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Understanding the evolution of American political parties is essential to
grasping the nation’s political landscape. The Second American Party System,
often considered a defining phase in U.S. political history, is a term used
by historians to describe a specific era marked by the rivalry between two
dominant parties. The question of whether this system developed primarily as
a reaction to the first party system or due to other factors remains a topic
of debate among scholars. This article explores the origins, development, and
dynamics of the Second American Party System, evaluating the extent to which
it was a reactionary development.

Historical Context of the First and Second
American Party Systems

The First American Party System (1790s - 1820s)
The first party system in the United States emerged shortly after the
ratification of the Constitution. It primarily involved two factions:
- Federalists: Led by Alexander Hamilton, advocating for a strong central
government, a robust commercial economy, and close ties with Britain.
- Democratic-Republicans (Jeffersonian Republicans): Led by Thomas Jefferson
and James Madison, emphasizing states' rights, agrarianism, and a more
limited federal government.

This period was characterized by intense political debates over the nature of
federal authority, economic policy, and foreign alliances. The Federalists
eventually declined after the War of 1812, leading to a period often called
the "Era of Good Feelings," marked by one-party dominance.

The Transition to the Second Party System
By the 1820s, the decline of the Federalist Party and the rise of new
political movements set the stage for a new party alignment. The 1820s and
1830s saw the emergence of the Second American Party System, characterized by
the competition between:
- The Democratic Party, led by Andrew Jackson
- The Whig Party, formed in opposition to Jackson’s policies



This period saw significant shifts in political ideology, voter
participation, and party organization.

Development of the Second American Party System
as a Reaction

Was the Second Party System a Reaction to the First?
Many historians argue that the Second American Party System developed largely
as a reaction to the political and economic outcomes of the first system.
Several factors support this view:

1. Reaction to Federalist Policies: The decline of Federalist influence was
partly due to their association with unpopular policies, such as the Alien
and Sedition Acts, and perceptions of elitism. The Democratic-Republicans
capitalized on this discontent, emphasizing states' rights and democratic
participation.

2. Economic Changes and Class Divisions: The post-War of 1812 era brought
about economic transformations, including the expansion of Jacksonian
democracy, which emphasized the common man. The rise of a more inclusive
political process was, in part, a reaction against the perceived elitism of
Federalist and early Republican policies.

3. Foreign Policy and National Identity: The War of 1812 fostered a sense of
national identity that influenced party alignments. The opposition to British
influence, and the desire to promote American manufacturing, became rallying
points that shaped party platforms as reactions to previous foreign policy
failures.

4. Institutional Changes: The evolution of political parties into more
organized entities was a response to the need for coordinated electoral
strategies, especially as suffrage expanded to include more white men. This
democratization of politics was a reaction to earlier exclusive political
practices.

Counterarguments: Other Factors in Development
While reactionary factors played a significant role, other elements also
contributed to the development of the Second Party System:

- Economic Interests: Industrialization and market expansion created new
economic classes with distinct interests, influencing party formation.
- Geographical Divisions: Regional differences, especially between the North
and South, contributed to party alignments.
- Leadership and Political Innovation: Charismatic leaders like Andrew



Jackson and Henry Clay drove the development of new party identities beyond
mere reactionary motives.

Ultimately, the development of the Second American Party System was a complex
interplay of reactionary responses to previous policies and other socio-
economic factors.

Characteristics of the Second American Party
System

Major Parties and Their Ideologies
- Democratic Party: Founded in the 1820s, it championed states’ rights,
agrarian interests, and broader democratic participation. It was the party of
Jacksonian democracy, emphasizing the "common man" and skepticism of
centralized banking and federal power.
- Whig Party: Formed in opposition to Jackson, the Whigs supported a strong
Congress, modernization, economic development, and a cautious approach to
presidential power.

Party Organization and Electoral Strategies
- Increased emphasis on party organizations, conventions, and platforms.
- Use of rallies, parades, and mass mobilization techniques.
- Development of a more professional campaign infrastructure.

Voter Participation and Democratic Expansion
- The expansion of suffrage to all white men dramatically increased voter
turnout.
- Political participation became more inclusive, reflecting a reaction
against elitism.

Impact and Legacy of the Second American Party
System

Policy Influence and Legislation
The rivalry between Democrats and Whigs led to significant policy debates:
- Tariffs and trade policies
- Banking and monetary policy
- Infrastructure and internal improvements



- Slavery and sectional tensions

Political Stability and Conflict
While the two-party system provided stability, it also fostered intense
political conflict, including:
- The rise of sectionalism
- Debates over slavery intensifying regional divisions
- The eventual collapse of the Whig Party and the emergence of the Republican
Party

Long-term Legacy
The Second American Party System set the stage for modern party politics. Its
emphasis on organized political parties, mass participation, and ideological
clarity influenced future political movements and campaigns.

Conclusion: Was the Development of the Second
Party System Mainly a Reaction?
In conclusion, it is accurate to state that the Second American Party System
developed in large part as a reaction to the preceding political landscape,
policies, and societal changes. The decline of Federalist influence, the
desire for broader democratic participation, economic shifts, and foreign
policy challenges all contributed to the rise of new party identities rooted
in reactionary motivations.

However, it is also important to acknowledge that other factors—such as
economic interests, regional identities, and leadership dynamics—played
crucial roles in shaping this period. Therefore, while reactionary elements
were central, the development of the Second American Party System was a
multifaceted process driven by both reaction and proactive political
innovation.

In essence, the Second American Party System was both a response to the past
and a product of contemporary socio-economic forces, making it a complex but
fascinating chapter in American political history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is the Second American Party System primarily
characterized by its reaction to the Federalist



influence?
Yes, it developed largely as a reaction against Federalist policies and
ideas.

Did the Second American Party System involve the
emergence of the Democratic and Whig parties?
Yes, these two parties were central to the development of the Second Party
System.

Was the development of the Second American Party
System driven by economic and regional conflicts?
Yes, economic issues like tariffs and regional interests played a significant
role in shaping the system.

Did the Second American Party System form as a
response to the issues surrounding Andrew Jackson's
presidency?
Yes, the system was influenced by reactions to Jacksonian democracy and
policies.

Is it true that the Second American Party System was
characterized by increased voter participation?
Yes, this period saw a rise in voter turnout and political engagement.

Did the Second American Party System develop
independently of earlier political party conflicts?
No, it was largely a reaction and evolution from earlier party conflicts,
especially the Federalist-Anti-Federalist debates.

Was the Second American Party System mainly a
reaction to the centralization of federal power?
Yes, parties developed partly in response to debates over federal authority
and states' rights.

Did the Second American Party System collapse with
the Civil War?
While it declined after the Civil War, the system's political realignments
influenced later party developments.
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Understanding the development of the Second American Party System is
fundamental to grasping the political evolution of the United States during
the early 19th century. This period, roughly spanning from the 1820s to the
1850s, was characterized by the formation of enduring political parties that
shaped the nation’s policies, electoral strategies, and ideological battles.
Central to this discussion is the question: Did this system develop largely
as a reaction to prior political conditions, or was its evolution driven by
other factors? In this comprehensive review, we will examine the origins,
development, forces at play, and historiographical debates surrounding the
Second American Party System to assess whether it indeed emerged primarily in
reaction.

---

Historical Context Leading Up to the Second
Party System

The First Party System (1790s–1820s)

Before delving into the second system, it’s essential to understand the
foundation laid by the First Party System, which was primarily characterized
by the rivalry between the Federalists and the Democratic-Republicans. The
Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton, favored a strong centralized
government, industrialization, and close ties with Britain. Conversely, the
Democratic-Republicans, led by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, championed
states’ rights, agrarian interests, and a more limited federal government.

This early competition was shaped by the aftermath of the American
Revolution, debates over the Constitution, and foreign policy conflicts such
as the French Revolution and subsequent wars. The party system during this
period was relatively fluid but established clear ideological divides.

The Collapse of the Federalist Party

By the 1810s, the Federalist Party was in decline, largely due to their
opposition to the War of 1812 and internal disagreements. The "Era of Good
Feelings" (roughly 1817–1825) marked a period of political consensus
dominated by the Democratic-Republicans, with diminished partisan conflict.
However, beneath this surface, tensions simmered over issues such as tariffs,



internal improvements, and expansion.

---

The Emergence of the Second Party System

Defining Characteristics

The Second American Party System is typically identified by the rivalry
between:

- The Democrats (originating from the Democratic-Republicans, with Andrew
Jackson as a central figure): Advocated for states’ rights, limited federal
government, and was popular among agrarians and working-class citizens.
- The Whigs (formed in opposition to Jacksonian Democrats): Supported a
stronger federal role in economic development, modernization, and
institutions like the banking system and infrastructure projects.

This bipartisanship was sustained through electoral competition, party
organization, and distinct ideological platforms.

Developmental Factors

While some scholars argue the Second Party System developed primarily in
reaction to specific policies or political conditions, others emphasize
broader social, economic, and institutional changes. The key developmental
factors include:

- Economic Transformation: Rapid industrialization, urbanization, and market
expansion created new interests and conflicts.
- Expansion of Electoral Rights: The removal of property requirements
expanded suffrage, mobilizing new voter bases.
- Party Organization and Campaign Strategies: The rise of party conventions,
platforms, and mass campaigning solidified party identities.
- Foreign Policy and National Identity: Issues like tariffs, internal
improvements, and the Bank of the United States became rallying points.

---

Is the Development Truly “In Reaction”?



Analyzing the Evidence

The question of whether the Second Party System was largely reactive involves
examining if it was primarily a response to earlier political conditions, or
if its development was driven by proactive responses to social and economic
changes.

Arguments Supporting the “Reaction” Perspective

1. Response to the Federalist Decline and Democratic Realignment

- The collapse of the Federalists created a political vacuum, which the
Democratic-Republicans initially filled.
- The rise of Jacksonian Democracy was partly a reaction against the
perceived elitism and centralized policies of the Federalists and earlier
administrations.

2. Reaction to Economic Shifts and Federal Policies

- The debate over tariffs, banking, and internal improvements can be seen as
reactions to the transformations brought by the Market Revolution.
- The Democratic Party’s opposition to the Second Bank of the United States
and tariffs was, in part, a reaction to the economic interests of agrarian
and frontier populations feeling marginalized by urban and industrial
interests.

3. Mobilization Against Established Power Structures

- The Democratic Party, under Jackson, mobilized popular support through
rallies, the spoils system, and broader participation, reacting against
perceived Eastern elitism.
- The Whigs emerged partly as a reaction to Jackson’s policies, critiquing
what they saw as executive overreach and advocating for institutional
modernization.

Arguments Against the “Reaction” Perspective

1. Proactive Economic and Ideological Development

- The Whigs and Democrats actively promoted distinct visions for national
development—industrialization versus agrarianism—indicating forward-looking
policies rather than mere reactions.
- The Whig Party, for example, championed infrastructural projects like
roads, canals, and the American System, demonstrating an initiative to shape
the nation’s future.



2. Social and Cultural Factors

- The Second Party System was influenced by shifts in social attitudes,
religious movements (e.g., Second Great Awakening), and class consciousness,
which were not solely reactive but also proactive in shaping party
identities.
- The rise of political campaigning, branding, and mass participation
suggests a creative, strategic process rather than merely reactive responses.

3. Partisan Identity Formation and Institutionalization

- Parties developed strong organizational structures, platforms, and loyalty
systems that aimed to lead public opinion, indicating strategic, proactive
efforts to influence politics.

---

Deeper Analysis of Key Issues and Their Role in
Development

The Role of Economic Interests

- Tariffs and Internal Improvements: The debate over tariffs was not merely
reactive but also a proactive effort to shape economic growth. The Whigs
promoted tariffs to protect industry, while Democrats opposed them to favor
agrarian interests.
- Banking and Currency: The Second Bank of the United States became a symbol
of economic modernization, with both parties proposing different
visions—Whigs supporting a strong central bank, Democrats opposing it.

Expansion and Westward Movement

- The rapid westward expansion created new political constituencies and
issues, prompting parties to adapt their platforms proactively.
- The notion of Manifest Destiny and territorial acquisitions fueled party
platforms that aimed to respond to American ambitions rather than just react
to past conditions.

Social Movements and Cultural Shifts

- The Second Great Awakening and reform movements influenced party alignments
and the political landscape.



- These social dynamics were not merely reactive but also shaped party
agendas and identity, advocating for moral and social reforms.

---

Historiographical Perspectives

Different historians have varying interpretations of whether the Second Party
System was primarily reactive:

- Reactionary Viewpoints:
- Many early scholars, like Samuel Kernell and William R. Keech, emphasize
the systemic responses to the collapse of the first party system and economic
transformations.
- They argue that parties emerged mainly as mechanisms to stabilize political
competition in response to prior discontent.

- Proactive and Constructivist Views:
- Recent scholarship, such as that by Sean Wilentz and Sean Wilentz, stresses
the proactive role of social movements, ideology, and institutional
innovations.
- This perspective suggests the system was as much about shaping the future
as reacting to the past.

---

Conclusion: A Nuanced Understanding

The development of the Second American Party System was undoubtedly
influenced by reactionary elements—responses to the decline of the Federalist
Party, opposition to certain policies, and reactions against perceived
elitism. These reactions helped forge clear party identities and mobilize
voters. However, to characterize its development solely as reactive would
overlook the proactive, innovative efforts by parties to shape economic
policy, national identity, and social change.

In sum, the Second American Party System was a complex interplay of reactive
responses to previous political conditions and intentional, forward-looking
strategies aimed at shaping the nation’s political and social future. It was
not solely a product of reaction but also of proactive political
entrepreneurship that responded to, and actively molded, the rapidly changing
American landscape.

---

Final verdict: While reaction was a significant component in the development



of the Second American Party System, it was not the sole or even primary
driver. The system evolved through a combination of reactive responses and
proactive initiatives, reflecting the dynamic and transformative nature of
American political development during this period.
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