A Conflict in the Infant Republic _

Launching the
New Ship of State,
- 1789-1800

Hamilton was honest as a man, but, as a politician,
believed in the necessity of either force or corruption
to govern men.

Thomas Jefferson, 1811

[Jefferson is] a man of profound ambition and violent
passions.
Alexander Hamilton, 1792

-

Prologue: When Washington took the presidential oath at New York, the tempo-
rary capital, he was determined to get the ship of state off on an even keel. He
therefore “packed” the new offices with federalists, as the supporters of the Consti-
tution were called. The one conspicuous exception was the secretary of state,
Thomas Jefferson. As a vigilant champion of states’ rights, he was an antifederalist,
or a foe of a powerful central government. One result was an inevitable clash be-
tween him and Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, a staunch federalist,
over foreign affairs and fiscal policy. From these heated differences there emerged,
about 1793, two political parties: the' Hamiltonian Federalists and the Jeffersonian
Republicans. Jefferson naturally opposed the Hamiltonian plans for assuming the
state debts, establishing the Bank of the United States, and levying an excise tax on
whiskey. In his eyes, all these schemes would increase the power of the federal oc-
topus, encroach on states’ rights, promote corruption, and enrich the ruling class at -
the expense of the common folk,

I. The Senate Snubs George Washington (| 789)

The new Constitution empowered the president to “make treaties” with “the advice
and consent of the Senate.” Early in bis administration Washington, accompanied

'E. S. Maclay, ed., Journal of William Maclay (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1890), pp. 131-132.
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by Secretary of War Henry Knox, appeared before the then-tiny group of senators to
explain an ndian treaty. The deliberations proceeded so bhaltingly in the president's
awesome presence that Senator William Maclay finally supported a motion to refer
the papers to a committee. Washington was visibly annoyed. Tradition bas bim say-
ing, as be left the chamber, that be would. “be damned” if be ever came back again,
but be did return—once. No president since bas attempted to discuss treaties person-
ally with the entire Senate. In reading. the following extract from Senator Maclay’s
diary, one should bear in mind that the author was an ardent republican who re-
sented Washington’s aristocratic airs and who privately wished that the general
“were in beaven” and not “brought forward as the constant cover to every unconsti-
tutional and irrepublican act.” As this diary entry begins, Maclay bas just spoken for
deferment. Why did this type of personal conferring with the senators fail?

As I sat down, the President of the United States started up in a violent fret.
“This defeats every purpose of my coming here” were the first words that he said.
He then went on that he had brought his Secretary of War with him to give every
necessary information; that the Secretary knew all about the business; and yet he
[Washington] was delayed and could not go on with the matter. He cooled, however,
by degrees. Said he had no objection to putting off this matter until Monday, but de-
clared he did not understand the matter of commitment [referrall. He might-be de-
layed; he could not tell how long.

He rose a second time, and said he had no objection to postponement until
Moriday at ten o’clock. By the looks of the Senate this seemed agreed to. A pause
for some time ensued. We waited for him to withdraw. He did so with a discon-
tented air. Had it been any other man than the man whom I wish to regard as the
first character in the world, I would have said, with sullen dignity.

I cannot riow be mistaken. The President wishes to tread on the necks of the
Senate. Commitment will bring the matter to discussion, at least in the committee,
where he is not present. He wishes us to seé with the eyes and hear with the ears
of his Secretary [of War] only. The Secretary to advance the premises, the President
to draw the conclusions, and to bear down our deliberations with his personal au-
thority and presence. Form only will be left to us. This will not do with Americans.
But let the matter work; it will soon cure itself. '

August 24th, Monday.—The Senate met. The President of the United States soon
took his seat, and the business began. The President wore a different aspect from
what he did Saturday. He was placid and serene, and manifested a spirit of accom-

"modation; declared his consent that his questions should be amended.

2. Alexander Hamilton Versus Thomas jeﬁ"erson on
Popular Rule-(1780s—1820s) -

President Washington’s aristocratic and monarchical appearance may bave of-
JSended Senator Maclay, who became a follower of Thomas Je[ferson, but it did not

2Excerpts found for the most part in S. K. Padover, ed., The Mind of Alexander Hamilton (New York:
Harper & Row, 1958); R. B. Morris, ed., The Basic Ideas of Alexander Hamilton (1957); S.K. Padover, ed.,
Thomas Jefferson on Democracy (New York and London: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1939).
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disturb Secretary of the Treasury Hamilton. The youthful Jinancier, though born in
bumble circumstances, bad developed a profound distrust of common people. In
contrast, Jefferson, a Virginia Dlanter-aristocrat, championed the common Jolk.
Faith in the informed masses became the cornerstone of Jefferson’s Democratic-
Republican party; distrust of the masses and the cultivation of special interests be-
came the cornerstone of Hamilton’s Federalist Dparty. Following are the conflicting
opinions of the two great leaders over a period of years. The initial quotations Jrom
Hamilton formed a part of bis five-hour speech before the Constitutional Convention

in Philadelphia (see p. 161). To what extent were Hamilton and Jefferson both right
in the light of subsequent history? Who, on balance, was the more sound? Note that
Jelferson, particularly, was prone to exaggerate, and that some of these observations
were writlen privately and in the beat of bitter Dartisan struggles.

Hamilton

All communities divide themselves
" into the few and the many. The first are
the rich and well born: the other, the
mass of the people. The voice of the
people has been said to be the voice
of God; and however generally this
maxim has been quoted and believed,
it is not true in fact. The people are tur-
bulent and changing; they seldom
judge or determine right. Give there-
fore to the first class a distinct, perma-
nent share in the government. They
will check the unsteadiness of the sec-
ond; and as they cannot receive any
advantage by a change, they therefore
will ever maintain good government.
Can a democratic assembly, who
annually [through annual elections] re-
volve in the mass of the people, be
supposed steadily to pursue the public
good? Nothing but a permanent body
can check the imprudence of democ-
racy. Their turbulent and uncontrolling
disposition requires checks. (1787) -

Take mankind in general, they are
vicious—their passions may be oper-
ated upon. ... Take mankind as they
are, and what are they governed by?

~Their passions. There may be-in every -

government a few choice spirits, who
may act from more worthy motives.

Jefferson

Those who labor in the earth are
the chosen people of God, if ever he

‘had a chosen people, whose breasts he

has made his peculiar deposit for sub-
stantial and genuine virtue. (1784)

Men ... are naturally divided into
two parties. Those who fear and dis-
trust the people. . .. Those who iden-
tify themselves with the people, have
confidence in them, cherish and con-
sider them as the most honest and
safe . .. depository of the public inter-
est. (1824)

The mass of mankind has not been
born with saddles on their backs, nor a
favored few booted and spurred, ready
to ride them legitimately, by the grace
of God. (1826) '

Every government degenerates
when trusted to the rulers. .. alone.
The people themselves are its only safe
depositories. (1787)

I have such reliance on the good
sense of the body of the people and
the honesty of their leaders that I am
not afraid of their letting things, g0
wrong to any length in any cause,
(1788)


































































