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More like squabbling brothers than
fathers,’ how did they succeed?

By JAY ToLsON

ntrigue, duplicity, back-stabbing, and character assassination.
Think it sounds like American politics today?

Try the 1790s, a decade that saw Thomas Paine—famous pam-
phleteer for the revolutionary cause—denounce President George
Washington as a “hypocrite in public life” for signing a treaty with
England. And earlier in the same decade, you'll find the recently
retired secretary of state, Thomas J. efferson, telling his crony James Madi-
son to get busy destroying the good name of Treasury Secretary Alexan-
der Hamilton. Yes, the same Hamilton whom Madison had collaborat-
ed with only a few years before in writing the famous articles in support
of the Constitution.

And back-stabbing? Well, there’s the fine case of Ben Franklin pen-
ning a secret missive to Congress accusing fellow emissary John Adams
of behavior “improper and unbecoming” for refusing to truckle to ally
France’s every whim. Not nasty enough? Try Vice President Jefferson
telling a French diplomat that President Adams is “a vain, irritable, stub-
born” man. If that's not quite treasonous, then what about the same vice
president urging the French to drag their heels on signing a treaty that
his president is earnestly trying to conclude? Given such a climate of slan-
der and treachery, should we be surprised at the 1804 duel between the
vice president of the United States and the former secretary of the Trea-
sury, a duel in which the latter was killed? More is the mystery that Aaron
Burr and Alexander Hamilton were the only two founders who came
to such a deadly impasse.

Americans who think they live in politically divisive times might
do well to look back at the first decades of their republic’s history. And
many are already doing just that. Benefiting from a surge of new writing
and thinking about the founding generation, they are discovering that
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the period from 1776 through the early 1820s was racked
by political disagreements and rivalries that make ours today
look picayune. While denying that they were engaged in any-
thing so divisive as partisan politics, leaders of what came to
be the Federalist and Republican parties strained the bonds
of the new union over a number of issues, including the role
of the central government, states’ rights, foreign policy, the
handling of the debt, and slavery. To read of these struggles
in such books as Joseph J. Ellis’s Founding Brothers: The
Revolutionary Generation is to wonder how the new nation
managed to hold together. “I was out to recover a sense of the
real threat to the survival of the American enterprise,” Ellis
says. “We still don’t understand that.”

We don't because earli-
er versions of the found-
ing era presented a very
different picture. Both the
romantic histories of the
19th century and the more
scientific, Progressive his-
tories of the 20th century
endowed the founding
enterprise with an air of
inevitability. According to
the former, mysterious
forces, even a divine
hand, guided the Found-
ing Fathers as they led
the colonies to indepen-
dence and, then, from a
loose confederation of
states, into a “more perfect
Union,” while the latter
held that economic forces
drove the founding down
its inevitable course.

To some degree, that pic-

Alexander Hamilton

ture reflected the vision A self-made man,
°f“3“:;s Jefferson. ‘]310"} energetic, forthright, and
vinced that the march o .

history was inevitableand  DIUNt to the point Ot: arro-
that he and his fellow Re-  gance, he was physically
publicans were in step with ;

it, he managed through and 1ntellectually bold,
both his political successes and extremely loyal.

and his rhetorical power * %%

to insinuate his view into

many of the subsequent historical interpretations of his era. Not
surprisingly, it cast him in a very favorable light, “in part,” Ellis
explains, “because the moralistic categories that shaped all
his political thinking fit perfectly the romantic formula that
history writing seemed to require.”

There have been doubters of the formula, of course. For
more than a century, historians have been pointing out the
inconsistencies and veiled motives of the founders, And when
not debunking them. most academic historians of the past 30
vears have ignored them, focusing on the marginalized and
downtrodden and stressing social history rather than the
grand political narrative. But political history of the found-
ing generation is making a comeback, thanks partly to jour-
nalists and other writers outside the academy. Richard
Brookhiser, Roger Kennedy, and Bernard Weisberger are just
a few who have recently produced biographies and
narrative histories focused on the founding era, Coming soon
is David McCullough's biography of John Adams, a work
that some say will boost that founder's reputation as much
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as McCullough’s earlier biography bolstered Truman’s.
Also contributing to this recovery is the convergence of work
by a number of established academic historians—Ellis, John
Ferling, and Gordon Wood, among others—with that of
younger scholars such as Joanne Freeman, David Waldstreich-
er, Catherine Allgor, and Rosemarie Zagarri. What distin-
guishes this new political history is what Wood calls “a greater
sense of irony and skepticism about the founders,” an effort
to show how things turned out quite different from what the
founders intended—and could easily have turned out far worse,
Wood, for one, argues that America’s leaders knew they
were bringing about social as well political change when
they broke loose from the English monarchy and created a re-
public. Indeed, as he con-
tends in The Radicalism of
the American Revolution,
America’s upheaval ended
up being at least as radi-
cal as the revolutions of
France and Russia. Com-
mitted to liberty and
equality, the revolution's
leaders hoped to root out
hierarchical social rank-
ings, hereditary privilege,
patriarchy, paternalism,
and patronage. But they
also believed that a prin-
cipled, disinterested lead-
ership was essential to a
true republic. Drawn from
the aristocracy of talent,
not birth, the republican
leaders had to be free
themselves, Wood writes,

“from dependence and

Tl’!OI:l‘l&S I e;fferso_n from the petty interests of
Idealistic and ideological, the marketplace.”

he saw himself as the But the energies un-

. leashed by the ideas of lib-

Suard'an Of ther (.e\.'olu- erty and equality made it

tonary spirit. Politically  hard to hold fast to the

cunning. he was back- ideal of the virtuous re-

L public. Once people were

handed and ambitious.  free to pursuﬂ th!:,i,- own

* ko interests, they began to ig-

nore the greater national

good—and those leaders who claimed to stand for it. The

competitiveness and individualism released by the Revo-

lution began to produce something quite different from a

genteel republic: a rough-and-tumble democracy with a vig-
orous capitalist economy.

after the Revolutionary War. Indeed, the drafting and rat-

ification of the Constitution in 1787-88—the “second found-
ing"—was partly an attempt to contain the excesses of narrow
localism and interest-based politics. Hamilton and Madison,
two vigorous champions of a new national charter to supplant
the weaker Articles of Confederation, repeatediy made that
point in their Federalist Papers. But the founders' dream that
the national government might serve as a bulwark of disin-
terestedness against the powerful tide of interest-group fac-
tionalism was soon dashed by the realities of politics, includ-
ing clashes among the founders’ own interests. Having decried
the factionalism that they saw rampant at the state level, they

The founders recognized the problem almost immediately
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created it at the national level, Indeed, says
historian Zagarri. “almost as soon as the Con-
gress met, profound differences emerged.”
And by the mid-1790s, these differences were
fueling a two-party struggle for power.

Not that anyone would admit it. For it was
a peculiar politics of denial and indirectness
that the founders practiced, in which politi-
cians denied that they were interested in of-
ficeholding, denied that they belonged to a
party, or even denied that their party was a
party. These politicians were also skilled in
disguising what was really at stake in the positions they took,
particularly if it was their own interests or ambition. In her
forthcoming book. .4ffairs of Honor, F reeman shows how politi-
cians used assaults on their opponents’ character, reputation,
and honor as a backhanded means of pursuing their highly par-
tisan goals. George Washington grew so fed up with charac-
ter assassination. Freeman explains, that he begged his cabi-

Benjamin Franklin
Clever, industrious, and
witty, he was also a
ladies’ man and bon
vivant who championed
the abolitionist cause
near the end of his life.
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net members and others to put an end to
the “wounding suspicions, and irritating
charges.” Personal attacks in pamphlets,
broadsides, and newspaper articles, political
gossip, and duels (most of which did not end
in shooting) were all ways in which, says
Freeman, “the founders used the code of
honor to regulate their political combat on
the national stage.”

Just as important as the political style,
though, is the role of personality and char-
acter, because it was the human element that
gave this peculiar politics its messy, improvised quality—and,
in the end, made the founders’ achievement all the more re-
markable.“It was the way they collided and found charactero-
logical checks and balances,” says Ellis. “Instead of killing each
other off, they worked through their differences and con-
structed institutions,”

George Washington’s character made him something of an
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exception to the dominant political style. He held more truly
to the ideal of disinterested, principled, and nonpartisan lead-
ership than any other founding brother. (Maybe, in his case,
the sobriquet of father is just.) This Virginian of little formal
schooling made the formation of character the core of his self-
education, having copied out the 110 “Rules of Civility and De-
cent Behavior in Company and in Conversations™ at age 16. Al-
though he could be stern, hot tempered, and unforgiving, as
deserters from the Continental Army learned with their lives,
he was unfailingly a man of principle. And though his own ex-
periences and inclinations aligned him with the Federalist fac-
tion, the party championing strong central government, his ad-
herence to nonpartisanship remained firm.

Before Washington sought a second term, J efferson, his sec-
retary of state, urged him on, saying, “North and South will
hang together if they have you to hang on.” But Jefferson was
already doing more than his share to stoke the flames of par-
tisanship that would singe
even Washington. It was
around this time, McCul-
lough writes, that Jeffer-
son, Madison, and other
allies provocatively began
“calling themselves Re-
publicans, thus implying
that Federalists were not,
but rather monarchists, or
monocrats, as Jefferson
preferred to say.”

Jefferson has long
been recognized as the
great idealist among the
founders, the man whose
soaring republican rhet-
oric was ideally suited
to crafting the Declara-
tion of Independence. But
the new historical reading
of the Sage of Monticel-

lo emphasizes his danger- Aaron Burr

ous and devious qualities.

It reveals even a certain The most self-assured
reck]essl disregard for the and aristocratic of the
national good in his devo-

tion to re%'olution and ex- founders' he was also the
treme liberty and in his in- most like a modern

creasingly strong stand on
the principle of states’
rights (a stand that pro-
tected his, and his home
state’s, dependence on the
“peculiar institution” of slavery). Jefferson's rivalry with his
nemesis, Hamilton, is well known. Washington's brilliant for-
mer aide-de-camp, the first secretary of the Treasury, and the
highest of High Federalists, Hamilton stood for everything Jef-
ferson despised. including a powerful central government and
English sympathies. Jefferson, the devout Francophile who be-
came more avid after the French Revolution of 1789, even con-
doned the massacres of France's Reign of Terror, identifying
the Jacobins with America’s “Republican patriots.” But what
e now appreciate more clearly is how ruthlessly Jefferson ad-
vanced his own ambitions, even when that meant undercutting
the two presidents, Washington and Adams, in whose admin.
istrations he served. Jefferson was a master of the politics of
denial, planting gossip, writing anonymously in newspapers,
or having others—Madison or the journalist Philip Freneau—

politician, openly work-
ing for his own interests.
* A A
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engage in the dirty business of character assassination for him,
To get at Hamilton, for instance, he ordered Madison to “take
up your pen, select the most striking heresies. and cut him to
pieces in the face of the public.” He would orchestrate simi-
lar campaigns against Adams while serving as vice president.

efferson, in fact, did such a good job of depicting Adams
J as a monocrat and reactionary that historians have been
slow to give Adams his due. Adams'’s accomplishments
were legion: fearless advocate of independence in the Conti-
nental Congress; author of the Massachusetts Constitution; am-
bassador at large in Europe during the Revolutionary
War; loyal vice president during both of Washington's terms.
But what is underappreciated is how often he did the hard
or unpopular thing when he thought it was for the good of
the country. A perfect example is the course he steered
during his presidency, when French hostilities had many
Americans screaming for
war. Adams’s response—to
press for peace even while
he prepared a navy and
an army for war—satisfied
neither the Federalists,
who were scrapping for a
fight, nor the Republicans,
who thought that Adams
had aggravated tensions
through botched diploma-
cy and war preparation.
Adams made mistakes
during his presidency,
none worse than support-
ing the Alien and Sedi-
tion Acts of 1798, which,
among other things, made
criticism of the govern-
ment a crime. But perhaps
his most self-destructive

mistake was honorably in-

tended: Trying to maintain

J Ohn Adams the nonpartisanship that

A shrewd judge of char- Washington had upheld,

he lost the steady back-
ing of many of his natural
political allies in the Fed-
eralist faction. That would
have made things hard
enough, but Adams had
to run an administration
with Jefferson as his vice
president. (With a vice
president like that. one might say, who needed enemies?) Adams
appreciated Jefferson’s virtues and had long considered him
a friend. But even during Washington's first administration,
Adams came to see Jefferson's treachery, ambition, and fierce
partisanship. Shortly after Jefferson resigned as secretary of
state at the end of 1793, Adams wrote to Abigail. his wife and
wisest political adviser, “Jefferson went off yesterday, and a good
riddance of bad ware.”

But the bad goods would return from Monticello in 1797,
when Adams was elected president and Jefferson, as runner-
up, the vice president. Instead of supporting the president, Jef-
ferson fed the opposition press and even covertly counseled the
French to draw out peace negotiations as long as possible, a
delay that probably ended up costing Adams the next election.
If that weren't mischief enough, after the Alien and Sedition

acter, he was a hands-on
committeeman. Though
more practical than Jef-
ferson, he also wanted 10
be seen as a gentleman.
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Acts were passed, Jefferson
secretly wrote the Kentucky
Resolutions arguing that
states had a right to nullify
federal actions.

With rivalrous back-stab-
bing such as this, howdid the
nation hoid together? That is
the question that Ellis an-
swers in the six essays of
Founding Brothers. In one,
for instance, he tells how
in 1790 Jefferson brought
Madison and Hamilton to-
gether to broker a deal over
two issues that divided the
nation: whether the federal
government should assume
all of the states’ war debts,
and where the nation's cap-
ital should be permanently
located. Ellis writes that the
former nationalist Madison
had become wary of Hamil-
ton’s argument for assump-
tion even before Jefferson
converted him into a Re-
publican. Madison, as a rep-
resentative from Virginia,
believed that assumption
would punish Virginia un-
duly, forcing it to pay in fed-
eral taxes more than it owed
in debts. Then why did Jef-
ferson nudge him in the di-
rection of a compromise that
both would later regret? Be-
cause Jefferson believed that
locating the capital on the

had once owned slaves, in the
last three years of his life be-
came an ardent abolitionist,
turning his eloquence and
wit to the cause. Acknowl-
edging the weight of his
endorsement, a committee
of the whole Congress ar-
gued the question for at least
four hours. But their report
helped set the nation on the
way to civil strife. Master-
minded by Madison, the re-
port made it unconstitution-
al for Congress to attempt to
manumit slaves at any time
in the future, a precedent that
would be invoked repeated-
lyin the years ahead. “What

d begun as an initiative to
putslavery on the road to ex-
tinction had been trans-
formed,” Ellis writes, “into a
decision to extinguish all fed-
eral plans for emancipation.”

Perhaps the final irony is
that though slavery would
eventually bring about a civil
war, it never occasioned a
duel among the founding
brothers. Instead, the only
duel that resulted in fired
shots and a founder’s death
was a duel over honorability
itself. Hamilton, as Freeman
has discovered, made a
minor career of dueling, hav-
ing been involved in 10 other
“affairs of honor” before the

grester milutnce ver the nerioney serres  George Washington one that eonciuiol i a6t wasthe only
ment—and, at the same time, lessen the in- Solid, pl’incipled. and phemistically called an “interview,” or actu-
whose inerests e thovgh Hoasersin  loyal, he was an officer  d Ched to this grasic o, Hamilton was
whose interests he . pushed to this drastic end because he cou
_Ellis—who joins other recent historians in anda gentleman. A con- not in good faith take back what he believed:
giving the Federalists a far more sympathet-  fident delegator, hewas  that Burr was a man without real principles.
ic hearing—says t}l'lat Hgmilﬁon engineered as- also a stern and some- Many have tried to rehabilitate Burr, pointing
sumption and other federal initiatives not to . ) . out that he was an abolitionist and a proto-
“enrich the commerecial elite” but to “channel  times unfor giving leader. feminist, among other things. But what
their talent and resources into productive ac- R Hamilton (also an abolitionist) meant by un-

tivities that served the public interest.” But
Ellis’s more important point about the compromise of 1790 is
that it showed that the Constitution had not really settled the
question of what the American Revolution had been intended to
create. Instead, Ellis writes, “it only provided an orderly frame-
work in which the arguments could continue.”

he one argument that got cut short, with tragic conse-
Tquences. was that over slavery. Congress effectively removed

itself from a constructive role in the debate in 1790. In that
year, two Quaker delegations petitioned Congress to bring an
end to the slave trade, petitions that prompted outrage among
many legislators, who pointed out that the Constitution ex-
pressly forbade discussion of slave trade until 1808. The peti-
tions would have been ignored. in fact, had they not come with
the endorsement of Benjamin Franklin. Franklin, who himself

principled was that Burr was a creature of un-
veiled ambition who would do whatever suited him, includ-
ing changing parties, to attain power. In other words, he
behaved not like a politician of the founding era but a politi-
cian of the Jackson era and beyond—a true democratic politi-
cian. That behavior inspired Hamilton to do everything in his
power to block his ascent. In fact, when the election of 1800
was thrown into the House of Representatives because of a
tie between Burr and Jefferson, who were both on the same Re-
publican ticket, Hamilton got his Federalist allies to back Jef-
ferson, despite his abhorrence of Jefferson's ideas. Supporting
Burr was inconceivable,

Hamilton's death would destroy Burr's career, and so one
could say that the famous duel of 1804 resolved in Hamilton's
favor. But the duel would not stop the direction of American
politics. Burr’s time—if not Burr himself—was arriving. o
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