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The Second Great Awakening, a profound religious revival that swept through
America in the early 19th century, was a complex movement intertwined with
the rapid economic and social changes brought about by the Market Revolution.
This period, roughly spanning from the 1790s to the 1840s, transformed the
United States from a largely agrarian society into a burgeoning industrial
and commercial economy. While the Second Great Awakening capitalized on the
opportunities presented by the Market Revolution to expand its influence, it
also emerged as a powerful critique of the excesses and inequalities that
accompanied this rapid economic growth. Understanding this dual relationship
provides valuable insights into how religion and economic change shaped
American society during this transformative era.

The Market Revolution: A Catalyst for Change

Overview of the Market Revolution
The Market Revolution refers to the period of rapid economic transformation
characterized by:

Expansion of transportation networks, including canals, roads, and
railroads

Growth of factories and mechanized production

Rise of a cash economy and increased commercialization of agriculture
and industry

Development of national markets that connected distant regions

This revolution facilitated the movement of goods, people, and capital across
the United States, fostering economic growth but also creating new social
dynamics and disparities.



Impacts on Society and Economy
The Market Revolution led to:

Urbanization, with many Americans moving to cities for factory work

Increased labor specialization and productivity

Development of a middle class and expanding consumer culture

Widening economic inequalities, as some benefited more than others

While this economic expansion created opportunities, it also exposed the
darker side of unregulated capitalism, including exploitation, moral
dilemmas, and social unrest.

The Second Great Awakening: An Evangelical
Response

Origins and Spread of the Movement
The Second Great Awakening emerged in the early 19th century as a reaction to
the perceived moral decline associated with rapid economic change. It was
characterized by:

Revival meetings that drew large crowds

Emphasis on personal salvation and individual responsibility

Appeals to emotion and personal experience

Growth of new denominations like Methodists and Baptists

This movement democratized religion, making it accessible to all classes and
encouraging social activism.

Religious Innovations and Regional Variations
Different regions experienced the Awakening uniquely:

In the North, it promoted abolitionism and temperance

In the South, it was often intertwined with the defense of slavery,



though some advocates opposed it

In the West, it supported frontier settlement and moral reform

Overall, the Second Great Awakening provided a moral framework that
challenged the social and economic excesses of the Market Revolution.

Advantages Taken by the Second Great Awakening
from the Market Revolution

Expanding Religious Influence Through Economic
Networks
The growth of transportation and communication infrastructure allowed
religious leaders to reach wider audiences. Revival circuits, camp meetings,
and itinerant preachers traveled along newly built roads and railways,
spreading revivalist messages across the country.

Use of Commercial Strategies
Religious organizations adopted marketing techniques similar to those of
businesses:

Mass rallies and emotional appeals to attract followers

Use of print media, including newspapers and tracts, to disseminate
religious ideas

Establishment of religious societies and institutions that became
centers of community life

This commercialization of religion increased its accessibility and appeal to
diverse social classes.

Mobilizing Social Reform Movements
The Second Great Awakening spurred numerous reform movements aligned with its
moral teachings:

Abolition of slavery

Temperance movement to curb alcohol abuse



Women's rights and education reform

Prison reform and mental health improvements

These initiatives leveraged the organizational structures and networks
created by the religious revival, demonstrating how the movement capitalized
on the Market Revolution's infrastructure.

The Critiques of the Market Revolution by the
Second Great Awakening

Condemnation of Materialism and Greed
The Second Great Awakening emphasized spiritual values over material wealth.
Many preachers warned against the corrupting influence of greed and the
pursuit of riches, which they saw as undermining moral integrity.

Challenges to Social Inequality
While the Market Revolution widened economic disparities, the revival
movement often criticized this inequality:

Promoting the idea that salvation and moral worth were accessible to
all, regardless of wealth

Encouraging charitable work and social activism to aid the poor and
oppressed

Questioning the morality of exploiting workers and perpetuating slavery

This critique fueled social reform efforts aiming to create a more equitable
society rooted in Christian principles.

Rejection of Unregulated Capitalism
The movement voiced concerns over the lack of moral regulation in economic
practices:

Opposing dishonest business practices and corruption

Advocating for temperance and sobriety to improve individual moral
character



Supporting laws and policies that promoted social morality over pure
profit

By doing so, the Second Great Awakening positioned itself as a moral
conscience demanding accountability in economic affairs.

Legacy and Impact on American Society

Blending of Religion and Social Reform
The movement's dual approach—taking advantage of economic networks while
criticizing excesses—led to:

The rise of voluntary associations and non-governmental organizations

Institutional reforms in education, prisons, and mental health

Persistent influence on American moral and social values

Influence on Future Movements
The religious revival laid the groundwork for later social justice
initiatives and the ongoing interplay between faith and societal reform.

Conclusion
The Second Great Awakening exemplifies a dynamic relationship with the Market
Revolution. It skillfully leveraged the economic developments—using
transportation, communication, and organizational innovations—to expand its
reach and influence. Simultaneously, it served as a moral counterbalance,
criticizing the excesses of capitalism, materialism, and social inequality.
This dual role helped shape the moral and social fabric of 19th-century
America, leaving a legacy that continues to influence religious and social
movements today.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the relationship between the Second Great
Awakening and the Market Revolution?
The Second Great Awakening both capitalized on the Market Revolution by
spreading religious ideas to a broader audience and critiqued its excesses by
promoting moral reform and social activism against capitalism's negative
impacts.

How did the Second Great Awakening influence social
reform movements during the Market Revolution?
It inspired movements such as abolitionism, temperance, and women's rights by
emphasizing moral renewal and individual responsibility.

In what ways did the Second Great Awakening take
advantage of the expanding markets and communication
networks?
It used new transportation and printing technologies to disseminate religious
messages widely, reaching diverse and distant populations.

What criticisms did the Second Great Awakening have
of the Market Revolution's excesses?
It criticized greed, materialism, and social inequality, advocating for a
focus on spiritual and moral values over material success.

How did religious revivalism during the Second Great
Awakening challenge the social and economic changes
of the Market Revolution?
It challenged the dehumanizing aspects of capitalism by emphasizing personal
salvation, moral responsibility, and community reform.



Can the Second Great Awakening be seen as both a
product of and a reaction to the Market Revolution?
Yes, it harnessed the economic changes to spread religious ideas widely and
reacted against the social inequalities and moral issues arising from rapid
economic growth.

What role did revival meetings play in both
promoting and criticizing the Market Revolution?
Revival meetings promoted social cohesion and moral reform but also
criticized the materialism and social disparities caused by economic
expansion.

How did the Second Great Awakening impact the
development of reform movements like abolition and
temperance?
It provided religious justification and moral urgency for these reform
movements, framing them as spiritual duties.

In what ways did the Second Great Awakening both
support and challenge the ideals of individualism
fostered by the Market Revolution?
It supported individual moral agency and personal salvation but challenged
the materialism and social inequalities associated with unchecked
individualism.

What legacy did the Second Great Awakening leave in
American social and religious history?
It helped democratize religion, spurred social reform efforts, and fostered a
culture emphasizing moral responsibility and social activism.

Additional Resources
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The Second Great Awakening, a religious revival movement that swept across
the United States in the early 19th century, was a complex phenomenon
intertwined with the sweeping economic transformations known as the Market
Revolution. While the movement capitalized on the opportunities created by
rapid economic change—such as increased mobility, urbanization, and the



expansion of commercial enterprise—it also served as a moral counterbalance,
criticizing the material excesses, greed, and social inequalities that
accompanied the era’s economic growth. This duality underscores how religious
revivalism was both a product of its economic environment and a critique of
its darker consequences.

---

Understanding the Market Revolution: Setting
the Stage

The Economic Landscape of the Early 19th Century
The Market Revolution, occurring roughly from the 1810s through the 1850s,
marked a profound transformation in American economic life. It was
characterized by:
- The shift from subsistence farming to a market-oriented economy.
- The rise of industrial manufacturing, particularly in textiles, iron, and
later, steel.
- Expansion of transportation infrastructure, including canals, steamboats,
and railroads.
- The growth of a national economy that connected distant regions and
facilitated the exchange of goods, services, and labor.

This revolution fostered unprecedented economic growth, increased consumer
availability, and provided new opportunities for entrepreneurs, workers, and
consumers alike. It created a sense of optimism about progress and the
potential for upward mobility, but it also exposed new social divides and
economic disparities.

Impacts on Society and Culture
The Market Revolution reshaped American society by:
- Promoting urbanization, as people moved to cities seeking work.
- Encouraging the rise of a middle class that benefited from economic
expansion.
- Increasing the commodification of everyday life.
- Creating new social tensions rooted in inequality and exploitation.

Amid this backdrop, religious life responded dynamically, both embracing the
opportunities and exposing the moral shortcomings associated with economic
expansion.

---



The Second Great Awakening: An Overview

Origins and Timeline
Emerging in the late 18th century and reaching a peak between 1820 and 1850,
the Second Great Awakening was driven by revival meetings, camp meetings, and
a surge in evangelical fervor. It was characterized by:
- Emphasis on personal salvation and individual piety.
- The democratization of religion, making it accessible to all social
classes.
- A focus on social reform, including temperance, abolition, and education.

Key Figures and Movements
Notable revivalists like Charles Finney, Barton Stone, and Phoebe Palmer
preached messages that resonated across denominational lines. Their campaigns
energized religious communities and spurred the formation of new
denominations, such as Methodists and Baptists, which thrived during this
period.

---

Taking Advantage of the Market Revolution

Religious Institutions as Economic Entities
The Second Great Awakening adeptly harnessed the burgeoning market economy
by:
- Establishing widespread networks of churches, revival halls, and religious
publishing houses that capitalized on the era’s communication and
transportation advances.
- Developing religious periodicals, tracts, and books that reached an
expanding readership eager for spiritual guidance.
- Creating revival circuits that traveled across towns and regions,
increasing their reach and profitability.

This commercialization of religion allowed religious leaders and
organizations to expand their influence, making faith more accessible and
appealing to a broad audience. The movement’s success was partly due to its
savvy use of emerging markets and media.

Mass Meetings and Commercial Opportunities
Revival meetings, often held in large outdoor spaces, became major social and



economic events. They:
- Attracted thousands of attendees, generating income for local economies.
- Stimulated related industries, such as food vendors, accommodations, and
transportation.
- Created opportunities for itinerant preachers and revivalist entrepreneurs
to profit from their itineraries.

Alignment with Entrepreneurial Spirit
The revival movement’s emphasis on individual agency and moral responsibility
paralleled the entrepreneurial spirit of the Market Revolution. Both fostered
ideas of self-improvement, initiative, and the pursuit of success,
reinforcing the ethos that economic and spiritual uplift could be mutually
reinforcing.

---

Critiquing the Excesses of the Market
Revolution

Social Inequality and Moral Concerns
While the Second Great Awakening benefited from the economic boom, it also
emerged as a moral critique of the excesses of capitalism:
- Many revivalists condemned greed, materialism, and the exploitation of
workers.
- The movement emphasized virtues like humility, charity, and temperance,
directly challenging the material excesses of the age.
- Evangelicals played a significant role in advocating for social reforms
aimed at alleviating poverty and promoting social justice.

Temperance Movement and Anti-Slavery Crusades
The movement’s reformist wing championed causes such as temperance, seeking
to curtail alcohol consumption which they saw as a moral failing and a social
ill linked to economic dependency and disorder. Similarly, religious leaders
were at the forefront of abolitionism, criticizing the economic practices of
slavery and the injustices embedded within the market economy.

Religion as a Moral Counterweight
The revival’s emphasis on personal morality and social responsibility
provided a counterbalance to the relentless pursuit of profit. Preachers
often warned against the corrupting influence of wealth and urged their
followers to pursue spiritual over material riches.



---

Intersecting Dynamics: Advantage and Critique

Mutual Reinforcement
The Second Great Awakening’s ability to both leverage and critique the Market
Revolution underscores its complex relationship with economic change:
- It used the opportunities created by the market economy to spread its
message widely.
- It drew on the same cultural currents of self-improvement and moral agency
that fueled economic pursuits.
- At the same time, it challenged the moral foundations of capitalism,
condemning greed, inequality, and social injustice.

Impact on Social Reform
The movement’s critique translated into tangible social reforms:
- The establishment of charitable organizations and orphanages.
- The promotion of public education.
- Advocacy for prison reform and women’s rights.

These initiatives reflected a desire to align economic progress with moral
uplift, emphasizing that true progress involved social justice and spiritual
well-being.

---

Legacy and Long-Term Significance

Enduring Influence
The Second Great Awakening profoundly influenced American religious and
social life, shaping movements such as:
- The abolitionist movement.
- The temperance movement.
- The emergence of evangelical Protestantism as a dominant religious force.

It also impacted American culture by promoting the idea that moral and
spiritual renewal were essential to the nation’s progress.



Lessons on the Interplay of Economy and Morality
The movement exemplifies how religious revivalism can both benefit from and
challenge economic shifts. It highlights the importance of moral discourse in
shaping societal values amid rapid economic change—a dynamic still relevant
today.

---

Conclusion
The Second Great Awakening stands as a remarkable historical phenomenon that
exemplifies the complex relationship between religion and economics. By
taking advantage of the Market Revolution’s opportunities, it amplified its
reach and influence, transforming American religious life. Simultaneously, it
served as a moral voice, criticizing the excesses, inequalities, and social
injustices that accompanied rapid economic growth. This dual role underscores
the movement’s significance as both a product of its economic environment and
a moral counterbalance, shaping the trajectory of American society in
profound and enduring ways.
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