President Andrew Jackson’s Parting
Words to the Nation

As president, Andrew Jackson battled what he considered unconstitutional schemes to
expand the powers of the federal government. Determined to defeat the consolidated pow-
ers of the monied interests, he championed the many against the few. When Jackson relin-
quished the presidency to Martin Van Buren in March 1837, he surveyed the political
principles that governed Jacksonian Democrats. His farewell address, excerpted here, dis-
closes the suspicion of power felt by many in Jackson’s America.

Farewell Address, March 4, 1837

We have now lived almost fifty years under the Constitution framed by the
sages and patriots of the Revolution. . . . Our Constitution is no longer a doubtful
experiment, and at the end of nearly half a century we find that it has preserved



v

unimpaired the liberties of the people, secured the rights of property, and that our
country has improved and is flourishing beyond any former example in the his-
tory of nations. . ..

In the legislation of Congress also, and in every measure of the general gov-
ermment, justice to every portion of the United States should be faithfully observed.
No free government can stand without virtue in the people and a lofty spirit of
patriotism, and if the sordid feelings of mere selfishness shall usurp the place
which ought to be filled by public spirit, the legislation of Congress will soon be
converted into a scramble for personal and sectional advantages. Under our free
institutions the citizens of every quarter of our country are capable of attaining a
high degree of prosperity and happiness without seeking to profit themselves at
the expense of others; and every such attempt must in the end fail to succeed, for
the people in every part of the United States are too enlightened not to understand
their own rights and interests and to detect and defeat every effort to gain undue
advantages over them; and when such designs are discovered it naturally pro-
vokes resentments which can not always be easily allayed. Justice—full and
ample justice—to every portion of the United States should be the ruling prin-
ciple of every freeman, and should guide the deliberations of every public body,
whether it be state or national.

It is well known that there have always been those amongst us who wish to
enlarge the powers of the general government, and experience would seem to
indicate that there is a tendency on the part of this government to overstep the
boundaries marked out for it by the Constitution. Its legitimate authority is abun-
dantly sufficient for all the purposes for which it was created, and its powers
being expressly enumerated, there can be no justification for claiming anything
beyond them. Every attempt to exercise power beyond these limits should be
promptly and firmly opposed, for one evil example will lead to other measures
still more mischievous; and if the principle of constructive powers or supposed
advantages or temporary circumstances shall ever be permitted to justify the
assumption of a power not given by the Constitution, the general government will
before long absorb all the powers of legislation, and you will have in effect but one
consolidated government. From the extent of our country, its diversified interests,
different pursuits, and different habits, it is too obvious for argument that a single
consolidated government would be wholly inadequate to watch over and protect
its interests; and every friend of our free institutions should be always prepared
to maintain unimpaired and in full vigor the rights and sovereignty of the states
and to confine the action of the general government strictly to the sphere of its
appropriate duties. . ..

Plain as these principles appear to be, you will yet find there is a constant
effort to induce the general government to go beyond the limits of its taxing power
and to impose unnecessary burdens upon the people. Many powerful interests are
continually at work to procure heavy duties on commerce and to swell the reve-
nue beyond the real necessities of the public service, and the country has already
felt the injurious effects of their combined influence. They succeeded in obtaining
a tariff of duties bearing most oppressively on the agricultural and laboring classes
of society and producing a revenue that could not be usefully employed within
the range of the powers conferred upon Congress, and in order to fasten upon the
people this unjust and unequal system of taxation extravagant schemes of internal
improvement were got up in various quarters to squander the money and to pur-
chase support. Thus one unconstitutional measure was intended to be upheld by

another, and the abuse of the power of taxation was to be maintained by usurping
the power of expending the money in internal improvements. You can not have
forgotten the severe and doubtful struggle through which we passed when the
executive department of the government by its veto endeavored to arrest this
prodigal scheme of injustice and to bring back the legislation of Congress to the
boundaries prescribed by the Constitution. The good sense and practical judg-
ment of the people when the subject was brought before them sustained the course
of the Executive, and this plan of unconstitutional expenditures for the purposes
of corrupt influence is, I trust, finally overthrown. . ..

But, rely upon it, the design to collect an extravagant revenue and to burden
you with taxes beyond the economical wants of the Government is not yet aban-
doned. The various interests which have combined together to impose a heavy
tariff and to produce an overflowing Treasury are too strong and have too much
at stake to surrender the contest. The corporations and wealthy individuals who
are engaged in large manufacturing establishments desire a high tariff to increase
their gains. Designing politicians will support it to conciliate their favor and to
obtain the means of profuse expenditure for the purpose of purchasing influence
in other quarters; and since the people have decided that the federal government
can not be permitted to employ its income in internal improvements, efforts will
be made to seduce and mislead the citizens of the several states by holding out to
them the deceitful prospects of benefits to be derived from a surplus revenue col-
lected by the general government and annually divided among the states; and if,
encouraged by these fallacious hopes, the states should disregard the principles of
economy which ought to characterize every republican government, and should
indulge in lavish expenditures exceeding their resources, they will before long
find themselves oppressed with debts which they are unable to pay, and the temp-
tation will become irresistible to support a high tariff in order to obtain a surplus
for distribution. Do not allow yourselves, my fellow-citizens, to be misled on this
subject. The federal government can not collect a surplus for such purposes with-
out violating the principles of the Constitution and assuming powers which have
not been granted. It is, moreover, a system of injustice, and if persisted in will
inevitably lead to corruption, and must end in ruin. The surplus revenue will be
drawn from the pockets of the people—from the farmer, the mechanic, and the
laboring classes of society; but who will receive it when distributed among the
states, where it is to be disposed of by leading state politicians, who have friends
to favor and political partisans to gratify? It will certainly not be returned to those
who paid it and who have most need of it and are honestly entitled to it. There is
but one safe rule, and that is to confine the general government rigidly within the
sphere of its appropriate duties. It has no power to raise a revenue or impose taxes
except for the purposes enumerated in the Constitution, and if its income is found
to exceed these wants it should be forthwith reduced and the burden of the people
so far lightened. . ..

Recent events have proved that the paper-money system of this country may
be used as an engine to undermine your free institutions, and that those who
desire to engross all power in the hands of the few and to govern by corruption or
force are aware of its power and prepared to employ it. . . .

But when the charter for the Bank of the United States was obtained from
Congress it perfected the schemes of the paper system and gave to its advocates
the position they have struggled to obtain from the commencement of the fed-
eral government to the present hour. The immense capital and peculiar privileges



bestowed upon it enabled it to exercise despotic sway over the other banks in
every part of the country. From its superior strength it could seriously injure, if
not destroy, the business of any one of them which might incur its resentment; and
it openly claimed for itself the power of regulating the currency throughout the
United States. In other words, it asserted (and it undoubtedly possessed) the power
to make money plenty or scarce at its pleasure, at any time and in any quarter of
the Union, by controlling the issues of other banks and permitting an expansion
or compelling a general contraction of the circulating medium, according to its
own will. . .. The result of the ill-advised legislation which established this great
monopoly was to concentrate the whole moneyed power of the Union, with its
boundless means of corruption and its numerous dependents, under the direction
and command of one acknowledged head, thus organizing this particular interest
as one body and securing to it unity and concert of action throughout the United
States, and enabling it to bring forward upon any occasion its entire and undi-
vided strength to support or defeat any measure of the government. . ...

The distress and alarm which pervaded and agitated the whole country when
the Bank of the United States waged war upon the people in order to compel them
to submit to its demands can not yet be forgotten. The ruthless and unsparing
temper with which whole cities and communities were oppressed, individuals
impoverished and ruined, and a scene of cheerful prosperity suddenly changed
into one of gloom and despondency ought to be indelibly impressed on the mem-
ory of the people of the United States. . . . No nation but the freemen of the United
States could have come out victorious from such a contest; yet, if you had not
conquered, the government would have passed from the hands of the many to the
hands of the few, and this organized money power from its secret conclave would
have dictated the choice of your highest officers and compelled you to make peace
or war, as best suited their own wishes. . ..

It is one of the serious evils of our present system of banking that it enables
one class of society —and that by no means a numerous one—by its control over
the currency, to act injuriously upon the interests of all the others and to exercise
more than its just proportion of influence in political affairs. The agricultural, the
mechanical, and the laboring classes have little or no share in the direction of the
great moneyed corporations, and from their habits and the nature of their pursuits
they are incapable of forming extensive combinations to act together with united
force. . ..

The planter, the farmer, the mechanic, and the laborer all know that their suc-
cess depends upon their own industry and economy, and that they must not
expect to become suddenly rich by the fruits of their toil. Yet these classes of soci-
ety form the great body of the people of the United States; they are the bone and
sinew of the country —men who love liberty and desire nothing but equal rights
and equal laws, and who, moreover, hold the great mass of our national wealth,
although it is distributed in moderate amounts among the millions of freemen
who possess it. But with overwhelming numbers and wealth on their side they
are in constant danger of losing their fair influence in the government, and with
difficulty maintain their just rights against the incessant efforts daily made to
encroach upon them. . .. [Ulnless you become more watchful in your states and
check this spirit of monopoly and thirst for exclusive privileges you will in the end
find that the most important powers of government have been given or bartered
away, and the control over your dearest interests has passed into the hands of
these corporations.

The paper-money system and its natural associations—monopoly and exclu-
sive privileges—have already struck their roots too deep in the soil, and it will
require all your efforts to check its further growth and to eradicate the evil. The
men who profit by the abuses and desire to perpetuate them will continue to
besiege the halls of legislation in the general government as well as in the states,
and will seek by every artifice to mislead and deceive the public servants. . ..

The progress of the United States under our free and happy institutions has
surpassed the most sanguine hopes of the founders of the Republic. Our growth
has been rapid beyond all former example in numbers, in wealth, in knowledge,
and all the useful arts which contribute to the comforts and convenience of man,
and from the earliest ages of history to the present day there never have been
thirteen millions of people associated in one political body who enjoyed so much
freedom and happiness as the people of these United States. You have no longer
any cause to fear danger from abroad; your strength and power are well known
throughout the civilized world, as well as the high and gallant bearing of your
sons. It is from within, among yourselves — from cupidity, from corruption, from
disappointed ambition and inordinate thirst for power—that factions will be
formed and liberty endangered. It is against such designs, whatever disguise the
actors may assume, that you have especially to guard yourselves. You have the
highest of human trusts committed to your care. Providence has showered on this
favored land blessings without number, and has chosen you as the guardians of
freedom, to preserve it for the benefit of the human race.

QUESTIONS FOR READING AND DISCUSSION

1. What did Jackson cite as the principal dangers to free government? Why were
“expressly enumerated” constitutional powers important?

2. How and why had “powerful interests,” including “the money power,” exer-
cised their influence? In what ways had Jackson dealt with them while he was
president?

3. How did Jackson believe freedom could be protected? Why did he expect that
the future danger to liberty would be “from within, among yourselves”?

4. To what extent did Jackson envision a future significantly different from the
past? What did he identify as the major changes under way in American soci-

\ ety? Did he seek largely to restore a golden past or to shape a transformed
future? /




