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Contrary to popular belief, we have not always lived in a “democracy.” For the first few 

decades of our nation’s history, few Americans would have dreamed of associating our 

enlightened government with such a pejorative term. For the average American in today’s world, 

the word “democracy” is simply the name of our form of government and a representation of the 

ideals of freedom and independence. However, both the definition and the value associated with 

the word “democracy” have changed drastically since this country’s birth. The framers of the 

Constitution sought to create a republic that would prevent what were seen at the time as the two 

most dangerous forms of tyranny: despotism and democracy. An unopposed mob, or a 

“democracy,” was as much a threat to liberty as was an unopposed despot. But starting in the 

early 1800s, this image of “democracy” was gradually reversed. More and more people, both 

politicians and common citizens, began to speak of “democracy” as one of the basic tenets, if not 

the true essence, of our government, until eventually the word’s denotation changed along with 

its connotation and “democracy” replaced “republic” as the word used to describe our system of 

government. 

The mere fact of this linguistic change is hard to dispute. Historians disagree, however, as 

to the process by which it occurred. In The Age of Jackson, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. claimed that 

Jacksonian democracy was a concept created by “reasoned and systematic notions.”1 While this 

does not imply that Schlesinger believed Jackson himself created the new connotation of 

“democracy,” it does suggest that the politicians played a conscious and deliberate part in the 

word’s transformation. In The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy: New York as a Test Case, Lee 

Benson argued that the new conception of “democracy” was shaped by Whigs, rather than 

Democrats.2 The point remains that Benson saw the word’s new usage as shaped by a political 

strategy emanating from the upper tiers of society. More recently, in The Rise of American 



Democracy, Sean Wilentz has argued that though the politicians did not initially intend to create 

a new connotation for “democracy,” they changed their rhetoric in response to the wishes of the 

voters, and in essence told the people what they wanted to hear.3  

Writing as a contemporary observer of these events, Alexis de Tocqueville suggested in 

Democracy in America that, in theory, it was to be expected that words would change their 

meanings in any society that allowed the masses to vote.4 He called it a fundamental 

characteristic of the American system for an existing word, in this case “democracy,” to be used 

differently over time. For as he said, “Equality necessarily changes language.”5 Rather than 

attempting to create a new word and a new concept, ordinary citizens gradually altered an old 

word, with a meaning they did not fully understand or embrace, to fit their own opinion of 

whatever concept they were trying to describe. In this case, the largely uneducated masses knew 

that the word “democracy” had something to do with increased empowerment of the people. As 

soon as this tier of society had enough power to call for change, it was only natural for them to 

settle upon “democracy” as a cause worth voting for. It was by this largely arbitrary process that 

the masses and their fawning politicians managed to overturn preexisting notions of the 

normative value of  “democracy.”  

The word’s increase in popularity seems to coincide with rise to power of the Democratic 

Party of the 1820s and its famed leader, Andrew Jackson. Skimming the surface of the history of 

this dramatic change, one might imagine that the word’s new meaning and value were the result 

of a conscious decision by Democratic politicians like Jackson. These politicians could have 

strategically begun using egalitarian rhetoric with no other motive than their own political 

ambitions. Considering the word’s existing definition as a form of government with increasingly 

empowered masses, they might have spoken highly of “democracy” and the rights of “the 



people” only to indulge a simple public’s sense of self-importance and thereby gain popularity. It 

is true that the Democratic Party was instrumental in spreading the usage of the word in its new 

context. Just by naming their political party after the word, they gave the transformed concept 

more visibility in the public conscience.  

However, the main reason for this switch from the fear of “democracy” to its 

unquestioned supremacy in government was the expanding frontier and the new power given to 

the common people themselves that in turn forced politicians to change their rhetoric and 

compete with each other in order to retain their popularity. It is true that in retrospect Jackson 

and other members of the new Democratic Party extolled the virtues of “democracy” more 

audibly and seemed to practice the doctrines of democracy more visibly than any other group of 

people at the time. However, without the general public’s initial call for a more democratic 

government, there would have been no incentive for ambitious and power-hungry politicians to 

claim a deep sympathy for the rights of “the people.” Because the push for Western expansion 

encouraged state governments to adopt universal manhood suffrage, new voting populations 

were created, seemingly out of thin air, with the potential to bring immense power  to politicians 

astute enough to harness it. Because there was competition to obtain the approval of these 

powerful new voters, politicians were forced to change their rhetoric in order to stay popular 

with a finicky population obsessed with its own role in government.  

 

From a Pejorative Term to an Ideal 

 When the framers of the Constitution formed the republic of the United States, they were 

not attempting to create a democracy. In fact, many politicians of the time warned against the 



possible dangers of democracy. In the early 1800s, however, the word “democracy” came to take 

on a new, much more positive meaning. 

 Democracy is most simply defined as government by the general population. The word 

itself is a hybrid between the Greek word for “the people,” demos, and the word for “power,” 

kratia. When the Constitution was framed, democracy was seen as a direct form of government 

in which every citizen voted on every proposed law. 6  Our society relies instead on 

representative government. However, the complete definition of democracy, even today, is 

nearly impossible to qualify in its many nuances. The true importance of the word lies not in its 

denotation, but rather in its connotation. In the late 1700s, “democracy” implied “mobocracy” 

and was seen as nearly synonymous with “anarchy.” In America, at least, this perception did not 

last for long. 

 When the Constitution was ratified, the framers viewed a democracy as inferior to a 

republic. After the Constitution was drafted, those in favor of ratification (the Federalists) sought 

to convince the public that the new government embodied by the Constitution was one that 

would protect every man’s rights. They also aimed to explain the motivation behind the structure 

of the proposed government. Therefore, three prominent Federalists published the Federalist 

Papers to try to distribute this message to the public. In The Federalist, No. 10, James Madison 

explained exactly why the framers of the Constitution were attempting to create a republic rather 

than a democracy. He claimed that a democratic polity, one that relied on every citizen to vote on 

every piece of legislation, would lack the knowledge and wisdom that the elected leaders of a 

republican government could contribute.7  

Not only did the framers of the Constitution believe that democracy was inferior to 

republican government, they considered it a dangerous form of tyranny and just as much a threat 



to the Union as despotism. In The Federalist, No. 10, Madison also illustrated some of the logic 

behind the framing of the Constitution, claiming that the purpose of the Union was to “control 

the violence of faction.”8 In this context “faction” means any powerful group, whether an 

organized party or a single despotic ruler. He claims that even “the friend of popular 

governments” would know that a popular or democratic government would pose a serious threat 

to the liberty of all.9 Because the Federalist Papers were intended to serve as an explanation for 

the motives behind the various features of the Constitution, this description of democracy as a 

danger indicates that the Constitution itself was in part designed to keep the republic from 

becoming too democratic. The balance between too much federal control, or despotism, and too 

much popular power, or democracy, was seen as the most important role of any republican 

government. A British cartoon published in 1793 embodies the attitude that many Americans, 

including James Madison, shared in the late 1700s of the concept of “democracy.” The cartoon 

was entitled, “Britannia Between Scylla and Charybdis: The Vessel of the Constitution Steered 

Clear of the Rock of Democracy and the Whirlpool of Arbitrary Power.”10 (See Appendix.) Both 

in Great Britain and in the United States, the dangers of despotism and democracy were seen as 

twin threats to any successful regime. 

Beginning around 1820, however, the value associated with “democracy” was drastically 

reversed in the language of many Americans. In the first few decades of the 1800s, politicians 

began to use the word in a positive sense. In 1821, when the New York State Assembly was 

considering granting the vote to all white male citizens twenty-one or older, there was a wide 

range of people who felt differently about the concept of “democracy.” Some of the delegates 

viewed it as “a destiny of perfection” for the U.S. government, while many others viewed it as 

something to be avoided at all costs.11 In 1828, ironically enough, Jackson used the same 



classical metaphor to celebrate rather than denounce democracy. In a letter, he claimed that those 

political leaders who had tried to keep the populace from taking power “thereafter remembered 

will be, as a Silla or caribdis [sic].”12 Rather than seeing the republic as poised precariously 

between democracy and despotism, Jackson viewed the only danger to the republic to be the 

corruption of despotic government officials. This reversal reveals the one hundred and eighty 

degree change in the connotation of the word “democracy.” By 1837, Jackson wrote a letter to 

Martin Van Buren in which he claimed a victory for “the democracy.”13 Clearly by this point, 

Jackson was quite assured that “democracy” was a cause worth fighting for.  

 The change, though polar, was far from immediate or universal. At the same New York 

State Assembly of 1821, the chancellor of the Committee on Suffrage expressed his objection to 

expanding suffrage, claiming that even ten years prior, laws that would make the state’s “well-

balanced government” turn to “the extremes of democratic doctrines” would have caused 

“astonishment and terror.” 14 He used subversive language, including the controversial word 

“democracy,” to demonstrate just how wild these egalitarian changes seemed. He claimed that 

wise men who knew “the history of republics” would be worried about such an ominous 

lowering of standards.15 As late as 1835, an article in the Richmond Whig claimed, “The 

Republic has degenerated into a democracy.”16 The Whigs opposed both the Democratic Party’s 

seemingly manipulative language and the ideals that seemed to underlie its rhetoric. Even though 

the Democratic Party and others were already using the word in a positive sense by the mid-

1830s, there remained a significant population that saw “democracy” as an inauspicious new way 

of governing and a serious threat to the republic created by the 1787 Constitution. However, 

Jackson’s party was not as instrumental in the transformation of “democracy” as the Whigs 

believed. 



 

Not So “Jacksonian” Democracy  

 Many historians have labeled the period beginning in the 1820s the age of “Jacksonian 

Democracy.” This term seems to imply that Jackson himself created a new form of democracy in 

this period. In The Age of Jackson, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. suggested that the word 

“democracy” was transformed by “reasoned and systematic notions about society.” 17 This seems 

to suggest that political thinkers changed the word after careful thought and reflection on the 

needs of American society. However, the apparently gradual and sporadic growth of the word’s 

popularity casts doubt on the accuracy of such a statement. The new attitudes associated with the 

word weren’t created in an instant by political theorizers, but rather took time to develop from 

the ground up. It is true that the policies and speeches of Jackson and his Democratic Party 

helped spur the growing popularity of the term “democracy” and the philosophy it represented. 

However, politicians did not spontaneously decide to use the word “democracy” to dupe a new 

group of inexperienced voters. Rather, at the time of Jackson’s ascent to power, the word’s 

connotation had already begun its gradual transformation through public usage, and opportunistic 

politicians merely capitalized on the popularization of egalitarian rhetoric. 

 Jackson undoubtedly contributed to the prevalence of the word “democracy” as he often 

paid tribute to the word in his letters and speeches. In a letter to Martin Van Buren he 

congratulated himself on his successful overthrow of the hated National Bank and claimed a 

victory for “the great body of the democracy of our Country.”18 He used the word in a positive 

sense, although it is not clear whether he was referring to his political party and its supporters or 

to the empowered people of the country as a whole. Even when he did not use the word 

“democracy” itself, Jackson spoke favorably of the concept of a more egalitarian form of 



government. In a letter to Richard Mentor Johnson, he stated that elected officials such as 

himself were not in power to execute their own agendas, but rather to represent the people. 19 He 

claimed “all power flows from [the people]” and that the republic would in fact be saved rather 

than endangered by increased public involvement in government.20 Whether or not he truly 

believed in this philosophy remains open to debate. 

 Some historians argue that Jackson championed the use of the positive form of 

“democracy” to convince the people that he was looking out for their rights. Schlesinger argued 

that when Jackson instigated the spoils system soon after being elected, he saw an opportunity to 

gain popularity with the people.21 He therefore accompanied the new policy with lofty rhetoric to 

convince the people that the new system was designed to protect their rights.22 However, the 

positive usage of the word “democracy” was already gaining momentum when Jackson was 

elected and was in no way a novel creation of Jackson’s. While Jackson was definitely 

attempting to gain popularity by claiming his policies were “democratic,” Schlesinger seems to 

be simplifying slightly by assuming that Jackson’s attempt to pander to the voters was motivated 

by original political ideas. This vision of Jackson’s role in the word’s transformation stems in 

part from efforts by both the Whigs and the Democrats of the time. The Whigs, whose party base 

was largely controlled by a moneyed aristocracy, feared the concept represented by the word 

“democracy.” Therefore they depicted Jackson as the champion of a dangerous democracy. 

Meanwhile, the word’s existing popularity among many voters provoked Jackson and the 

Democratic Party to claim that the positive view of democracy had been his idea all along. 

However, the image of Jackson as an innovative political thinker is not one shared by many 

historians today. It seems more accurate to conclude that a new vision of democracy allowed 



Jackson to be successful: new “democracy” created Jackson; Jackson did not create new 

“democracy.”  

 Further complicating our understanding of Jackson’s role in the transformation of the 

word, there is scant evidence that the Democratic Party actually believed in its own doctrines of 

equality. In spite of the evident connection between the “Democratic” Party and the positive 

conception of democracy, Lee Benson argued that the ideology and actions of Jackson’s party 

contradicted the Democrats’ new egalitarian ideals. Benson claimed that the new doctrine of 

egalitarian democracy arose despite the efforts of Jackson and his followers, not in response to 

them.23 This seems quite plausible, considering that Jackson did little to change the lives of 

marginalized social groups such as women and African Americans. This disparity between 

Jacksonian actions and theories seems to suggest that the Democratic Party might have used the 

word so often and so audibly only to capitalize on the existing push for democracy. For it seems 

unlikely that a political party that did not truly believe in a philosophy of equality would single-

handedly create a term to sum up that doctrine if it was unsure of how the public might respond. 

On the other hand, the Democrats would have had greater incentive to claim allegiance to 

“democracy” and “the people” if they knew from existing political discussion that such an idea 

would be well received. 

Regardless of initial motive, Jackson and his Democratic Party encouraged the continued 

transformation of the word “democracy” from a pejorative term to a positive one. Because 

Jackson and his supporters frequently used the word in speeches and as the name of their 

political party, they promoted the word’s more positive implication. As Sean Wilentz 

demonstrates, however, even if Jackson did promote the word’s new connotation, this perception 

had existed in the public conscience since the War of 1812 and was not initially created by any 



political party.24 It is no coincidence that the politicians’ exertions on behalf of “power to the 

people” ultimately brought more power for themselves. 

 

 

Empowering the Masses 

 With the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, the United States almost doubled in size. A vast 

new frontier was born and many Americans chose to move west. Many of the governments of 

these new territories began offering broader suffrage rights. In response, and for fear of mass 

emigration by would-be voters, many eastern states also began to adopt constitutions that 

required fewer qualifications to vote. These changes created a new voting population that had 

tremendous power to influence politics in the young nation. 

 When the first state constitutions were drawn up, they all retained some minimum income 

or property qualifications for voting. Both the original thirteen states and the first ones to join the 

Union saw movements of increased enfranchisement in the early 1800s. These changes were 

most likely not simply the result of an ideological quest for “democracy,” but rather a result of 

economic pressures from western settlers and political pressures from the many disfranchised 

lower-class white men both on the western frontier and within the existing states.25 

As the nation expanded into new territory, many settlers had yet to acquire land and there 

were vast numbers of American men who could not meet the property qualifications to vote. 

There was simultaneously increased immigration into the cities of the eastern United States. This 

led to a rising proportion of propertyless and therefore non-voting men. This growing population 

in both the West and East demanded the right to vote, with only limited success at first. In New 

York City alone, the population had quadrupled in the three decades after 1812; the majority of 



this population was from the laboring class and called for a new state constitution that would 

guarantee them more rights.26 However, in the War of 1812, which also contributed to increased 

westward migration by reducing the Indian population in the area, it became clear that these 

lower-class men were needed to fight in wars and keep the nation safe. It suddenly seemed 

important to keep these men happy and, as a direct result, many of those who already had the 

vote were more inclined to give it to these others.27 The cautious unease with which the middle 

and upper classes regarded them helped give these new voters more power than they might have 

realized. 

In addition to this concern for military manpower, many of the enfranchised property 

holders also had economic reasons to relax the qualifications for voting. More citizens would be 

needed in the new western states in order to create a fully functioning economy, and extending 

voting rights was an easy way to entice more settlers.28 After 1790, therefore, all of the new 

states, including those created from the territory of the Louisiana Purchase, allowed 

enfranchisement without property qualifications.29 In large part because these states were 

successful in encouraging migration through voting rights, many existing states began to 

eliminate property qualifications for voters as a counter-measure. 30 With the migration from the 

East into the new territory, many eastern state governments feared for their own labor-intensive 

economies. For if all of the new immigrants were to leave the growing factories to head West 

and farm, the economies of the East would soon feel the harmful effects. Allowing this cheap 

body of laborers to have the vote was therefore a seemingly simple way to stay in business. As a 

result, by the 1850s only two states in the Union still enforced any property qualifications for 

voting.31 



Because of this extensive and sudden enfranchisement, new voting populations sparked 

immediate notice. Ambitious politicians had to compete for these new votes. This competition in 

turn gave the new voters considerable power to dictate the issues that the politicians would 

address. Since the immediate goal of politicians must be to win votes and thereby power, 

whoever claimed to support enfranchisement and increased power to the people was likely to be 

more successful, regardless of how they felt ideologically about the movement they were 

supporting.  

 

Adaptive Politicians 

Responding to the new voters in this way, many politicians adapted their political rhetoric 

to respond to the new potential source of power. This new breed of politician used words like 

“democracy” in a positive light in order to display to the people just how much they supposedly 

valued popular input.  

As the new voting populations began to grow, many politicians began to realize the 

immense power that this vast new constituency could bring to them. At the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, the Democratic-Republicans had much more success in winning over these 

new, lower-class voters through their ideology of egalitarianism than the Federalists they 

opposed.32 Later, the new Democratic Party took over pandering to the crowd of new voters with 

great success. 33  This success led to increased competition between the Democrats and the 

Whigs to seduce these influential voters. In 1821, one New York politician remarked to another: 

“We must be democratic, we must be on the side of the people….[I]f our adversaries are 

republicans, we must be democratic; if they are democratic, we must be jacobinal.”34 The 



common people’s call for increased democratization had snowballed into a fierce political power 

struggle, with the rhetoric of the new “democracy” at its core. 

Few may detect the connection today, but many journalists and common people at the 

time noticed a correlation between the broadening of the franchise and the change in political 

rhetoric. A letter to the editor in the Republican Compiler in 1819 questioned the idea that poor, 

uneducated citizens could vote properly and ridiculed the glorified “shrine of Democracy” that 

politicians seemed constantly to be paying homage to.35  The same 1835 article in the Richmond 

Whig that declared, “The Republic has degenerated into a democracy,” pointed out the 

politicians’ role in the changing language of politics. The article claimed that the Democratic 

politicians had “in pursuit of a majority to sustain their power” seduced the masses of lower-

class voters simply “because they held the power which they wanted.”36  An article in the 

Richmond Enquirer in 1835 claimed that the Democratic Party had achieved its power thanks 

only to shameless catering to the newly enfranchised masses.37 However, regardless of how these 

journalists felt about the rhetoric of conniving politicians, Jackson and others’ use of democratic 

language brought them immense popularity. Fittingly, Jackson’s inauguration party in 1829 was 

attended by unprecedented masses of devoted supporters.  

 

Conclusion 

In the modern age, the word “democracy” has come to be more than simply an idealized 

vision of the people’s role in government. From Woodrow Wilson to George W. Bush, many 

presidents have advocated the “spread of democracy” to less developed countries as if a concept 

once so feared by political theorists was tantamount to civilization itself.  



In Democracy in America, Tocqueville theorized that it is necessary in a republican 

society for the population to believe that the people have more power over their lives than the 

government does. 38 Democracy seemed to him a sort of “opiate for the masses.” He claimed that 

regardless of how politicians might extol the virtues of democracy, by the very nature of a 

republic politicians must indulge the common people’s narcissistic desire to feel empowered. 

Only if they believe they are in control will the masses remain content with a more regulated 

form of government. This, he finds, is the paradox of a republic: in order to safeguard the rights 

of each individual citizen, the country’s leaders must imply that each citizen has more control 

over the country than he actually does. It is clear that in the case of the word “democracy,” the 

change in language truly allowed the people to feel a sense of heightened freedom even when 

their rights remained largely the same. For as Tocqueville wrote, “Our contemporaries are 

constantly wracked by two warring passions: they feel the need to be led and the desire to remain 

free…. Each individual allows himself to be clapped in chains because he sees that the other end 

of the chain is held not by a man or a class but by the people themselves.”39 
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