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Foreign Affairs: A Catalyst to the Birth of Political Parties

During Washington’s second term, war in Europe made foreign affairs an issue in American life.  Differences of opinion were construed as “treasonous correspondence with external enemies eager to compromise the independence and prosperity of the United States.”  European conflict was the motivating factor behind the US’s movement to a political-party system.

Threats to U.S. Neutrality

· Great Britain was arrogant towards the U.S.  Even though the U.S. won the land battle, Britain had total naval dominance.  Britain even went so far as to not trade heavily with America and to restrict America’s trading rights with the West Indies.

· In 1789, King Louis XVI of France was desperate for money.  He authorized a meeting of an assembly called the Estates General.  Doing so led to the downfall of the crown and his death.  The men who seized power were militant republicans who wanted to liberate Europe from feudal institutions.  France drew on the American experience, but their revolution was much bloodier.  On group in particular, the Jacobins, wrongfully killed thousands of people during the “Reign of Terror” (October 1793-July 1794).  While Americans shared the French ideals of republicanism, they disagreed with the violence.

· It seemed as if neutrality would work out as the best option for the US in its early going.  

· In February 1793, France declared war on England.  Calling it a “war of all peoples against all kings,” the war caused a few problems for Americans.  America’s neutrality was thrust into the forefront when the question of shipping goods was brought up.  It was decided that an involved party could not attack a “free” ship.  The Franco-American Treaties of 1778 also caused problems for the U.S., forcing them to support France against Great Britain.

· Both Hamilton and Jefferson did not want to get involved in the war.  Jefferson felt that nations that wanted American goods should honor America’s neutrality.  If Great Britain stopped American ships and forced them to turn over goods, he felt, the U.S. should support France in some way.  He suggested commercial advantages.  Hamilton thought Jefferson was “insane.”  He pointed out that no matter what threats America directed at Britain, it wouldn’t scare the nation with the largest navy in the world. He felt that the U.S. should appease Britain at all costs.

· Edmond Genệt, new French minister to the United States started the first diplomatic crisis.  Arriving in South Carolina in April 1973, he found favor for the French Revolution, so authorized American vessels (without knowledge of the American government) to seize British ships in the name of France.  These neutrality violations, which had public approval, ashamed Jefferson, an outspoken pro-France member of the cabinet.  On April 22nd, the president issued an official Proclamation of Neutrality.

Jay’s Treaty Divides the Nation

· Great Britain failed to take advantage of the governments disapproval with Genệt.  Instead of allying (or trying to stay on good terms) with the United States, the London government decided to blockade French ports to neutral shipping; in November, the British navy captured several hundred American trading vessels.  Outraged congressmen demanded retaliation, going so far as to suggest a declaration of war.

· Washington, however, made a final effort to preserve peace in May of 1794.  He decided to send John Jay to London to negotiate a list of grievances.  Jay wanted removal of British forts in the west, payment for ships’ seizure, and full acceptance of American neutrality.

· Jefferson’s supporters, dubbed the “Republican interest,” anticipated a treaty favorable to America; he assumed that since the war went well, Great Britain would have no problem resuming trade with the United States.  However, Jay’s mission stood little chance of success, and the anti-British Hamilton had even secretly informed Britain that the U.S. would compromise on most issues.

· When Jay reached London, he encountered resistance.  He did convince Britain to abandon their frontier posts and allow small ships to trade, but the proposition of American neutrality was denied.  News of the Treaty produced an outcry from the capital.  After a bitter debate, the upper house accepted a Revised Version of the treaty.

· Jay’s failure to produce an adequate treaty soon reached the press, and the newspapers sparked protest.  Formerly apathetic about politics, some people condemned Jay.  Southerners event went as far as to claim that they wouldn’t repay debts to the British.

· The House of Representatives, who were against the treaty, figured that by denying funds to support it, they could stop it.  The House wanted a role in treaty ratification, a power normally reserved for the senate.  As part of their plan, the House wanted detailed papers relating to Jay’s mission.  Washington denied this request, setting a precedent that stated that yes, the president may withhold information from the public.

Diplomacy in the West

· Before England withdrew troops from the northwest, it encouraged the local Indians to attack US settlers and traders.  The Indians, who would have attacked anyone who stole their land anyway, won several victories over federal troops in what would be Ohio and Indiana.

· In 1790, General Josiah Harmar led troops into an ambush, and the next year, General St. Clair lost 900 troops near the Wabash River.  But when the Indians were attacked by General Anthony Wayne, they realized that they were militarily vulnerable without English support, support which the British did not want to lend.  At the battle of Fallen Timbers (8-20-1794) General Wayne crushed the Indians in the Northwest Territory, forcing the natives to sign the Treaty of Greenville, which basically gave away the entire state of Ohio to the U.S.

· Due to complex political issues involving what Spain wrongly felt was a joint attack on them from the U.S. and England, Spanish officials offered the Americans tremendous concessions, including the opening of the Mississippi, the right to deposit goods in New Orleans duty-free, a secure southern boundary on the northern boundary of Florida, and a promise not to meddle in Indian affairs.  Amazed, Thomas Pinkney quickly agreed to these terms, and signed the Treaty of San Lorenzo.

Popular Political Culture

More than any other event during Washington’s presidency, Jay’s treaty generated political conflict.  Americans felt that a partisan split, however necessary it is, threatened U.S. stability.  They also felt that partisanship suggested that Americans lost sight of the purpose of the revolution.  Federalists and Republicans both wanted the other side destroyed.

The Partisan Role of Newspapers and Political Clubs

· Newspapers, more than anything else, transformed U.S. political culture.  Almost all Americans were well read.  John Fenno established the pro-Hamilton Gazette of the United States, while the Republican supporters, led by Philip Frenau, established the National Gazette.  These “newspapers” presented rumor and partisan rhetoric as fact.  One Republican paper even stated that Washington was a British agent during the revolution.

· Even poets and essayists were caught up in the commotion.  The better writers often wrote what was merely propaganda.

· This decade also witnessed the rise of political clubs.  These “Democratic” or “Republican” associations, which first appeared in 1793, were modeled after the French debating societies.  Their purpose was merely to cultivate partisan thought.  By 1794, 24 clubs met regularly.

Whiskey Rebellion Linked to Republican Incendiaries

· In 1794, political tension became explosive.  The Federalists felt that the Republicans were actually going to resort to violence.  The crisis developed In 1791, when Pennsylvanian farmers protested a tax on whiskey.  The president deployed 15,000 militiamen, and, with Hamilton, marched on the rebels.  The rebels disappeared, and Washington and Hamilton looked dumb.  Two men ended up being charge, one was insane, and the other was a “simpleton.”  The charges were dropped.

· In the national political forum, however, the episode would not be forgotten.  Washington’s party felt that the Republican clubs promoted civil unrest, accusing them of sending French agents to Pennsylvania to excite the public, and undermine the federal government.

· The Republicans felt that the episode was a Hamiltonian device devised to intimidate the republicans.  How else could you explain the gross overreaction to a few farmers, argued Jefferson?

Washington’s Farewell

· In September of 1796, Washington published his Farewell Address.  In the address, which was written primarily by Hamilton (who drew on an earlier draft by Madison), Washington warned against political factions.  By waiting until September to announce his retirement, Washington did not afford the Republicans significant time to organize a campaign.

· Washington, who always stated that he was against parties, seemed to be hypocritical here, because he pretty much turned into a spokesman for Hamilton’s Federalist party.  Washington also wrote that the United States should avoid permanent alliances with distant nations that had no interest in American security.

