarian class from other societal groups, particularly
the perceived decadence and corruption associated with urban centers and the financial elite. The
simple, honest life of the farmer was contrasted with the complex, often deceitful world of commerce
and finance, reinforcing the agrarian ideal as the foundation of a healthy democracy. This moral
superiority was often used to legitimize their political aspirations and policy preferences.

Simplicity, Industry, and Thrift
The agrarian ethos valued simplicity in lifestyle, diligent industry, and prudent thrift as cardinal
virtues. The farmer's life, stripped of ostentation and luxury, was seen as a model of how individuals
should live, focusing on needs rather than excessive wants. This emphasis on moderation and self-
restraint was believed to foster contentment and prevent the social ills that arise from unchecked
ambition and materialism.

Industry was celebrated not just for its economic productivity but for its character-building qualities.
The daily demands of farming required sustained effort, patience, and resilience, forging a strong
work ethic. Thrift was equally important, as it ensured financial stability and reduced dependence on
external sources, further reinforcing the ideal of self-sufficiency. These virtues were considered the
building blocks of a stable and prosperous society, directly linked to the success of the agrarian way
of life.



The Role of Government and Democracy
Jacksonian agrarianism advocated for a limited, decentralized government that primarily served to
protect the rights and opportunities of its citizens, particularly the agrarian majority. They were wary
of federal overreach and the potential for government power to be co-opted by special interests,
especially financial and industrial lobbies. The ideal government was one that upheld democratic
principles and ensured a level playing field for all, preventing the concentration of power that could
threaten liberty.

This perspective led to strong support for democratic processes, including broader suffrage and direct
election of officials. They believed that ordinary citizens, especially the virtuous agrarian population,
were capable of self-governance and should have direct influence over political decisions. Their
opposition to institutions like the national bank stemmed from a belief that such entities operated
outside the direct control of the people and served to undermine the democratic will.

Decentralization and States' Rights
A key element of Jacksonian agrarian thought was a preference for decentralized power, with
significant authority residing at the state and local levels. This was seen as a way to keep government
closer to the people and less susceptible to manipulation by distant elites or powerful national
institutions. States' rights were defended as a crucial mechanism for protecting diverse local interests
and preventing a monolithic federal government from imposing its will on the agrarian population.

This emphasis on decentralization was a direct consequence of their distrust of centralized authority.
They believed that a strong, distant federal government could easily become an instrument of
oppression, favoring the interests of the wealthy and powerful over those of the independent farmer.
The agrarian vision thus championed a model of governance that was responsive to the will of the
people at the most local level possible.

Opposition to Industrialization and Urbanization
While not necessarily against all forms of progress, Jacksonian agrarianism harbored a significant
skepticism, if not outright opposition, towards the burgeoning forces of industrialization and
urbanization. They viewed the factory system as inherently exploitative, creating a class of dependent
wage laborers disconnected from the land and vulnerable to the control of factory owners. This was
seen as a direct threat to the ideal of the independent yeoman farmer.

Urban centers were often depicted as breeding grounds for vice, corruption, and social unrest, a stark
contrast to the perceived purity and order of rural life. The rise of factories and cities was seen as
pulling people away from productive labor and into environments where they could be easily
manipulated and where traditional virtues might erode. This agrarian viewpoint sought to preserve a
society built on agriculture, fearing that unchecked industrial growth would lead to social stratification
and the loss of the agrarian republic's foundational values.

The Industrial Worker as a Dependent
The Jacksonian agrarian perspective viewed the industrial worker with concern, seeing them as a
class of individuals who had lost their independence and become reliant on employers. This
dependence was considered antithetical to the core value of self-sufficiency that defined the agrarian



ideal. The factory system, with its regimented hours and dependence on wages, was seen as stripping
workers of their autonomy and dignity.

Unlike the farmer who controlled their own land and labor, the factory worker was subjected to the
discipline of the clock and the dictates of the owner. This created a power imbalance that agrarians
found deeply troubling, as it mirrored the exploitative relationships they sought to avoid. Their ideal
was a society where individuals owned their means of production, whether land or tools, and were not
beholden to others for their livelihood.

Impact and Legacy of Jacksonian Agrarianism
The principles of Jacksonian agrarianism left an indelible mark on American political and economic
thought, shaping debates for generations. While the United States has undeniably industrialized and
urbanized, the agrarian ideal continued to resonate as a counterpoint to unchecked corporate power
and a reminder of the value of self-reliance and localism. The spirit of the independent farmer, though
perhaps romanticized, remained a potent symbol in the American imagination.

Its influence can be seen in various populist movements and critiques of modern economic systems
that emphasize the potential for exploitation and the erosion of individual autonomy. The agrarian
vision, with its emphasis on virtue, simplicity, and a distrust of concentrated power, continues to offer
a distinct perspective on the challenges and opportunities facing American society, reminding us of
the enduring appeal of a life rooted in the land and self-sufficiency.

Enduring Values and Modern Relevance
The core values championed by Jacksonian agrarianism—individual liberty, self-sufficiency, a
skepticism of concentrated power, and a belief in the virtue of productive labor—retain a surprising
degree of relevance in contemporary discourse. While the agrarian lifestyle is no longer the dominant
mode of existence, the ideals it represents continue to inspire movements advocating for local food
systems, small businesses, and a greater emphasis on community resilience.

The critique of financial institutions and the concerns about wealth inequality echo the sentiments of
Jackson's era. In a world increasingly dominated by global corporations and complex financial
markets, the agrarian call for tangible production, ethical labor, and individual empowerment
continues to resonate, offering a valuable lens through which to analyze and critique modern
economic and social structures.

FAQ

Q: What was the main economic principle behind Jacksonian
agrarianism?
A: The main economic principle of Jacksonian agrarianism was the belief in the superiority of
agriculture as the most productive and virtuous economic activity, contrasting it with the perceived
speculative and exploitative nature of banking and industrial capitalism. They championed the
independent yeoman farmer as the ideal economic citizen.



Q: How did Jacksonian agrarians view the role of government?
A: Jacksonian agrarians advocated for a limited, decentralized government that primarily protected
individual liberties and ensured a level playing field, particularly for farmers. They were wary of
federal overreach and the influence of powerful economic interests on government policy.

Q: What were the primary criticisms of the banking system by
Jacksonian agrarians?
A: They criticized the national banking system, especially the Second Bank of the United States, for
concentrating wealth and power, creating financial instability through speculative practices, and
exploiting the labor of ordinary citizens and farmers for the benefit of a wealthy elite.

Q: Why was the yeoman farmer considered the ideal citizen in
Jacksonian agrarianism?
A: The yeoman farmer was considered ideal because they were seen as independent, self-sufficient,
virtuous, and connected to the land. Their labor was viewed as honest and productive, and their
lifestyle was believed to foster the integrity and common sense necessary for responsible citizenship
in a republic.

Q: What was the stance of Jacksonian agrarianism on
industrialization and urbanization?
A: Jacksonian agrarianism was generally skeptical, if not outright opposed, to rapid industrialization
and urbanization. They viewed the factory system as creating dependency and exploitation among
wage laborers, and urban centers as potential sites of corruption and social disorder, contrasting with
the purity of rural life.

Q: Did Jacksonian agrarianism have any impact on westward
expansion?
A: Yes, Jacksonian agrarianism strongly supported westward expansion as a means to provide land
and opportunities for independent farming, reinforcing the ideal of self-sufficiency and preventing the
concentration of land ownership.

Q: What are some enduring values of Jacksonian agrarianism
in modern society?
A: Enduring values include the emphasis on individual liberty, self-sufficiency, localism, skepticism of
concentrated corporate and financial power, and the importance of ethical labor and tangible
production.



Q: How did Jacksonian agrarianism define virtue?
A: Virtue in Jacksonian agrarianism was closely tied to the agrarian lifestyle, emphasizing honesty,
integrity, prudence, diligence, thrift, and self-reliance derived from hard work and a connection to the
land.
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