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        To my parents,

                Elaine and Bernard Dov Troy, and my grandparents, Leon and Charlotte

                Gerson, for teaching that “wisdom is better than rubies.”


    

        
Preface



        WHEN I began researching this book, I wanted to study the media’s

            effects on the presidential election campaign as a way of exploring American politics

            from a long-term, historical perspective. Two discoveries shifted my focus. I found that

            while thousands of books written about individual campaigns filled library shelves,

            surprisingly few books analyzed the evolution of the campaign over the past two hundred

            years. I also learned that searching for media revolutions in the nineteenthcentury

            campaign was anachronistic. Although such technological innovations as the telegraph and

            railroads transformed both society and politics, traditional attitudes often buffered

            these changes. In the case of the presidential campaign, therefore, it was necessary to

            start with the attitudes that governed the campaign. I decided to take one thread from

            the electoral tapestry—the candidate’s role—and unravel it against the

            backdrop of two centuries of changing expectations.


        But these attitudes and expectations were contradictory and unrealistic. I

            wrote the first six chapters of this book during the first half of the 1988 campaign.

            Throughout that long winter and spring, commentator after commentator condemned the

            campaign as lengthy, nasty, and excessively concerned with the “character”

            question. What, I wondered, would constitute a “good” campaign? Had

            candidates ever focused on the issues? In blaming television,

            PACs, primaries, or the particular candidates, Americans assumed that the problem of the

            presidential campaign was a new one. I discovered that in fact the golden age of

            campaigning never quite existed—that the ideal candidate has remained just out of

            reach. Little wonder that Americans have been complaining about the presidential

            campaign, and their choice of candidate, for two centuries.


        Seeing how the candidates ran opens a window on not only the campaign but

            also the presidency, American politics, and American culture. Here is a story of

            dramatic change, as candidates go from passive to active, from communicating in rare but

            lengthy statements to telegraphing frequent but ephemeral “sound bites.” At

            the same time, a remarkable continuity emerges: After two hundred years, Americans still complain about the presidential campaign in terms that our

            ancestors would find strikingly familiar.
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        THE completion of this project marks the end of ten years at Harvard as an

            undergraduate, graduate student, and lecturer. There and elsewhere I have accumulated

            many debts that I now happily acknowledge, without of course imposing any of the blame

            for my work’s shortcomings. My undergraduate tutors, Greg Mark and Mina Carson,

            bear some responsibility for my chosen career, as do two outstanding professors at

            Cornell University, Richard Polenberg and Cletus Daniel.


        I am particularly grateful to Professor David Herbert Donald for his

            patient and inspiring instruction throughout my graduate school career. His

            thought-provoking, line-by-line, chapter critiques deepened my argument and lightened my

            prose style. He continues to be a model mentor—a brilliant scholar, an inspiring

            teacher, and a good friend. My other adviser, Professor Alan Brinkley, has offered warm

            friendship, superb advice, and constant encouragement since I took his undergraduate

            seminar in 1982. Together, Professors Donald and Brinkley saved me from countless errors

            and propelled me in valuable directions which I only wish I could have pursued more

            fully. I would also like to thank the historians, along with Professor Donald, who

            served on my generals committee, Professor Paula Sanders, Professor Isadore Twersky, and

            especially Professor Bernard Bailyn.


        For more recent assistance, I thank my new colleagues at McGill,

            especially my department chairman Professor Carman Miller, and Dean Michael P. Maxwell,

            who provided crucial last-minute funding. My students at both Harvard and McGill served

            as excellent sounding boards for many of my ideas. The deft touch of my editor, Joyce

            Seltzer, tightened the manuscript while her faith in the project helped exorcise many of

            my first-time jitters. Others at The Free Press were helpful as well, especially Edith

            Lewis, Cherie Weitzner, and the book’s copy editor, George Rowland.


        Harvard College’s teaching and research support funds; the Mrs.

            Giles Whiting Fellowship in the Humanities; the United States Department of Education

            Jacob Javits Fellowship, formerly the National Graduate Fellowship; the Charles Warren

            Center for Studies in American History Summer Research Grants; the Harvard University

            Graduate School of Arts and Sciences Merit Fellowship; and the Harvard University

            Graduate School of Arts and Sciences helped fund this study.


        In examining over 100 manuscript collections in 15 states, many additional debts accumulated. My travel to various presidential

            libraries was made possible by a Gerald Ford Foundation Grant; a Beeke-Levy Research

            Fellowship from the Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Institute; a research grant from the

            Harry S. Truman Library Institute; and a Moody Grant from the Lyndon Baines Johnson

            Foundation. In addition to the ever-gracious archivists at the presidential libraries,

            the librarians at the Library of Congress, Harvard University, McGill University,

            Illinois State Historical Library, Indiana State Library, Lilly Library at Indiana

            University, New York Public Library, New York State Library, Rush Rhees Library at the

            University of Rochester, Rutherford B. Hayes Presidential Center, St. Johns University

            Library in Queens, New York, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Sterling Library of

            Yale University, University of Chicago Library, and Wright State University Archives

            deserve thanks. The staff at the Manuscripts Reading Room of the Library of Congress was

            especially friendly and accommodating. Permission to quote or reproduce material also

            came from the Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society, Historical Society of

            Pennsylvania, New Hampshire Historical Society, University of Virginia Library, the

            Republic National Committee, and the National Broadcasting Company, Inc.


        James Ralph, Jr., read most of my work in its roughest form. I thank him

            for his perseverance, insight, and friendship. For various technical and bibliographical

            kindnesses I salute Linda Adams, Jean H. Baker, Barton B. Clark, Marcia Dambry, Matt

            Gerson, Win Gerson, Steven B. Greenberg, Donald Levy, Susan Naplan, Jason Solomon,

            Thomas A. Underwood, and Ariel Zwang. Max Mandis graciously gave me the run of the Max

            and Elaine Mandis Collection of Political Memorabilia, while Marvin Silverman provided

            crucial and skillful photographic assistance. Many friends kindly hosted me during my

            research travels over the years. I owe a special debt to Kenneth S. Breuer and Miklos

            Breuer of Newton, Massachusetts; Amy R. Sheon and Michele Janis of Washington, D.C.;

            Tevi Troy and Daniel Troy of Washington, D.C.; Micah D. Halpern, formerly of New Haven,

            Connecticut; Michael Mattis and Judith Hochberg, formerly of Chicago; John Bechhoefer,

            formerly of Chicago; the family of Jeffrey and Carol Maisels in Bloomfield Hills,

            Michigan; and the Saul and Joan Polasky clan in Cincinnati, Ohio, all of whom generously

            allowed me to overstay my welcome at their respective homes.


        Of all those friends who helped me keep perspective and offered pleasant

            diversions in Boston, New York, Montreal, Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Ketura, and Barryville,

            allow me to single out my three youngest friends, Oren Lee-Parritz,

            Lior Avraham Brinn, and Ayelet Rose Brinn, all of Newton, Massachusetts.


        Finally, this book is dedicated to my parents, Bernard Dov and Elaine

            Troy, and to the rest of my family, especially my grandparents, Leon and Charlotte

            Gerson, my brothers, Tevi Troy and Daniel Troy, and the latest and most welcome addition

            to our family, Cheryl Horowitz. In these times of domestic strife, I am proud to have a

            family that reminds bemused friends of the Brady Bunch rather than the Simpsons.
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PROLOGUE



        “What Has

                    America
 Done to Deserve This?”


        ON the night of October 13, 1988, one hundred million Americans turned on

            their television sets to watch the two major party nominees for President of the United

            States debate in Los Angeles. American voters had been anticipating this clash between

            Vice President George Bush and Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis for weeks. The

            anchorman for the Cable News Network, Bernard Shaw, moderated the debate and asked the

            first question. Sounding more like the host of “The Newlywed Game” than a

            political journalist, Shaw gave Dukakis two minutes to respond to the question,

            “If Kitty Dukakis were raped and murdered, would you favor an irrevocable death

            penalty for the killer?” Without challenging Shaw’s premise, and claiming

            that the death penalty did not deter crime, Dukakis advocated an international

            conference to spearhead the fight on drugs. This passionless response, many believed,

            sealed Dukakis’s presidential fate. After the debate, the Governor quickly left

            the studio. “Kitty, I just blew it,” he told his wife.1


        This exchange outraged many Americans. Shaw’s question was

            inappropriate and undignified. Rather than calling for a drug summit, Dukakis should

            have punched Shaw in the nose, some said. Traditionally, aspirants for the highest

            office in the land had been treated more respectfully. Politicians and people on the

            street alike pointed to the “Kitty Dukakis question” as further proof that

            American politics—indeed, America itself—had declined. “What has

            America done as a nation to deserve an election like this?” Time magazine asked, voicing American voters’ “collective

                lament.”2


        Symptoms of decline seemed to abound. The 1988 campaign

            appeared endless, with candidates announcing their intention to run as much as two years

            in advance. Even before a single primary vote had been cast, Americans groaned,

            “Is This Any Way to Elect a President?”3 The long campaigns

            seemed artificial, an elaborate attempt by candidates to manipulate reporters—who

            in turn manipulated the people. Pseudo-events, sound bites, and images had replaced

            rallies, speeches, and issues. George Bush ranted about rapist Willie Horton, the flag,

            and the dreaded “L-Word,” liberalism; Michael Dukakis mumbled about the

            “Massachusetts Miracle” and his Greek parents. Finally, on Election Day,

            barely 50 percent of those eligible bothered to vote. Two-thirds of those surveyed

            disapproved of both the candidates and the process. “This most dismal of Presidential campaigns . . . has

            set a new low in modern campaigning,” the New

                Yorker’s Elizabeth Drew sighed.4


        “Who killed the presidential campaign?” many wondered. In 1988

            numerous suspects emerged, against whom experts had been amassing cases for years. To

            some, the problems of the presidential campaign simply reflected the problems of an

            America in decline. The campaign’s “very emptiness suggested its

            importance,” journalist Sidney Blumenthal argued. By “clinging to irrelevant

            issues,” the candidates “postponed [the] crisis of national purpose”

            provoked by the ending of the Cold War.5


        Others viewed the modern campaign as the victim of American consumer

            culture. Electoral politics had been “commodified,” historian Robert

            Westbrook argued, with voting degenerating into yet one more “consumption

            choice” in the American marketplace. Candidates, it seemed, were trussed up,

            packaged, and sold to passive, alienated, and gullible consumers. By 1988, many

            Americans had an almost mystical belief in the power of advertisers to dupe the voters.

            From 1984 to 1988 the number of people admitting that campaign ads had influenced them

            doubled, one poll reported.6 Such potent weapons were blamed for making

            the campaign superficial, trivial, and negative.


        Not only had advertising and broader cultural phenomena transformed

            presidential campaigns, but great changes had occurred within the American political

            universe itself. In a few short decades, the century-long reign of American political

            parties had ended. “The party’s over,” David Broder of the Washington Post quipped. Without parties to control candidates

            and motivate voters, the presidential campaign had degenerated into a personality

            contest wherein individual quirks eclipsed policy considerations as voters became

            spectators who had to be entertained.7


        As the parties declined, the primaries proliferated.

            While these state-by-state nominating elections arguably were more democratic, many

            considered them far less efficient. Primaries favored charismatic candidates like Jesse

            Jackson and allowed a clique of activists to hold a broad-based party hostage, as George

            McGovern’s youthful “army” had done in 1972 with the Democrats.

            Primaries also encouraged “retail” campaigns emphasizing personalities over

            issues.


        Changes in the presidential office had similarly affected the campaign. As

            the presidency became more of what Theodore Roosevelt referred to as a “bully

            pulpit”—a vantage point for inspiring the people—and more

            policy-oriented, the presidential campaign became both more populist and more

            issue-based. Since Theodore Roosevelt, presidents had governed by campaigning and

            campaigned by governing. Ronald Reagan blurred these two roles masterfully, but so had

            Franklin Roosevelt and—in 1964 at least—Lyndon Johnson.


        This modern “rhetorical” presidency, such as it was, could not

            reach the public without the press. In the nineteenth century reporters were ciphers,

            cowed by the men they worked for and the men they covered. By 1988 reporters, especially

            those on TV, enjoyed professional credibility as well as individual fame. Often, such TV

            journalists as Walter Cronkite and Dan Rather were better liked, or at least better

            known, than many candidates. More and more Americans feared the media as a behemoth,

            even as they relied on it for information, entertainment, and, all too often,

            companionship. Candidates acknowledged the reporter’s role in setting the campaign

            agenda. Asked why they did not address the issues more often, candidates and their

            advisers blamed the press, suggesting that if reporters wanted to hear more about

            issues, they should ask about them more.8


        Reporters, especially in 1988, in turn blamed the consultants, the new

            breed of advisers who dominated modern politics. These political hired guns had become

            so ubiquitous, and the myth of their influence so daunting, that both Time and Newsweek declared 1988

            “The Year of the Handlers.” These political consultants emphasized

            personality traits over party loyalty and political ideals, critics charged. Rival

            candidates quibbled about who relied more on consultants. Ronald Reagan’s

            speechwriter Peggy Noonan, herself a master puppeteer, simply dismissed all the

            contenders as “Stepford candidates with prefab epiphanies, inauthentic men for an

            inauthentic age.”9


        Regardless of who were the most important actors in the quadrennial

            drama—the handlers, the journalists, the candidates, or the voters—all spoke

            a common language of sound bites and media markets that had been

            distorted by television. Again and again in 1988 commentators declared TV the most

            influential factor in the modern campaign. It, many believed, was the genie that had

            changed it all—transformed American culture, invigorated advertising, undermined

            the parties, proliferated the primaries, popularized the presidency, inflated the press,

            and created the need for expert handlers. And, many feared, 1988 marked the crossing of

            the Rubicon, the emergence of a fundamentally different, and flawed, presidential

            campaign. Television had “become” the election,

            numerous commentators concluded.10


        All these analysts assumed that the campaign had been both revolutionized

            and trivialized. Most Americans accepted Jimmy Carter’s characterization of the

            1988 contest as “The worst campaign I’ve ever seen in my lifetime.”

            Yet these laments were simply the latest in a litany of complaints about presidential

            campaigning that go back over one hundred years. In 1852, the New

                York Mirror wrote: “In regard to the method pursued by political

            parties, with reference to electing their respective candidates, there seems to be just

            one opinion: That ‘it is disgraceful to the country’.”11


        Critics of the campaign constantly harked back to a golden age of

            presidential campaigning that never in fact existed. In 1988, the Kennedy–Nixon

            debates of 1960 were remembered fondly. In 1960, however, many Americans had found the

            debates disappointing, especially when judged against the mythic standard of the

            Lincoln–Douglas debates of a century before. That clash, however, had taken place

            during the 1858 state legislature campaign in Illinois;

            during his 1860 presidential campaign, Abraham Lincoln

            refused to say anything about any issues. In fact, since the first truly popular

            presidential campaign in 1840, Americans have found campaigns too lengthy, too costly,

            too nasty, and too silly.


        These persistent complaints reveal that in fifty presidential elections

            over two hundred years, Americans have failed to develop a legitimate and popular

            protocol for electing their president. The most elementary act of American democracy

            remains problematic. The problem is not primarily structural, stemming from flaws in

            American politics and culture. Nor is it a personnel problem, stemming from shallow

            candidates or venal consultants. Rather, it is an ideological problem, stemming from

            fundamental conflicts the Founders themselves failed to resolve. Over two hundred years

            ago, the men who made our Constitution could not quite decide how much democracy

            Americans should enjoy, or how popular an office the presidency should be. No wonder

            that the attempt to select a president democratically has proved so vexing!


        Despite all the boasting that the United States is the

            world’s greatest democracy, Americans have yet to make their peace with democratic

            ideology. In colonial times, “democracy” was a dirty word, associated with

            mob rule and demagoguery. More Americans considered themselves

            “republicans,” prizing executive humility as an antidote to tyranny, and

            trusting the virtuous leaders of society to channel the people’s passions and

            avoid “mobocracy.” Terrified that ambitious men would subvert the

            government, republicans placed a premium on presidential character.*

            They wanted an ideal man, hovering above the people. To demonstrate virtue, a

            presidential candidate had to remain silent and passive, trusting his peers to choose

            wisely.


        But a competing strain of what we might call “liberal

            democracy” impelled candidates toward the people. Liberal-democratic thought also

            fears dictatorship but trusts the people as an effective counterbalance. It advocates

            majority rule, the supremacy of public opinion, and reliance on the hidden genius of the

            people. It suspects elites and condemns pockets of privilege. Over the years, liberal

            democrats have come to view the president as the leader of the people. To demonstrate

            his leadership abilities, a presidential candidate had to go out among the people and

            speak to them, preferably about the policies he would pursue as president. Thus, while

            the president had to be an ideal man, more upright than the people, he also had to be an

            everyman, able to communicate with them. The presidential campaign was not simply a

            search for the most virtuous “king,” but an opportunity to debate national

            policy with the future “prime minister.”


        The struggle to define a proper and effective role for the nominee in the

            campaign, then, reveals a larger struggle in American culture to advance liberal

            democracy without abandoning traditional republicanism. Viewed from this perspective,

            Americans appear tormented. They celebrated successful men while condemning ambitious

            ones. They championed modernization and progress yet remained traditional. And

            democracy, their greatest achievement, caused them unending anxiety.


        Since 1796, presidential campaigns have attempted to convey a message to

            the people. Since 1896, the central messenger has been the candidate. For all the

            transformations in the media and the messages, this fundamental relationship remains

            unchanged. And the questions “How should the people’s representatives

            communicate with the people?” and “What kind of president do Americans

            want?” remain unanswered.


        By becoming more active, candidates lost their

            insulation and were increasingly blamed for the problems of the presidential campaign.

            Unable to satisfy the competing ideological demands, nominees were damned, regardless of

            what they did. In 1988, George Bush played the republican man of virtue to Michael

            Dukakis’s democratic leader of substance. Yet to solidify his position as the

            nation’s ideal man, Bush engaged in gutter tactics, while Dukakis’s

            supposedly more democratic, more populist campaign appeared elitist and overly

            intellectual.


        This continuing search for virtuous candidates and a suitable campaign

            links modern Americans with their forebears. Since the first broad-based presidential

            campaign in 1840, the complaints have not changed so much, but the target has shifted.

            Candidates, not parties, now receive most of the abuse. The modern campaign, therefore,

            has not degenerated; it is not a harbinger of America’s decline. Rather, it is the

            latest chapter in a two-hundred-year-old struggle to come to terms with American

            democracy and the American presidency.
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        ONE


        Standing for

                    Office in an Age of Virtue


        [image: logo]


        If a man sollicits you earnestly for your vote, avoid him. . . .


        —The Defense of Injur’d Merit Unmasked, a

                campaign pamphlet, 1771


        CANDIDATES campaign; presidential candidates campaign for the

            presidency. To contemporary Americans this notion appears obvious, even redundant. But

            such was not always so. Originally, presidential candidates were supposed to

            “stand” for election, not “run.” They did not make speeches.

            They did not shake hands. They did nothing to betray the slightest ambition for office.

            Candidates were supposed to stay on their farms in dignified silence, awaiting the

            people’s call, as George Washington had done.


        I


        The demand for passive candidates was rooted in colonial thought and

            practice. It stemmed from what contemporaries called “republicanism,” the

            complex of attitudes that inspired the American Revolutionary generation.1 Critics in eighteenth-century England who feared monarchical authority

            exported their brand of republicanism to the colonies. These pamphleteers and opposition

            leaders, weaned on the sad example of the Roman Republic, concluded that unchecked

            governmental power bred political corruption, individual decadence,

            and—inevitably—communal decline. Restrained candidates symbolically

            guaranteed against both bloated executives and individual vice.

            “I never ask’d but one man to vote for me since the last Election,”

            Robert Wormeley Carter of Virginia boasted in April 1776. Although Carter was not

            reelected to the House of Burgesses, he kept his honor. Campaigning was demeaning and

            dishonest. “If a man sollicits you earnestly for your vote, avoid him;

            self-interest and sordid avarice lurk under his forced smiles, hearty shakes by the hand

            and deceitful . . . enquir[i]es after your wife and family,” a 1771 pamphlet

                warned.2


        Since the days of ancient Rome, good republicans had yearned for modest

            leaders, but feared ambitious men. The word “candidate,” from the Latin word

            for white, candidus, recalled the Roman politicians, whose

            white togas suggested their purity and implictly proclaimed “I am no dictator; I

            am no demagogue.” Christianity then bequeathed an ambivalence about worldly

            success and ambition which made leaders who courted popularity suspect.

            Eighteenth-century British opposition thought added a fear of power as corrupting and

            insatiable. Colonists viewed democratic republics as fragile flowers constantly

            threatened by the whims of the many and the intrigues of the few. Citizens had to be

            wary of leaders as well as of mobs: Better to be paranoid than complacent.


        In such a threatening environment, individual virtue was the key to

            national success. For republics to prosper, men of character had to sacrifice personal

            interests for the public good. “Character” was a matter of reputation, the

            virtuous role individuals assumed in public. While all were supposed to avoid “any

            Immoralities whatsoever,” as the Massachusetts legislature warned, virtuous men

            were judged more by their public behavior than by their private lives.3

            Demagoguery impeached the candidate’s character and undermined the credibility of

            the electoral victory, even when popular appeals did not end up in dictatorship or

            mobocracy. Popular campaigning was not only dangerous, it was improper, illegitimate,

            and unnecessary. Candidates did not have to do anything to get elected, they simply had

            to allow those who knew them to recognize their virtue.


        This campaigning ethos suited colonial society. Most Americans lived in

            farming communities scattered along the Atlantic coast. Information traveled only as

            quickly as individuals could: New Yorkers first heard about Lexington and Concord four

            days after the battles; Georgians waited six weeks. In these self-sufficient polities,

            people usually knew one another intimately, often making bombast and spectacular

            campaigning unnecessary. Everyone knew his or her place in society and politics, with

            commoners expected to defer to their betters.


        The code, however, was not inviolate: The American

            wilderness spawned notions of individual liberty and popular sovereignty. Elections

            often resembled great “carnivals,” the one time when the worthies courted

            the commoners. In their youth, men like George Washington and Thomas Jefferson let the

            rum flow on election day—a practice called “swilling the planters with

            bumbo.” Traditionalists denounced these appeals to the masses. Colonel Landon

            Carter, a proper Virginian, grumbled that during the 1776 election his son Robert

            “had kissed the—of the people, and very seriously accommodated himself to

                others.”4


        The events leading up to the American Revolution realized many of the

            republicans’ greatest fears. Colonists had begun to worry about the loss of

            “virtue” in England, as “luxury, effeminancy, and venality”

            mushroomed into “one mass of corruption,” according to the Massachusetts

            lawyer John Adams. More disturbing was what a young Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, called

            “a long train of abuses,” from the Stamp Act to the Standing Army, that

            revealed the conspiracy of British executive power against American republican

            prerogatives. In labeling King George III a tyrant, and cataloguing the King’s

            abuses in the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson proved to his countrymen that a

            corrupt and power-hungry executive threatened their fragile liberties.5

            After the Revolution, it would be up to the American people to fragment, harness, and

            balance executive power in designing their kingdom of heaven on earth, a democratic

            republic.


        Yet despite this rejection of the King, and despite the revolutionary

            appeals to the people, Americans feared democracy. The Founders advocated the

            people’s right to choose their leaders, but they doubted the people’s

            ability to choose wisely. Alexander Hamilton declared in The

                Federalist that “the republican principle . . . does not require an

            unqualified complaisance to every sudden breeze of passion.” The people were too

            susceptible to demagogic appeals; they were slaves to their own emotions. The

            people’s genius, Hamilton explained, lay in recognizing their tendency to

            “err,” and in choosing “guardians . . . to withstand the temporary

            delusion[s].” The Federalists relied on the traditional deferential politics,

            bolstered by the Constitution’s checks and balances, to protect the people from

            themselves. Mixing democratic consent and elite rule, faith in the people and fear of

            the mob, they institutionalized paradox.6


        Both the presidency and the presidential selection system incorporated

            these contradictions. The president was to be both king and prime minister, a national

            figurehead and the people’s representative. He was to be a “vigorous”

            executive, within his limited sphere. He was to be one of the

            people, but an exceptional man; elected by the people, but not “subservient”

            to them. Balancing “energy in the Executive” and “safety in the

            republican sense,” the Federalists wanted presidents who were independent yet

            responsible, decisive yet respectful, and—most important of

                all—virtuous.7


        There could be no popular presidential campaign to designate the

            nation’s leading gentleman. As a result, the Constitution gave the people a voice

            in selecting a president, then drowned them out. Under the original Electoral College,

            the people chose the state legislators, who chose the electors, who chose the president.

            Thus, ultimately, the nation’s elite decided.8 According to

            Hamilton, these “men most capable of analyzing the qualities adapted to the

            station” would select “characters preeminent for ability and virtue.”

            Demagogues with talents for “low intrigue” would lose; mere popularity would

            not suffice. All assumed that candidates would stand for the presidency. Their personal

            characteristics would then be evaluated calmly and rationally.9 The

            people and the candidates, therefore, were shunted aside. The elite’s inclusion

            and the candidates’ exclusion guaranteed virtue.


        Tall and stately, George Washington loomed as the ideal president.

            “His character, in short, is a TISSUE OF VIRTUES,” the Massachusetts Centinel proclaimed. After the Constitution was ratified in

            1788, and the date set for selecting presidential electors, Washington’s election

            became all but inevitable. Still, Washington played his part in the drama. He refused to

            lift a finger, or to allow anyone to indulge in speculation, as he awaited the call. The

            presidency “[has] no fascinating allurements for me,” he told his friends.

            He feared being accused of “inconsistency and ambition.” Even the slightest discussion could betray

            some “impropriety of conduct,” or “be construed into a vain-glorious

            desire of pushing myself into notice as a candidate.” The old General simply

            wanted to live and die “in peace and retirement on my own farm.” He could

            then maintain that “most enviable of all titles[,] the character of an honest man.”10


        After the Electoral College chose him unanimously on February 4, 1789,

            Washington had to wait until Congress convened to count the ballots. During this delay,

            an impatient Washington worried about the legislators’ “stupor and

            listlessness.” Finally, on April 14, 1789, Washington received formal notification

            of his election. His bags were already packed for the trip to New York, the young

            nation’s capital.11


        As President, Washington continued to display the desired presidential

            qualities. He knew he was walking on “untrodden ground” and that almost anything he did created a precedent. He continued juggling

            virtue and ambition, popularity and demagoguery, admitting that while he prized the

            “good opinion of my fellow-citizens,” he would not seek popularity “at

            the expense” of his “social duty or moral virtue.”12


        Yet the President served an important psychological function in the young

            republic. Lacking ancestral traditions or long-dead notables, Americans would always be

            searching for heroes. Washington recognized this susceptibility to hero worship, and his

            own responsibilities as the nation’s premier celebrity. He established the

            practice of “going on lour” to unite the nation and gather information

            firsthand. Washington would not speak during these nonpartisan appearances; they were

            simply for “seeing and being seen,” he said.13

            His trips to New England and the South thrilled Americans, who loved being in the great

            man’s presence.


        While such cabinet members as Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton

            bickered about policy, Washington remained dignified and aloof. Some observers cheered

            the fact that, as Secretary of the Treasury, Hamilton played the prime minister to

            Washington’s king. Still others griped about a Hamilton-led cabal subverting the

            presidency and the republic.


        Demoralized by the constant sniping, Washington hoped to retire after his

            first term. But his close friend Eliza Powel warned that opponents would charge that

            “ambition has been the moving spring of all your acts,” and that, once

            criticized, “you would take no further risks” for the people.14 This republican argument to stand for election so as not to appear

            ambitious helped sway Washington. He did not withdraw his name from consideration. Once

            again, the electors chose him unanimously.


        Twice George Washington had been whisked into the presidential chair,

            fulfilling all of the Framers’ unrealistic expectations. Yet his example misled

            them. The Federalists’ theorizing about presidential selection was flawed, blinded

            as it was by Washington’s stature. None of Washington’s successors enjoyed

            similar universal acclaim among the people or the elites. Never again would one man

            truly stand for election. After Washington, every candidate had to run, had to advance

            his own cause somehow. How, then, could candidates gain popular support, if campaigning

            for support was improper and illegitimate? Answers had to be improvised and then,

            somehow, legitimized. Thus, by 1800 the Founders’ presidential selection system

            proved unworkable. By 1840 it was abandoned. Conflict, and then democracy, combined to

            kill it.


        
II


        Republicanism dreamed of a cooperative, nonconfrontational political

            system wherein civic virtue reigned and elites could solve problems reasonably. While

            embracing this vision, the Framers prepared for other eventualities. Their system

            assumed imperfection, it assumed conflict—thus the elaborate checks and balances.

            Still, the Federalists hoped that the Constitution would be able to control what James

            Madison called the “dangerous vice” of factions and permanent parties by

            creating many power centers. Also, having presidents like Washington “who possess

            the most attractive merit and the most diffusive and established characters” would

            foster national harmony by transcending policy squabbles.15


        Yet, even by the end of Washington’s term in office, a rudimentary

            first-party system had developed. Polarized by the growing conflicts over the national

            debt, manufacturing policy, and French and British machinations, various state

            organizations aligned loosely as “Federalists” and

            “Republicans.” Campaigning in local politics became respectable as conflict

            spread and positions crystallized. Feuding Americans expected their representatives to

            take stands. In 1788 a congressional candidate, James Madison, complained to his fellow

            Virginian, George Washington, that he was “pressed much in several quarters”

            to campaign in his district. Madison wanted to win but had “an extreme distaste to

            steps having an electioneering presence.” Increasingly, voting was no longer a

            personal matter between a citizen and a man of character, but a party matter between

            groups of citizens and coalitions of politicians. The parties were staking out policy

            positions, thereby associating candidates with stands on the issues. By the mid-1790s,

            Madison had become the leader of the fledgling Republican party and a pugnacious

            campaigner himself.16


        Parties clouded considerations of individual character with policy

            questions. They popularized campaigning and institutionalized conflict, forcing

            candidates to line up on one side of a dispute or the other. Worst of all, party loyalty

            supplanted the public good. Virtuous leaders were being replaced by corrupt politicians,

            a phrase which even then seemed redundant. Politicians did not care about “the

            people as a whole,” they only cared about party prerogatives. The party man

            “must shout huzzas, or whisper calumnies, just as he is bidden,” Congressman

            Gulian C. Verplanck mourned. “His time is not his own. His thoughts are not his

            own. His soul is not his own.”17


        Parties also steered American politics away from the gentlemanly exchanges the Founding Fathers envisioned. Newspapers aligned with

            particular parties and became front-line warriors in ever-escalating verbal brawls.

            During these so-called “Dark Ages of Partisan Journalism,” newspapers were

            always shrill, often dishonest, and increasingly popular. No charge was too extreme, as

            long as it smeared the opposition. During the 1796 and 1800 election campaigns between

            Federalist supporters of John Adams and Republican advocates of Thomas Jefferson, the

            first vice president of the United States was called a monarchist, an egotist, and a

            traitor, while the primary author of the Declaration of Independence was branded an

            atheist, a swindler, and a traitor. Republicans accused Adams of conspiring to establish

            a dynastic succession with his sons, while Federalists accused Jefferson of raping one

            of his slaves. Jefferson, one Federalist wrote, “[is] a mean-spirited, low-lived

            fellow, the son of a half-breed Indian squaw, sired by a Virginia mulatto father . . .

            raised wholly on hoe-cake made of course-ground Southern corn, bacon and hominy, with an

            occasional change of fricaseed bullfrog.” The First Lady, Abigail Adams,

            complained that so much “abuse and scandal” rained down on Americans in

            1800, that it could have “ruin[ed] and corrupt[ed] the minds and morals of the

            best people in the world.”18


        These assaults on character demonstrated the unfortunate effects of party.

            Such undignified campaigns confirmed the worst fears about politicians and democracy.

            Parties, it seemed, not only emphasized policy disputes over character considerations,

            and partisanship over truth, but reduced the campaign to a slugfest.


        This political crisis was part of a broader assault on the nation’s

            soul. America’s entry into the industrial world of the nineteenth century

            threatened its republican values as concerns with individual prerogatives weakened the

            communal vision. Capitalism and commerce converted Americans from farmers to factory

            workers. The Revolution’s egalitarianism, and the rise of cities, undermined the

            deferential social patterns of the traditional community. New inventions altered

            Americans’ sense of time and space. How could they maintain a virtuous government

            in this rapidly changing world?


        The presidency became a bastion of virtue in the fast-changing republic.

            With the federal government still distant in fact and function from daily life, state

            and local contests generated more excitement—and involvement. Americans

            distinguished between running for the presidency and running for

                “sheriff.”19 The president was the wise leader

            representing all Americans; he safeguarded deference, reason, statesmanship. It was not, as later cynics believed, that a statesman was a dead

            politician. Rather, in the American political universe, a statesman was a politician

            nominated for president.


        Despite the conflict swirling about them, then, presidential candidates

            strained to remain passive, to appear disinterested. During the 1796 and 1800 campaigns,

            John Adams and Thomas Jefferson retired from public view to their respective farms.

            While they corresponded with allies privately, they remained invisible publicly. In

            1796, Jefferson became Vice President under Adams. Four years later, Adams told his

            subordinate and rival, “Well, I understand that you are to beat me in this

            contest.” Jefferson replied that “principle[s]” counted, not the

            individuals: “Were we both to die today, tomorrow two other names would be put in

            the place of ours, without any change in the motion of the machinery.”20 Though somewhat disingenuous, Jefferson’s response

            illustrated the growing confusion after barely a decade of presidential campaigning.

            Virtuous characters remained in demand, but “principles” seemed more

            important than “men.”


        Jefferson’s victory in 1800 marked the first time under the American

            Constitution that the opposition came into power. Hoping to return to first principles,

            Jefferson repudiated parties. “We are all Republicans—we are all

            Federalists,” he declared in his first inaugural address. Jefferson’s

            successors tried to remain on the high road, adhering to the tradition of what one

            historian calls “The Mute Tribune.”21 Yet all candidates were

            associated with factions and parties and, unavoidably, policy positions.


        Still, most Americans considered parties temporary aberrations. The

            Federalists gradually dissolved after 1802, and for the next two decades Jeffersonian

            Republicans dominated American politics. With state legislators choosing most electors,

            the campaigns electing James Madison and James Monroe were relatively subdued. In 1820,

            Monroe stood unopposed for reelection. Shortly thereafter, William Lowndes of South

            Carolina articulated the classic formula that “the Presidency is not an office to

            be either solicited or declined.”22 During this nonpartisan

            “Era of Good Feelings,” republican harmony and virtue seemed secure.


        After 1822 the good feelings ebbed, the conflicts proliferated, and the

            parties became institutionalized as a democratic whirlwind transformed America. Parties

            thrived; the suffrage expanded; the citizens of each state, and not the state

            legislators, began to choose the Electoral College.23 The Federalist

            system for insulating the presidency from popular choice was short-circuited.


        This emerging liberal democracy counterbalanced traditional republicanism.

                The patron saint of liberal democrats, Thomas Jefferson, trusted

            the people: “I am persuaded myself that the good sense of the people will always

            be found to be the best army,” Jefferson wrote while others fretted about

            mobocracy during Shays’ Rebellion in 1787. The people, he declared, “may be

            led astray for a moment, but will soon correct themselves.” European Enlightenment

            thought and the American experience confirmed both this faith in the people and this

            emphasis on individual rights. As democracy spread, even old-fashioned democrats like

            Jefferson and Madison would appear too patrician; these gentlemen were never called

            “Tom” or “Jemmy.” The era of “Old Hickory,” Andy

            Jackson, had begun.24


        Andrew Jackson symbolized, and fostered, this liberal-democratic

            revolution. As a presidential candidate in 1824, Jackson promised to declare his opinion

            “upon any political or national question . . . about which the country feels an

                interest.”25 In affirming the people’s right

            to know where he stood, Jackson prized principles over character, communication over

            reputation. Neither Jackson nor his three principal rivals—John Quincy Adams,

            William H. Crawford, and Henry Clay—openly affiliated with a political party. All

            were nominally Republicans. After an election characterized by some hesitant popular

            appeals, Jackson emerged as the favored candidate, winning nearly 40,000 more popular

            votes than Adams, the runner-up. But without a majority for any candidate in the

            Electoral College, the House of Representatives decided. Clay’s men supported

            Adams to keep Jackson the vulgarian out of the White House. Jacksonians condemned this

            “corrupt bargain” for subverting the popular will. In the long run, however,

            it underscored the undemocratic nature of the traditional electoral system and advanced

            the steadily mounting democratic revolution.


        After being elected in 1828, Jackson declared the president “the

            direct representative of the people” and appealed to the people directly. In

            introducing an elaborate system for distributing party patronage, or

            “spoils,” in facing down disgruntled South Carolinians who threatened to

            nullify 1828’s so-called “Tariff of Abominations,” and in killing the

            powerful Second Bank of the United States by vetoing the bill rechartering it, Jackson

            expanded the presidency and transformed traditional expectations. In addition to being a

            man of “distinguished character,” the president now also had to be a man of

            “ability and energy,” in the words of a New York State nominating committee.

            Even as Jackson’s opponents created a new Whig party to denounce “executive

            tyranny,” millions cheered this popular presidency—Jackson linked the power

            of the presidency and the power of the people; he expanded both. By 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville could conclude that “The people reign

            over the American political world as God rules over the universe.” If so, the

            president stood by as the people’s archangel.26


        Still, even as the people prevailed, their relations with the presidential

            candidates remained unclear. How could the people rule and perpetuate virtue? With the

            rise of liberal democracy, the mystery deepened: How could one from among the people

            lead the people? Politicians and intellectuals could “venerate the masses”

            and their innate wisdom, as the Jacksonian Democrat George Bancroft did, but they could

            not quite account for the people’s genius. Many celebrated the people as idiot

            savants who, despite their limitations, eventually found truth. But some wondered

            whether the people were simply idiots, continually swayed by demagogues. Many still

            assumed that all popular leaders were demagogues. The decline of deference created the

            need for popular leadership, but there was no proper way to move the masses. The

            republic remained imperiled.


        Even as the presidency became more prime-ministerial and more active,

            the presidential candidate remained passive. Jackson himself usually refused to

            campaign. Like Washington, Jackson longed for “retirement to the peaceful shades

            of the Hermitage,” his Tennessee estate. In contemplating his 1832 reelection

            campaign, even as he fought his enemies with every popular weapon in his arsenal, Andrew

            Jackson declared: “I meddle not with elections, I leave the people to make their

            own President.”27


        III


        “I consider it the right of every citizen of the United States to

            ask and demand and be fully informed of the political principles . . . of those who are

            candidates for the various offices in the gift of the people,” Kentucky

            Congressman Sherrod Williams announced in April 1836. Each presidential candidate,

            Williams continued, “has the imperious duty to frankly and fully . . . disclose

            the opinions which he entertains.” Asserting his rights as “a voter, a

            citizen, and an individual” feeling “an ardent desire to see the perpetuity

            of our free and happy form of government,” the long-winded Congressman posed five

            pointed political questions to Martin Van Buren, William Henry Harrison, and the other

            candidates vying to succeed Andrew Jackson as president in 1836.28


        Four years later, in 1840, some were still smarting from Williams’s

                effrontery. Republican theory frowned upon a candidate who

            advanced his own cause, as well as a public that breached the candidate’s cocoon

            of dignified silence. “Since the categories of Sherrod Williams set the precedent,

            every one claims to question the candidate of his life, opinions and general

            conduct,” the venerable lawyer and editor Charles Hammond of Cincinnati

            complained. “A man has to give up his own self-respect or every hour give some

            offence to some pedagogue that stands over him with uplifted rod.”29


        Hammond viewed this assault on the candidate’s dignity as yet

            another manifestation of the democratization—and vulgarization—of the

            republic. Jacksonian Democracy was bad enough. Now, it seemed, Americans craved a

            dialogue with their nominees: A candidate could no longer await the people’s call

            in republican silence. The Founding Fathers’ “well regulated

            democracy,” in which republicanism balanced liberalism, elitism balanced

            democracy, was upset.30


        Republicanism remained potent, even if no longer dominant.

            Nineteenth-century Americans preserved six major elements of traditional political

            republicanism. First, they continued to fear power as corrupting and continually

            grasping. Second, as a result, they viewed their democratic republic as fragile; and,

            third, they considered every chief executive a potential tyrant. Fourth, they distrusted

            political ambition and yearned for modest and virtuous leaders. Fifth, they suspected

            popular opinion as easily swayed by demagogues. Finally, many would continue to believe

            that the elites were the most qualified to select virtuous leaders by withstanding both

            the mob and the dictator.


        The egalitarian countertradition of liberal democracy was rising. But the

            commitment to republicanism was so strong in early America that Americans would abandon

            it only hesitantly and haphazardly. Republican vestiges would continue to shape American

            attitudes long after the ideology became outmoded. When no longer an “ism,”

            a noun, it would continue to function in its adjectival form, as Americans preserved

            their “republican” legacy. For the next half-century, they would cling

            desperately to the republican taboo. Deep into the twentieth century, amid the technical

            splendor of mass democratic consumer culture, Americans would continue to cherish the

            occasional shards from the republican vessel.


        By 1840, nominees were confused. Candidates knew what they were not supposed to do—neither seek nor decline the

            office. But no one knew what they were supposed to do. There

            was an initial protocol: The party convention chose a committee to notify the nominee in

            writing; and the nominee responded with an acceptance letter. Individuals sent personal

                letters to the candidate, and often received replies. But beyond

            that the guidelines were contradictory and unworkable. Nominees were associated with

            party positions defined in platforms and local resolutions. Yet a candidate could not

            address issues like a good liberal democrat without appearing to be soliciting votes

            like a bad republican.


        Furthermore, the conflicting traditions each had their

            “corrupt” and “virtuous” sides.31 The republican

            tradition, at its best, ennobled both the candidate and the electorate. Candidates

            carried themselves with dignity and treated the electorate respectfully. The candidates

            stood by their records and allowed the voters to think without distraction. But if

            applied halfway, the republican tradition encouraged a false dignity, a posturing which

            merely substituted the candidate’s personal presence and mythologized biography

            for scrutiny of his principles and the issues. Similarly, the liberal-democratic

            tradition, at its best, cultivated a dialogue between the candidate and the people. At

            its worst, melodramatic demagoguery distracted voters and thwarted reason. Unable,

            perhaps unwilling, to resolve these contradictions, candidates and their advocates

            justified their own behavior while always criticizing their opponents’.


        Such defenders of republicanism as Charles Hammond fretted about the

            fragile dignity of the candidate, the presidency, the country. This traditional dignity

            linked Americans with their past; it uncovered—and calmed—Americans’

            republican insecurities. By defending the dignity of the presidency, Americans could

            simultaneously pray at their ideological altar, bow toward their ancestors, bless their

            links with previous republics, curse the ascendant leveling democracy and its

            politicians, genuflect toward the Constitution’s limited presidency, hail the High

            Public Priest—the president—and look over their shoulders to ensure

            America’s continuing role as an inspiration to the world, especially to

            Europe.


        Simultaneously, Americans like Sherrod Williams demanded frankness from

            their candidates, upholding the dignity of the democratic dialogue between the people

            and their leaders. Americans had to avoid the poles of dictatorship and demagoguery, of

            elite rule and mobocracy. They had to learn to distinguish popular heroes from

            responsible leaders deserving the people’s trust. They had to honor a leader

            without being seduced by his presence. They had to learn to communicate with their

            leaders in an increasingly complex society. And they had to keep the president humble as

            he occupied “the most exalted station in the world.”32

            These tasks were imposing. But the insistence on frankness, on the honest articulation

            by the leader of his views, oriented Americans. With their compasses

            pointing toward forthrightness, they could master their vexing democracy.


        Republicanism and liberal democracy coexisted uncomfortably in

            nineteenth-century America. Americans were haunted by the ghosts of George Washington

            and Andrew Jackson. All candidates had to be as aloof, as virtuous, as restrained as

            Washington, while being as popular, as political, as dynamic as Jackson. Practical

            Americans ignored the theoretical contradictions and improvised solutions.


        By 1840, the presidential selection system would have appalled the

            Framers. Yet Americans still clutched their traditions. They channeled their discomfort

            with the improvised system into uncertainty about the presidential candidate’s

            role. By 1840 and then 1844, candidates could have thrown the republican inhibition on

            candidates out with the other Federalist discards. They did not. Standing by their

            traditions, they perpetuated confusion.


    

[image: logo]


TWO


To Stand or to Stump?
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The Presidency is not an office to be either solicited or declined.


—William Lowndes, 1821–1822


“THE greatest excitement prevails,” the patrician diarist Philip Hone noted during the 1840 presidential campaign. “Men’s minds are wrought up to a pitch of frenzy, and like tinder a spark of opposition sets them on fire.” This first truly popular presidential campaign marked a revolution in American politics. From the 1820s through the 1840s, fueled by the revolutions in transportation and communication, flooded by newly enfranchised voters, the elaborate second American party system emerged. As passionate as the religious revivals sweeping the country, as efficient as the new factories sprouting throughout the land, the rival Whig and Democratic parties inspired and organized the masses. Millions of Americans entered the political process not only as voters but as partisans attending caucuses, conventions, committee meetings, and rallies. To win in politics gentlemen no longer had to persuade one another, they had to sway the crowd.1


To involve the masses, no novelty was too inane—songs, slogans, floats, coonskin caps, popular newspapers with rough-hewn names like The Log Cabin, revival-like “camp” meetings more suitable to the Second Coming than the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November, and a huge canvas ball, ten or twelve feet in diameter, emblazoned with the nominee’s name and rolled cross-country, symbolizing, as one journalist recalled, “the great revolutionary ball rolling on with irresistible force over the land.” Popular politics became the new American religion, as two and half million men streamed to the polls—ten times the number enrolled in churches.2


In part, Americans campaigned so enthusiastically because they were nervous. Martin Van Buren, an effete Easterner, was far less popular than his Indian-fighting Western predecessor, Andrew Jackson. Also, the financial Panic of 1837 had deflated the great Jacksonian boom. Collapses in real estate, and failing state banks, triggered the longest economic depression of the nineteenth century. Americans feared that republican virtue would not survive in this new world of factories, recessions, and political parties. The Whig party itself illustrated the confusion: Although founded as a party of elites opposed to Jackson’s monarchical presidency, the party mounted a populist campaign that empowered the people, and the president, even while restraining the candidate.


Roused by Jacksonian Democracy, inspired by increasingly active local candidates, nominees could have plunged into an active dialogue with the people. A commitment to candor could have eclipsed the injunction to be passive. This would have jibed with the president’s emerging role as a popular leader and with liberal-democratic theory. But candidates did not, could not, repudiate the republican tradition. Instead, they juggled the conflicting republican and liberal-democratic demands.3


Out of this tension emerged four possible options for a presidential candidate. In 1840 and 1844 each of the four major party nominees chose a different path.4 In the 1840 election the Whig nominee William Henry Harrison was silent but active. Martin Van Buren, his Democratic rival, was forthright but passive. Four years later, the Democratic candidate James K. Polk was silent and passive. And Henry Clay, the Whig choice, was forthright and active. Yet none of the candidates resolved the conflict. All were somewhat inconsistent, and all were criticized. Examining their tactics and the public’s reaction thereto reveals the passion amid the confusion. It also illuminates a fault line in the fundamental act of American democracy: electing the President of the United States.


I


On December 19, 1839, William Henry Harrison accepted the Whig party’s nomination for president. A Virginia aristocrat who defeated the Indians and the British during the War of 1812, he was often pictured in military regalia atop his white horse. This Western war hero, a cross between Washington and Jackson, offered the Whigs a suitable demo cratic veneer. Such Whigs as the former president of the Bank of the United States, Nicholas Biddle, recognized that Harrison’s appeal was based on “the past, not the future. Let him . . . say nothing—promise nothing,” Biddle advised. “Let the use of pen and ink be wholly forbidden as if he were a mad poet in Bedlam.” A Democratic newspaper sneered that the retired General would be satisfied to cozy up in his little hut with a barrel of cider and a pension. The Whigs shrewdly appropriated the “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” tag as the central image of their campaign.5


Describing himself as “retiring and unpretending,” Harrison thanked the National Democratic Whig Convention that had convened in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, earlier in December. The tone of Harrison’s compact acceptance letter fit the traditional republican formula: humble, simple, and not obviously self-serving. If elected, he would serve only one term. Also, he would not “declare the principles upon which the Administration will be conducted,” should his friends place him in the presidential chair.6 These statements were ideologically pleasing and mutually reinforcing. The General offered his restrained candidacy as a guarantee of a limited presidency.


For years Harrison had argued that the Constitution made the President of the United States an “impartial umpire.” The leader “of the whole nation—not . . . a particular sect or fragment” had to abjure partisanship.7 The President virtually represented all the people but remained somewhat removed from them; candidates should also keep their distance. Controversial policy proposals were for legislators, not the chief executive.


Reticence guaranteed national, as well as individual, virtue. Examining “the history of all Republics,” Harrison discovered that “as they receded from the purity of Representative Government, the condition of obtaining office was the making of promises.” Ambition often made “men of the fairest characters” act like “auctioneers selling . . . linen,” advocating anything for “a temporary gain.” Since Andrew Jackson’s election, Harrison grieved, America had begun to resemble these other, failed republics.8 Harrison would stave off such corruption and decline.


No man, therefore, should seek out the presidency—one did not beg for “the most exalted station in the world,” Harrison explained to Ohio Whigs. The dignity of the presidency and the candidate could tolerate nothing else. Just as Samuel anointed Saul, so should the people seek the man only after a careful “review of his past actions and life.”9 A candidacy had to be genuine and broad-based. Ambitious politicians who curried the people’s favor were acting more like stableboys than proper riders of the majestic public horse.


Harrison’s blasts against ambition and corruption, his mistrust of the executive branch, and his concern with the virtue and fragility of republican governments, revealed his republican pedigree. Harrison thundered at a rally in Dayton, Ohio: “With my mother’s milk did I suck in the principles upon which the Declaration of Independence was founded.” For years he had promised to “restore the administration to its republican simplicity and purity.”10 Even if he lost, his candidacy would uphold these values bequeathed by another solider-farmer, George Washington.


Rooted in a solid ideological foundation, and adorned with the examples of his predecessors, Harrison claimed silence as a proper response to the many inquiries he received. In fact, Whig strategy prescribed Harrison’s silence. Simply standing on their opposition to Jacksonian Democracy, the Whigs avoided any “general declaration of . . . views.”11 Harrison’s demure republicanism highlighted this approach and quieted Whig doubts about his aptitude. Democratic Senator Thomas Hart Benton teased that only one ability of Harrison’s appealed to Whig managers—his “availability.” Harrison was an umbrella candidate to unite the disparate Whig elements, a popular figurehead with few enemies and few stated policies. Any statement, no matter how vague, risked party unity. And if the General was the “imbecille” [sic] many Whigs feared, the potential for disaster loomed.12 With Harrison, silence was proper and politic.


Initially, the Whig strategy worked well. General Harrison spent most of his time in the sixteen-room house in North Bend, Ohio, which party leaders rhetorically shrank into a one-room log cabin. Harrison deferred to his advisers in Ohio and New York, while he answered his many letters. He referred correspondents to his record, in general, and to letters he had written long before the nomination, in particular.


Then the General and his advisers faltered. Whigs announced that Harrison would make no further statements “whilst occupying his present position.” A three-man “correspondence committee” began to answer his mail for him. The “General’s views” had already “been given to the public,” they explained.13


Democrats found this rationale for Harrison’s silence offensive and unbecoming. It tended toward despotism, not democracy, the Washington Globe charged. The candidate “must give direct answers to all . . . reasonable inquiries” concerning his “character and principles.” Otherwise, why bother the people with elections every four years? The controversy revealed the inroads that liberal democracy had made in half a century. The emerging ethos claimed a candidate’s “public course and opinions” as “public property.”14 More and more people assumed that American elections required a public dialogue between the candidate and the people.


Democrats ridiculed “General Harrison’s Thinking Committee.” They dismissed “General Mum” as a “caged” simpleton forced to rely on his “conscience keepers,” a doting old “imbecile” avoiding the public, an “Old Granny” too feeble to leave his home. These ad hominem attacks finally pierced the General’s armor. When an allegedly drunk Harrison accosted a Van Buren supporter on the streets of Cincinnati, Democrats cheered that they had at last crippled the General.15


The celebration, however, was premature. Harrison responded with a deft defensive maneuver and a tactical advance combined: He blurred the target. Distinguishing between opinions and pledges, Harrison argued that he had been forthright about his policy views without mortgaging his presidency via a series of pledges. He denied that any of his public statements contained even one line “that was written or suggested by any other individual.” The committee merely was a convenience, keeping him afloat amid the postal deluge. Predictably, these comments satisfied the Whigs. “There is not a man in the United States who has more frankly, fearlessly and distinctly expressed his opinions upon questions involving matters of public policy than General Harrison,” Thurlow Weed’s Albany Evening Journal insisted.16


The Democrats were unimpressed. According to them, the few opinions Harrison deigned to express were vague or contradictory. For example, Democrats called Harrison an abolitionist. Harrison refuted the charge without repudiating abolitionism. He sent private letters standing by “what my conduct has been” during the quarter-century he had lived on the border between a free state, Ohio, and a slave state, Kentucky—a crafty assertion which implied Southern sympathy without broadcasting it. Frustrated Democrats then accused Harrison of playing “hide-and-go-seek with the public.”17


Unable to dodge the Democratic barrage, Harrison decided to bleed in public. “I am the most persecuted and calumniated individual now living,” he howled.18 Democratic attacks had put him in an untenable position. He claimed he was forced to make public appearances to refute the libels.


In fact, Harrison previously had campaigned without such a justification. In 1835, 1836, and 1838 he made some public appearances in the Northeast and Midwest to advance his candidacy. But to strengthen his image as the defender of republican tradition, he made no public appearances in 1839 or throughout the first half of 1840. Now, however, he undertook a three-week tour in June, and a month-long trip in September, both ostensibly to demonstrate his vigor.


Harrison’s stance was politically comfortable but ideologically slippery. An allegedly silent candidate was now willing to express opinions; a candidate who claimed not to be stumping was now taking to the stump. Harrison stayed within his home states of Indiana and Ohio, two states crucial to Whig success. At informal gatherings along his route, and at mass meetings of tens of thousands, the old warrior sang his plucky song: He campaigned against campaigning as he campaigned.


“I am not with you today, Fellow Citizens, in accordance with my own sense of propriety,” Harrison said at Chillicothe, Ohio. “Much more consonant would it be with my feelings to remain at the domestic fireside. . . . Indeed I sometimes fear that upon me will fall the responsibility of establishing a dangerous precedent.” But the attacks of his enemies left him no choice. “Appearing among my fellow citizens” was the “only way to disprove” the libels. “You must have already perceived,” Harrison said to his audience, “that I am not CAGED, and that I am not the old man on crutches . . . they accuse me of being.”19


As he knelt in obeisance toward the proprieties and affirmed that he had no interest in electioneering, Harrison did occasionally lapse into a discussion of the issues: “I have certainly refused pledges. . . . My opinions are known upon every subject,” he said, clinging to his casuistry. Yet Harrison did make some policy pronouncements: “Methinks I hear a soft voice asking: Are you in favor of paper money? I AM,” Harrison shouted to the “ten acres of Whigs” gathered at Dayton, Ohio, on September 10.20


Usually, Harrison played coy while campaigning, avoiding the issues. He recounted his battlefield exploits, praised old comrades, indulged in republican rhetoric, and attacked the malicious Democrats. “I do not come here to ask your sympathy or to excite your feelings in my behalf,” he said in Cincinnati. “I ask for justice alone.”21


Harrison recognized that his presence was more important than his rhetoric. In the days before voice amplification, most of the people could not see the candidate clearly, let alone hear him. Harrison’s presence drew the crowds, and thrilled them. The military pageantry, the banners, the festive feeling entertained them; his speeches were obligatory adornments.


Whig newspapers followed Harrison’s lead. They cheered the candidate’s tour, emphasizing the size and enthusiasm of the crowd, the spontaneous and deep nature of the popular feeling, and the excitement of Harrison’s presence. “But best of all,” one newspaper announced, “GENERAL HARRISON HIMSELF WILL BE HERE!” The Detroit Daily Advertiser gloried in the General’s “classic vigor,” his “keen, piercing eye,” and his “purely republican” appearance.22 Whig newspapers continued to publicize Harrison’s opinions on the Bank, the currency, the presidential veto, while praising his firm refusal to electioneer.


Inevitably the Democrats, like the Whigs, flirted with contradiction. Having condemned “General Mum’s” reticence, they could not now assail Harrison’s stumping tour without highlighting his frankness. Instead, they attacked his speeches as “wretched and vulgar piece[s] of driveling egotism and point for point . . . [begging] for popularity.” The Harrisburg, Pennsylvania Magician first attacked Harrison for not making “a single avowal of principle.” Two paragraphs later it quoted Harrison on the impropriety of electioneering, and condemned his behavior in 1836, “When he travelled over the country, much after the fashion of a sheriff’s candidate, soliciting the suffrages of the people.”23 In effect, the Magician was insisting that the candidate be forthright yet passive—avow principles and avoid electioneering.


The Democratic attacks, however, missed their mark. Harrison’s tour fit into the overall Whig campaign—the military pageantry, the emphasis on the man rather than his principles, the emotional and patriotic appeals.24 And, as Whigs serenaded their hero, the Democrats faced a bigger problem: rehabilitating the battered reputation of Martin Van Buren.


II


President Van Buren mounted a principled and forthright reelection battle, but to no avail. His campaign could have been a model for others, balancing liberal-democratic frankness and republican dignity. Yet his efforts were wasted, his example unheeded. For the Whigs were as effective in fitting Martin Van Buren into the Republic’s demonology as they were in fitting William Henry Harrison into its pantheon.


Since the 1830s, Whigs had labeled Van Buren a “Magician,” a party “wire worker,” a master of “non-committalism”—the latter a word the Whigs claimed to have coined. In short, Van Buren was a politician. These appellations tapped into the republic’s distaste for politics with its compromises and demagogic arts. This demagogue, however, was no democrat. Van Buren fancied himself a king, having forgotten that the president was the people’s servant. One Whig song, sung to “Allan-a-Dale,” contrasted Harrison, the simple hero of Tippecanoe, with the monarchical Van Buren:


Tippecanoe has no chariot to ride in.


    No palace of marble has he to reside in.


    No bags of gold-eagles, no lots of fine clothes—


    But he has a wealth far better than those;


    The love of a nation, free, happy, and true,


    Are the riches and portion of Tippecanoe.25


“Luxury has made fatal inroads upon the frugal habits of our fathers. The principles and examples of WASHINGTON and JEFFERSON have departed,” the Albany Evening Journal mourned. “Republics have been undermined and overthrown by luxury. This fate awaits our Republic if there be not an immediate and thorough REFORM.” Brilliantly, the Whigs wedded fears of parties and politicians, of demagoguery and aristocracy, of luxury and declension, of executive usurpation and monarchical tendencies, to the hapless Van Buren. The republic’s bogeyman, a Democratic Caesar, was unleashed.26


The object of these fears, the rather benign Van Buren, ignored the slanders and addressed the issues. The President had long appreciated his ironic predicament: If, he sighed, he had “possessed a tithe of the skill . . . so liberally charged upon me,” he would not be so reviled. In 1840, Democratic efforts were doomed by economic depression, if nothing else. Still, Van Buren advanced his cause—and the principle that, while a candidate should not stump, he should respond to all “interrogatories from my Fellow Citizens upon public questions.” Intimate exchanges between a leader and free citizens were acceptable, even commendable. As he had done in 1836, Van Buren wrote with unprecedented candor; he expected his letters to be published. He penned long, thoughtful responses on dozens of difficult issues, including slavery in Washington, D.C., the federal sub-treasuries he created that were independent of state banks, and the tariff.27


According to Van Buren, the contract between the candidate and the voters demanded forthrightness. By replying to questions, a candidate earned “the respect & confidence of the American people.” Van Buren distinguished answering questions from soliciting support—the former was a matter of democratic duty, “indispensable to the maintenance of republican government.”28 Also in 1840, Van Buren had a record to defend. Better to explain and elaborate than to try distancing himself from his own administration. And if this candor embarrassed the “caged” Whig candidate, contrasting the experienced leader with the vacuous warrior, all the better.


Van Buren’s statements produced no disasters, no embarrassments. Democrats praised their standard-bearer for his eloquence and candor. At the Baltimore nominating convention, Democrats boasted that Martin Van Buren had “nothing to conceal. . . . He presents himself as he is, with but one life, and one set of principles for the North and the South, the East and the West.”29


The Whig crusaders alternately called Van Buren’s “electioneering epistles” too aggressive and too politic. These “self-justificatory effusions” demeaned the presidency by involving the President in “the field of party struggle,” the Albany Evening Journal said. The President should not be “champion[ing]” his own policies and wrestling in the political mud with his assailants.30 But then again, the Whigs sniffed, what could be expected from a mere party politician?


Absorbed in his correspondence and in governing, Van Buren remained in Washington for most of the campaign. A few months earlier, fear of Whig criticism had forced him to cancel a visit to Andrew Jackson in Tennessee. Any thoughts he entertained of traveling probably had been eliminated in July 1839, when he visited New York and Pennsylvania. In keeping with George Washington’s precedent, Van Buren’s tour was professedly nonpartisan. But, unlike most of his predecessors, Van Buren defended his policies, and even mentioned his party, in one of his toasts. Enraged, Whig newspapers called on their subscribers to shun the President, who was “degrading” the office with an “electioneering” tour. New York’s Governor, William Henry Seward, subsequently refused to greet his President and neighbor.31


The Whigs objected that Van Buren bore himself as “the leader of a party” and not “the President of the nation.” The notion of a president politicking was “undignified” and “insulting.” He was realizing Alexis de Tocqueville’s warning about two-term presidents by converting “the appliances of government . . . into one grand electioneering machine.” This politicking was superficial. With all his hand-shaking, the President could not have spent more than half a minute with each person. Could Democrats assume that simply “[the] touch of the great man’s hand convinces many a Whig that the sub-Treasury is a panacea”? The very presumption demeaned the people and treated them like idiots. Above all, the Whigs found the pageantry ostentatious. When Thomas Jefferson traveled as President, he “repressed Processions and Pageants as Anti-Republican.” “His Majesty, King Martin the First” had now “thrown off the disguises of Republicanism.” Van Buren’s tour was “the climax of affectation and dandyism,”32 proof of his monarchical tendencies.


In fact, many Whigs did come out to greet the President, and the crowds were large and enthusiastic. Yet Van Buren returned to Washington sobered by the economic conditions along his route and impressed with Whig preparations for the campaign. He was also chastened by the Whig assaults. After the Northeastern tour, Van Buren stayed close to the White House, pleading engagement in “public duties.”33


From Washington, Van Buren coordinated the Democratic efforts and professed optimism until election day. But the Whig hullabaloo, Harrison’s popularity, frustration with twelve years of Democratic rule, and economic problems defeated the President. “Truth and justice and our sacred Constitution lay prostrate and bleeding at the foot of fraud and falsehood,” Van Buren’s friend Dillon Jordan wrote. Another Democrat, Thomas Hamer, wondered “Can this people govern themselves?”34


Although the losing Democrats sang loudest in the chorus of complaints about the election, the campaign also bothered many Whigs. Henry Clay disliked “appealing to the feelings and passions of our countrymen rather than to their reasons and judgments.” John Quincy Adams found stump speeches, mass rallies, and other innovations undignified. By the end of the campaign, Whig diarist George Templeton Strong, and countless others, had “tired of humbug, lying, spouting, swearing, O.K., and the Old Hero.”35 The antics may have been effective, but they seemed illegitimate.


Harrison and Van Buren had resolved their twin dilemmas about stumping and speaking in contrary ways. Each candidate’s choice comported with his personality and ideology. Van Buren, as the democratic leader and an experienced politician, addressed political issues, while Harrison, the republican statesman, abstained. Yet Harrison’s position was ironic, for despite his rhetoric against politicians and demagoguery, his tactics were the more suspect—making even some allies squirm. Harrison played politics blatantly, but it was a peculiar brand of political antipolitics that appealed to his generation.


In 1840 the candidate provided the central symbol for his campaign—for better and for worse. Without William Henry Harrison there would have been no Log Cabin, no Hard Cider, no battlefield celebrations. Similarly—and to the Democrats’ sorrow—Van Buren himself, his reputation for wizardry, his intimacy with the Democratic party, gave salience to the Whig attacks. Yet, for all this apparent centrality, candidates remained on the campaign’s periphery. In fact, it was not the candidates’ campaign; it was the party’s campaign with the candidate at the symbolic helm.36 Voters were preoccupied with local candidates and events. The parties were fragmented into dozens of state and local elements. Indeed, newspapers concentrated on local efforts and neglected the presidential candidates. Van Buren corresponded extensively and shaped strategy, but kept his distance. Harrison sat back and let the professionals manage. Throughout the 1840s, the candidates’ activities were sideshows to the party battles.


III


In 1844, having “taught” the Whigs “how to conquer us,” the Democrats reclaimed many crowd-pleasing tactics the Whigs had perfected in 1840. “The Whigs complain bitterly that we have stolen all their music,” a Democrat would gloat.37 The Democrats nominated the obscure former Speaker of the House of Representatives, James Knox Polk of Tennessee. “Who is James K. Polk?” Whigs sneered. This time the Whig candidate, Henry Clay, defended his record, while a mysterious Democrat played hide-and-seek with the voters.


Polk would not stump; republican ideology and the Democratic strategy precluded it. He would orchestrate efforts behind the scenes, particularly in Tennessee. But should he speak out? Many urged him to keep quiet. “If you could avoid reading or speaking or writing from now until the election, our success would be certain,” his friend Cave Johnson advised. Propriety was prudent. Yet Polk believed that “The constituent has a right to know the opinions of the candidate before he casts his vote.”38


Polk played it safe in his acceptance. He followed the protocol, waiting for the notification committee’s letter apprising him of the nomination. He then accepted in a public letter, invoking the classic formula: “The office of president of the United States should neither be sought nor declined. I have never sought it, nor shall I feel at liberty to decline it.”39 Polk sidestepped his dilemma by addressing his letter only to the Democratic party; with no national audience involved, he could ignore national policy questions.


There remained, however, “but one question which can by any possibility defeat your election,” Senator Robert J. Walker, a leading Democrat, warned. “It is the tariff.” In such crucial protectionist states as Pennsylvania, Polk was suspect.40 During his successful 1843 gubernatorial campaign, Polk had denounced the Whig-backed protective Tariff of 1842. If Polk was silent or repudiated the tariff he would lose Pennsylvania, and probably the election. But if he embraced the tariff he might lose his credibility, his dignity, and the election as well.


Ever cautious, Polk sent two letters to the leading protectionist, John K. Kane. The first letter addressed the issue; the second one authorized Kane to release the original letter only if “absolutely necessary.” Polk wanted to avoid appearing before the public “as far as I can do so with propriety.” On June 29, Kane wrote to Polk that the Pennsylvania Democrats expected the tariff letter to “do much good,” and would release it.41 A third letter from Polk, discouraging publication of any statement about tariffs, did not reach Kane in time.


“I am opposed to a tariff for protection merely and not for revenue,” Polk’s original letter announced. Tariffs to raise revenue were acceptable, as was the “reasonable incidental protection” they provided. But Polk implied that tariffs solely to protect favored industries were illegitimate. In reviewing his record on earlier tariffs, Polk wisely omitted his opposition to the controversial Tariff of 1842. Relieved Democrats praised Polk’s manly and forthright sentiments, while Whigs denounced his straddle.42


After the release of what became known as the “Kane Letter,” Polk was silent. He declined all speaking invitations, explaining: “In adopting this course I but follow the example of the eminent men who have preceded me as a candidate for that high station.” Yet Polk was not idle. He corresponded with Democrats across the nation. He supervised editors of the various fly-by-night campaign newspapers. And he helped organize the Tennessee Democrats, doing all he could to ensure the success of the “Great Nashville Convention.” Fifty thousand Democrats, including Polk, overran Nashville in late August of 1844. The candidate greeted thousands individually, but made no major address.43


With their respective positions in 1840 not only forgotten but reversed, Whigs and Democrats squabbled over Polk’s reticence. The Democrats smugly, and without a hint of irony, stood by their candidate’s record and lauded Polk’s “frankness.” They defended Polk’s “course uniformly pursued by all the Presidents.” Polk recognized the candidate’s “imperative duty” to address “NEW QUESTIONS, or old questions upon which he has not been sufficiently explicit.” Having fulfilled that duty, he was now silent.44


Meanwhile, the Whigs attacked the Democrats’ “mum candidate” for having “too little frankness, too much cunning.” Polk’s long-time rival, Tennessee Governor James C. Jones, asked why Polk did not “speak out like a man.” “Why are his lips sealed as with the stillness of death?” Whigs answered that Polk “DARE NOT ANSWER.” How else could he play the tariff man in Pennsylvania and simultaneously claim to be “SOUTHERN TO THE BACK-BONE” and thus “anti-Tariff to the hub”? A constituent, the Whigs now proclaimed, has “A RIGHT TO KNOW THE OPINION OF THE CANDIDATE BEFORE HE CASTS HIS VOTE.” Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune mischievously publicized a prominent citizen’s warning that in ancient Rome lazy citizens undermined the republic: “That man deserves to be a slave who would vote for a mum candidate where his liberty is at stake.” The speaker was Andrew Jackson, commenting not on Polk in 1844 but on Harrison in 1840.45 The same journals that defended Harrison’s silence in 1840 attacked Polk’s silence in 1844 by resurrecting Democratic attacks on Harrison’s silence from 1840.


The Whigs hoped to tease out some statement from the unyielding Polk with their barrage. They nearly succeeded. The most effective Whig attempt came toward the end of September. Seven Whigs in neighboring Pulaski, Tennessee, sent Polk five “interrogatories” exploring his tariff stance, and three questions about Texas. They demanded “an early reply, without reference to his [Polk’s] former addresses and speeches.”46


Polk agonized over a suitable response. A Polk confidant, J. George Harris, pinpointed the dilemma: “Your friends throughout the Union would be glad to see you absolutely silent until the day of the election. . . . Still, as you truly say, a refusal to answer would give . . . [your enemies] something to harp on.” Polk penned a half-dozen drafts varying in specificity of response and pugnacity of tone. “I think any answer improper,” John Catron informed his friend. Polk’s running mate George Dallas recognized the futility of the candidate’s position: “No statement, however explicit, will satisfy your adversaries, and your friends are content with what they have and know.”47
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