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Abstract: Between 1787 and 1806, electoral politics in New York State underwent a significant transformation. The
property qualification system and the Council of Appointment established by the state constitution of 1777 provided
institutional guarantees for the domination of the gentlemanly class. However, the internal fragmentation of the
gentlemanly class, disputes over electoral procedures in practice, and the Republican Party's systematic development of
campaign mobilization techniques gradually altered the operation of electoral politics. In the 1792 gubernatorial
election, the disqualification of ballots from Otsego and two other counties exposed the vulnerability of electoral
procedures to political manipulation and undermined the supposed impartiality of the gentlemanly class. In the 1800
legislative election, the Republicans, organized by Aaron Burr, achieved a breakthrough that delivered New York's
twelve electoral votes to Jefferson, making it the decisive event of that year's presidential election. Yet the Republican
victory did not establish stable "popular sovereignty." After 1800, the party rapidly split into the Burrites, the
Clintonians, and the Livingstons. The emergence of the "Quid" label in the 1806 assembly election marked the
institutionalization of factional division. By 1806, property qualifications had not yet been abolished at the institutional
level, but the mode of electoral politics had fundamentally changed.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Traditional historiography often regards Andrew Jackson's election as president in 1828 as the starting point of
American mass democracy, arguing that American politics shifted from elite rule to popular participation only
thereafter. This view has been challenged in recent decades. John L. Brooke points out that the rise of mass political
participation can be traced back to the Jeffersonian era around 1790–1800, when voter mobilization techniques, party
organizational structures, and the discourse of "popular sovereignty" had already begun to take shape [1]. Donald
Ratcliffe's study of suffrage changes between 1787 and 1828 further shows that by 1820, most states had effectively
abolished property qualifications for white male voters; even where legal thresholds remained, electoral participation in
some states had reached levels comparable to the Jacksonian era [2]. Although Sean Wilentz places the key phase of
American democratization between Jefferson and Lincoln, he also acknowledges that political competition in New York
around 1800 had already generated a mode of operation distinct from both the colonial period and the early years of the
republic [3]. These studies bring the period from 1787 to 1806 back into focus: it was neither a stable continuation of
gentlemanly rule nor the completion of democratization, but rather a transitional phase in which the actual operation of
politics underwent substantial change. New York holds a special place in this transformation. Its 1777 constitution
established a finely stratified property qualification system: the assembly required twenty pounds in freehold estate or
forty shillings in annual rent, while the governorship and senate required one hundred pounds in freehold estate. The
Council of Appointment, composed of the governor and the senate, controlled numerous local offices from county
sheriffs to militia officers, entangling partisan competition with patronage from the outset. These institutions
constructed a framework for gentlemanly rule, yet their internal tensions also created space for transformation. In the
1790s, political competition in New York reached a level of intensity rarely seen in other states, as Federalists and
Republicans fought continuously in the legislature, the press, the Council of Appointment, and the courts, turning every
aspect of the electoral process into a site of partisan contest.

2 THE INSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS OF GENTLEMANLY RULE AND THE 1792 ELECTORAL
CONTROVERSY

The New York Constitution of 1777 was drafted during the Revolutionary War, responding to colonial grievances
against royal governors while attempting to maintain governance in the absence of a strong executive. It established a
stratified electoral system: the governor served a three-year term, state senators were elected on a staggered basis with
one quarter renewed annually, and assemblymen were elected every year. This design was intended to prevent the
legislature from being swayed by transient popular opinion, yet in practice it made elections a constant feature of
political life, leaving no off-season for political competition.
The stratification of property qualifications was particularly significant. Its theoretical foundation lay in the
eighteenth-century British notion of "independence": only those possessing sufficient property could exercise
independent judgment in voting [4]. In New York, however, this system produced more complex consequences. Urban
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residents with municipal "freeman" status could vote in city elections, but remained subject to property qualifications in
state senate elections. A key shift in post-revolutionary political discourse was the disaggregation of the sovereign
"people" into identifiable, propertied male individuals. Charles Royster, taking New York as a case, argued that it was
the "most divided colony" during the Revolution, and its internal factional conflicts prefigured the social basis for later
electoral competition [5]. The 1777 constitution retained a strong governorship and Council of Appointment after the
removal of the royal governor, indicating that the framers sought both to address anti-executive sentiment and to avoid
entrusting governance entirely to an unconstrained elected legislature.
The Council of Appointment must also be understood in its contemporary context. Composed of the governor and the
senate, it held extensive appointive power. County sheriffs not only enforced the law but also supervised elections,
managed jails, and collected certain taxes; militia officers commanded local armed forces. These offices carried
substantial influence in local society. Once party competition took shape, the Council became a focal point of struggle,
which in turn reinforced the importance of party organization.
Viewing "gentlemanly rule" as a homogeneous whole obscures important sources of political competition. The
opposition between the Federalists and the Clintonians was not simply a confrontation between "gentlemen" and "the
people." George Clinton's victory over Philip Schuyler in the first gubernatorial election of 1777 relied on support from
upstate small farmers and frontier residents rather than New York City's commercial elite. Clinton did not come from
the most illustrious landed families; his social standing rested on his revolutionary political experience and local
networks. The Clintonians themselves represented a political force that had split from within the gentlemanly class.
Divisions also existed within the Federalists: urban commercial elites prioritized trade, banking, and commercial ties
with Britain, while Hudson Valley landowners were more concerned with land rights and local order. The disintegration
of gentlemanly rule was partly driven by the gentlemanly class's own inability to maintain a unified political front.
The Election Management Act of February 13, 1787, provided that elections be held in towns, districts, or wards,
supervised by inspectors, and last up to five days [6]. This five-day window accommodated voters in remote areas and
provided several days of continuous opportunity for campaign mobilization. The act also stipulated that if inspectors
suspected a voter of being unable to read or write, they could take the voter aside, privately ask him his choice, and then
destroy his ballot. Intended perhaps to prevent the manipulation of illiterate voters, this clause granted inspectors
considerable discretion. Inspectors were chosen at town or district meetings, which themselves could be influenced by
local partisan forces.
The return of ballot boxes and the counting procedure had an even greater impact. Before 1799, ballot boxes were
returned by sheriffs to the secretary of state, and votes were counted by a joint committee of the legislature. This meant
that the final confirmation of election results rested with the legislature. Sheriffs themselves were appointees of the
Council of Appointment, and every link in the chain of election administration was potentially subject to partisan
interests.
The gubernatorial election of April 1792 marked a turning point in New York political history. Clinton sought
re-election, while the Federalists nominated John Jay. Preliminary counts showed Jay leading in the popular vote.
However, the counting committee disqualified the ballots from Otsego, Clinton, and Tioga counties on the technical
ground that the Otsego election had been presided over by the previous year's sheriff, whose successor's commission
had not yet taken formal effect. The committee ultimately declared Clinton re-elected by a margin of 108 votes.
Ironically, the Federalists had won overwhelmingly in Otsego; the disqualification of that county's ballots was decisive.
Jay's majority in Otsego exceeded 700 votes, and had those votes been counted, he would have won by a clear margin
[7]. This decision effectively returned Clinton to the governor's office.
This incident exposed the contradiction between the impartiality claimed by gentlemen and their actual partisan
positions. Jay's campaign was organized by Federalists, including William Cooper's active efforts in Otsego. Jefferson
wrote that Cooper "kept the commission in his pocket" to prevent the new sheriff from taking office, allowing a
sympathetic incumbent to continue presiding over the election [7]. The Federalists, on one hand, advocated a liberal
interpretation of election laws to protect voting rights, yet on the other hand did not shy away from procedural
maneuvers when their own interests were at stake. This contradiction weakened the public image of the "gentleman" as
a disinterested arbiter. For the Republicans, the incident provided powerful discursive ammunition: the Federalists
verbally championed expanded suffrage, but in practice used procedural means to disqualify an entire county whose
voters largely opposed them.

3 THE ELECTION OF 1800 AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF REPUBLICAN ASCENDANCY

The restructuring of the Council of Appointment's power in 1793 served as an institutional signal. Previously,
appointments were made by the governor's nomination with the council's consent; after the change, the council acquired
a "concurrent right of nomination," meaning its members could also initiate nominations. This shift transformed the
appointment power from the governor's personal discretion into an arena of intra-council factional bargaining. Council
members began using nominations to reward supporters and punish opponents, turning appointment itself into an
instrument of party organization.
The Republican Party's systematic innovations in electoral mobilization were a major manifestation of the changing
mode of political operation in this period. In the 1790s, New York party activists began developing campaign
techniques including electoral rallies, parades, printed ballots, partisan newspapers, and door-to-door canvassing. Alan
Taylor's study of political culture in upstate New York in the 1790s reveals that election day gradually changed from a
social occasion where community members gathered to hear candidates speak into an arena for partisan displays of
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strength; candidates no longer relied solely on personal reputation and community ties, but on organized mobilization
networks [8]. Partisan newspapers played a key role in this process. In New York City, Republicans had the New York
Journal and Federalists the New York Evening Post; the distribution networks of these papers simultaneously served as
channels for information dissemination and organizational coordination.
Accompanying the change in mobilization techniques was a shift in political discourse. Republicans began to transform
the "people" from an abstract constitutional concept into a concrete electoral subject. In gentlemanly rule discourse, the
"people" was a constitutional whole whose interests were represented by the gentlemanly class. In Republican discourse,
"the people" gradually acquired a partisan meaning: it referred to the electorate supporting the Republican cause, rather
than a trans-partisan whole. Republican newspapers began using "the people" to denote Republican supporters, while
labeling Federalists as "gentlemen," "aristocrats," or the "British party"; Federalists in turn accused Republicans of
inciting the "mob" and undermining social order. This discursive shift did not directly alter property qualification laws,
but it changed how people understood elections: voting was gradually redefined from a "privilege of property holders"
to a "right of citizens."
Republican mobilization techniques depended on a certain organizational base. In New York City, the Republican
organization drew on networks of artisans, small merchants, and some professionals. In rural areas, it relied more on
local community networks and family ties. Burr, in his 1800 campaign organization, employed both methods:
mobilizing voters through newspapers and organizational networks in the city, and coordinating the campaign through
local activists and family networks upstate. The diffusion of mobilization techniques also changed the mode of
candidate nomination: in the early period of gentlemanly rule, candidates were usually selected through consultation
among local notables; by the late 1790s, nomination had become a function of party organization, and candidates
needed the support of party networks to enter the race.
The New York State legislative election of 1800 was the most decisive event of this period. Because New York's
presidential electors were chosen by joint vote of the legislature, the outcome of the legislative election directly
determined the allocation of the state's twelve electoral votes. Under Aaron Burr's organization, the Republicans won all
thirteen assembly seats from New York City and County, and controlled three of four senate districts. The city, which
had given the Federalists a nine-hundred-vote majority the previous year, now elected an entirely Republican assembly
delegation.
Burr's strategy centered on coordinating the three Republican factions—the Burrites, the Livingstons, and the
Clintonians—into a unified front. These three factions had previously been competitive: the Clintonians controlled
upstate political networks, the Livingston family held influence in Columbia County and surrounding areas, and Burr
had built his own organization in New York City. Burr's ability to unite them partly rested on promises of appointive
offices after a successful campaign. One specific tactic was delaying the announcement of the candidate list, preventing
Federalists from organizing a timely and targeted response [9]. This outcome delivered New York's twelve electoral
votes to Jefferson, making it a decisive event in the 1800 presidential election. The Federalists never won another
presidential election after 1800, and their defeat in New York was a crucial turning point.
However, the victory of 1800 did not mean that Republicans had realized the ideal of "popular sovereignty." Property
qualifications had not been abolished, nor had the basic framework of electoral procedure been changed. What changed
was the mode of electoral politics: party organization became the core of campaigns, and voter mobilization became a
continuous political activity.
The Republicans split rapidly after gaining power. The rivalry among the Burrites, Clintonians, and Livingstons was
bound by personal loyalty and patronage rather than policy differences. After becoming vice president in 1801, Burr's
relationship with Jefferson deteriorated quickly, partly because Jefferson was uneasy about Burr's independent political
actions in New York. Burr's departure from the Republican Party to run for governor in 1804 ended in failure, and his
subsequent duel with Hamilton, which resulted in Hamilton's death, itself manifested the intensification of
intra-Republican conflicts. The Republican split demonstrates that innovations in mobilization techniques and
discursive shifts alone were insufficient to establish a stable political order.

4 THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF FACTIONALISM IN 1806 AND THE LIMITS OF THE TURN

The assembly election of 1806 marked the extent to which intra-Republican divisions had become institutionalized into
new party identities. The flashpoint was the Manhattan Company bank charter. Governor Morgan Lewis supported the
charter application, breaking with DeWitt Clinton's faction; the Livingston family also split with Clinton over the issue.
Lewis's supporters were called "Lewisites" or "Quids." The appearance of the "Quid" label meant that intra-Republican
divisions were no longer merely temporary rivalries among factions, but had formed stable, identifiable political
identities [10]. In the 1806 legislature, the Lewisite Andrew McCord, with Federalist support, was elected speaker over
the Clintonian Alexander Sheldon; Federalists in the legislature joined with the Quids against the Clintonians,
indicating that party lines were no longer a simple binary of "Federalist versus Republican."
The 1806 election in Columbia County provides concrete material for understanding political competition in this period.
In the eighth district's congressional election, Republican candidate James J. Van Alen narrowly defeated Federalist
Robert Le Roy Livingston by a margin of ten votes, 1,735 to 1,725. Columbia County's social structure was distinctive:
it combined feudal manorialism with emerging commercial agriculture, and tenant farmers who lacked landownership
were disenfranchised. Columbia County was also the starting point of Martin Van Buren's political career. Brooke's
detailed examination of Van Buren's early political network and the embryonic form of the later "Albany Regency"
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shows that the energies of political participation unleashed by the republican turn could be used either to expand
democracy or to establish new forms of political control [11]. Van Buren's early experience illustrates this duality.
By 1806, the mode of electoral politics in New York had undergone substantial change. Party organizations played a
central role in elections, voter mobilization had become a continuous political activity, and discretionary power within
electoral procedures had become an object of partisan contest. Yet property qualifications remained in place at the
institutional level: the twenty-pound freehold or forty-shilling rent requirement for the assembly and the
one-hundred-pound freehold requirement for governor and senate were still in effect. Republicans expanded
participation through mobilization techniques and discursive strategies, but did not alter property qualification laws.
New mechanisms of exclusion emerged alongside the strengthening of party organizations: control over the nomination
process, distribution of local offices, and contests over the appointment of election inspectors all became means by
which party organizations maintained their advantages.
The New York case demonstrates that the changes in electoral politics between 1787 and 1806 cannot be simply
summarized as "elites giving up power" or "the masses seizing power." The institutional framework of gentlemanly rule
remained largely in force for most of this period, but the mode of electoral politics had changed. Party organizations
replaced consultations among gentlemen, voter mobilization became a continuous political activity, and discretionary
power in electoral procedures became a site of contest. The direction and consequences of this change remained
uncertain: it could be used either to expand democratic participation or to establish new forms of political control and
exclusion.

5 CONCLUSION

The changes in New York State's electoral politics between 1787 and 1806 cannot be captured by the formulas of "elites
relinquishing power" or "the masses seizing power." The institutional framework of gentlemanly rule remained largely
effective throughout most of this period, but the transformation occurred at the level of how electoral politics operated:
party organizations replaced consultations among gentlemen, voter mobilization became a continuous political activity,
and discretionary authority in electoral procedures became a contested resource. The 1792 electoral controversy was a
critical juncture, demonstrating that the electoral procedures of gentlemanly rule could themselves be exploited for
political manipulation, and that such manipulation precisely exposed the partisan nature of the "gentleman." The
breakthrough of 1800 allowed the Republicans to control the legislature and the choice of presidential electors, but their
victory did not produce a stable political order. Competition among the Burrites, Clintonians, and Livingstons, and the
emergence of the "Quid" label in 1806, indicate that factional division had become a normal feature of electoral politics.
By 1806, New York's electoral politics had evolved from an orderly competition among gentlemen into a complex
contest among multiple political forces within the electoral arena. Property qualifications had not been abolished, yet
the mode of electoral politics had fundamentally changed. The direction and consequences of this change remained
uncertain: it could be channeled toward expanding democratic participation or toward establishing new mechanisms of
political control and exclusion. The New York case demonstrates that democratization was not a single, irreversible
process, but an uneven transformation that unfolded gradually through specific institutional conditions and political
competition.
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