
characteristics of laissez faire
jacksonian
characteristics of laissez faire jacksonian describe a period of American
history marked by a specific approach to government intervention in the
economy and society. This era, heavily influenced by President Andrew
Jackson, championed minimal government interference, individual liberty, and
the belief that the free market, largely unburdened by regulation, would lead
to prosperity. Understanding these characteristics is crucial for grasping
the economic and political philosophy that shaped the United States in the
early to mid-19th century. This article will delve into the core tenets of
this philosophy, examining its impact on policy, its proponents and critics,
and its lasting legacy.
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The Core Philosophy of Laissez-Faire
Jacksonianism

The central tenet of laissez-faire Jacksonianism is the profound belief in
minimal government intervention in both economic and personal affairs. This
philosophy posits that the best path to national prosperity and individual
well-being is through a hands-off approach by the federal government.
Proponents argued that economic forces, left to their own devices, possess an
inherent ability to self-regulate and allocate resources efficiently. This
ideology emerged as a reaction against what was perceived as excessive
federal power and entanglement in the economy during previous
administrations.

At its heart, this perspective champions economic freedom and the unfettered



pursuit of opportunity. The idea was that individuals, freed from the
shackles of government regulation and intervention, would be more innovative,
productive, and ultimately, more prosperous. This translated into a deep
skepticism of government-sponsored monopolies, protective tariffs that
favored certain industries, and centralized financial institutions perceived
as unfairly benefiting elites. The Jacksonian era sought to democratize
economic opportunity by removing perceived artificial barriers erected by
governmental favoritism.

Emphasis on Limited Government

A cornerstone of laissez-faire Jacksonianism was an unwavering commitment to
a drastically limited federal government. This meant that the scope of
governmental power should be confined to its most essential functions, such
as national defense, administering justice, and protecting property rights.
Any attempts by the government to actively manage or direct the economy were
viewed with suspicion, seen as an overreach that could stifle natural
economic growth and individual liberty. The ideal was a government that acted
as an umpire, enforcing basic rules rather than playing an active role in the
game of commerce.

This emphasis on limited government extended to a rejection of policies
designed to promote specific industries or provide special favors. The idea
was that the government should not pick winners and losers in the
marketplace. Instead, economic success should be determined by merit,
innovation, and the demands of consumers. This belief fueled opposition to
initiatives like the National Bank, which many viewed as a tool to
concentrate economic power and benefit a select few at the expense of the
broader populace. The spirit of Jacksonian democracy was intrinsically tied
to reducing the power of distant, centralized authorities in favor of local
control and individual agency.

Individualism and Self-Reliance

Closely intertwined with the concept of limited government was a strong
emphasis on individualism and self-reliance. Laissez-faire Jacksonianism
celebrated the independent spirit of the American citizen, believing that
individuals possessed the capacity and the right to chart their own economic
destinies. This meant that personal success or failure was largely attributed
to an individual's own efforts, ingenuity, and moral character, rather than
external factors or government assistance. The narrative of the self-made
man, a product of hard work and determination, resonated deeply within this
ideological framework.

This focus on individual initiative discouraged reliance on government
programs or subsidies. The prevailing sentiment was that individuals should



be free to pursue their ambitions without undue governmental interference or
paternalistic oversight. This philosophy shaped attitudes towards poverty,
education, and economic opportunity, generally favoring private solutions and
individual responsibility over collective or governmental action. The
frontier spirit of the era, characterized by rugged individualism and the
ability to thrive through personal grit, perfectly embodied this aspect of
laissez-faire Jacksonian thought.

Free Market Principles

The free market was viewed as the ultimate engine of prosperity under
laissez-faire Jacksonianism. The principle of supply and demand, operating
without significant government interference, was believed to be the most
effective mechanism for determining prices, allocating resources, and
fostering innovation. This meant a general opposition to protective tariffs,
which were seen as artificial distortions of the market that benefited
domestic producers at the expense of consumers and free international trade.
Similarly, government-granted monopolies or special economic privileges were
frowned upon.

The belief in the inherent efficiency of the free market led to a preference
for deregulation and a reduction in the complexity of economic laws. The
ideal was a transparent and predictable economic environment where businesses
could operate with minimal bureaucratic hurdles. This approach aimed to
unleash entrepreneurial energy and encourage competition, which was thought
to lead to better products, lower prices, and overall economic advancement
for the nation. The Jacksonian era, therefore, was marked by a general push
to remove government from the intricacies of economic regulation and allow
market forces to dictate outcomes.

Opposition to Centralized Economic Power

A defining characteristic of laissez-faire Jacksonianism was its profound
distrust of concentrated economic power, particularly when that power was
perceived to be intertwined with or sanctioned by the federal government. The
most prominent target of this opposition was the Second Bank of the United
States. Andrew Jackson and his supporters viewed the Bank as an
unconstitutional entity that wielded undue influence over the nation's
financial system and benefited a wealthy elite at the expense of ordinary
citizens and state banks. They believed that such centralized financial
institutions could manipulate credit, control currency, and exert political
power in ways that undermined democratic principles.

This opposition extended to a broader skepticism of large corporations and
trusts that seemed to accumulate excessive wealth and influence. The
Jacksonian vision favored a more decentralized economic landscape, where



power was dispersed among many smaller businesses and individuals. The
dismantling of the National Bank and the subsequent "pet banks" policy, which
dispersed federal funds to state-chartered banks, exemplified this desire to
break up concentrated financial power and return control to more localized
institutions. The aim was to prevent the emergence of an economic aristocracy
that could dominate the political and social life of the nation.

Impact on Economic Policy

The characteristics of laissez-faire Jacksonianism translated directly into
significant shifts in economic policy during the era. The administration
actively sought to reduce the federal government's role in the economy, which
had a tangible effect on various sectors. Policies were generally geared
towards promoting free trade, limiting governmental debt, and fostering an
environment where private enterprise could flourish with minimal oversight.
This period saw a deliberate rollback of federal economic initiatives that
had been gaining traction in preceding decades.

The emphasis on limited government led to a reevaluation of federal
involvement in economic development. While some internal improvements were
still supported, the overarching tendency was to shift responsibility for
such projects to the states or the private sector. This approach, while
championed by its adherents as promoting liberty and efficiency, also led to
debates about fairness, equity, and the potential for unregulated markets to
create their own forms of economic disparity and instability. The legacy of
these policy choices continues to be a subject of historical and economic
analysis.

Banking and Currency Debates

The banking system and currency were at the forefront of the economic policy
debates during the Jacksonian era, largely due to the strong laissez-faire
sentiments. The contentious issue of the National Bank exemplified the
conflict between centralized financial control and the desire for a more
decentralized, free-market approach. Jackson's veto of the Bank's recharter
in 1832 was a pivotal moment, reflecting a deep-seated fear of concentrated
financial power and a belief that the Bank served the interests of the
wealthy and well-connected over the common people.

Following the Bank's demise, the nation experienced a period of
experimentation with currency and banking. The "pet banks" system, where
federal deposits were placed in selected state banks, was one outcome.
However, the lack of a strong central authority also led to a proliferation
of state-chartered banks issuing their own notes, creating a chaotic and
often unstable currency system. This era highlighted the challenges of



managing a national economy without a robust central banking mechanism, and
the inherent risks associated with unregulated private banking. The debates
over hard money (specie) versus paper currency also underscored the
underlying philosophical divisions regarding the role of government in
financial matters.

Internal Improvements and Infrastructure

While a strong commitment to laissez-faire meant a general reluctance to fund
large-scale internal improvements through federal initiatives, the era was
not entirely devoid of such projects. However, the philosophy dictated that
these endeavors should ideally be funded by states, private enterprise, or
through user fees, rather than direct federal taxation and appropriation. The
debate often centered on whether federally funded infrastructure projects
constituted an overreach of governmental power and unfairly benefited certain
regions or interests at the expense of others.

President Jackson himself often exercised his veto power on bills that
proposed federal funding for internal improvements, arguing that they were
often driven by political patronage rather than genuine national necessity.
This stance reflected a desire to curb federal spending and reduce the
government's influence in economic development. Nevertheless, the expansion
of roads, canals, and later, railroads, continued, often driven by state
initiatives, private investment, and the burgeoning westward expansion,
albeit with less direct federal guidance than might have occurred under
different economic philosophies.

Social and Political Ramifications

The characteristics of laissez-faire Jacksonianism had profound social and
political consequences, shaping the very fabric of American society and its
governance. The emphasis on the common man and the distrust of elite
institutions resonated with a growing segment of the population, leading to a
democratization of politics. This era saw the expansion of suffrage to more
white males, reducing property ownership requirements and allowing a broader
base of citizens to participate in the electoral process. The rise of popular
politics and the growth of political parties capable of mobilizing mass
support were direct outcomes of this ideological shift.

Politically, the era was marked by intense debate over the scope of federal
power versus states' rights. The Jacksonian movement often championed states'
rights, advocating for greater autonomy for individual states in managing
their own affairs, including economic and social policies. This tension
between federal and state authority would continue to be a recurring theme in
American history, influencing everything from economic regulation to the



eventual crisis of slavery. The social impact was also significant, fostering
a sense of individual agency and the belief that upward mobility was
attainable through hard work, even while underlying systemic inequalities
persisted.

Expansion and Westward Movement

The principles of laissez-faire Jacksonianism were deeply intertwined with
the era's relentless westward expansion. The philosophy encouraged individual
initiative and self-reliance, which perfectly aligned with the pioneering
spirit of those venturing into new territories. Minimal federal intervention
meant that settlers and entrepreneurs in the West could often operate with
fewer regulatory constraints, allowing for rapid development and resource
exploitation. This hands-off approach facilitated the acquisition of land and
the establishment of new communities, driven largely by private ambition and
enterprise.

The government's role in this expansion was often limited to land
distribution and defense against Native American populations, rather than
active economic development planning. This allowed for a more organic, albeit
often chaotic and inequitable, process of settlement and resource
utilization. The economic opportunities presented by the West, combined with
the ideological embrace of individual freedom from government control, acted
as powerful magnets, drawing settlers and fostering a culture of rugged
individualism that became synonymous with the American frontier experience.
This period laid crucial groundwork for the nation's territorial growth and
its evolving economic landscape.

Criticisms and Controversies

Despite its appeal to many, laissez-faire Jacksonianism was not without its
detractors, and its implementation generated significant criticism and
controversy. Critics argued that the extreme emphasis on limited government
and free markets could lead to exploitation, inequality, and instability.
They contended that an unregulated economy was prone to boom-and-bust cycles,
monopolies, and the exploitation of labor, particularly in burgeoning
industrial centers. The perceived lack of a social safety net or governmental
oversight to protect vulnerable populations was a frequent point of
contention.

Furthermore, the Jacksonian era's policies, while aiming for a more
democratic economic system, often resulted in the displacement and
dispossession of Native American tribes, exemplified by the Indian Removal
Act. This highlighted a significant blind spot in the philosophy, where the
pursuit of individual liberty and property rights for white settlers often



came at the direct expense of indigenous populations. The concentration of
wealth and power also did not disappear entirely; rather, it shifted to
different forms, such as wealthy industrialists and financiers who operated
outside the direct oversight of a weakened federal government.

The Abolitionist Movement

While the laissez-faire Jacksonian ideology primarily focused on economic
matters and limited government intervention, its tenets indirectly influenced
the broader social and political landscape, including the burgeoning
abolitionist movement. The emphasis on individual liberty and freedom from
government oppression, while intended for white male citizens, was
increasingly invoked by abolitionists to challenge the institution of
slavery. They argued that the inherent right to freedom and self-ownership,
central to Jacksonian ideals, was fundamentally incompatible with the
enslavement of human beings.

However, it is crucial to note that the dominant political forces of the
Jacksonian era were not inherently abolitionist. In fact, the emphasis on
states' rights often served to protect the institution of slavery, as
Southern states fiercely defended their right to manage their internal
affairs without federal interference. Thus, while the abstract principles of
liberty championed by Jacksonianism could be used to argue against slavery,
the practical political application often reinforced the status quo, creating
a complex and often contradictory relationship between the era's core
philosophy and the struggle for human rights.

The Role of the Common Man

A defining social and political characteristic of the laissez-faire
Jacksonian era was its elevation of the "common man" and a deliberate effort
to democratize political participation. This philosophy actively sought to
dismantle the perceived elitism of previous administrations and empower
ordinary citizens. The expansion of suffrage, the reduction of property
qualifications for voting, and the rise of popular political rallies and
conventions were all manifestations of this commitment to the common man's
voice in governance. Andrew Jackson himself was often portrayed as a champion
of the people, a frontier hero who understood and represented the interests
of the average citizen.

This focus on the common man also influenced economic thought, with a desire
to create a more level playing field and prevent the concentration of wealth
and power in the hands of a select few. The opposition to the National Bank,
for instance, was framed as a fight against an institution that benefited the
wealthy at the expense of small farmers and laborers. While this ideal of
empowering the common man was a powerful force in shaping the era's politics,



it is also important to acknowledge that the benefits of this democratization
were largely limited to white males, excluding women, African Americans, and
Native Americans from full participation.

Legacy of Laissez-Faire Jacksonianism

The legacy of laissez-faire Jacksonianism is multifaceted and continues to be
debated among historians and economists. It undeniably played a significant
role in shaping the American identity, fostering a deep-seated cultural
emphasis on individualism, self-reliance, and a skepticism of extensive
government intervention. The era's policies helped to pave the way for rapid
economic growth and territorial expansion, fueled by entrepreneurial spirit
and private investment. The democratic reforms, particularly the expansion of
suffrage, had a lasting impact on the nation's political landscape.

However, the era's legacy also includes its shortcomings. The unchecked
pursuit of economic freedom led to periods of financial instability and
contributed to the exploitation of certain groups. The focus on states'
rights, while intended to preserve liberty, also created significant
challenges in addressing national issues and ultimately proved insufficient
in preventing the cataclysm of the Civil War. The complex interplay of these
positive and negative outcomes means that understanding the characteristics
of laissez-faire Jacksonianism provides essential insight into the
foundational principles and ongoing tensions that have shaped the United
States.

FAQ

Q: What were the primary economic characteristics of
laissez-faire Jacksonianism?
A: The primary economic characteristics included a strong belief in minimal
government intervention in the economy, a reliance on free market principles
of supply and demand, opposition to protective tariffs, and a distrust of
centralized financial institutions like the National Bank. The emphasis was
on individual economic liberty and self-reliance.

Q: How did laissez-faire Jacksonianism impact the



banking system?
A: It led to the dismantling of the Second Bank of the United States and a
shift towards a more decentralized banking system with numerous state-
chartered banks. This resulted in a more volatile currency and significant
debates about financial regulation.

Q: What was the role of individualism in laissez-
faire Jacksonianism?
A: Individualism and self-reliance were central tenets. The philosophy
championed the idea that individuals should be free to pursue their economic
destinies without undue government interference, and that personal success or
failure was largely a result of individual effort.

Q: Did laissez-faire Jacksonianism support
government funding for internal improvements?
A: Generally, it favored a limited role for the federal government in funding
internal improvements. Proponents believed these projects should ideally be
funded by states, private enterprise, or user fees, rather than direct
federal taxation, to avoid government overreach.

Q: How did laissez-faire Jacksonianism view the
concept of the "common man"?
A: The era celebrated and sought to empower the "common man," advocating for
broader political participation and challenging perceived elitism in
government and finance. This led to reforms like the expansion of suffrage
for white males.

Q: What were some major criticisms of laissez-faire
Jacksonianism?
A: Criticisms included the potential for increased economic inequality and
exploitation due to lack of regulation, susceptibility to financial panics,
and the negative impacts on marginalized groups, particularly Native
Americans through policies like the Indian Removal Act.

Q: How did laissez-faire Jacksonianism relate to
westward expansion?
A: The philosophy facilitated westward expansion by encouraging individual
initiative and minimizing federal oversight in newly acquired territories,
allowing for rapid, often unhindered, settlement and resource development by



private citizens.
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