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Summary
The Mobs and the Reformers in the Age of Jacksonian Democracy
Tadashige Shimizu

The age of Jacksonian democracy was also the age of reform movements and various reformers
started many social movements such as peace, temperance, women’s rights or abolition of
inprisonment for debt in this age. Among these, it was the Anti-Slavery movement, or
Abolitionism and its slogan of “IMMEDIATE, UNCONDITIONAL EMANCIPATION ON THE SOIL”
of Southern slaves that faced the strongest opposition from the public opinion. The abolitionists
were rebuked as “disturbers of the peace,” “cut-throats” or “monsters,” and were often attacked by
mob violence. The age of democracy was also the “reign of terror,” or “the martyr age of the
republic.”

The realization of white manhood suffrage in this age created “the tyranny of the majority,” or
the emergence of a mighty public opinion and popular servitude to it. The leading abolitionist,
William L. Garrison stated that now for Americans “the question is not——what is true? but——
what is popular? Not——what does God say? but——what says the public? Not what is my
opinion? but——what do others believe?” In short, Americans became “intellectually and morally
a nation of cowards” in the democratic mood.

It was “a greater revolution in public sentiment” that abolitionists intended to bring about. On
the Fourth of July, 1829, Garrison insisted that “is it republicanism to say, that the majority can do
no wrong? Then I am not a republican. Is it aristocracy to say, that the people sometimes
shamefully abuse their high trust? Then I am an aristocrat.” These provocative remarks show
his decisive aversion to the moral timidity under the majority rule in the democratic age.
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