10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Jackson 1

Andrew Jackson
Bank Veto Message (1832)

Jackson’s famous battle against the Bank of the United States reached its apex with the
president’s veto of the bank’s recharter. In this July 10 message to the Senate, Jackson explains
his decision and his general political philosophy: he repudiates Henry Clay’s American System,
which envisioned government action to stimulate economic development; he emphasizes the
executive branch’s power vis-a-vis other branches of government; and he frames the debate as a
conflict between “the people” and the private, elite interests who might monopolize economic
and political power. In other words, Jackson issues a statement of populism.

The bill "to modify and continue" the act entitled "An act to incorporate the subscribers to the
Bank of the United States" was presented to me on the 4th July instant. Having considered it
with that solemn regard to the principles of the Constitution which the day was calculated to
inspire, and come to the conclusion that it ought not to become a law, I herewith return it to the
Senate, in which it originated, with my objections.

A bank of the United States is in many respects convenient for the Government and useful to the
people. Entertaining this opinion, and deeply impressed with the belief that some of the powers
and privileges possessed by the existing bank are unauthorized by the Constitution, subversive of
the rights of the States, and dangerous to the liberties of the people, I felt it my duty at an early
period of my Administration to call the attention of Congress to the practicability of organizing
an institution combining all its advantages and obviating these objections. I sincerely regret that
in the act before me I can perceive none of those modifications of the bank charter which are
necessary, in my opinion, to make it compatible with justice, with sound policy, or with the
Constitution of our country.

The present corporate body, denominated the president, directors, and company of the Bank of
the United States, will have existed at the time this act is intended to take effect twenty years. It
enjoys an exclusive privilege of banking under the authority of the General Government, a
monopoly of its favor and support, and, as a necessary consequence, almost a monopoly of the
foreign and domestic exchange. The powers, privileges, and favors bestowed upon it in the
original charter, by increasing the value of the stock far above its par value, operated as a
gratuity of many millions to the stockholders.

An apology may be found for the failure to guard against this result in the consideration that the
effect of the original act of incorporation could not be certainly foreseen at the time of its
passage. The act before me proposes another gratuity to the holders of the same stock, and in
many cases to the same men, of at least seven millions more. This donation finds no apology in
any uncertainty as to the effect of the act. On all hands it is conceded that its passage will
increase at least 20 or 30 per cent more the market price of the stock, subject to the payment of
the annuity of $200,000 per year secured by the act, thus adding in a moment one-fourth to its
par value. It is not our own citizens only who are to receive the bounty of our Government. More
than eight millions of the stock of this bank are held by foreigners. By this act the American
Republic proposes virtually to make them a present of some millions of dollars. For these
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gratuities to foreigners and to some of our own opulent citizens the act secures no equivalent
whatever. They are the certain gains of the present stockholders under the operation of this act,
after making full allowance for the payment of the bonus.

Every monopoly and all exclusive privileges are granted at the expense of the public, which
ought to receive a fair equivalent. The many millions which this act proposes to bestow on the
stockholders of the existing bank must come directly or indirectly out of the earnings of the
American people. ...

Is there no danger to our liberty and independence in a bank that in its nature has so little to bind
it to our country? The president of the bank has told us that most of the State banks exist by its
forbearance. Should its influence become concentered, as it may under the operation of such an
act as this, in the hands of a self-elected directory whose interests are identified with those of the
foreign stockholders, will there not be cause to tremble for the purity of our elections in peace
and for the independence of our country in war? ...

Should the stock of the bank principally pass into the hands of the subjects of a foreign country,
and we should unfortunately become involved in a war with that country, what would be our
condition? Of the course which would be pursued by a bank almost wholly owned by the
subjects of a foreign power, and managed by those whose interests, if not affections, would run
in the same direction there can be no doubt. All its operations within would be in aid of the
hostile fleets and armies without. Controlling our currency, receiving our public moneys, and
holding thousands of our citizens in dependence, it would be more formidable and dangerous
than the naval and military power of the enemy.

If we must have a bank with private stockholders, every consideration of sound policy and every
impulse of American feeling admonishes that it should be purely American. Its stockholders
should be composed exclusively of our own citizens, who at least ought to be friendly to our
Government and willing to support it in times of difficulty and danger. ... Instead of sending
abroad the stock of the bank in which the Government must deposit its funds and on which it
must rely to sustain its credit in times of emergency, it would rather seem to be expedient to
prohibit its sale to aliens under penalty of absolute forfeiture.

It is maintained by the advocates of the bank that its constitutionality in all its features ought to
be considered as settled by precedent and by the decision of the Supreme Court. To this
conclusion I can not assent. Mere precedent is a dangerous source of authority, and should not be
regarded as deciding questions of constitutional power except where the acquiescence of the
people and the States can be considered as well settled. ...

The Congress, the Executive, and the Court must each for itself be guided by its own opinion of
the Constitution. Each public officer who takes an oath to support the Constitution swears that he
will support it as he understands it, and not as it is understood by others. It is as much the duty of
the House of Representatives, of the Senate, and of the President to decide upon the
constitutionality of any bill or resolution which may be presented to them for passage or
approval as it is of the supreme judges when it may be brought before them for judicial decision.
The opinion of the judges has no more authority over Congress than the opinion of Congress has
over the judges, and on that point the President is independent of both. The authority of the
Supreme Court must not, therefore, be permitted to control the Congress or the Executive when
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acting in their legislative capacities, but to have only such influence as the force of their
reasoning may deserve. ...

It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of government to their
selfish purposes. Distinctions in society will always exist under every just government. Equality
of talents, of education, or of wealth can not be produced by human institutions. In the full
enjoyment of the gifts of Heaven and the fruits of superior industry, economy, and virtue, every
man is equally entitled to protection by law; but when the laws undertake to add to these natural
and just advantages artificial distinctions, to grant titles, gratuities, and exclusive privileges, to
make the rich richer and the potent more powerful, the humble members of society—the farmers,
mechanics, and laborers—who have neither the time nor the means of securing like favors to
themselves, have a right to complain of the injustice of their Government. There are no necessary
evils in government. Its evils exist only in its abuses. If it would confine itself to equal
protection, and, as Heaven does its rains, shower its favors alike on the high and the low, the rich
and the poor, it would be an unqualified blessing. In the act before me there seems to be a wide
and unnecessary departure from these just principles.

Nor is our Government to be maintained or our Union preserved by invasions of the rights and
powers of the several States. In thus attempting to make our General Government strong we
make it weak. Its true strength consists in leaving individuals and States as much as possible to
themselves—in making itself felt, not in its power, but in its beneficence; not in its control, but in
its protection; not in binding the States more closely to the center, but leaving each to move
unobstructed in its proper orbit.

Source: The Miller Center/University of Virginia
http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/speech-3636 (accessed 2/12/17)



