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The Federalist Presidents

George Washington

corge Washington had little taste for political theory, and we
do not know that he ever read or made mendon of Iden of ¢
Patyior King or any other treatise on leadership. He had ar
carly admiration for the heroic patriot of Joseph Addison”
Cato, though, and as a young man he probably read Plutarch’s Lives." Fur
thermore, his exposure to the literature of Robert Walpole’s crirics, his in
timate association with such scholars as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison
George Mason, and John Adams, and his deep self-consciousness of hi:
unique role leave lirtle doubt that he knew very well the themes and argu
ment implicit in the debates over the foundations of national polity tha
agitated his more intellectual colleagues. Indeed, he so completely embod
ied the patriot king model that had Lord Bolingbroke been able to observi
his conduet as general and president he surely would have listed Washing
ton along with Elizabeth and Henry of Navarre as an ideal leader. Witl
minor exceptions, historians ever since have portrayed Washingron as ar
tempting, at least, to live up to his own self-conception: the patriot leade
above faction, working for national unity, and secking to reign as well a
to rule.

The critically impartant symbolic acts of Washington’s Revolutionar
War leadership both expressed his own patriorism and dramatized for th
public a sensc in him of disinterested commitment to the general welfare
his nomination as commander in chief by a New Englander, his insistenc
on sharing twelve months of the year with the vicissitudes of his army, hi
refusal of a salary, and the surrender of his sword to the Continental Con
gress at the end of the war. Firm Whiggish convictions in the new natiol
about the dangers of military dicratorship probably would have defeared
coup d’etat even by a general as “un-Cromwellian” as Washington, but hi
deliberate deference to the civilian aurhorities also revived the plausibilic
of the idea of a virtuous national leader. In fact, for more than ewenty year
Washingron played that role very nearly to perfection and thus helpe:
Americans get over the derelictions of George IT1 and the Revolutionar
bias against exccutive authority. Washington’s performance from Valle
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orge onward scemed to demonserate that patriot leadership, shorn of its
1wereditary aspects, not only could exist in but also was vital to the survival
and well-being of a republic.

In the years berween 1783 and 1789, Washington sought to blend his
sensc of the need for leadership and “energy” in government with a sober
faith in the ability of the people to rule themselves. In 1783 he blamed
most of the difficulties of fighting the Revolution on a “want of energy in
the Federal Constitution” (meaning the Articles of Confederation), and he
warned that “unless the principles of the federal government were properly
supported and the powers of the union increased, the honour, dignity, and
justice of the nation would be lost forever.” He often declared that govern-
ment must act in accord with the interests of the people, bur this view did
not mean immediate response to popular will, Tt was appropriate that state
legislatures listen carefully to public opinion, he thought, but members of
a national congress had to artend to long-range needs, and thus shun sec-
tional and parrial interests. The executive had to be even more above party,
keeping his eye on the virtue, honor, and justice of the nation—objectives
so important, Washington noted, that “even respectable characters” con-
templated monarchy “without horror” if it would rescue the nation from
an otherwise inevitable factional strife and anarchy.® He also made clear,
however, that he repudiated monarchy and that he was giacl he was pecu-
liarly disqualified from sustaining its hereditary principle in the United
States: “Divine Providence hath not seen fit that my blood should be trans-
mitted or that my name perpetuated by . . . immediate offspring. I have no
child . . . no family to build in greatness upon my country’s ruins.

It is clear thar as Washingron assumed the presidency he wanted some-
how to provide the exceutive leadership so often deemphasized in radical
Whig, Revolutionary, Antifederalist, and even some Federalist rhetoric. At
Mount Vernon, he had busts of Alexander the Grear, Charles XII of Swe-
den, Julius Caesar, Frederick of Prussia, the duke of Marlborough, and
Prince Eugene—marks of his military interests burt also evidence of his fas-
gination with patriotic leadership. It is not surprising that in 1789 he

ought to cncourage positive action toward the public good by asking
ongress, in an eventually discarded (for tacrical reasons) inaugural ad-
ress, “to rake measures for promorting the general welfare. . . . To usc
/our best endeavors to improve the educarion and manners of a people; to
ceelerare the progress of arts and Sciences; to patronize works of genius;
o confer rewards for inventions of urility; and ro cherish institutions
tavourable to humaniry.”* Among the institutions most to be nourished in
W:{s@;@r:ms# v _(and in that of cach of the first six presidents) w-ss a
)ﬂnoml university, Where, he told the nation in his last annual message, “a

+ “portion-of-eur-youith from every quarter” of the nation could assimilate

comimaon }f}ll’ll’lClplL&.1 oplmonb, and manners.” Such an cncouragement to
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a “homogeneous” citizenry, Washington argucd would vitally improve the

_.bonds ufz“ﬁ?ﬁnancnt unioity Furthermore, “a primary object of such-a
national institution should be the education of our youth in the science of
government” “In a republic,” Washingron asked, “what species of knowl-
edge can be equally important and what duty more pressing on its legisla-
ture than to patronize a plan for communicating it to those who are to be
the furure guardians of the libertics of the country?”® Thus the first presi-
dent accepted the ancient connection between the well-being of a nation
and the proper education in “principles, opinions, and manners” of irs
rulers—in a republic, no longer just the leader or prince on whom Eras-
mus, Bolingbroke, and others had focused atrention bur also all those who
held public office and, ultimarely, all participants in the process of self-
government.

Washingron did not view such a national university or the rest of lis
ambitious program as cither dictarorial or imperial. He warned against
stiﬁT:lmg rmics or cven much of a navy and cautioned that the ¢ COuntry

“show’d not, in imitation of some nations which have been cc cc]cbmtt.d for a
false kind of patriotism, wish_ta_aggrandize aur own Rc.publu: at the cx-
'1 ence of the freedom and happiness of the rest of mankind.” For W1shmg
ton, national patriotism had positive, public-spirited connortarions thar in
the eighreenth-century ideal would lead not to conquest and ryranny but
to a time when, in Benjamin Franklins vision on the eve of the French
Revolution, “not only the love of Liberty, but a thorough I\nowlcdg&, of
the Rights of Man may puquc all the Nations of the Earth.” Washington
wrote similarly to the marquis de Lafayette as he began his presidency: he
thought he could “sce a path, as clear and as direct as a ray of light, which
leads to the attainment of . . . permancent felicity to the Commonwealth.”
“Nothing but harmony, honesty, industry and frugality are necessary ta
make us a great and happy people,” dhe first president concluded.®

Washington’s attention, as he took office, to pomp and etiquette, which
in rerrospect has often scemed ridiculous and misguided in a republic, was
in facr another manifestation of his deliberate intention to /ead the nation
not only ina tfprma[,folmcql sense b but alqo m tonc ] g,__rpii_':ﬂ'\ﬁfs
He'saw notlung unrepublican about ceremonics, p1rapermha and even
certain aloofness if such would nourish public respect for the head of the
nation and therefore for the nation as
archies familiar ro Washingron. Even Madison and others who denied the
need for “superb and auguse titles . . . or splendid rinsel or gorgeous robe’
sought nar to dlmlgl_sll}_m'cs!dmtm] dlgmty but rather to find rational anc
rcpubllcan ways to enhance and express . s it.’ Lhus during thc first month'
of government unclt.r the new Comnrunon a remarkablc lnrmoiw P[’L
vailed, and an impressive array of constructive, gc.m.ra[lv nonputlmn act
15511Ld from Congress and ‘from the pru;ldunrs office. The posirive aspira’
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tion was the same as Jonathan Swift’s: to have “a wise and good Prince”
heading an “able Ministry” united with a “Senate freely chosen” in pursuit
of “the true Interest of their Country.” As was the negative one: to thwart
“the lietle inferior Politicks of any Faction.” This compelling model guided
all the early presidents who knew Washington, served in office under him,
and shared his conception of executive leadership—that is, all presidents
through John Quincy Adams.

Washington’s determination to be the patriot leader was frustrated in
practice, however, by unyielding partisanship around him. In 17921793
Alexinder Hamilton and Jeffersonefused to leave the president any “mid-
dle ground” betiveen them,® and in 1795— 1796 he felt forced to move to-
ward a more Federalist position when it seemed his Republican colleagues
had deserted or betrayed him. He had no choice, he thought, but to sup-
port the advisers who best coped with the problems facing the nation.
Nothing more troubled and upset lim, though, than the barrage of charges
in the last two years of his presidency that he had himself become the crea-
ture of a party and thus was no longer the patriot leader of the whole
narion.

The accusations of hypocrisy and Washington’s keen sense of the en-
cumbrance imposed on his office by partisanship, which even he could not
fully evade, caused him to speak out sharply in his Farewell Address against
the growth of “party spirit” in the nation. This condemnation subsumed in
a way the better-known warning against entangling alliances, which to
Washington were simply international factionalism. Beginning with stress
on the inscparable benefits of liberty and union, and the shared, common
elements of the national experience, the first president discounted sectional
differences. “With slight shades of difference,” he told the American people,
“you have the same religion, manners, habits, and political principles.”
He urged the public to support “consistent and wholesome plans, digested
by common counsels and modified by mutual interests,” rather than those

] who sought “to make the public administration the mirror of the ill-

concerted and incongruous projects of faction.” This “most solemn® ad-
n_lonition, moreover, was not merely against the dangers of particular fac-
tions, bur against “the baneful effects of the spirit of party generally” as
well. That spirit, he admitted, was “inscparable from our narure” and
might, cspecially in monarchies, furnish “uscful checks upon the admin-
istration of the government, and serve to keep alive the spirit of liberty, . . .
[but] in governments purcly elective, it is a spirit not to be cncoul:agcd.
From their natural tendency it is certain there will always be cnough of
that spiric for every salutary purpose; and there being constant danger of
excess, the effort ought to be by force of public opinion to mitigate and
assuage it. A fire not to be quenched, it demands a uniform vigilance to
prevent its bursting into a flame, lest, instead of warming, it should con-

"Washington made quite clear, and as ¢
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sume.” When such vigilance was lacking, Washington warned, “the alrer-
nate domination of one faction over another . . . has perpetrared the mose
horrid enormities, [and] is ieself a frighttul despotism.”

The grearest evil of faction and party was not its ctfect on public policy
(though thar was bad enough), but rather its narrowing and degradarion
of political motives, long regarded as the essence of corruption. Parties
riveted public attention on partialities and self-inrerest, and the effect was
nothing less than enslavement of the nation to sin and vice. Liberty, for
Washington as for John Winthrop, was not doing what one pleased, if that

meéant satisfying selfish (facrionaly interests; rather, it was a positive act of
rising above such enthrallmenc to understand and seck the - public good. As
h of the first six presidents would
have agreed, the gravest danger republican government faced was its ten-
dency to grarify self-interest to the point of being “consumed™ by it His-
tory was filled, these mén thought, with evidence of “the most horrid
enormities” caused by such a spirit “burst into flames.” The last years of
the Roman republic, English government under Walpole or Lord North,
state government in Massachuserts and Rhode Island durning che 1780s,
and the party strife of the 1790s were among the monitory examples. That
Washington rook part in the intrigue of his advisers to manipulate and re-
lease the Farewell Address for party purposes is evidence, of course, that
partisanship was as “inscparable” from his narure as it was from thar of any
mortal. Bur he would never have considered celebrating it; rather, a good
politician would “mirtigare,” “assuage,” and guard against it as much as
possible. The caleulared language of the Farewell Address, its wide ac-
claim, and Washington’s sclf-conscious conveyance of it as a “Political Tes-
tament” to the nation reveal that the posture of patriot leadership was ad-
mired and cherished even amid the party warfare of the 1790s."

John Adams

John Adams shared the ideal of disintereseed leadership entirely, though
his temperament, reputation, and circumstances made it even less achiev-
able during his administracion than it had been for his predecessor. In his
inaugural address Adams proclaimed his lack of sectional bias, his desire tc
love “virtuous men of all parties and denominations,” and his “wish tc
patronize every rational effort to encourage schools, colleges, universitics
academies, and cvery institution for propagating knowledge, virtue, anc
religion among all classes of the people . . . as the only means of preserv:
ing our Constitution from its natural enemies, the spiric of sophistry, the
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spirit of party, the spirit of intrigue, the profligacy of corruption, and the
pestilence of foreign influence, which is the angel of destruction to elective
governments.” Two weeks later he wrote his wife of the “scene of ambi-
tion” he faced, horrid “beyond all my former suspicions or imaginations.”
At the nexr clection he feared that “England will set up Jay or Hamilton,
and France, Jefferson, and all the earruption of Poland will be introduced;
unless the American spirit should rise and say, we will have neither John
Bull nor Louis Baboon.” His task, he wrote, was clear: to find “checks and
balances” that would be “antidotes” to these “jealousies and rivalries,”" to
proceed, that is, according to his lifclong political philosophy.

Adams had honed his view of the contradiction berween partisanship
and patriotism through study of Bolingbroke’s Resmarks on the History of
England, A Disscreation upon Parties, and The Spivit of Patriotism. In the
1750s he read and commented on them “pretty industriously” and bought
his own scparate editions before the American Revolution, As carly as
1761 a friend in Boston told him, “You have Ld. Bolinbroke by hecart,”
and Adams wrote late in life that he had read Bolingbroke “thrc;ugh -
more than five times.” He pronounced Bolingbroke’s letter explaining how
the limited, balanced nature of the British constitution preserved English
!ibcrt_v “ajewel; . . . nothing so profound, correct, and perfect on the sub-
ject of government” existed in any language, he insisted. He also approved
Bolingbroke’s judgment that “absolute monarchy is tyranny, but absolure
democracy is tyranny and anarchy both.” Within the balanced forms, how-
ever, the danger was, as Adams paraphrased Bolingbroke, that “the spirit
of faction will rake advantage of the spirit of liberty.” Adams shared
Bolingbroke’s hopes, though, that the spirit of liberty might prevail, Biv-
ing “vigor” to a good constitution and laws. “Let one great, brave, disin-
terested, active man arise, and he will be received, followed, and almost
adored.” It was important only that “the public may be grown wise
enough to judge” between genuine liberty and its bastard offspring, fac-
tion. Adams’s sarcastic comment in the margin of Remarks on the History of
England next to Bolingbroke’s sketch of the patriot leader—“Jike Bo-
naparte, or Hamilton, or Burr™—indicates precisely, of course, the sorts of
leadership nof regarded as genuinely patriotic. 2

In two ways, however, Adams departed from Bolingbroke to mold his
own definition of patriotism. First, Adams insisted that Bolingbroke’s
skeptical deism cansed him to omit “the most essential foundation of the
dury of patriotism,” which in fact made a mockery of his “whole idea of a
patriot king.” Such value-laden leadership was to Adams inseparably linked
with “a belief in a future state of rewards and punishments” and other as-
pects of Christian morality, without which widespread virtue was unar-
tamable. In 1767, writing in the newspapers to oppose some high-handed
acts of Massachusetts governor Francis Bernard, Adams had cited Boling-
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broke’s Remarks on the History of England and commended his unrivalec
understanding of the British constitution but had felt it necessary tc
apologize for “whatever may be justly said of his religion, and his morals’
Sccondly, Adams challenged Bolingbroke’s fretting that there were no
cnough “men of superior genius.” Perhaps as a consequence of his belie
that Christian morality is the necessary foundation of virtue and thus o
patriotism, Adams asked: “Is . . . the spirit of patriotism . . . peculiar «
them or . .. [is it] their duty any more than of the common people? £
laborer may have this spirit as well as a prince or noble, a soldier as well as:
general, a sailor as well as an admiral.”® A widespread morality, under
girded by Christianity, was a possible way, in Adams’s view, to overcom
faction in a government resting on consent.

Many of Adams’s supposed unrepublican opinions are best understooc
in the lighr of his consistent view that human society needed every buttres
it could find for firm moral leadership. His defense of “the aristocracy o
birth and wealth,” for example, was offered not to oppose Jefferson’s “aris
tacracy of talent and virtue,” as his critics have charged, but rather to ad
to ir. Adams sought to strengthen the Jeffersonian foundations of goox
government—talent and virtue—with such support as could be derive
from “good breeding,” religious training, pride in family, opportunitie
for travel and educarion, and so on. He thought of these things as advan
tageous to the prospects for republican government, not as detriments
to it.

Even Adams’s campaign in 1789 for a majestic title for the president
called “superlatively ridiculous™ by Jefferson, was in fact part of a design o
subordinate rapacious oligarchies. “You are apprehensive of Monarchy; 1
of Aristocracy,” Adams had wrirten Jefferson in 1787 when both_were i

'Ej.gggp_g, As yice-president, presiding over the Senate, Adams supporter

clegant ritles for.the executive officers named in the Constitution in orde
to humble “aristocrarical pride.” “The common people, if they understan
‘their own cause and interest, will rake effecrual care to mortify that pride
by making the executive magistrate a balance against it which can only b
done by distinguishing him clearly and decidedly, far above all others.™ "

Adams had developed this argument during the 1780s as part of his rc
jection of the view of Anne Robert Turgot, the marquis de Condorcet, an
other French reformers thar national programs of fundamental change dc
pended on centralizing all power in one legislative assembly. Adams agree
instead with Jean Louis De Lolme’s The Constitution of England that exccu
tive office had to be insulated from both popular and aristocratic inte:
ference, and be buttressed with pomp and ceremony, in order to protec
virtue and public liberty from tumulr and party.'® Indeed, the argument ¢
Adams’s Defence of the Constittions of Gevernment of the United States o
America (3 volumes; London, 1787) was an claboration on De Lolme
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view that the balanced constitution of king, Lords, and Commons in Great
Britain was far more likely to result in free and good government than
were the unitary schemes of the French radical reformers. Adams’s long
study of history and his debate with the “prophets of progress™ left him
keenly aware of the passions and ignorance of the many (represented by
popular assemblies) and of the machinarions and greed of the few (aristoc-
racies and oligarchies), but somewhat less fearful of the power of a mon-
arch. And because it often seemed to Adams that such a ruler was the lesser
of the evils ro which all governments are subject, he thought it necessary
that the “principal personage” (a term Adams used to evoke kingly con-
notations to an audience with antimonarchical sentiments) of a republic
have a dignified ttle, home, carriage, and so on, and be armed with an
absolute veto of legislation in order to defend his office and the public
good from the shortsightedness and rapacity of the other branches. “The
great desideratum in a government,” Adams wrote in the Defence, “is a dis-
tinct executive power, of sufficient strength and weight to campel both
these parties [gentlemen and simplemen], in turn, to submir to the laws ™'
Titles of deference and authority for the chief executive, far from being
unrepublican, then, were for Adams bulwarks against facton and sus-
tainers of the public good against a host of divisive elements. The titles he
suggested, in fact, came from republican Holland and in his mind were not
associated with monarchy or absolutism. Adams was also echoing the idea
of the Tudor monarchs that the people and the crown must unite to resist
aristocratic privilege and provincialism, an equation validated by the fac-
tious, centrifugal tendencies of the new republic, or so it seemed to its
scholarly vice-president.

In Adams’s own view of his presidency he had held a steady course,
above party and intent on the national interese, aleernately enduring and
fighting off first Hamiltonian and then Jeffersonian partisans. His continu-
ance of Washington’s cabinet, encouragement of a militant patriotism in
response to the XYZ affair, and disparch of the successful peace mission to
France were to Adams required by national, as opposed to party, interest.
He could not discharge capable officials because they were nort his close
friends, he could not supinely endure foreign insults, and he could not re-
fuse an honorable peace in order to ensure a party victory at the polls.
Adams, furthermore, agreed with a defense of the Alien and Sedition Acts
oftered by a minority of the Virginia legislature: “Government is instituted

. for the general happiness and safety; the people therefore are inter-
ested in its preservation, and have a right to adopt measures for its securiry.
. But government cannot be thus secured, if, by falschood and mali-
cious slander, it is deprived of the confidence and affection of the people.
. The calumnies of the factious and discontented may nort poison the
minds of the majority of the citizens, yer they will infect a very con-

'nation Wthh provoLcd thc listing of © dm Tory hlﬂ;to ian
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siderable number, and prompt them to deeds destrucrive of the public
peace, and dangerous to the general safery. This the people have a right to
prevent.”

Yet, to many, including Jefferson, who generally tried very hard during
Adams’s presidency to mainrain the bonds that had made the two men
such firm friends since 1775, the measures of 1798 blotted ourt freedoms
for which the American Revolution had been fought. The president who
signed the Alien and Sedition Acts had also signed the Declaration of In-
dependence. How could thar be? Circumstances, of course, might explain
such an apparent incongruity; in 1776 Adams had been an “outsider™
sisting a tyrant in power, whereas in 1798 he was himself in power re-
sisting outsiders. Or one might reason that Adams’s politcal views had
changed; experience and the jaundice of advancing years had rempered his
Revolurionary idealism and left him willing to restrain “seditious” activity.

To John Adams’s mind, however, there was neither inconsistency nor
declension in his actions. He provided the critical clue to his outlook in a
letrer written in 1799 when'ar the height of the crisis over new taxes, dip-
lomatic intrigue, and eSpecially war preparations, he rold James McHenry
that “all the declamations, as well as demonstrations, of Trenchard and
GOI‘dOI‘I,__BQ_hD:,IJLO]\L Barmrd and qupolc Hume, Burgh, and Burke,
rush upon my memory and fnghrm me out of my wits.”"* This rather odd

mixture of authormw lnd in common thar cach on occasion had warned

against stmdmg armices with the att(.ndant debr and taxes that thireatened

w:ﬁmunonal _g_ovunmf..nt “burt the list also in —"g'hcj.atu. the
range and complexity of the problem Adams saw Before him. As a goocl

- Whig, even a radical one, he was aware of the dangers of civil liberry posed

by real or 1mag1m_d ‘national emergencies™ (thus the ELCOHLCEIOH of }ohn
Trcuyﬁwrd Thomas Gordonmfamcs Bijrgh Sir ]olm B'u:mrd and' in a
way, even Walpole himself), bur ht.. 1]50 _believed that a nar]onal crisis re-
quired leadership abave party and a sense of the cndunné values of the
» David Hume,

........ ¢ of the patriot
ng In fact Adams’s incessant hstmg of staresmen and of knaves often

‘revealed the heroic stature he admired and the scheming, partisan traits he

scorned in leaders. To his young law clerk in 1774, for example, Adams
“warmly recommended” Cicero, Demosthenes, the duc de Sully, Sir Rob-
ert Cecil, and the elder William Pitt” as model public servants, and he
linked Tiberius, Iago, and Richard I1T as false and dangerous rulers.'
Like Washington, Adams accepted in dead carnest thar the role of the
leader, standing above party, was critical to the preservation of liberty,
which meant in cflect the guidance of policy in the public interese. Adams
cxpressed the ideal of leadership he shared with his predecessor (and, sub-
stantially, with his first four successors) when in the margin of his copy of
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Bolingbroke’s The Spirit of Patriorism he reflected on the meaning of the
word patriotisi. It comprehended, Adams noted, “picty, or the love and
fear of God; general benevolence to mankind; a particular attachment to
our own country; a zeal to promote its happiness by reforming its morals,
increasing its knowledge, promoting its agriculture, commerce and manu-
factures, improving its constitution, and securing its liberties: and all chis
without the prejudices of individuals or parties or factions, without fear,
favor, or affection.”™®

In this view, liberty was not the absence of restraint or even the encour-
agement of diversity, bur rather it was acting with the uncorrupribility, the
disinterested virtue, and the artention to the common good implicit in the
Athenian conception of citizenship. Applied to one in a position of power
and leadership, liberty meant above all shunning partisanship, that is,
avoiding the partial view or the alliance with faction that had defined cor-
ruption from the time of Cicero and Tacitus to that of the critics of Wal-
pole whose words Adams had so taken o heart. Yer, this cfforr to quaran-
tine the presidency from partisanship appears to many modern analysts as
an “anachronism,” a “vague, idealistic conception,” “unsophisticated,” and
“cccentric.”’? Implicit in this criticism are the assumptions thar a president
must not only recognize but also engage with the inevitably partisan
quality of politics in a free government and that he can be a “strong,”
“cffective™ executive only if he grasps the reins of his party to push for its
programs—as Andrew Jackson and Franklin Roosevelt were to do. To
seck to be “nonpartisan,” or “independent,” then, is, ar the least, naive,
probably ineffective, and possibly even irresponsible.

In this view, Adams’s presidency might appear to be weak and ineffec-
tual; at best quaint and perverse. He did not before his inauguration pre-
pare a program that his partisans could push through Congress for his sig-
nature. He refused to dismiss cabinet members who disagreed with him
(such a partisan act would be more harmful o the presidency, he felt, than
enduring the strains of discordant counsel). To sustain nonpartisanship, he
accepted both war-preparedness legislation and a de facto commander of
the army (Alexander Hamilton) he knew might pose grave dangers to con-
stitutional government. Finally, he dispatched a peace mission ro France
that helped so o fracture the Federalist party (one must resist saying
Adams’s party) thar it lost the nexo presidential electon. Such incon-
gruitics and paradoxes can be resolved only if we see the presidency as
Adams saw it. He simply could not be partisan cither in secking or con-
ducting office, or even in nourishing a party whase outloak he generally
approved, because such were the certain paths to corruprion and tyranny.
Nor could he cut Gordian knots by becoming a dictator; he was too much
the Whig of 1776 for that, Yet, neither could he abdicare leadership on
matters of national importance.
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In fact, throughout his presidency Adams served effectively according ro
his own exalred idea of what the office required of him. The critical trans-
fers of power, which historically had almost always so compromised or
destroyed nonhereditary rulers that the polity itself endured grievous
wounds, first from the revered Washington and then to the (in Adams’s
opinion) rainted Jefferson, were accomplished safely. In defending the na-
tion, within and without, from the passions and potential tyrannies engen-
dered by the rise of Napoleon, Adams called forth a national strength and
resolve probably vital to its independent survival. The acceptance and then
the carefully measured enforcement of the Alien and Sedition Acts repre-
sented, in the president’s view, only a temporary deviation from strice re-
spect for civil liberties. Most importane of all, Adams played the role of the
patriot leader nearly to perfection in utterly ignoring party needs, in up-
holding the public interest against popular clamor, and in discerning a
long-range wisdom when he insisted on the peace mission to France in
1799. Although quirks of personality and a certain imparience with some
aspects of public life sometimes impeded his political effecriveness, by and
large he served well under difficult circumstances.” Most of the dcpi’ccia-
tions of Adams’s presidency rest either on a political philosophy thar does
not accept Adams’s positive concept of the state and hence the heavy re-
sponsibility of officials to preserve and use it or on the assumption that the
president suust serve as a party leader. Adams’s understanding of his role,
however, was closer to that of George Washington, and cven of John
Winthrop and Elizabeth I, than to thar of ¢ither Calvin Coolidge or Frank-
lin Roosevelt—or that of John Kennedy or Ronald Reagan. Adams be-
lieved it was incumbent on him to exalt and dignify his office, so that he
could arouse the nation in its own defense and guide it toward righreous-
ness and prosperity. It followed from this belief that he had to shun party
and stand forth against both popular exciternent and vested interests. Re-
flecting all he had learned from Plurarch, Cicero, Bolingbroke, and a host
of others, Adams believed a head of state and government had to lead vir-
tuously and vigorously and to abhor faction and party. Otherwise he
would be, quite simply, a bad and irresponsible executive.
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Thomas Jefferson

efferson’s encounter with Idea of @ Patrior King and its admonitions

for national leaders was at least as complex and revealing as Adams’s.
Although the third president regarded himself as an ardent Whig,
Bolingbroke may possibly have been, as Gilbert Chinard judged
while editing Jefferson’ commonplace book, the strongest and

most continuous single influence on Jefferson’s intellectual development.
His early friend and mentor, Governor Francis Fauquier, was “known to
have been a follower of [the third earl of] Shaftesbury and Belingbroke.”
Although most of Jefferson’s carly reading of Bolingbroke concentrated on
his deism and attacks on Christian orthodoxy (the part of Rolingbroke
John Adams condemned), Jefferson also admired his style and his spirited
arracks on Walpolean politics. He owned carly editions not only of Boling-
broke’s Philosophical Works bur also of all of his major historical and politi-
cal Writings and bound volumes of the Crafisman. Bolingbroke’s writings,
Jefterson declared in 1821, were “the finest samples in the English lan-
guage, of the cloquence proper for the Senate,” matching at their best “the
lofty, rythmical, full-flowing eloquence of Cicero.”! On the other side of
things, Jefferson had also read Bernard Mandeville and found his ridicule
of benevolence and his insistence that self-love was the only spring of hu-
man action as repellent as Machiavelli’s political cynicism. Finally, Jefferson
read and gc_m_ral!y accepted Francis Hutcheson’s argument that man pos-

stssed an innate “moral sensc’ “and that he lnd a naturally sociable disposi-

‘tion. Ilutcht_son in fact, had taken direct aim not only ar Mandeville_ but
“ also at Thorma Hobbes, the “French moralists,” and others who saw self-
ishness as th(_ essential bond of muc.ty Man'is “cndGwed 'with a sense of
right and’ wrong *Jefferson wrote his ncphu.v in 1787, and his moral prin-
ciples were formed “relative” ro his destiny as a social and political being.?
Perhaps even more deeply than Adams, Jefferson was prepared to rake to
heart the critique fashioned by Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift of “the
commercialization of values™ in carly cighteenth-century Brirain.

~p—
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In 1771 Jefferson up]'lrm.d to a young friend that “every thmg 1s useful
which contributes to fix us in the principles and practice of virtue™ and
urged him particularly to read the best sentimentalist novels and other
good writing thar would “excite in any high degree this sympathetic emo-
tion of virtue.” His list of books suited for this purpose included Swift,
Pope, Joseph Addison, John Gay, Volaire in English, Samuel Richardson,
and Henry Fielding, (He later recommended the works of Pope and of
Swift to a young student as best to “form your style in your own lan-
guage.”) The t.mphasn on virtue, cspn.an!ly its emotional, “commonsense”
quality present in all persons, and its necessary connection with a socially
defined disposition toward benevolence, again revealed the basic influenee
on Jefferson of Hutcheson, Thomas Reid, Adam Smith, and other Scor-
tish Enlightenment philosophers. Their thought, designed to defend Chris-
tian morality against not only the direct assaults of Mandeville and the
cconomists bur also against the contractual, “possessive individualism™ of
Hobbes and Locke, complemented the political and social eritique of the
English anti-Walpolcans.® Although Jefferson’s admiration for Virgil, Sen-
cca, Cicero, and the Roman moralists, for the Scortish “commonscnse”
philosophers, and for the anticommercial political cconomy of the Phys-
iocrars cannot be doubred, the moral and cultural world view of the Au-
gustan writers always remained the foundation of his thinking. One sus-
pects Pope would have enjoyed Monticello, Swift have approved the
Embargo, and Bolingbroke have admired the University of Virginia. Their
view of the world and the good life furnished the purpose or goal, in fact,
for the political carcer Jefferson always insisted was hl[‘l]P]V a part of a
larger moral and cultural aspiration he had for the new nation.

Given this vision, it is clear that Jefferson, like John Adams, would have
important, positive things for leaders to do. He came to feel that che weak
;Jovcmor’s office he held for rwo years in Virginia (1779-1781) did not
suit the needs of the commonwealth in war or in peace. Among his pro-
posed reforms was to give the governor a five-year term, withour cllglblllty
for reclection, in order to protect him as much as possible from parrisan
pressures and intrigue. The governor under this plan was denied many
powers associated with royal prerogative, but Jefferson also observed that
“the application of the [extent of execurive power] must be left to reason.”
In assessing the Federal Constitution of 1787, from Paris, Jefferson wanted
the president ¢ligible for only one term (though he favored a relatively
IGAE onc of six years) to prevent him from being “an officer for life” with
all'the ] potr._nl:ml dupotlsm that entailed. Such an office, he wrote to Adams
in London, would make “Gvéry succession worthy of intr igue, of bribery,
of foree, and even of foreign interference.” In reply, Adams wrote that he
too was apprchensive of “foreign Interference, Intrigue, Influence,” and all
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the corruptions attendant on elections, but his antidote, conrtrary to Jeffer-
son’s, was to have as few “successions”™ as possible by allowing and even
encouraging the incumbent’s reelecrion. More significant, however, than
their difference over the point of recligibility were Adams and Jefferson’s
common concern that temptations to corruption be diminished and the
absence in this correspondence of serious concern about the extent of the
powers conferred on the chief executive. Both men, in fact, saw the new
Constitution, with its strengthened executive office, as an important ad-
vance in the evolution of American government. Adams declared it “con-
formable to such a system of government as I had ever most esteemed,”
and Jefferson thought it “unquestionably the wisest ever yer presented
to men.”™
Although some of the courtly trappings of Washington’s presidency
carned Jefferson’s scorn, the first secretary of state actually worked hard to
“enhance the prcsidem’s authority. Alexander Hamilton himself later noted
that while they “were in the administration together, (Jefferson| was gen-
erally for a Targe constructlon of the Exccutwc authorit - |and] he Con=
- sidéred ds impropet the participation of the Senate In [it].” As differences
between Jefferson and the Federalists grew during the 1790s, the Virgin-
ian most despised not the idea of an acrive, independent execurive, but
a machine for the cor-
ruption of the legislature, [designed] . . . to keep [it] in unison with the
executive.” The secretary of the Treasury allowed CONBLEssien o become

... rch through his schemes, Jefferson charged, and “men thus enriched by

" the dexterity of a leader, would follow of course the chief who was leading
them to fortune, and become the zealous instruments of all his enter-
prises.”® Hamilton sought to govern, that is, in the way Robert Walpole

¢ had pioneered and Lord North had pracriced, destroying the balance of

powers and eventually strangling liberty.

A famous conversarion reported by Jefferson captures the crucial dis-
tincrion: John Adams had declared thar the British system, balancing excec-
utive and legislative power, when purged “of its corruption, . . . would be
the most perfect constitution cver devised by the wit of man.” Hamilton
retorted that the British system purged of corruption “would become an
mmpracticable government™; it was most perfect “as it stands ar present.”
Jefferson’s equally famous letter to Philip Mazzei (1796) denounced “che
monarchical . . . party” seeking to bring to the United States “the sub-
stance, [as well as] . . . the forms, of the British government” and casti-
gated “men who were Samsons in the field and Solomons in the council,
bur who have had their heads shorn by the harlot England.” This un-
mistakable thrust ar Washingron, for having allowed himself to be enlisted
in the Hamiltonian party (and therefore corrupred), revealed the depth of
Jefferson’s disappointment, and implicitly, his nonpartisan conception of
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exccutive leadership. That the 17905 echoed for him the issues of the 1720s
is also apparent in his plea thar Americans “awake and snap the Lilliputian
cords.”® It was not dignity in office or even substantial executive power
that Jefferson repudiated, but rather Hamilton’s effort to govern by a sys-
tematic manipulation of various self-interests. To Jefferson, this kind of
politics as much debased and corrupted the idea of republican government
(in his view, congressional “approval” in no way cleansed the process, of
course) as the similar manipulation by Sejanus, a Borgia prince, Cardinal
Richelieu, or the duke of Newcastle corrupted their governments.

The ambiguity within the Jeffersonian party on positive leadership in a
republic was revealingly displayed in 1794 in John Taylor of Caroline’s En-
quiry into the Principles and Tendency of Certain Public Measnres” Conven-
tionally, it was addressed to the national leader, President Washingron,
hoping that he would sce and oppose the corrupt, unrepublican effects of
the national bank and Hamilton’s other fiscal measures. Taylor chided
Washington for having given his assent to the Nadonal Bank Act bue
charitably ascribed this action to his “republican principles” requiring ac-
quiescence to the lcgislar_ivc will, rather than ro the president’s “approba-
tion of [the] contents” of the bank law. He plL’lde therefore, that Wash-'
ington would now see thar Hamilton’s influence in Congress, achicved,
Taylor thought, by enlisting members® private interests in support of his,
schemes, indirectly but “deeply wounded” republican principles. He hoped
thar “the same laudable vigilance” that had once led Washington to act
against “a direct attempt on the principles of representation” would now
be used to chwart Hamilton’s insidious measures. Taylor thus followed
closely the tradition of petitioning the patrior leader to act in the national
interest to root out “political immorality.” He then lamented, however,
that “a patriot magistracy hardly appears to gladden the historic page, once
in a century.” Because bad leaders so much oumumbered good ones, only

a “blind fanaticism” would rely entirely on “the intcgritv of the mag-
mncy * for the preservation of liberty and political virtue.

After whar ro Taylor had been a disappointing “presidential revolution”
{the election of 1792), it was now necessary, he thought, to apply the pure
republican principle of the vigilance of the people. “A frequent and firm
national enquiry into the measures of government, will check political
vice, and reward political virtue,” Taylor intoned, He thus nodded in the
direction of traditional dependence on patriot leadership, then doubted
the efficacy of such dependence, and finally boldly appealed o public
vigilance and legislative, representative power to thwart corrupr deeds.
Throughout, however, the rhetoric, the abominated measures, and the
appeal ro virtuous principles mirrored Bolingbroke’s Craftsmasn, and cven
reflecred its discouragement that patrior leadership might not be able to
overcome the moneyed interests. For all this, though, Taylor resembled
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Samuel Adams more than Bolingbroke by calling for public intervention
in a way that supposed the people, rather than the rulers, might possess the
virtue to rescue the nation from “self-interest, chicanery, [and] peculation.”

Taylor's other 1794 pamphlet, A Definition on Parties . . .} even more
dircctly exemplifics the style and argument of The Guardian, the Crafis-
man, and “Junius” in branding the party of the secretary of the Treasury as
a “paper money” faction whose corrupt influence over “king, lords, and
commons” had subverted all balance, freedom, and virtue in government.
Hamilron’s incessant parry-building had resulred, Taylor noted regretfully,
in the growth of “rwo parties nearly poised as to numbers,” which he
thought “extremely perilous . . . [to] the public good.” Despite his own
intense partisanship, Taylor nonctheless drew back from a politics charac-
terized by permanent party rivalry. Because “truth is a thing, not of di-
visibiliry into conflicting parts, but of unity,” he observed in a profoundly
unmodern stance, “both sides cannot be right. Every patriot deprecates a
disunion.”® Paradoxically, despite the growing party acrivity by both Fed-
cralists and Republicans, the theoretical consensus remained opposed to it
“Parties were incapable,” in the words of a recent historian, “of realizing
the truth; they were torally without regard to principle and they were
against the national interest. They were, in addition, capable of corrupting
the administration, enervating the principles of republican government,
eroding the constirution and the spirit of the American Revolution, and
ultimately of causing the dissolution of the republic itself.” The Jefferso-
nian Republicans continued to accepr assumptions about the need for a
patriotic national unity, and for virtue in the public councils, while they
became more ambivalent on whether executive leadership—or the peo-
ple—mighr best provide and protect those vital elements.

That ambivalence was heightened in another way by a decade of re-
sistance to Hamilton’s use of the executive department to consolidate the
powers of the federal government. Hamilton’s tactics forced Jefferson to
go on record as opposing “loose construction” of the Constitution, in-
stitutions such as the narional bank that centralized financial power, expan-
sion of federal offices, high taxes, large armed forces, and interference with
the prerogatives of the stares. “T am not,” Jefferson had written in 1799,
“for transferring all the powers of the States to the General Government,
and all those of that government to the executive branch.”"! Useful as such
principles might be in opposing an administration in power, and however
much they mighr recall the hallowed Whig axioms of the American Revo-
lution, they were not likely to be useful to a president with a large agenda
for change in mind.

Jefterson entered the presidency commirted to what rwenty years later
he termed “the true principles of the revolution of 1800.” This revolution,
he said, was as “real” in the “principles of our government as that of 1776
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was in its form,” accomplished this time, however, not by the sword, bur
by “the rational and peaceable instrument of reform, the suffrage of the
people.”"? Like John Adams, Jefferson believed the real American Revolu-
tion was ongoing, begun a generation before 1776 and needful of conrinu-
ing into the future until habits, values, and artitudes had been republi-
canized. Jefferson wrote Pierre Samuel Du Pont de Nemours shortly after
becoming president that though twelve years of governmene under “the
contracted, English, half-lewered ideas of Hamilton [had] destroyed” the
hope for “pure” republicanism in the near future, and that “some things
may perhaps be left undone from motives of compromise for a time,” he
nonetheless intended such a thorough “reformation” as to revurn the na-
tion to “sound principles.” Jefferson further declared thar when he took
office he “found the country endrely in the enemy’s hands,” some of whom
he would have to “dislodge” from their posts to achieve his “revolution.”
This done, and with the “artificial panic” (Jefterson’s phrase for the party
strife of the 1790s) over and factionalism reduced to “the noisy band of
royalists inhabiting cities chiefly, and priests both of city and country,”
Jefferson was sure “the great body of well-meaning citizens” would “con-
solidate” and political feuding would disappear.'® For all his reticence,
then, Jefferson intended to give a firm if rather low-key direction to events.
He was committed to a political and social philosophy for the nation that
gave him, as the national leader, vitally important tasks, and he did not
believe that thar philosophy precluded positive acts by the federal govern-
mene in the public interest.

At the moment he assumed power Jefferson wrote a close associate of
his intention to woo the Federalist rank and file who “did not differ from
us in principle, . . . and to urge a reunion on those principles. . . . They
will in a little time cement and form one mass with us, and by these means
harmony and union be restored to our country, which would be the great-
est goad we could effece.” Qurside this “amalgamation” or “orthodoxy™
(favorite words in Jefferson’s antiparty lexicon) would be only “desper-
adoces of the quondam faction”—hardly words compatible with accep-
tance of the notion of a “loyal opposition.” He made the same harmoniz-
ing points when he told his inaugural audience that though he would
“often go wrong through defect of judgment,” it was also important to
remember that many (partisans? ), “whose positions will not command a
view of the whole ground,” would condemn the president. A year after he
retired from the chief executive office Jefferson remained firm on the pre-
cminent role of the president: “In a government like ours, it is the duty 61~
the Chicf Magistrare, in order to enable himself to do all the good which his
station requires, . . . to uaite in bimself the confidence of the whole people.
This alone, in any case where the energy of the nation is required, can pro-
duce a naion of the powers of the whole, and point them in a siugle direction, as

—
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if all constituted but one body and one mind” (emphasis added). This would
produce “the whole Constitutional vigor” of the Union and, because au-
thoriry rested squarely on broad popular support, make American govern-
ment “the strongest on carth.”™ In other words, instead of secking to
make the office of the president less powertul, Jefferson sought to make it
more popular—the real essence of his disagreement with the Federalist
presidents. Jefferson thus was not, in Isajah Berlin’s categories, a “fox™
who led by manipulation toward pragmatic, short-term ends (3 la Wal-
pole), but rather a “hedgehog,” who had a central vision and unifying val-
ues and who led actively toward that integrated world view.*s

Noticing this active intention, politicians at the time and students of his
presidency ever since have, ecither in condemnation or in praise, empha-
sized his “inconsistency” or “flexibility” in promptly jettisoning his
" nostrums abour “legislative supremacy” and “strict construction” when he
attained power, Such a view, however, highlighting the alleged “change”
that occurred when Jefferson the opposition rhetorician became Jefferson
the president, overlooks the complexity of his out-of-office artitude. In that
pos;tloh e had continued to accept botl radlc:-ﬂ‘Whlg scorn for imperal
gow.rnmcnt _and_the ideal of the patriot kmg, and hé sought Lagql_t_.silx_ to
find a mode of rcpubllcan leadership retaining the values of each.

Although ‘much of Bolingbroke’s best work on politics was written in
opposition and in that way agrees substantially with the arguments of John
Trenchard, Thomas Gordon, and the oppositionist radical Whigs,'¢ other
facets of the thought of Bolingbroke and his circle were also of crucial
importance to Jefferson, and especially so when he had himself achieved
executive power. Like Swift and Pope, Jefferson did not merely oppose in
building his case against Hamiltonian Federalism, although the tactics of
out-of-power politics created such an emphasis in the polemics of the
1790s. It is true thar the desire to “win™ in a diverse clecrorare led to the
inclusion in Jefferson’s “party” of clemenes that agreed on little more than
getting the Federalists our of office. New York politician Aaron Burr, Bal-
timore merchant Samuel Smith, and Georgia hothead James Jackson are
examples of the diversity in this coalition. But Jefferson himself, his most
influential and thoughtful colleagues (James Madison and Albert Gallatin
especially), and scores of journalists and political leaders all over the coun-
try had their own “vision” of whar they wanted the nation to become, a
“vision” that included an ethic, a political economy, and a social philoso-
phy cmbedded in the moral values of the Augustan critics. The essence of
this vision, inherited by the Augustans from antiquity and Renaissance hu-
manism, was the belief that leaders had the responsibility of “making pub-
lic [their] detachment from the lower motives: cconomic gain, physical
comfort, personal survival at any cost.” This political stance “constituted
an affirmation of one’s imaginative invalvement with the well-being of the
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State. It was thus a style designed for a ruling class,”"” which, according ro
Jeffersonian republicanism, included the people themselves as well as
officeholders.

Jefferson and his colleagues had their own idea of a national future,
which they soughe to substitute for Hamilton’s candid “commercialization
of values,” his stress on industrialization and national wealth, and his ac-
ceprance of both the benefits and liabilities of Britain’s domination of
world trade. To accomplish this reversal of Hamiltonianism the Jefferso-
nians had not only to ger the Federalists out of power but also to enact
their own program. This included a process of “dismantling” to allow an-
other life-style to flourish in the benign presence of liberty, and a positive
program to encourage development in the proper direction, such as en-
larging the nation’s fertile land (an opportunity that arosc in the case of the
Louisiana Purchase) and substituting commercial coercion for war (the
Embargo). Such moves, however, to Jefferson and Madison, still had to be
undertaken within republican guidelines. In contemplating the danger at
New Orleans in 1803, they worried about the constitutionality of a pur-
chase of land and were cautious about any moves that might provoke hos-
tilities, even though they were entirely enthusiastic about the acquisition
itself. Hamilton, on the other hand, urged the adminiseration instead of
sending envoys to Paris to purchase part of Louisiana to “seize at once on
the Floridas and New-Orleans, and then negociate.” Likewise, in 1808
when Gallatin reported it would take *“a little army” to uphold the Em-
bargo on the Canadian border and “arbitrary powers . . . equally dan-
gerous and odious” to prevent smuggling along the seacoast,' Jefferson
and Madison decided to repeal the Embargo rather than be cither oppres-
sive or impotent to enforce the laws. Again, one can readily imagine
Hamilton’s likely different reaction in the facc of such a dilemma. Indeed,
the meaning of the “revolution of 18007 in some ways can best be under-
stood by conjecruring how Hamilton might have differendy conducted
government had he been in power berween 1801 and 1809,

Jefferson also urged, by constitutional amendment if necessary, internal
improvements that would cement the union “by new and indissoluable
tics” and a national university that would cultivate all the branches of learn-
ing thar “contribute to the improvement of the country.” But these politi-
cal programs, relatively modest as Jefferson himself recognized and in-
tended, were auxiliaries to the central purpose of his administration. More
tundamentally, he had in mind “a great cultural revolution.” To him, as to
Benjamin Rush, independence from Britain was only “the first act of the
great drama” of the American Revolution. Yer needed was “a revolution in
our principles, opinions, and manners, $o as to accommodate them to the
forms of government we have adopted.”" Jefferson sought to turn the na-
tion from one path of development toward another. He had in mind pro-
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found moral and cultural redirections, which often provoked charges that
he was “visionary” or “utopian”—or, as Hamilton said, of a “whimsical
imagination”—but which nevertheless were a far-reaching agenda requir-
ing active, yet scrupulously republican, leadership.

Though Samuel Adams and a few other Revolutionary leaders had sup-
posed that such a profound change could somehow well up from the peo-
ple, Jefferson did not rest his hopes on that entirely. For him, active leader-
ship retained an important role, not only in the programs proposed in the
national interest but also in the model, the style, the spirit of the executive
office. Tr was essentinl o him, thar is, not merely an act of carclessness, that
he receive foreign emissaries in slippers or that “pell-mell” be the rule for
guests coming to the president’s table. It was important, too, for the presi-
dene to be a scientist, a farmer, a man of reason, a patron of the arts, and so
on, in order to indicate clearly what was honored in the country and would
thus be culrivated there. Here as elsewhere Jefferson received positive
guidance from the Augustan critics and from Idea of a Patviot King. Vir-
tually everything thar Bolingbroke had proposed the parrior king 4o, and
which he argued could be done only by a national leader, Jefferson saw as
part of his function as the chicf exccurive in a republic. He had to govern
according to natural law and within the constraints of the Constitution, of
course, but he also had to set a moral example for the people, articulate
national goals, and use the nation’s influence in the world to cxtend free-
dom, virtue, and prosperity.

In fact, Jefferson’s conducr as chief executive followed to a remarkable
degree the five-step program Bolingbroke proposed for the patriot king.*
First, “purge the court” of the partisans and corrupt placemen, and sec-
ond, replace them with a new class of men Jefferson would himself charac-
terize as “an aristocracy of talent and virtue.” The third measure of the pa-
triot king was “to espouse no party, but to govern like the common Father
of his people,” an ideal to which Jefferson aspired as he soughr trivmph
over party, rather than throngh partry. Fourth, the parriot king would en-
courage a balanced economy (including commerce) that would ensure the
prosperity of the people, a conception not the least alicn to one whose at-
tention to practical improvements, profitable agriculture, and enlarged
trade was as unceasing as Jefferson’. Finally, “the bearing of the patriot
king constituted the fifth measure of his program.” The leader, that is, had
to be a moral guide for the people and in his bearing and manners a sym-
bol of the best in the national heritage. One imagines, for example, that
Pope would have found in Jefferson as he had in Bolingbroke “the feast of
reason, and the fAow of soul” necessary for leadership in its fullest sense.
Thus, far from secing Bolingbroke and his friends as merely “opposi-
tionists” who diagnosed the evils of faction without offering an alerna-
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tive, Jefferson found in the active idealism of the circle of Pope and Swift
an admirable world view as well as some political precepes congenial to it

Jefferson recognized the more pracrical dilemmas he faced as leader in a
republic, however, when in 1806 he responded to a supporter who had
pleaded for more visible guidance from the president: “If we recommend
measures in a public message, it may be said that members {of Congress)
are not sent here . . . to register the edicts of a sovercign. If we express
opinions in conversation, we have then our . . . back-door counsellors. It
we say nothing, ‘we have no opinions, no plans, no cabinet.”” Jefferson
solved the problem by what can be described only as a brilliant serics of
strategies. e began by remaining in close rouch with members of Con-
gress who generally agreed with him, providing thereby a kind of party
leadership, but he was always careful to avoid imposing what would later
be termed party discipline. In asking Barnabas Bidwell ro guide admin-
istration measures on the floor of the House of Representatives, the presi-
dent explained himself carefully: “I do not mean that any gentleman relin-
quishing his own judgment, should implicitly support all the measures of
the administration, but that, where he does not disapprove of them he
should not suffer them to go off in sleep, but bring them 1o the atrentior
of the house and give them a fair chance. Where he disapproves, he will of
course leave them to be brought forward by those who concur in the senti-
ment.”*! Jefferson justified the successful pressure to push John Randolpl
of Roancke out of leadership positions in Congress on similar grounds: he
had begun to oppose most administration measures and thus could no
honestly or effectively be their advocate.

In addition to this general gathering of support, Jefferson and his cabi-
net colleagues funneled a steady stream of proposals, including drafts of
legislation, to sympathetic members of Congress, again always asking
them to exercise their own judgment. The president also often cautionec
the legislators to shicld his role in the measures “because you know witk
whart bloody teeth and fangs the federalises will attack any senriment o
principle known to come from me.” Jefferson’s careful arrention to legisla
tion and his influence among members of Congress nonetheless became s¢
well known thar friends applauded and foes condemned his role as “prim.
mover”® The resule was that Jefferson both had greater impact on legisla
tion and acted more effectively as a leader of his “partisans” than cither o
his predecessors (or than any of his first three successors, too), but he was
“party lcader” only in the sense that he was extraordinarily skillful and per
suasive in gathering and guiding willing followers.

If one adds 1o Jefferson’s influence in Congress his atrention to derail
his casy mastery of orderly and efficient methods of administration, and hi
plans to offer guidance to the state governors, the full dimensions of hi
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leadership emerge. “Jefferson’s review of the departmental business laid
before him was never perfuncrory,” a recent student has observed. “Having
instructed his deparrment heads to submit policies to him for approval, he
remained conversant with a wide range of problems and responded with
informed opinions. Carefully reviewing their recommendations, he made
alterations where he thought necessary, and although he often accepred
their proposals withour qualification, he never resorted to pro forma en-
dorsements. The careful atrention, the time, and the informed efforr that
Jefferson applied to . . . the business of government day after day, and year
after year, is everywhere in evidence in the records of his administration.”
His asscrrion of leadership is evident in a letter he wrote to Governor
Monroe of Virginia in 1801 in which he maintained that the national exec-
utive was “certainly preordinare” in commanding the militia and in the ex-
crcise of other powers granted to the general government. He also consid-
ered seriously a plan to send annual messages to all the state governors
advising them of measures that, “from a view of the whole ground,” were
necessary for the public good bur were within the powers reserved to the
stares. To one as intent on plan and harmony as Jefferson, even the useful
decentralization of the federal system required guidance lest important
public needs be neglected. In this way, Jefferson’s genius enabled him at
once to lead, to be unimperial, to be in close touch with the prople, and to
apply reason to national policy. He would not, he said, if he could help it,
preside over “a government of chance and not of design,”* which is to say
that he intended to bring to self-government the same positive guidance
and pursuit of the “ideal” that had always characterized the admired cras of
human history.

Jefferson’s brilliant performance as a leader generally, and especially his
effective guidance of like-minded congressmen, has often led to the mis-
taken conclusion that he represents a classic early instance of the supposed
undeniable truth thar a president must be an adroit, even manipulative,
leader of his party in Congress if new programs are to be undertaken in the
nation, Later presidents who did this, such as Theodore Roosevelt, Wood-
row Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt, are usually listed as among the “best”
American presidents, and their mastery of Congress is generally scen as
crucial to that stature. Such effectiveness, it is claimed, is closely tied to
party leadership because it is often party means—distribution of patron-
age, endorsement for reelection, parey accomplishment in the eyes of the
public, and so on—that enable the president to garner support in Con-
gress for his policies. Further, this understanding of the presidency often
views the chief executive’s role as party leader in the legislature as bringing
informally to American government some of the benefits of party disci-
pline and execurive guidance characreristic of parliamentary systems. In-
deed, the arrangement is sometimes scen as the only way the “checks” in a
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system of separation of powers can be overcome enough to make active
government possible.

Yer, despite the assumed party division of Congress from 1801 to 1809
berween Federalists, who opposed the president, and Republicans, who
supported him, Jefferson never made parry itself the key to his leadership,
nor would he have been pleased to have been classed with Andrew Jack-
son, Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon Johnson, and other avowed masters of
partisan politics.®* As the quotations above show, Jefferson did nor distin-
guish in his thinking between those in Congress who were fellow party
members and thus obliged for the sake of party success to vote with him as
Republicans and those who for perfectly good and acceptable Federalist
party reasons could be expecred to vote against him. Jefferson did not con-
sider it part of his role cither to ensure the ozganizational strcngt_h of ‘hls
party or to perpetuate a division in the country beeween an adrmmstmnon
party and a “loyal opposition,” although both of these goals arc integral to
the view that the president’s power rests on his skill and authority as %cadcr
of his party. There is, in short, very lirde place in Jefferson’s conception of
executive leadership for the hallmarks of the post-1829 partisan presidency.

Jefferson’s administrations suggest that it might not be necessary under
all circumnstances for a president to depend on control of, or influence
through, a political party in order to be an effective exccurive. His posture
and performance as president indicate thar in important ways good leader-
ship can depend on a muted partisanship and that it may not be necessary
for the president to be an active parry leader while in office in order for the
Constitution to “work.” Both in Congress and in the country at large
Jetferson gathered support precisely because he appealed to k_"cdc_mli‘sts, ex-
cept for those “desperadocs of the quondam faction,” to jOllll him in pur-
suit of the public good and because he refused ro placate dissident Rl:plflb-
licans (such as John Randolph of Roanoke) in the interests of party unity.
Like many great leaders in the past, monarchical and other, and even like
many later presidents who enhanced their effectiveness by appeals that tran-
scended party, Jefferson capitalized on the perennial attractiPn of .harmony
and cooperation, as opposed to the incessant “generarion of conflict” often
called for by partisan theories of leadership. Jefferson’s prcsidcr}cy, and es-
pecially his skillful guidance of Congress, far from demonstrating that an
effective president has to exert his will on Congress through the agency of
party, proves on the contrary that legislative leadership can be achlcvs:d
through persuasion, cultivarion of supposed party opponents, and artic-
ulation of a program in the public interest that truly transcends party. On
the model of Plurarch’s heroes and the “good kings” of Dryden and Swift,
Jefferson saw party and leadership as antitherical and conducted his rela-
tionship with Congress generally according to that precept.

Of the many evidences of this “patriot” seyle in Jefferson’s words and
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deeds, an especially revealing one reverberates in the phrase “an empire of
liberry,” which Jefferson used so often to bring the idea of dominion
within the moral framework of the Declaration of Independence. In send-
ing George Rogers Clark to secure the Illinois country in 1778, in drafting
the Northwest Ordinance in 1784, in purchasing Louisiana and in dis-
patching the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1803, in supporting the War
of 1812, and in favoring the liberation of Spain’s Latin American colonies
in the 1820s, Jefferson had in view always the enlargement of the “empire
of liberty.” He had urged Clark in 1779 to respect the religion and cus-
roms of the people of the Illinois country so that there might be added “to
the empire of liberty an extensive and fertile country, thereby converting
dangerous enemies into valuable friends.” He hoped that later the world
would witness in the continental United States “such an extent of country
under a free and moderate government as it has never yer seen,” where
“range after range” of new, cqual, and sclf-governing states would cover
the Mississippi Valley, and that in the whole American hemisphere Euro-
pean tyranny would be expelled and this vast arca become filled with free
nations.* Jefferson was not so naive as to believe thar this dream could be
realized withour active leadership.

Although this idea of empire, associated with the extension of liberty
rather than the spread of tyranny, might appear contradictory to readers of
Lenin (as it did to those familiar with Roman history), in fact it had an
ancient, honorable pedigree of which Jefferson himself was probably aware.
In Agricola, Tacitus had noted the remarkable happiness of the reign of the
Emperor Nerva, who “united things long incompartible, Empire and lib-
erry” (wves olim dissociabiles miscuerit, principatum ac libertatem). Then, Sir
Francis Bacon in Advancement of Learning had quoted Tacitus (inaccu-
rately, using the Latin “imperium et libevtarens™) as evidence of “the excel-
lent temper” of Nerva’s reign. Finally Bolingbroke, on the last page of Idea
of a Patvior King, perhaps relying only on Bacon, asked whar could be so
lovely, so venerable as “a king, in the remper of whose government, like
that of Nerva, things so seldom allied as empire and liberty arc intimarely
mixed, co-cxist together inseparably, and constitute one real essence?”
(Tacits’s phrase finally received its modern connoration, of course, when
“empire and liberty” was termed “the rightful aim of British policy” by
Benjamin Disraceli, himself a fervent admirer of Bolingbroke.)* In so self-
consciously using the phrase “empire and liberty,” then, Jefferson indicated
in yer another way that he saw a need for both the preservation of liberry
and a provision for the various connotations of principatin and smperinm:
dominion, government, authority, empire, leadership. In fact, in his later
linking of Thomas Paine and Bolingbroke as “both advocates of human
liberty,” he may have had in mind precisely the two “long incompatible™
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clements in need of reconciliation. Thar, indeed, is one way 1o put the
thrust of Jefferson’s presidency: somehow to republicanize the parriot king.

James Madison

The fourth president, James Madison, in general agreed with Jefferson’s
conception of executive authority. Madison’s acceprance of Swift, Pope,
and Addison as the preeminent guides in style and in outlook on life had
been strengthened by his studies at the College of New Jersey (later Prince-
ton), where these authors were often recommended by the faculry. Presi-
dent John Witherspoon, who was especially important in Madison’s intel-
lecrual growth, relied also on the Scors, Lord Kames, Adam Ferguson, and
Francis Hurcheson, to combat Mandeville, the third carl of Shaftesbury,
Hume, and others, who, in Witherspoon’s interpretation, were “infidel”
writers. Witherspoon emphasized the “moral sense” and the affective so-
ciability of mankind, as did Hurcheson and his other teachers in reaction
to the sclf-centered individualism of the cconomic and social contract the-
orists. Although Witherspoon does not seem to have paid particular atten-
tion to the debates of the Augustan literary circles, at Madison’ gradua-
tion the main address was “The Idea of a Patriot-King.™¥ In general,
Witherspoon was both deeply respectful of ancient pictics and assumptions
(he raught politics straight from Aristotle, laced his lectures to Princeton
seniors with anecdotes from Plutarch, and preached orthodox Calvinism
in the college chapel) and fervently Whiggish in his insistence chat all
forms of authority conform to a higher law. The spirit of Princeron under
Witherspoon is evident in the 1770 graduation exercises when one student
argued in Latin that “Omnes Homines, Jure Naturac, liberi sunt” (all
men, in the law of nature, arc free) while others debated more particularly
whether “subjects are bound and obligated by the law of nature, to resise
their king if he treats them cruclly or ignores the law of the state, and to
defend their liberry.” Thus from his earliest study of philosophy, literarure,
and politics Madison had absorbed teachings both devorted to natural law
and mindful of the uses of virtuous leadership.

As a member of the Governors Council in Revolurionary Virginia,
Madison came to believe {as did Governor Jefferson) that the executive in
its first constitution was too weak. Both men also worked to strengthen
the execurive “deparcments™ under the Articles of Confederation. In 1782
Madison supported Robert Morris’s insistence that his subordinates in the
Department of Finance be responsible to him, and not to Congress as a
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whole, and even defended Morris against charges of whar would now be
called *“conflict of interest.” Madison was well aware thar Morris mingled
private and public business and that he increased his personal fortune
while in office, but to Madison the crucial fact was Morris’s manifest pub-
lic usefulness and his “honorable and patriotic™ motives. Lacking proof of
“misfeasance,” Madison argued, “the same fidelity to the public. interest
which obliges those who are its appointed guardi:-ms to pursue with every
vigor a perfidious or dishonest servant of the Hubhc requires [exposure 0{:]
imputations of malice against the good and faithful one.”* Clearly, Mach—
son took seriously the concepr of the public interest, thought devorion o
it was the critical mark of the good official, and saw a compelling need for
active, honest executives.

Madison’s sense of the importance of active government in Eh%‘ public
interest was particularly heightened during the 1780s when hf-' wm?csscd
the paor performance of the seate legislarures. His own experience in the
Virginia legislature (1784— 1786) as well as his DbSCl’V:‘H.CIOII of other states,
especially Rhode Island, where a “paper money faction” defaulred H'!
grantly on state debts and brazenly injured out-of-state interests, led him
to an ‘ominous conclusion. The unwise and unjust laws passed by these
bodies “brings . . . into question the fundamental principle of republican
Government, that the majority who rule in such Governmenes, are the
safest Guardians both of public Good and of private rights.” Madison
complained of the “multiplicity,” the “murability,” and the “impotence” of
state laws, cal"ng-."th_c_rg__.‘_‘pl.l'isanccs,” impractical, and even “vicious,” but

”;T'Iis_dm)l;cction was fé—EHéif”poor—qzm!i@z:_ﬁthc lacked wisdom and
virtue. The dilemma created by this discovery, that the basic principle of
’ré'!':;ﬁblicm:g(‘)vcmmcnt (majority rule) could work against the even more
fundamental need for just vl,a,\\is,_wa_s"_fg[_‘Madison compounded by the..
réalization that the source of this malf ction was to be found fiot only in
the teidency roward im prudence and corruption iri e "t'i:'ﬁifc’éf_ilﬁhvgs but.
also more farally “among the people themselves.”™ A host of private inter-
“ests, real and Tamagined;divided: the people of the states into conflicting
groups, and these rival claims, Madison observed, generally overcame
whatever virtuous motives mighr be expected to arise from “a prudent re-
gard to their [the people’s] own good as involved ir} the general and
permancne good of the Community.” Even “respect for characrer” and
standards of morality derived from religious conviction were overrun by
political interests. The states left to themselves, Madison concluded, sccmcFi
invariably to erample on both private rights and the public good, and this
despite thar the states more fully than any other governments in the world
embodiced the radical Whig principle of legislative supremacy. .

To cope with this discouraging development, Madison hypothcm'zcd

that in “an extended republic,” on the continental scale of the United
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States, “a greater varicty of intcrests, of pursuits, of passions [would] check
cach other.” In consequence, the general government would be Jess likely
than the state governments to act unjustly and should therefore have “
negative™ on the laws of the states, a power he advocated throughour the
Federal Convention and, privately, even for some months afrerward, “The
great desiderarum,” he concluded, was “such a modification of the Sov-
ereignty as will render it sutliciently neutral between the different interests
and factions.” But neutralicy meant for Madison a point of view that was
impartial, disinterested, a sovereignty above party such as that of “the
prince . . . in absolute Monarchics.” The characreristic vice of such a sov-
ereign, that he would sacrifice the happiness of his people “to his ambition
or his avarice,” might be thwarted by the climination of monarchy as such
in a republic, bur the need remained of guarding against the defects of re-
publicanism itself.* Thus on the eve of the Federal Convention Madison
had espoused a Bolingbrokean view of the inherent evil of factions, of
their tendency to be dominane in legislative bodies, and of the possibility
that some form of centralized executive power mighe help prevent these
calamities,

At the Convention, however, Madison encountered powerful advocates
of more Whiggish views of executive power. Roger Sherman of Connecri-
cut, a ready defender of legislarive power, “considered the Execurive Mag-
istracy as nothing more than an institution for carrying the will of the Leg-
islature into effect.” The legislature, Sherman insisted, “was the depository
of the supreme will of the Society” and was therefore “the best judge of the
business which oughr to be done by the Executive department.” Sherman
soughr definition of exceutive powers by the legislarure, proposed various
schemes for a plural exccutive and for its election by the legislature, and
objected to an executive veto. He was insistent, thar is, that the national
government as much as possible reflect the principle of legislative suprem-
acy as it existed in Connecticut’s and in other Whiggish state constitutions.
Madi.f:on, ];_111195 Wilson, Gouverneur Morris, and others protested vigor-

ously that such proposals stre ngthefied rathér than dintinished thio er
of faction and of provincial interests in governiicic- Thig _that

any form of monarchy was out of the question in the United States, bur
sought samehow to retain ‘th‘c_b“én_(_:_flit of its abili
orruption and partisanship. Indeed, it -;_q!}lbclﬁrg:d:::_ that
“the Presidency was designed in great measure to reproduce the monarchy
of George IIT with the corruption . ., and . . . the hereditary feature . |,
left out.”* The debates in the Convention, as well as the final shape of the
presidential office in the Constitution, show that by 1787 Sherman’s
Whiggish views werc in decline as Madison and others sought ways to im-
plant in republican government the benefits of energy and transcendence
of party long associated with a patriot king.
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Madison revealed his train of thought on June 4, when, defending execu-
tive vero, he noted the danger a republic faced from diversity of inrcr;sts,
demagoguery, and the power of a selfish majority. “In this view,” Madjson
concluded, “a negative in the Ex[ecutive] is not only necessary for its own
[protection], but for the safety of a minority. . . . 'I_‘hc 1ndcp_cndc1-1: condi-
tion of the Ex[ecutive] who has the Eyes of all Nations on hs.m will 1:cnc}it.tr
him a just Judge.” Madison even sought some way to combine the judici-
ary with the executive in the veto power, in order to increase the sense of
wisdom and respecrability in this vital restraint on the presumed-to-be-
factious legislarure. Two days later he noted the difficulty in a republic of
finding a source of power that, like a “hereditary magistrate,” would_ have a
“personal interest agst. betraying the national interest.” Remembering ic
host of philosophers and historians who had argued Fhat a good l'(mg
would have a personal stake in uphelding the national ingerest, Madison
sought earnestly, even desperately, to find a republican ::quwa‘lcm.3l

When it appeared that the Convention might have the legislature clect
the executive (as many delegares favored at some stage), Madison won-
dered out loud whether exccurtive tenure “during good behavior™ mighr be
preferable to a president thus dependent on legislative intrigue. Although
Madison later explained away this nod toward an unrepublican life tenure,
he was willing to do almost anything to resist the fatal tendency in re-
publics of throwing “all power into the Legishative vortex.” Four.da_vs later,
Madison urged that the exccutive be given the power to appoint federal
judges because he would be “a national officer, acting for and equally sym-
pathising with every part of the U. States.”** Throughout the debates
Madison consistently sought to establish an execurive department that
would be independent of the legislature, and insofar as that indcpcndcm{c
was sccure, he was willing to grant wide powers to the executive. In his
mind, faction, all too dominant in legislatures, posed the greatese threat to
free government, and Bolingbroke’s model of a king (exccutive) above
party was always an appealing if incomplete antidote. ‘ ‘

Madison also sought ways to combine power and virtue in the executive
office as he tussled with the crucial question of how the president was to be
selected. A good executive would have to be not only “separate” from_thc
other branches but also protected as much as possible from corruption,
which meant ro Madison not only dishonesty and intrigue bur also, more
fundamentally, pursuit of private (partial) over public (common) intcnfst.
This danger of corruption more and morc ruled out clection by an “exist-
ing authority,” that is, by the national or state legislatures, by state gover-
nors, by a judicial body, or whatever. Furthermore, ‘du: ncar—umvcra:a]
eighteenth-century assumprion that direct popular clccnor{ woul_d be a cir-
cus in public and a bazaar in private made Madison skeptical of that pro-
cess. He approved of the electoral college scheme, then, as “least objec-

-
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tionable” given the arguments against the other possibilitics and as be
calculated to prevent intrigue and faction from controlling the election
The need, he wrote Jefferson, was to “unite a proper energy in the Execy
tive . . . with the essential characters of Republican Governmene,”* or, t
put the matter in terms of the century-long English debate, to retain tt
manifest moral and positive qualities of the patriot king (thar is, to lea
with “proper energy™) while also being faithful ro the republican princ
ples of consent and of constitutional reseraint.

Even in defending the House of Representatives against charpes that i
members would always act factiously, as he would do most systematicall
in The Federalist, Numbcer 57, Madison began with the need for goc
rulers. “The aim of every political constitution,” he wrote, “is or oughr t
be first to obtain for rulers, men who possess most wisdom to discern, an
most virtue to pursuc the common good of society; and in the next plac:
to take the most effecrual precautions for keeping them virtuous; whil:
they continue to hold their public trust.” In Madison’s mind the startin
point was to be sure that those who held political power possessed prop
character. In a republic this essential need meant good character in the rej
resentatives who made the laws as well as in the other officers of goveri
menc. It is apparent that Madison regarded even the basic republican idc
of making representatives accountable to the people as a useful rule onl
insofar as it kepr officcholders on the proper path and counteracted ¢l
tendency of hereditary and oligarchic executives to betray the public inte
est. To Madison, as to Jefferson, Adams, and Washington, possession (
virtue by the ruler was the cardinal ingredient of good government. It
deed, the principle of consent itself could be justified only insofar as it suw:
tained that sumanum bonum.

Gouverneur Morris emphasized a slightly different benefit to the potit
from the virtuous ruler in noting that “the Exccutive Magistrate should &
the guardian of the people, cven of the lower classes, against Legislariy
tyranny, against the Great and the wealthy who in the course of things wi
necessarily compose the Legislative body.” Pointing to what he said “Hi
tory proves . .. to be the spirit of the opulent,” Morris leveled mon
“Country” party charges at the legislature: “Wealth tends to corrupr tt
mind and to nourish its love of power, and to stimulate it to oppression
Morris asserted that if the executive is thus “to be the Guardian of the pec
ple ler him be appointed by the people.” In a country as large as the Unite
States, Morris further argued, such a mode of election could resist inflt
ence “by those little combinations and those momentary lics which ofte
decide popular elecrions within a narrow sphere.”™

Both Morris and Madison, however, increasingly adopted James Wi
son’s solution to the problem of how vigorous, impartial executive pows
could be squared with the principle of government by consent. Startin
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with that principle generally, Wilson acccgtcd as “the great dcsiderargm i_n
politics . . . a government [bodh]. . . efficient and free. IR Bur, I think, it
can be done only by forming a popular government. I‘q render govern-
ment cfficient, power must be given liberally; to render it ﬁ_'cc as well as
efficient, those powers must be drawn from the people, as directly anlcl as
immediately as possible.” In Wilson’s oft-used metaphor, a “pyramided
government,” resting on the broad base of the people, \w_auld be the
strongest and most stable form. But Wilson moved bcyf)nc‘l his more con-
ventionally Whiggish colleagues to argue that the principle of- consent
could also be applied effectively to the executive. Then, “he who is to exe-
cute the laws will be as much the choice, as much the servant and, there-
fore, as much the friend of the people as he who is to make them.” With
the exccutive thus fully responsible, it was proper, in Wi]son’s view, to
unify and enlarge his power to take advantage of the traditional benefits of
“cfficient” leadership. Such a single executive clected by the people aqd re-
sponsible to them would also “be imparnial . . .__[and] promote the inter-
ests of the whole” With this “chain of connection,” Wilson argued, the
reputation of the executive would be tied to the public iptcrest, and the
nation would be able to have its affairs conducted according to the “very
quintessence of impartiality.”* The plan was to link to_gcthcr_pgpu.lar elec-
tion, a liberal grant of power, clear responsibility, and impartiality in order
ro make republican government good government. B .
~ Madison worked in yet another way toward the ggml of uniting republi-
can principles with strong execurive leadership in his now-f‘amou:.: theory
of the exrended republic, first stated publicly in the tenth fvdm-nh‘:r essay.
Madison argued that protection against tyranny and the cfﬁ.:c_ts of ‘ the fac-
tious spirit” would be found in the many particular and.dmdcd interests
that a large republic would inevitably contain. The seif-interested partics
would cancel out one another, be neutralized and reduced to no effect, al-
lowing “the interest of the entire Society” to gain sway. Madison did not
suppose, as rwentieth-century “broker-state” poh-ncai analysis nriocs, ti-mt
the push and pull of various factions _wm_ﬂd result ina COmPpromise, wh:c.h
itself becomes the only practical definition of the public incerese. In this
modern view, factions are seen not only as inevitable, which Mndisc?n ad-
mitred, bur also as positively useful because they bring: to t.hc arcention of
government the private needs of various segments of socicty, a point of
view that Madison would have denied. To him a faction was a group
whose interests were “adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the per-
manent and aggregate interests of the communiry.” Madison thus_hopcd
that factions would so check one another that a truly “aggregate” view, an
uncorrupted policy, a public interest could be asserted.
At Washington’s right hand during the carly years of government under
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the new Constitution, Madison sought to guard the president’s dignit
and powers as long as the exccutive department retained the nonpartisan
ship that alone could legitimize its authority. Madison soon came
believe, however, as Jefferson did, thar Hamilton sought to make the presi
dential office into something quite different. The “cementing” of the pub
lic creditors to the national government, the corruption of members a
Congress (meaning not so much bribes as the enlisting of the selfish in
terests of their constituents), the cultivation of party, the alignment wid
Britain’s commercial policies, the enlargement of the public debr, and th
chartering of financial institutions all pointed roward exactly the sort o
partisan, corrupt, commercial, ministerial government the Augustan critic
had scorned under Walpole. Madison asserted that “a government operat
ing by corrupt influence; substituting the motive of private interest i
place of public duty [was an] . . . impestor” under a republican constitu
tion, while others accused Hamilton of being a Walpolean “prime minis
ter” leading a “phalanx of stockholders.”* With the executive thus tainted
Madison was forced toward the radical Whig “solution” of emphasis o
legislative power and even on states’ rights as means to resist a corrupre:
administration. He even joined Jefferson in founding an antiministeria
republican party, which cach conceived as “a party to end all parties,” tha
is, an instrument, a temporary means to overcome the power of party (in
herently malignant) so skillfully mustered by Hamilton.

The aspirations Jefferson expressed in his first inaugural address, that th
partisan clectoral contest just over be the last such one in American histor
and that the time had come for all Federalists and all Republicans to “unit
in common efforts for the common good,” were also Madison’s aspira
tions. Quaint or naive or forlorn as it may scem after nearly two centurie
of unrelenting party battles and, more profoundly, after the enshrinemen
of the political party as the benign dynamic of democratic government
Madison thoughr it not only possible but also vital to the survival of goox
government that partics should disappear. The Jeffersonian Republicas
party of the 1790s and the following generation may in some senses b
construcd as part of the “great democratic parry” thar runs from Samue
Adams, Thomas Paine, and other “radicals” of 1776 through the Ant
federalists of 1788 to the party of Jackson, Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt
and Hubert Humphrey. It was not, however, a pmty in the post-182¢
sense, for its leaders did not seek its perpetuation (it would “succeed” i
their eyes only if it became unnecessary) and did not see inherent vircue i
its organizarional serength or in its ability to sharpen partisan issues in th
country.’” Madison was, therefore, in the same paradoxical, perhaps incon
sistent, position as Bolingbroke had been in the 1720s and 1730s when h
assiduously cultivated an anti-Walpole “party” and sustained a brilliantl
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vituperative opposition newspaper—all in the name of putting an end to
“government by party,” that is, a government of special interests that failed
to discern and rule in the public good.

During Madison’s sixteen years as secretary of stare and president, his
objective, negatively, was to purge American government of opportunities
for ministerial abuse of power and end the excessive influence of trading
interests; positively, he aimed to restore a legitimate leadership that would
be above party yet within the republican principle of consent. During
Jefferson’s first term, Madison took part carnestly in Republican efforts to
dismantle and restrain the most high-toned and (in their view) partisan
aspects of the federal government; that is, to make it “mild” rather than
agpressively commercial. Jefferson’s overwhelming reelection in 1804, evi-
dence of wide public support for the “revolution of 1800, was especially
pleasing rto the administration leaders because “the party spirit” in the
country seemed sharply reduced. Bur the intensification of the worldwide,
life-and-death struggle between France and England, signaled by the guns
of Austerlitz and Trafalgar in the fall of 1805, imposed a ten-year mor-
arorium on Republican attention to domestic affairs and uteerly preoc-
cupied, indeed nearly overwhelmed, Madison’s efforts in executive office
until halfiway through his second rerm as president.

As he passed through the trials and vicissitudes of the Embargo, the
conquest of West Florida, the Macon Acts, and the War of 1812, he again
and again discovered that the more Whiggish of republican principles—
deference to Congress, protection of civil liberties, opposition to war
preparations, support for international law, and so on—were not casily as-
similated to the demands of war leadership. Combined with Madison’s un-
imperious personality, these principles often led to vacillating, incffecrive
policies. One can casily imagine the different and ar times more appropri-
ate style of an Andrew Jackson or a Winston Churchill. Yet, Madison did
make one surpassing contribution. He saw the nation through the trial in a
way that caused French Minister Louis Sérurier to declare, as news of the
Treaty of Ghenr arrived in Washington, thar “three years of warfare have
been a erial of the capacity of | American republican| institutions to sustain
a state of war, a question . . . now resolved to their advantage” By refusing
himself to become a Cacsar and by preventing any other leader from as-
suming that role, Madison had enabled the nation to survive the Napole-
onic maelstrom and to “win” the War of 1812 in the most fundamental
terms. By fending off partisans (near traitors, some accused) on all sides,
by avoiding “perpetual taxarion, military establishment, and other cor-
rupting or anti-republican habits or institutions,” and thus winning “the
second war of independence,” Madison offered important if imperfect
lessons in how to join Whiggish principles and the demands of crisis

lcadcr&:hip.“i
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With the return of peace, Jackson’s victory at New Orleans, and the dj
crediting of the Federalist party in 1815, Madison had an opportunity
be the pariot leader on the model of Plutarch and Bolingbroke. He ga
top appointments to able and proven colleagues—Monroe, Gallatin, Jol
Quincy Adams, Admirals John Rodgers and David Porter, and Gener:
Jackson and Winfield Scott, for example—in whom the whole nation tor
pride. He provided leadership to Congress, especially in his annual mc
sage of December 1815 in which he recommended a broad national pr
gram. He proposed a rechartered Bank of the United States, an equirat
commercial treaty with Great Britain, a mildly protecrive cariff, a small b
high-quality defense establishment, a natjonal university, and a program
internal improvements authorized by a constitutional amendmenr. Tt
program was indeed “crypto-Federalist,” as John Randulph of Roano
charged, but not in the inconsistent and pejorative sense intended. Ma
son deliberately gathered the best ideas of all secgments of national opinis
and rook it as his duty to outline and pursuce policies for the “public gooc
regardless of previous party identification with them. Finally, Madis:
“passed on™ the presidency to the republican variety of “heir apparen
that is, to a person of long public service, of unquestioned patriotism,
restrained partisanship, and of wide public support, Although intrigue a
faction boiled below the surface of the Republican party and although t
Federalists srill managed a feeble opposition, nothing more pleased Ma
son and Monroe than the all-encompassing nature of their party, or,
other words, irs aspiration to rranscend the conventional, negative und,
standing of parry.

In Madison’s view (shared by Jefferson and Gallarin), the posture of t
years 1815—1817 was a fulfillment of the good intentions and high hoy
of 1801-1804. With the Hamiltonian engine restrained and in part d
mantled, and the nation’s republican institurions validared and revived
was possible to use government for the public interest. And it was the p
ticular responsibility of the president to articulate that interest. Althou
ultimare authority came from the people, and although it was the task
Congress to legislate, the need for both pracrical and symbolic leaders
by the chief executive was, in the minds of men nourished on Cicero, Er
mus, and Addison, still crucial. In this tradition Madison furnished seca
principled guidance during two years of national cuphoria. Viewed in ¢
light, Henry Adams’s often-repeated criticism, that Madison found hims
forced to become a Federalist in order to govern properly, becomes a h:
truth. Like Jefferson, Madison was a Federalist in that he believed in acri
virtuous national lcadcrship; he did nor, however, abandon republic
precepts or attcempt to take over Federalism as a polirical party. Rather,
intended to climinate party itself from public life. John Pendleton Ki
nedy, a Maryland writer and Whig politician who knew Madison well
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his old age, wrote that it was the “glory” of the last years of Madison’s
administration “that it made peace berween parties; that i established the
true import of our fundamental law” by having tempered “the extremes of
Federalism . . . with an infusion of democratic flavor; [and) the extremes
of Demacracy had been melted in an amalgam of Federalism.” “The calm
and philosophic remper of Mr. Madison, the purity of his character, the
sincerity of his patriorism, and the sagacity of his intellect had inspired uni-
versal trust,” Kennedy wrote in his own encapsulation of the qualities of
the parrior leader. It had led ro “a balmy peace . . . throughout [the] politi-
cal world™ and established a “Madisonian basis of . . . American govern-
ment. . . by the almost universal consent of the country.”* Although Ken-
nedy penned these words for his own partisan political purposes, they
nonctheless reveal the aura thar surrounded Madison’s last two years as
chief exceutive and are the praise he would have most welcomed at the end
of his public career,

Jefferson himself recorded his great pleasure ar the political climare in
the country in 1817 when he wrote to Lafayetre that the best effect of the
War of 1812 had been “the complete suppression of party” and that “the
cvanition of party dissensions has harmonized intercourse, and sweetened
society beyond imagination.” Observing the scene from retirement in
Quincy, Henry Adams’s great-grandfather, John Adams, also agreed with
this view when he wrote Jetferson that “notwithstanding a thousand
Faults and blunders, [Madison’s] Administration has acquired more glory,
and established more Union, than all his three Predecessors, Washing-
ton[, ] Adams|,] and Jefterson, pur together.# Thus, though Madison was
in many ways a most unlikely parriot king figure, in forty years of public
life he worked toward an executive office in accord with the ideal of the
Augustan critics. His mind could no more make a virtue of partisanship
than could the hero of Cazo or the king of Brobdingnag,

In admiring this model, Madison agreed entirely, ar least in principle,
with his predecessor. They shared a sense thar the ren years of preoccupa-
tion with the impositions of the Napoleonic Wars (1805 1815) were an
unhappy, near-tragic interruption in the establishment in the United States
of a more fully republican nationhood. In both the peaceful and war-
dominared years of their administrations, furthermore, Jefferson and Madi-
son struggled with problems from the same perspective and remained in
close, congenial agreement on what was required of the president, Thar
Madison was much less successfil than Jefferson in guiding Congress, or
even in resisting acts thar undermined his performance in exccutive office,
is to be explained nor by the notion that the two men had different concep-
tions of leadership but by the very different circumstances surrounding
their administrations and by their different personal qualities. The rise of 3
much more virulent factionalism among Republicans in Congress at the
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very moment of Madison’s inauguration, and the revival of the Federalist
a5 opponents of resistance to Great Britain, made it impossible for Madi
son to steer Congress in Jefferson’s manner. Despire these serious politica
obstacles and his tendency to shun eenger stage, Madison took forthrigh
and sometimes successful steps to lead the nation and guide the branche
of government. When his secretary of state proved nept in writing dis
patches and negotiating with foreign tnvoys, Madison wrote drafts him
self, correcred impressions conveyed to ambassadors, and eventually firec
the incomperent sceretary despite the strong, some said irresistible, sup
port for the secretary by a faction of the Senare. Also, in close collabora
tion wich Monroe, who became his closest adviser as the War of 1812 ap
proached, Madison appealed to the country through “cditorials” plante
in a Washingron newspaper, senr a stream of proposals for war prepared
ness to Congress, and, ar least as much as the so-called War Hawks them
selves, led in carrying the nation toward the decision to declare hostilitie
in June 1812 %

In addirion to these disparate circumstances, which account for much ¢
the very different evaluarions often made of their administrations (an,
¢even much of this fades if one compares the more peaceful and Jess divisiv
parts of their tenures, 1801— 1805 and 1815-1817), rwo qualities ¢
s allowed him to have a style of leadership denicd Madison, Mo
important, Jefferson’s great personal magnetism gave him 3 matchless ip
fluence in private conversations and in smal) Broups that was far more i
portant than any formal or “party” mechanisms. The power he wielded ;
president, his biographer concludes, “was 1o an exceprional degree pe
sonal and lirtle institutionalized.” Jefferson was able ro guide and lead b
cause others so casily and so carnestly came under the spell of his charac
ter and personality, a sort of response Madison simply failed to evoke ¢
readily or as pervasively. Furthermore, Jefferson’s gift for the memorabl
phrase gave his words a range and indelibleness thar Madison’s writing
(neither man was an cloquent orator), however cogent and carefully re;
soned, did not artain, Thus, in Bathering, retaining, and spreading the suy
port vital to exceptional lf:adcrship, Jefferson had critical advmnagc.s th:
weigh heavily in assessing the effectiveness of his presidency, bur the dj
ference berween him and Madison is almost entirely in those person;
qualities rather than in their conception of the executive office. Indec
when five months before he died Jefferson wrote Madison of “the ha
mony of aur political principles and pursuits , . . [for] now half a century
and Madison replied extolling the “privare friendship and political ha
mony” that had suffered nor 1 single “interruprion or diminution” ov
that period,* neither man would have had any thought of excepring the
ideas of proper presidenrial leadership.
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The Ebb of the
Republican Presidency

James Monroe

he harmonious circumstances of James Monrocs clection to
the presidency and his unique public carcer conspired to make
him, excepting only George Washingron, the most nonpartisan
chief executive in American history. Winning the office with 183
of 217 clectoral votes in 1816 and losing only one electoral vote four years
later, Monroe held the presidency withour a significant opposition party
and with the nominal support, ar least, of the various segments of what
came to be called the National Republican party. In his first inaugural ad-
dress he declared that “the American people . . . constitute one great
family with a common interest.” “Discord does not belong to our system,”
he affirmed, and he was pleased “to wimness the increased harmony of
opinion which pervades our Union.” In his sccond inaugural address
Monroe repeated his condemnation of party spirit, spoke again of the
unique circumstances in the United States thar made party struggles un-
necessary, praised the workings of the “republican system,” and went on to
hope that with the demise of party it might “soon atrain the highest degree
of perfecrion of which human institutions are capable, and that the move-
ment in all its branches will exhibit such a degree of order and harmony as
to command the admiration and respect of the civilized world.” Convinced
therefore that the “existence of parties is not necessary to free government”
and that “the Chief Magistrate of the Country ought not to be the head of
a party, but of the nation itself,” Monroc seemed, providentially, to have a
chance to achiere the oft-espoused ideal of a party-free government resting
on devotion to the general good.! This aspiration by Monroe was the high-
water mark of the republican intention shared by the first six presidents to
blend the public-spirited, harmony-loving Augustan world view with the
self-governing ideals of the New World.
Monrod’s fifty-year-long public career began in 1776 when his Virginia
regiment reached New York in time to wage a rough delaying action
against the British conquest of that city. In the rest of a distinguished mili-
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tary carcer Monroc played a key role in the Battle of Princeton (receiving a
severe wound in the process), fought at Brandywine and Germantown,
took part in thwarting the so-called Conway Cabal against Washington,
endured the encampment at Valley Forge, and led a scouting party that
helped Washington rally his army at the Battle of Monmouth.? After study-
ing law with Thomas Jefferson, Monroe served in the Virginia legislature,
the Continental Congress, and the Virginia Ratifying Convention before
becoming a United States senaror in 1790. During the nexr rwenty-five
years, he undertook diplomatic missions in France, Spain, and England,
served twice as governor of Virginia, and acted as secretary of war and sec-
retary of state under James Madison. In 1817 he was both the most widely
expericnced public servant ever to be inaugurated president and “the last
of the cocked hars,” that is, the last major political leader of the new nation
to have been a hero of the Revolution.

Embodying the patriot leader in his carcer, Monroe was also ideally
suited to republicanize the chief magistracy. He had been virrually reared
by the leading republican theorists in Virginia, especially George Wythe
and Jefferson. About 1780 he seems to have read at Jefferson’s direction
much of the same list of “a few only of the best books™ on politics Jeffer-
son had recommended to Robert Skipwith a few years carlier: especially
Locke, Montesquieu, Algernon Sidney, and Bolingbroke, of the more
modern writers. Monroe surely had a good grasp of the convenrional,
antiparty ideology, even if he did not have the intellecrual power of his twa
predecessors as president.

During the 1790s, on the other hand, Monroe was a determined Jeffer-
sonian partisan in opposing Alexander Hamilton’s increasing domination
of the federal government, and his experience as governor of V irginia, as a
diplomat, and as a cabiner officer were often partisan in effect. He even
took part in a major intraparty dispute that found him willing to oppose
Madison for the “party presidential nomination” in 1808. Like Madison
and Jefferson, however, he hoped the need for such a stance would pass
away, and when he was inaugurated president in 1817, Monroe sensed
deeply that he had to be both a faithful republican and a national leader.

As Washingron had done nearly thirty years before and as patriot kings
had done for centuries, Monroe determined to quicken and symbolize na-
tional identity by elaborate tours throughout the country. He began in the
region of recent disaffection, New England, in the summer of 1817, plan-
ning to be in Boston on the Fourth of July. Monroe cherished the scene ol
thousands cheering as the Federalist and Republican leaders there joined
in welcoming the old patriot—newly clected president on the national
birthday. After a triumphal procession through Baltimore, Philadelphia,
and New York, Monroe arrived in Boston, where 40,000 people lined his
route. Both ex-President John Adams and old arch-Federalist Timothy




126 The Amervican Presidency

Pickering were among the welcoming dignitaries. In a week of celebra-
tions Monroe visited Faneuil Hall and “Old Ironsides,” Bunker Hill and
the Boston Athenacum, Harvard College and the Adams home in
Quincy—all symbols of New England’s devotion to Revolutionary ideals
and to republican government. Although pomp, ceremony, and adulation
were everywhere, Monroe sought as well to minimize the courtly aura that
had surrounded Washington on his tours. In theory at least, Monroe trav-
eled as a private citizen, paying his own expenses and doing without an
official escort. He did not insist on formalities, as Washington had done,
but mingled casily with everyone and made himself accessible to all partics.
Even Abigail Adams, who during the 1790s had heaped scorn on Monroe
and other Jeffersonians, was now pleased with Monroe’s “agreeable affa-
bility . . . unassuming manners . . . [and] his polite attentions to all orders
and ranks.” A Boston newspaper reported gratefully that Monroe’s visit
made us “one people: for we have the sweet consolation . . . to rest assured
that the president will be president, not of a party, but of a great and
powerful nation.” Monroce noted some years later that “both parties met
me, embodied together,” and that his purpose in making the tour was “to
draw the people more closely together, and to leave the [still-factional]
Federal leaders without support.” Monroe, in sum, forty years after the
Declaration of Independence, continued and in a way brought to a
culmination the long, persistent cffort to find a republican model for the
patrior leader who would be above party and a symbol of national uniry,
yet unregal, unimperious, and unseparated from the people ar large.*
Monroe knew, of course, as historians since have displayed in detail, that
what a Boston newspaper during his visit had proclaimed as the “Era of
Good Feclings” was in fact a time of bitter personal and factional dispute
perhaps better characterized as an era of bad feelings. It is also true that
Monroe, the assiduous party-builder of the 1790s, had in 1816 refused
to welcome all Federalists into the Republican fold. He wrote Andrew
Jackson that some Federalist leaders (happily a small minority, Monroc
thought) still “entertained principles unfriendly to our system,” so it was
necessary in appointing officers for his administration to exclude such anti-
republicans and instead rely on the “decided friends” of “frec govern-
ment.” To do otherwise would by “too hasty an act of liberality to the
[Federalist Party]” break “the generous spirit of the republican party”
while keeping alive the factious minority of Federalists.* Beyond this iniial
need to protect the government from partisan excesscs, however, Monroce
generally followed the principle (as Jefferson had done in 1801) of reward-
ing merit and fidelity to public trust in federal officeholders. He opposed
the 1820 Tenure of Office Act that limited federal appointments to four-
year terms (thus potentially enlarging patronage opportunities), and after
its passage he routinely reappointed officials not palpably corrupr or in-
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competent. He and John Quincy Adams both correctly saw the Tenure ¢
Office Act as a device to reward party loyalty and increase congression:
political power. In response, Monroe declared thar “no person at the hea
of government has . . . any claim to the active, partisan exertions of thos
in office under him.”*

Letters written by the three Virginia presidents in 1822, when person:
partisanship reached new heights as the elecrion of 1824 approached, rc
veal both rationalizations for their own party activity and their continuin
rejection of a constructive, permanent party ideology. Jefferson bemoane
to Albert Gallatin thar “the persons most looked to as successors [t
Monroe] are of the President’s Cabinet; and their partisans in Congres
are making a handle of [ public policy] to help or hurt those whom they ar
for or against.” “Do not believe a word,” Jefferson added, “that there ar
no longer parties among us; that they are all now amalgamared.” Despit
this furious politicking of which he was well aware, Monroe himself cor
tinued to consider “the existence [of parties] as the curse of the country
and to hope “the restless and disturbed state of the Commonwealth, lik
the rolling of the waves after a storm . . . will subside, and leave the ship i
perfect security.” The causcs of party in other countries, and which perhap
cven made parties beneficial to their public life (Monroe had Great Britai
in mind), did not exist in the United States: “We have no distinct orders
“We arce about to make the experiment,” Monroe wrote his predecesso
“whether there is sufficient virtue in the people to support our free republ
can system of government™; thar is, to see whether government withot
the corruption of party could work in the new society of the New Worlc
Madison replied that he was not so “sanguine” that forces that at othe
times and places “have most engendered and cmbittered the spirit «
party” would long be absent in the United States. “The most . . . that ca
be counted on,” Madison thought, was “that the occasions for party cor
tests in such a country and government as ours will be either so slight or s
transient as not to threaten any permanent or dangerous consequences t
the character and prosperity of the Republic.”®

There were thus, by the end of Monroe’s administrations, detectable, a
though not necessarily significant differences among the Virginia pres
dents on the place of political parties in American government. Jefferse
thought, placing characteristic emphasis on ideology, that great divisior
over principle, especially over the question of whether mankind was cap:
ble of self-government, would always exist, although he also, perhaps i
consistently, never ceased to hope for the suppression of party, “harmc
nized intercourse,” and “sweetened society” he had rhapsodized abour t
Lafayerre in 1817. Madison accepted much of this belief that enduring di
ferences over principle were inescapable and was sure as well that America
pluralism would result always in the existence of factions and parties in th
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nation. He even thought some good came from “making one party a check
on the other,” as he had put it as early as 1792, bur he quickly added, again
perhaps inconsistently, that this was valuable only “so far as the existence
of parties cannot be prevented, nor their views accommodated.”” Mon-
roe’s comments as president, on the other hand (thought nor his vigorous
partisanship of the preceding twenty-five years), seem to overlook more
determinedly both the ideological and sociological foundations of party.®
Despite these qualifications and variations, however, each of the three men
continued to believe parties were unwelcome and dangerous, and each
conducted his presidency, as far as possible, according to that convicrion.

Fundamentally, cach remained convinced that republicanism, to achieve
its full, moral meaning, had ro triumph over and exclude the spirit of fac-
tion and party. Indeed, some of the paradox of the Era of Good Feclings
can be explained if we set aside modern connotations and instead recall
Monroe’s understanding of party. He had believed in the 1790s that he
was forced into party activity by Federalist partisanship—and the Federal-
ists had a parallel conception. Neither “party” supposed that the other was
what British politics would later term (beginning, significandy, in the
1820s) “His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition,” a legitimate, permancntly orga-
nized group, patriotic and honorable, expressing an honest difference of
opinion and prepared to accept the responsibility of forming an alternative
government. Although some politicians in the 1790s had begun ro act in
ways appropriate to a later era, and a few had even begun openly to accept
the legitimacy of parties,” such was by no means the common view. Gener-
ally, each party still supposed the other to be a faction {(whether a minority
or a majority made no difference) and itself to be working for the public
good. Hence the Federalists could pass the Alien and Sedition Acts as law-
ful means to prevent the spread of faction, Jefferson could after 1801 con-
tinue to proscribe unregenerate Federalists (monarchists), and Monroe in
1816 could still suppose himself to be acring above parties, to be working
for their extinction, in refusing to bless those individuals he saw filled with
“the spirit of party and faction.” In each casc the evil to be exorcised was a
sclfishness, a partialness, in a word, corruption—as Cicero and Alexander
Pope had raught.

Yer, Monroe’s presidency, like Madison’s, differed sharply from Jeffer-
som’s both in its lack of general effectiveness and, more subtly, in its failure
to attain a level of authority and power considered essential to paositive,
above-party leadership. Furthermore, there is some justice in the charge
that the demise of the active republican “party” of Jefferson’s presidency
left the nation with a government “lacking the means either ro check bur-
geoning forces of disintegration within itself or to resolve those conflicts
which were bound, sooner or later, to irrupt into . . . Washington . . .
from the ourside.” This decline, in Monroe’s case as in Madison’s, was due
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in part to differences in the personalities of each of these leaders and to
special circumstances, but the sixteen years berween 1809 and 1825 also
revealed further the tensions berween the Classical conceptions of party
and leadership, clung to by Madison and Monroe, and the dynamics of a
society where, as Jefferson put it in 1811, “men are at liberty to think,
speak, and acr frecly, according to the diversities of their individual confor-
mations.”" The contrast between the rhetoric of the leeters exchanged by
the “Virginia dynasty” presidents in 1822 and the swirling, partisan dis-
array all too evident at the time in Washington can be described only as
stark. One is forced to ask how Monroc could possibly have supposed that
the president would be able to lead a “free republican system of govern-
ment” without parties roward a condition where restlessness and distur-
bance would subside as the nation basked in “perfect security.” The nega-
tive effects of this disjuncture have been brought out by eritics of Monroe™s
presidency: first, that it caused Monroce not to “taste, through the usc or
misuse of patronage, the delicious fruits of power, [or to] create a machine
or consolidate a party,” and sccond, that it led to a “course of action [that]
was perhaps politically wise, perhaps politically inevirable, bur it abdicated
leadership.”!

Although these assessments do not share the Jeffersonian Republican as-
sumptions about the essential qualitics of presidential leadership that we
have delineated here, it is nonctheless undeniable that by 1825 the ten-
dency of Madison and Monroe to defer to Congress on legislative marters,
to shun the use of patronage to gain political power, and to shrink from
direct or even indirect appeals to the public had simply deprived the chief
exccutive of the capacity to lead. Perhaps most important, these presidents’
failure to control their cabinets and through their cabinets to influence
Congress severely handicapped their exercise of power. In an irony as bit-
ter to Monroe as it would have been to his predecessors, the very demise of
open party opposition had surrounded him with a factionalism within his
“amalgamated” party perhaps more intense and pathological than Jeffer-
son or Madison ever faced from openly hostile Federalists. Most divisive of
all was the contest for succession that found three cabinet officers and two
members of Congress mustering supporters and subordinaring all mea-
sures to that contest in ways reminiscent of the worst party strife ever seen
in Rome, or London, or Philadelphia, or wherever free politics had given
scope to human greed, chicanery, and ambition. Equally stark was the con-
trast between, on the one hand, Jefferson’s cabinet meetings, where “there
never arose . . . an unpleasant thought or word between the members,”
and “conversing and reasoning . . . scarcely ever failed . . . to produce an
unanimous result,” and, on the other hand, the grim, acrimonious con-
frontations in Monroe’s cabinet described by John Quincy Adams. Ani-
mosity and obstruction became so severe that Monroe once drove his sec-
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retary of the Treasury from the White House with fire tongs and thereafter
ceased to speak to the offending officer.'?

What had happened, then, between the effective, almost idyllic leader-
ship of Jefferson’s first term and the factious disarray of Monroe’s last
term? Monroe’s continued, earnest insistence on both the ancient antiparty
ideology and the model of the patriot leader leave little doubt that his aspi-
ration remained the same as Jefferson’s—and, quite self-consciously for
Monroe, the same as Washington’s. Indeed, the factional warfare, so dis-
tasteful to Monroe, served only to heighten his sense of the harm it did to
the nation and to reinforce his determination to refuse to indulge or vali-
date it. Yet the disparity between political realities in the country and the
president’s ideal, and perhaps even the incompatibility berween that ideal
and the inevitable dynamics of public life in a free and open society, also
contributed ro the decline in the authority and power of the White Housc.
Far from exalting the potential for leadership in a republic and supplying 2
needed source of national unity, the traditdonal model of the patriot king
by the 1820s threatened to deny the country any means of leadership at all
except that furnished by heads of facrions and managers of coalitions in-
side and outside of the administration. The circumstances were not pro-
piticus for any antparty chief executive who might emerge from the un-
precedented campaign of 1824—1825—perhaps especially not for the son
of John Adams.

John Quincy Adams: Public Servant

John Quincy Adams was the last president, before the triumph under Jack-
son of a conception of leadership tied to a positive idea of parry, who as-
pired to embody all the dimensions of the patriot leader. In his boyhood
he read, under the guidance of his parents, the ancienr authors and the
English Augustans. He inherited from his father an ecarly edition of Bo-
lingbroke’s works, which still carries the marginal notations of both of
them, as well, probably, as those of Charles Francis Adams, who as a
nineteen-year-old in the White House in 1826 read Idea of a Parriot King
under his father’s guidance. John Quincy Adams’s favorite author and
guide, in rhetoric as well as in moral and public philosophy, was Cicerao,
whose complete works, in Latin, Adams read many times.™ All his life he
was devoted to these books and words—from Aristotle, Virgil, Plutarch,
and Cicero to Erasmus, Locke, Pope, Bolingbroke, Lord Kames, and
Jefferson—that upheld the belief that there is a moral order in the uni-
verse, that the community of man should live within thar order, thar gov-
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ernment was instituted to that end, and that an “aristocracy of talent and
virtue”—whether a patriot king, a senate, or an assembly of enlightened
citizens—should rule.

In ways that both he and his parents at times regarded as providential, it
scemed to John Quincy Adams that in his own life and career he mighe
symbolize and sustain this world view in the public life of the new United
States. As he often recalled with a poignant sensc of destiny, he had, as a
boy of eight holding tightly to his mother’s hand, from a hill in Braintree
watched the smoke and heard the cannon of the Battde of Bunker Hill.
Three years later he accompanicd his father to Europe, sharing further the
danger of war, and, as an informal clerk and copyist, began his career as a
public servant. He learned French so well that, returning home a year later,
he taught English to the second French minister to the new nation and to
his aide, who twenty-five years later would negoriate for France the sale of
Louisiana to the United States. Again in Europe with his father, at age
fourteen John Quincy undertook his first formal public employment: he
went to St. Petersburg as secretary and French interpreter for Francis Dana
to seek Russian support for the American Revolution. He returned to
America in 1785 to enter Harvard (his mother and father did not want
him exposed ro the dissipations of European “higher” education). By then,
at age cighteen, he knew three or four modern languages (plus Greek and
Latin, of course), had lived in Paris, London, St. Petersburg, and The
Hague, had traveled through all the great nations of northern and western
Europe, and in the company of Benjamin Franklin, Jefferson, and his father
had experienced the diplomacy of the American Revolution. Thus began a
public career that ended in the House of Representarives after the Mexican
War. In the intervening years John Quincy Adams served as American
minister to the Netherlands and to Prussia (1794—-1801), Massachuserts
senator (1802), United States senator (1803—1808), American minister
to Russia (1809-1813), negotiator of the Treaty of Ghent (1814), Ameri-
can minister to Great Britain (1815-1817), secretary of state (1817—
1825), president (1825—-1829), and member of Congress (1831—1848).

In cach of these posts (save the presidency) he was praised exceedingly
for his brilliance, independence, and patriotism. President Washington
termed him, as a thirty-year-old diplomat, “the most valuable characrer we
have abroad”; his service in the United States Senate earned him a place in
John E. Kennedy’s Profiles in Conrnge; historians generally regard him as
the best secretary of state in American history; and there is not even a faim
parallel to his postpresidential carecr as Old Man Eloquent, the intellectual
and moral leader of the House of Representatives. He suffered a faral
stroke at his desk in the House chamber almost seventy years to the day
after he had left Boston on his first diplomatic mission with his father. In
the House on the day of Adams’s stroke sat a new member from Ilinois.
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Abraham Lincoln, who called out “nay,” as Adams had just done in his‘last
vote, to repudiate the militarism and siavcry. expansion of the Mexican
War."* No other public career in Amcr.ic:fn lnstory matches that of ]c?hn
Quincy Adams in cither length or patriotic dcv.otlon, and no other mind
felt more excruciatingly the dilemmas of republican lf:adcrshl_p. .

John Quincy Adams’s long experience abroad, his cclc:cnc cducaupn,
and his artachment almost literally from birth to the American Revolution
all served to make him one of the least sectional and least party-oriented
politicians of his day. As the star-destined heir of the Colossus of Indepen-
dence and the son of the fervently patriotic Abigail Adams, he wanted, as
he later expressed in his diary, to “be the man of my whole country.”** In
his 1787 Harvard baccalaurecate oration, “Upon the importance anc:.i neces-
sity of public faith to the well being of the community,” soon Prmtcd in
Philadelphia, Boston, and clsewhere, he noted the tcndcncy. m.Massa-
chusetts and the other states to “an indolent carelessness, a supine inatten-
tion to the solemn engagements of the public.” He called instead for an
end to debr repudiation and paper currcncy_and for the sound csta}ahsh-
ment of the public credit an principles of national honor. Although in the
year after Shayss Rebellion, and during the summer of [hc_ Ij"c.dcral Con-
vention of 1787, this call was in some respects politically divisive, Adams
himself linked sound public credit to public virtue and believed I;h:at fi-
delity to financial obligations was the only honorable path © national
greatness. Under such a policy the new natio.n. would “soon rise superior
to every temporary evil; gentle peace and smiling plenty would again ap-
pear, and scatter their invaluable blessings round the happy la.nd: tl.lc
hands of commerce would recover strength and spread the swelling sail:
arts and manufacture will flourish, and soon vie with those of Europe, and
science here would enrich the world with noble and useful discoveries.” A
Philadelphia magazine conraining Adams’s oration also offered a ﬁrst
printing of the new Constitution and a short extract from “Lord 'Bolmg-
broke’s Idea of Eloquence” calling not only for skill in the tcclmlqu'cs Qf
oratory but also for more attention to “enlarging the stream from which it
flowed,” a view long encouraged in the substantial education of the young
graduate, '

Four years later, entering the debate between Edmund Burke and
Thomas Paine over the French Revolution, John Quincy Adams made ex-
plicit his approval of vigorous lawmaking in the public interest. Paine had
endorsed the decree of the French National Assembly prohibiting mo-
nopolics or game laws in France, obviously responding to the _abusc ‘of
such laws under the Old Regime and in England. Painc praiscd this restric-
tion on the lawmaking power of the assembly as a buiwz_wk for the liberry
of the people. Adams argued in opposition that the solution to the passage
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of bad laws by a government ought not to be the removal of power to pass
any laws ac all. Rather, as “the preservation of game is an object of public
concern, . . . the Legislature of every country oughr to have the power of
making game laws for the benefit of the public.” At another time Adams
noted thar “where there are [no game laws, ] there never is any game”—is
the hunter more free in the absence of protective law as he scarches in vain
for his prey, or in the presence of a law that imposes some restraine bur also
prevents extinction? Two years later, in 1793 defending President Wash-
ington’s right to dismiss French Minister Edmond Genet, Adams admirted
that “the animated and vivifying spirit of party seems to be essential to the
existence of genuine freedom” and even that “the general welfare is per-
haps promoted, by placing the jealousy of one patrio as a guard over the
ambition of another,” but he also asserted that party spirit was “a prolifick
source of misery” unless under “severe and continual . . . restraint and
regulation.” He further made clear his conviction that the paramount need
was for the executive to transcend party spirit and to have wide powers to
act in the interest of all the people."?

This conception of government as an agency for uscful action stayed
with Adams throughout his life. He frequently lamented the waste and
abuse that masqueraded under the banners of individual freedom and
commercial competition. In 1828, for example, he sponsored, in the inter-
est of science and conservation, a United States law to protect a superb
live-oak forest near Pensacola, Florida. The plan was aborted, he remems-
bered scornfully, by “the stolid ignorance and stupid malignity” of Jack-
son’s colleagues, who defended their action in the name of liberty, enter-
prise, and expanding sertlement.™ This enlarged and edifying view of the
nation’s affairs characterized all the landmarks of his prepresidential carcer:
his support of Washington and his father during the 1790s, his votes for
the Louisiana Purchase and the Embargo during Jefferson’s presidency, his
negotiations of the Treaty of Ghent and the transcontinental treaty with
Spain of 1819, and his role in promulgating the Monroe Doctrine. In
these actions Adams saw himself as living up to deeds of heroes and mod-
cls he had read about in Plutarch, Joseph Addison, and Bolingbroke.

Yet, it scems paradoxical if not hypocritical that although Adams thus
posed as the disinterested secretary of state, he was a participant in bitter
political strife and as assiduously as the other leading aspirants gathered
support for his own clection to the presidency. His diary is, in fact, a re-
markable record of the partisan bartles of Monroe’s presidency, full of
sharp, often hostile, remarks abourt the character and intrigues of his prin-
cipal opponents. In November 1819, for example, as Adams and Monroce
discussed delicate relations with Spain over the impending American oc-
cupation of Florida, both men observed “with pain,” as Adams put it,
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“that upon all subjects of eminent importance, [Secretary of thc. Triaﬂsur.y
William H.] Crawford’s opinion is becoming whatever is not mine.” This
tended “to weaken and distract the public councils,” Adams thought, un-
dermining “the happiest effects” produced by the “unammltyl . through-
out the country” that had previously surrounded the potentially explosive
Florida situation."” The cause of this unwelcome divisiveness was Adams’s
rising fame, which made him a dangerous rival to Crawford for accession
to the presidency on Monroe’s retirement in 1825, _ .

A further effect of this “continual and furious electioncering for the suc-
cession,” Adams noticed, was that “in all important questions of public
policy [where] it is difficult to choosc the best and safest part, and where
two [courses of action] present themselves with r_rcarly an cqual advantage,
and nearly equal objectionable points, the mind in suspense uponnthcu' re-
spective merits is casily determined by extraneous circumstances. Instead
of careful, statesmanlike reflection deciding public policy, the quest for
partisan political advantage infested the councils of government. Ponder-
ing the question further, Adams found I:h‘ﬂt “the seeds of thl.‘f dlscc?rd.arc
sown in the practice [of] the Virginia Presidents, . . . making it a principle
that no President can be more than twice elected.”** He probably remem-
bered his own conclusion and that of his father in 17901791 that limited
terms and regular turnovers in office vitiated executive power to act abc.wc
party and that the Constitution ought to encourage long, pechaps even in-
definite presidential tenure. Adams was willing to do almost anything to
protect the presidency from partisanship—except let it go by his own inac-
tion to its most zealously partisan aspirant.

In 1822 he wrote of the incessant exertions of congressmen and cabinet
colleagues to “exclude me from the ficld of competition” in the 1824 prc.si-
dential clection. This intense partisan opposition, based, in Adams’s opin-
ion, on all the worst factional and selfish morives, served to rationalize hES
own “partisanship” in responsc, as had happened with Jefferson and Madi-
son in the 1790s. Also, in acting to further his own candidacy (although
never openly or publicly), Adams felt, as his father had, tha_t the p.rcsldcnq*
was his duc, considering the length and carnestness of his service to the
public. Adams supposed that should he “perform to the satisfaction of the
country” his duties as secretary of state, he would then, like his prcdccc\?-
sors, be thought “a suitable candidate to succeed the President upon 11?5
retirement from office.” As for personal motives, Adams pronounced it his
duty “to serve the public to the best of my abilities . . . and not to intrigue
for further advancement,” although he knew as well that “the sclfish and
the social passions are intermingled in the conduct of every man acti‘ng ina
public capacity. . . . It is no just cause of reproach to any man Fhat in pro-
moting to the urmost of his power the public good, he is desirous ar the
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same time of promoting his own.”* Thus, there can be no doubt that John
Quincy Adams was aware of the mingling of personal ambition and public-
spiritedness in his own breast and in the politics of the new nation. But he
also believed that recognition of such mixed motives would help him
maintain the dominance of the more honorable one and that recognition
of the political realities in the nation at large would enable him also to re-
sist the pathological aspects of public life. He never supposed, conversely,
that because sclfish ambitions existed, public officials had no choice but to
ground their actions on self-interest, or that because parties and factions
cxisted, the political arena had to be wholly at their mercy.

Although Adams acknowledged in his inaugural address (1825) that he
was “less possessed of [public] confidence in advance than any of my pre-
decessors,” he nonetheless proclaimed triumphantly that since 1815 the
“baneful weed of party strife” had been uprooted in the United Stares and
that “ten years of peace, at home and abroad, have assuaged the ani-
mosities of political contention and blended into harmony the most dis-
cordant elements of public opinion.”* Thus, he viewed the feuds of the
Monroc presidency as merely personal or at most sectional and as evidenc-
ing none of the profound disagreements in political theory or foreign
policy that from 1790 to 1815 had divided the Federalists and the Repub-
licans. Adams, indeed, sensed no deep difference in principle from any of
his rivals. All the leading politicians of the “Era of Good Feclings,” what-
ever their personal rivalries, were, on the whole, “national republicans,”
that is, Jeffersonians who were willing to make wide use of the powers of
the general government. Adams, for example, as secretary of stare had been
a defender of Jackson’s conduct in Florida and hoped the general would be
vice-president or secretary of war in his administration. He also refused to
remove federal officials against whom no complaint of malfeasance could
be made and declined in any way to use executive power to build a party.
He intended, if he could, to banish partisanship—just as Washington had
intended.

The new president expressed his broad, positive conception of narional
leadership in perhaps the most remarkable State of the Union Message
ever made by an American chief exccutive, delivered to Congress in De-
cember 1825. Ignoring the objections of cabinet members that he was
proposing much more than Congress would be willing to do, Adams went
ahead, self-consciously blending the most far-reaching proposals of cach of
his predecessors. Liberty had been won and the Union assured, Adams
thought, so now it was time to use them in the public interest. He pro-
posed a series of activist measures: recognition of the South American
republics, participation in an inter-American congress, a uniform bank-
ruptey law, the building and support of canals and other internal improve-
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ments, surveys of natural resources, improvcrpcnts in military prepared-
ness (especially the navy), scientific cxplqratlons of the .Wcsr, a bcthr
system of weights and measures, and establishment of a national university
and a national observatory. _

Adams forthrightly justified this bold program. “The great object of the
institution of civil government,” he asserted, “is the improvement of thL
condition of those who are parties to the social compact.” “M‘oral, Qohtt-
cal, [and] intcllectual improvement™ are as legitimately an ob].cct (1{' gov-
ernment support as are better communications and transporration. In as-
suming her station among the civilized nations of the carth,” the president
observed, “it would seem that our country had contracted the engagement
to contribute her share of mind, of labor, and of expense to the improve-
ment of those parts of knowledge which lie beyond thF Fcach_of individual
acquisition.” Adams hoped the United States would join Bl:lt&ll’], France,
and other nations in “the common improvement of the species” by outfit-
ting voyages of discovery, by supporti-ng scientific rcscarc_h, 2nd by build-
ing a great national observatory—*“a l:ghthousc_of the skies.” The powers
given to Congress by the Constitution, Adams m_ststc-ci, were sufficient to
authorize laws to promote “the improvement of agriculture, commeree,
and manufactures, the cultivation and encouragement of the mechanic and
of the elegant arts, the advancement of literature, and the progress of tl'w
sciences, ornamental and profound.” Possessing these powers, “to refrain
from cxercising them for the benefit of the people themselves would be ro
hide in the earth the talent committed to our charge.”

The president proclaimed thar “liberty is power” and that “the tenure of
power by man is, in the moral purposes of his Cr_cator, upon concl}t?on
thar it shall be exercised to ends of beneficence, to improve the condition
of himself and his fellow-men.” “While foreign nations less blessed with
that freedom which is power than ourselves are advancing with gigantic
strides in the career of public improvement,” could the United Stares,
Adams asked, “fold up our arms and proclaim. to the world that we are
palsied by the will of our constituents?” Americans must ask themselves,
Adams was saying in cffect, What is liberty for? Noting that the state of
Virginia had just founded a new university and the state of New \.fork had
just builr a canal where “the waters of our Western lakes mingle with thpsc
of the ocean,” the president asked further whether “the lwholc Union

[could] fall behind our fellow-servants™ and fail to accompi.lsh the “works
important to the whole and to which neither the authority nor the re-
sources of any one State can be adequate?” It “would be treachery to the
most sacred of trusts,” Adams concluded, cchoing John Winthrop, if the
representatives of the people failed “to give efficacy to the means com-
mitted to you for the common good.”
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The Paradoxical President

It is one of the great ironies of American history that even before Adams
delivered this message, in fact from before his minority clection by the
House of Representatives, his presidency was embroiled in partisan strife
of unparalleled birterness. Jackson and his fricnds charged after the clec-
tion thar there had been a “corrupt bargain” wherein Henry Clay threw his
clectoral influcnce to Adams in exchange for being appointed sccretary of
state in the new administration. Jackson wrote a friend thar “the Judas of
the West [i.c., Clay] has closed the contract and will receive the thirty
picces of silver. His end will be the same.” Although Jackson had always
considered Adams “a virtuous, able and honest man” and had thoughr him
much less partisan than other leaders during Monroe’s administration,
when “the redemption of the pledge” occurred (Adams’s appointment of
Clay), Jackson “withdrew all intercourse with [Adams].” Furthermore,
two days after the clection a John C. Calhoun supporter (stll protesting
friendship for the president) informed Adams thar Calhoun, the new vice-
president, was determined to go into opposition unless his friends were
given major cabinet posts,*

Even before Adams’s inauguration, the supporters of three of his de-
feated opponents, Calhoun, W. H. Crawford, and Jackson, guided by
Martin Van Buren and other regionally powerful politicians, were already
forming a party, under Jackson’s banner, to wreak vengeance on Adams
and Clay. John Randolph of Roanoke charged venomously in the Senate
that Adams and Clay were a “coalition of BIifil and Black George, . . . the
combination . . . of the puritan with the black-leg” as infamous as the
union beeween the “sanctimonious, puritanical Lord Mansfield . . . [and
the] corrupt and profligate Lord Sandwich” thar had disgraced Brirish
politics in the previous century, The images of Henry Fielding’s BIifill, the
pious, hypocrirical parson, and Black George, the treacherous gamekeeper,
were too much for Clay, who ar once challenged Randolph to a duel,
fought nine days after the offending speech. “There has never been a time,”
wrate Theodore Roosevelt in 1886, “when there was more rabid, abject-
less, and unscrupulous display of partisanship.”?

Inescapably, the president himself was made to carry the onus of being
the corrupe instrument of party. He probably did have an understanding
with Clay before the election in the House of Representatives, although in
Adams’s mind the understanding was not corrupe, for he conceived of
himself as the most able of the contenders for the presidency and believed
that Clay was exceptionally well qualificd to be sceretary of state, as indeed
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he was. Yer, the circumstances made Randolph’s allusions all too carching
in the public mind and tarnished Adams’s every word and deed as chief
exccutive. Furthermore, Adams’s political base was narrow, confined to
New England and the scaboard Middle Atlantic states; he retained office-
holders who in some cases were remnants from Washington’s administra-
tion; he had close associations with unpopular commercial and financial
interests; and rising industrialists eagerly supported his generally protec-
tionist views. Altogether, these facts conspired to mark him as the leader of
an aristocratic status quo, fighting off the democratic spirit of the burgeon-
ing West, the prospering South, and the new politics of New York and
Pennsylvania. When Clay and others organized mectings aimed at build-
ing support for the president’s program and party, styled the “American
Party,” most people looked on the coalition as a revival of Federalism.*
Despire the public-spiritedness of his own intentions, in short, the public
perceived Adams as a minority president who led a sectional faction and
was clected by means of a political bargain. Burdened with the ignominy
of corruption and partisanship, his grand-sounding messages were dis-
missed as hypocrisy.

Furthermore, even though ex-Presidents Monroe and Madison sym-
pathized with Adams and supported most of his program, the ailing Jeffer-
son at Monticello resisted in principle the public philosophy of Adams’s
message of December 1825. Together with John Marshall’s recent Su-
preme Court decisions and even some acts of Congress, Adams’s address
revealed, Jefferson charged, thar the federal government intended “the
consolidation in itsclf of all powers, foreign and domestic; . . . by con-
structions which, if legitimate, leave no limits to their power.” If, under the
interstate commerce clause, agriculture and manufactures could be regu-
lated, and if “under the authority to establish post roads, they claim that of
cutting down mountains, [and] of digging canals,” Jefferson asked, “what
is.our resource for the preservation of the Constitution?” To him, such
doctrine and such interpretation meant unlimited government, which was
tyranny. There was, he felt, “a tendency to degeneracy,” and among the
sclf-styled nationalists who had “nothing in them of the feclings or prin-
ciples of ’76,” a movement toward “a single and splendid government of
an aristocracy, founded on banking institutions, and moneyed incorpora-
tions under the guise and cloak of their favored branches of manufactures,
commerce and navigation, riding and ruling over the plundered plough-
man and beggared yeomanry.”*” Jefferson regretfully heard in John Quincy
Adams’s proposals not the beneficent voice of the general welfare but the
biased (and therefore corrupt) urging of special interests. Yer, Jefferson
was opposing not the intenr of Adams’s view, the search for a national pro-
gram above partisanship, bur rather what the third president supposed was
a flawed understanding of the specific role of the federal government. He
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as much regarded Jackson as unfit to be president and as much resisted the
new partisan politics as did Adams, who in 1808 had resigned as senator
from Massachuscrts rather than obey instructions that he oppose the
grand, national idealism of Jefferson’s Embargo.

Indeed, Adams’s ties both to the four ex-presidents who lived to see his
inauguration as chief executive and to the rising politicians of the new
Whig party of which he became a part reveal again the profound culrural
changes surrounding his parodoxical effort ar national leadership. Like his
predecessors, his own values and public philosophy remained deeply Ci-
ceronian (or what was to them much the same thing, Addisonian), but, as
an active politician in the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s, he lived in a world of
political parties, Like the Whig party, he “took part” in order to win, Even
that party itself, however, was rooted in the “Anglo-American ‘country-
party’ tradition” of the preceding century. The Whigs sensed a widespread,
enduring affinity to the precepts of that tradition and found also thar the
oppositionist part of the old radical rhetoric was peculiarly useful in resist-
ing what it saw as corruption, demagoguery, and executive tyranny under
Jackson—much as the Jeffersonians had done against their “Walpolcan”
foes in the 1790s.

Yer Adams, like his Whig allies, “had bade farewell to the distrust of
wealth and commerce that had so long characterized the ‘country party.’”
Although he never had anything like Daniel Webster's unalloyed enthusi-
asm for Massachuseres industrialists and financiers, Adams at least made
his peace with them and amalgamated their economic interests with his
conception of the public good. Furthermore, it was in part the intentions
of his presidency, supported by Clay, Webster, and others who became
Whig stalwartes, that atcached the party to an acrive, positive idea of the
purpose of government. Yet, the expansion and diversification of the
cconomy and the spread of sertlement across the Mississippi River (both
of which Adams celebrated and had helped make possible as a congress-
man and diplomat) released energies and nourished political attitudes that
moved the nation away from Adams’s world view and led within a genera-
tion to the demise of the Whig parry.

Perhaps the most revealing aspect of John Quincy Adams's presidency,
then, is its subsequent perception as “unreal.” or “lurid,” or “furile,” or
“archaic.” To students aware of the later history of American politics, the
Adams presidency has scemed perverse ar bese: the president proclaiming
the most high-minded ideas of public service amid the most outraped cries
against his own corruprion; the president repudiaring party as an inten-
sified party system took shape before his cyes; the president urging a
strongly nationalistic program as sectional feclings burgeoned, and so on.
If one believed the new directions were the irresistible wave of the furure,
the conscience-bound chief executive could scem only blind or antiquated.
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He offered grand plans that bore no relationship to cither the mood of the
nation or the possibility of support in Congress. He kept ardently Jack-
sonian partisans in office, even at the cabinet level. H.c af:tcd as dlough
party organization did not exist, and he refused to use his high office to aid
in his reelection. Meanwhile, Adams’s opponents articulated programs at-
tuned to popular sentiment, built party organization, electioncered assidu-
ously, fused coalitions, and made clear their intent to use patronage to
punish focs and reward friends, with the expected result: the _]acksoman
movement acquired a force that swept the self-righteous president from
office in 1829. Beginning in that year, “the rising spirit of dcnmf:racy e
simply took possession of the system through the instrumentality of the
political party,”™ thus virtually requiring a president to be a leader of party
in order to be effective.

98¢

The Jacksonians and
Leadership through Party

Martin Van Buren and the New Political Party

ore than anything else, a revised attitude toward party
changed the nature and style of leadership when J. Q.
Adams yielded the chief magistracy to Andrew Jackson.
The man who most clearly perceived the significance of
this difference and who most cagerly desired, cultivated, and used it was
Martin Van Buren of New York.! He had begun his political career befare
the War of 1812 as a Jeffersonian, but opposed to the power of De Wit
Clinton and the incongruous personal factions allied with him. New York
politics at this time was akin to the eightecnth-century British model of
rival politicians trading support and patronage in order to govern and re-
main in power. For a century “shifting alliances” within “a dense rangle of
Livingstonians and DeLanceyites, of Lewisites, Burrites, and Clintonians™
had shaped political groupings.? In confronting Clinton, Van Buren made
good usc of the centuries-old rhetoric of antipartyism that George Wash-
ington and Thomas Jefferson had accepted, directing, it effectively at a po-
litical style so Machiavellian that Henry Adams would call Clinton’s 1812
campaign for the presidency “the least creditable” in American history.?
But Van Buren and his cohorts also began to formulate a new, positive
definition of party and of proper party behavior resting on one simple
proposition: “Parties should be demacratic associations, run by the major-
ity of the membership.”™* Responding to the actual and impending cn-
largements of the franchise and the increasing spread of political informa-
tion, Van Buren saw that a revised idea of party, based on internal majority
rule, could be built into an attractive and doctrinally pure model of deno-
cratic government. As carly as 1817, one of Van Buren’s associates, Wil-
liam L. Marcy, declared himself proud to be regarded as one who had
“more devotion to the cause [of his party] than to an Individual.” Three
years later Van Buren’s party newspaper, the Albany Argus, scorned Clin-
tonian politics as “characterized by personal attachments, . . . highly preju-
dicial to the interests of the people, and . . . [tending] to subvert our re-
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publican form of government.”® Needed instcad was acceptance of the
new ideal of a literally democratic party and of a mode of leadership that
cmbraced the new ideal.

In the course of the next ten years, as New York adopted a new constitu-
tion and played an increasingly pivotal role in national politics, Van Buren
and his friends, known as the “Albany Regency” took infinite pains to
organize, to propagandize, and to electioncer on behalf of their party. In
so doing they laid aside the ancient distaste for competitiveness in politics
(they intended to compete successfully) but at the same time took over for
themselves the hallowed idea of “selfless™ behavior in public life. To the
Regency, the noble and disinterested citizen (qualities they extolled as
much as did John Winthrop and Bolingbroke) was one who could sacrifice
his own personal ambitions and advancement not to something as vague as
“the public interest” but to the strength and well-being of a principled
party. “Differences merely personal,” said the Azgus, “may be entertained
to a reasonable extent . . . yet [must] by no means interrupt the harmony
which ought always to prevail among those who feel and act from higher
than personal considerations and attachments, for the common cause of
the republican party” By putting the party itself, an organization inher-
ently democratic and worthy of principled cultivation, at the center of the
public life of the nation, Van Buren had both adjusted to what he viewed
as the legitimate pressures of the people and transformed the connotations
of the word parry. Albany Republicans, having in mind Van Buren’s ser-
vices ro the party, could thus take pride in him “because without the influ-
ence of fortune, or the factitious aid of a family name, he has by his entire
devotion to the republican cause, raised himself to the first grade as a
statesman and patriot.””

Before Andrew Jackson entered the White House, then, the New York
State Republican (soon-to-be Democratic) party had, under Van Buren’s
guidance, repudiated nonpartisanship as an ideal and in its place fashioned
a positive conception of party defended on five grounds.” First, it held that
the antiparty rhetoric of even such an august figure as President Monroe
was, whatever his good intentions, a mask for the conrinuance in power of
the same aristocratic elite that had long managed the nation’s affairs. Re-
gency publicists noticed, as have a mulritude of other opposers of the sta-
tus quo, that an appeal to the public to close ranks, to abjure oppesition,
and so on, far from being nonpartisan was often actually a device to keep
power in the hands of a ruling elite. Monroe’s design “to destroy the old
landmarks of party,” the Azgus declared, was both impossible and devious,
because men could not be drawn “into a political union who were never
united befare, and who, from the utter dissimilarity of their views and
notions, never could act cordially together™ The Azguss position also
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scorned Monroc’s style of leadership and forthrightly offered another
model for politicians to emulate: the loyal pilot of the party.

Second, Van Buren and his friends came increasingly to view the politi-
cal party as not only a device for achieving a principled goal but also an
organization worthy in its own right and therefore to be nourished genera-
don on generation. Party functionaries were to be valued as shepherds of
the flock ensuring that parties would “TAKE DEEPER ROOT [and] out-
live the causes of their commencement.” “The alliance [of party] is ce-
mented by time and strengthened by the strongest affections and an-
tipathies,” said the Argns, and parties should remain long unaltered as
permanent parts of the body politic. Third, and following from this, the
new party leaders took for themselves the mantle of principle, consistency,
and morality that hitherto had been the garb of the nonpartisan. The “af-
fected denial” of the existence of parties, the Argus intoned, “or an as-
sumed independence of them springs rather from a propensity to trim, and
2 hankering after official rewards, than from any clevated or parriotic feel-
ing.” Furthermore, those who switched parties, or who paid little heed to
party labels (like J. Q. Adams), were “inconsistent,” even “apostates.” “ Po-
litieal consistency,” wrote one of Van Buren’s close associates, meaning party
loyalty, is “as indispensable as any other moral gualification.” (Van Buren’s
professed mentor, Jefferson, had expressed an opposite view: “I never sub-
mitted the whole system of my opinions to the creed of any party of men
whatever in religion, in philosophy, in politics, or in any thing clsc where I
was capable of thinking for myself. Such an addiction is the last degrada-
tion of a free and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven but with a party,
I would not go there at all.”)® ’

Fourth, the Regency politicians increasingly argued thar the existence of
parties, and of vigorous competition among them, was a vital characteris-
tic of a free society. Parties were “necessary to the just exercise of the pow-
crs of free governments,” and the absence of parties, or the lack of open
competition among them, was seen as a sign of a dangerous oppressiveness
in society. “When party distinctions are no longer known and recognized,”
a New York newspaper insisted, “our freedom will be in jeopardy, as the
‘calm of despotism’ will then be visible.” With free government and parry
vigor thus linked, it was but a short step to the fifth justfication for politi-
cal parties: they were, in fact, the life blood of a democratic nation. In a
series of articles, the Regency press asserted that “the spirit of parry” was
“the vigilant watchman over the conduct of those in power,” “necessary to
keep alive the vigilance of the people, and 1o compel their servants to act
up to principle.” “The solicitude and interest of political rivalship, will suf-
ficiently expose the crimes, and even the failings, of competitors for the
people’s confidence” Van Buren himself stated that party differences
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“rousc the sluggish to exertion, give increased energy to the most active
intellect, excite a salutary vigilance over our public functionaries, and pre-
vent that apathy which has proved the ruin of Republics.” If parties con-
tended with “candor, fairness, and moderation,” he argued in another
place, “the very discord which is thus produced, may in a government like
ours, be conducive to the public good.”" In sum, apathy rather than self-
interest became the poison of self-government and competition rather
than harmony the measure of the healthy stare. Such inversions }vould
“have been unacceptable to Jefferson and Madison, incomprehensible to
Monroc, and little short of satanic to Washington and the rwo Adamses,”
as Richard Hofstadrer rightly observed.

Although the validation of the new political system arose in large part
from such new circumstances in Jacksonian America as an enlarged elec-
torate, a diversified economy, a more pluralistic society, and the spr;ad of
liceracy and political information in the new nation, it is also significant
that Van Buren and his cohorts unapologerically and proudly celebrated
the introduction of the competitive ethic into the councils of government.
Although the passing generation, including the four ex-presidents still
alive in 1826, had been well aware that, in Madisons famous dictum of
The Federalist, Number 10, “the causcs of faction are sown in the narure qf
man” and that diffcrence of opinion would always characterize a free poli-
tics, they never ceased to regard this fact as a problem to be overcome or
controlled rather than as a dynamic essential to good government. The
new party leaders like Van Buren would have denied that their partics were
equivalent to Madison’s “factions,” but from the older point of view, the
similaritics—divisiveness, sclf-justification, unashamed clectioneering, co-
alition politics, and so on—were obvious and ominous, for the ]cgitim_iza-
tion of the new party politics depended on the acceptance of a new cthic as
well as on new circumstances. The Jacksonian political leaders and their
followers were abandoning the world view of Alexander Pope, Jonathan
Swift, and Joseph Addison that enthralled the carly presidents and were
moving to that of Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and other philosophers
of self-interest whose thought increasingly guided nincteenth-century
Anglo-American politics and culture. '

When Van Buren went to Washington as a Unired States senator in
1821, he was horrified ar what he and his friends termed “the Monroe
heresy . . . of amalgamation™ of the parties, and he frankly avowed his in-
tention to “revive the old contest between federals and anti-federals.” He
proclaimed his party the true successor to the Antifederalist-Jeffersonian
tradicion of resistance to aristocracy, commercial privilege, and centraliza-
tion of power and branded his opponents as Federalists defensive of vustc.-d
interests. Although there was some ideological continuity, Van Buren in
fact understood little of the party attitudes of the era of Jefferson and
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Hamilton—or perhaps he deliberately chose to misinterpret. During the
1820s Van Buren carefully measured the political scene in Washington and
sought to establish ties with other state leaders whose party ideas and or-
ganizational skills were parallel to his own. At first he had lirde use for
Jackson, who had often expressed the traditional contempr for “party
spirit,” but Van Buren soon came to sec increasingly how valuable to the
new notion of party competition the general’s popularity might be. By
1827 the picture came into focus: under Jackson’s banner, Van Buren and
other “party professionals” perceived how they might weld a political in-
strument that could at once gain power, restore “Jeffersonian™ principles,
make the president the spokesman of the party, and enlarge the democratic
spirit of the country.'?

As Van Buren organized support to gain victory for Jackson in 1828, he
explained his strategy to the influential Virginia cditor-politician Thamas
Ritchie. “The amalgamating policy of Mr. Monroe,” Van Buren thought,
had been a great mistake because it “weakened, if not destroyed,” the na-
tionwide sense of principled political difference that had existed berween
the Federalists and the Jeffersonian Republicans. These “party artachments
- .. furnished a complete antidote for secrional prejudices by producing
counteracting feelings” that transcended and subsumed divisive local senti.
ments. Van Buren proposed to Ritchie thar a national nominating conven-
tion be held that would unite Jacksonians all over the country and sharpen
the cleavage with what another Jacksonian organizer ar the same time
called “the purposes of the aristocracy.” Van Buren hoped Ritchic could
help him revive the coalition between “the planters of the South and the
plain Republicans of the North,” which, added to Jackson’s personal pop-
ularity, would make an invincible political party. “We will always have
party distinctions,” the New Yorker averred, so the goal of the responsible
and effective leader should be o organize “a combined and concerted | . |
polirical party, holding in the main, to certain tenets and opposed to cer-
tain prevailing principles.” "

President Adams saw Van Buren’s party organizing less as innovation
and more as the perpetuation of the old corruption, as is evident in his
diary account of a visit from Van Buren in May 1827, after the latter had
visited Ritchie in Richmond and seen other politicians on a tour of the
South. Van Buren was “generally understood,” Adams noted, to have be-
come “the grear clectioneering manager for General Jackson.” Van Buren
“is now acting over the part in the affairs of the Union which Aaron Burr
performed in 1799 and 1800,” Adams mused, thinking of his father’s de-
feat at the hands of an earlier New York politician thirty years before. The
president noticed “much resemblance of character, manners, and even per-
son, beeween the rwo men” and gloomily predicred that “Van Buren has
now every prospect of success in his movements.” He even foresaw that




146 The American Presidency

Van Buren would “aveid the rock” that had ruined Burr, by adhering
faithfully ro Jackson and remaining content to succeed him as president,
rather than succumbing, as Burr had done, to the ambition to displace his
chief.'

Many years later, Congressman J. Q. Adams continued to sce a pro-
found division between his politics and thar of the Jacksonians when he
examined Van Buren’s December 1837 Stare of the Union Message and
compared it implicitly with his own. “[Van Buren’s] message,” the ex-
president wrote, “gave me a fit of melancholy for the future fortuncs of the
country. Cunning and duplicity pervade every line of it. The sacrifice of the
rights of Northern freedom to slavery and the South, and the purchase of
the West by the plunder of the public lands, is the combined system which
it discloses. It is the system of Jackson’s message of December, 1832, cov-
ered with a new coat of varnish.” The characters of the two presidents,
Adams added, one “dashing and daring” and the other “insinuaring and
plausible . . . are comprised in the names of Shakespeare’s two catch-
polls—Fang and Snarc”'* Van Buren had been the clever politician bal-
ancing sectional interests and responding to them to gain political power,
a skill in which he took pride and which would evoke praise subscquently
from many students of political behavior. But to Adams, Van Buren’s skill
rested, as it would also have seemed to Washingron and Jefferson, on an
insidious misconception: a preoccupation with partial as opposed to com-
mon ntercsts.

A similar disdain pervaded J. Q. Adams’s abscrvations of the new modes
of campaigning of the 1830s and 1840s. He scorned the “fashion of ped-
dling for popularity by travelling round the country gathering crowds to-
gether, hawking for public dinners, and spouting empty speeches.” “This
practice of itinerant specch-making,” Adams noted with horror in 1840,
had “spread its contagion to the President himself)” as well as to ex-
presidents, cabiner members, senators, representatives, and any aspirant to
public office. The tendency, Adams said, “is to the corruption of the popu-
lar elections, both by violence and fraud,” and the resulr was that “the Pres-
idency has fallen into a joint-stock company.”"”

Indeed, as J. Q. Adams reflected on the palitical leaders he had known,
he saw increasing declension from his own Plutarchian conceptions. His
admiration for Washington was unqualified: the first president scorned
partisanship and faction, and his polirical program included public-interest
measures such as a national university, planned use of public lands, and a
federal system of internal improvements. Adams had almost as cxalted a
view of Madison, but Jefferson he thought flawed by his excessive faith in
“the people” and his sacrifice of principle to popularity. Adams admired
the Calhoun of Monroes cabinet as “a man of fair and candid mind,
of honorable principles, of clear and quick understanding, of cool self-
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possession, of enlarged philosophical views, and of ardent patriorism,” b
ﬁ?r the ambitious politician, the defender of sectionalism, and th-' " Iut
gist for_slavcry, he had only contempt. De Witt Clinton alsc’) ;:amccit ﬂP_D_ c:'i
::va!uancu?. Thinking of Clinton’s advocacy of the Eric Canal HAIZULC
praised his “.grcar talents, . . . magnificent purposes of public scr:fic o
comprehensive views and great designs,” bur he was disgraced by “(::;mb
tion . . . of a baser sort—the charlatanery of popular enticement.” ¢ 5
tgu:]y, Adams admired public men who “demonstraced intc[lc(:.t arrio.
tism, co'olncss, a talent for devising thoughtful programs, and ’ pl:;:moci
nationalism,” while he scorned those who “appealed to the 1‘1112‘159 'Ia i
VId a party organization and personal demogogy.”'® It was m-):_i‘;iotl}ﬂtc
Adam§ was out of step with the new politics or that he bcli;:tlcd ojr o 'l'acg
ft-hc SLUHS of t‘hc new politicians who replaced him; he took the 1'no:trl vi(-o-
ound exception to their pubhc_philosophy, which placed comperitive Plu-
ralism at th.c heart of the political system. The new ideology of =
scemed to him to betray all he had learned from Cicero and Bg{' bpalr:y
and all he thought the new nation had stood for. ‘ PRHTORS,
Adams could have had only contempt, then, for the articulation of tt
new theory of party by Enos Throop, who became governor of New Ye ]li
when Van Burcn entered Jackson’s cabinet as secretary of state in .;vl Orl
1.829. In his first address to the state legislature, Throop raised the arc'l
tion he knew was perhaps most on the minds of those who had se .QUSST
Albany Regency leaders transform New York politics and who now: ‘,;2 lc(i-
on t!n: way to doing the same thing on a national scale: “whether ‘olit? qu
parties are or are not desirable or beneficial in a government like OL[fI"S 2 Ifl‘ <
ansu;crcc!, as political theorists generally had done for a century .tw y
that poht_lcal parties . . . will prevail where there is the Jeast de i‘th:) Lf]'lc)}’
erty of action on the part of public agents, or their consl:icm:nt'fg " Inst ]c[-
however, of proceeding ro deplore this result and to seck wa s ‘m an Ql;l :
rate assumed harmful effects, as a David Hume or a Madisor{ .wou‘ldllLl IO:
:‘:Ionc, T%]r_oop predicted only public benefit from the existence of art?cv .
“Thc spirit of emulation and proselytism,” he noted, would tcndpa[w .
to reduce many shades of opinion into two oppo;ing parties.” T} .
Wlthlf] cach party a “mutual concession of opinion” would soften ‘:'u: § II:H:
of spirit,” while “ample discussion of public measures,” pcrsuad‘inu_ tit}'
people that “the prevailing measures are the results of cr;lightcncd rr:%solL
-+~ would . . . restrain acts of violence™ berween parties. Far from bc‘in n:;
source of tumult and disorder, strong political parties were essential o
conciliatory and reasoned public life, T
Thrgop ch.d'not deny that “party spirit is bur the passion with whicl
Opposing opinions are urged in the strife for possession of power,” bur | ]
did insist, dcpan:ing sharply from the argument of Washingron’s ’Farcw 1lLI
Address, that more than fifty years of republican experience h;;d provzn
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that this spiric had nor in the least threatened “the intcg,rity of the I__Imozi.z
Rather, the machinery of American government was “so mc_cl__v adjuste
that it had “tamed the spirit of party, and stationed it, as the vigilant watch-
man, over the conducr of those ir} powcr.”l o ‘ -
Throop proudly proclaimed his party, ]uSE‘ bcgmqmg to be }cal]c t1 e
Democratic party, the legitimate successor to “the Whrgg.]sm_ of the revolu-
tion™ and the Jeffersonian triumph of 1801, and thus vmd}catcd ... [in]
its claims ro supremacy.” He also acccptt.:d, however, the idea of a loyali
opposition in admitting that even when his party’l,o‘:::t power Ifhc 'caus?c was.
“healthful fluctuations of the will of the people.” “Our institutions have
suffered but little, if anything,” he concluded, “from th(itspmt of party, ﬁ,-’
ery and excited as at times it has been.” Lfo_r a]ﬁmugh Ecrsonal pz::incsd
might pursuc vengeance or contemplate civil chsot?dcr.s, a well reg a;‘c ,
party spirit [that is, divided into two l.argc: or.gamz.anons_compctmc% or
public favor] . . . thar employs the passions actively in 2 milder mood .
shuts the door against faction.” To Throop, such partics \'vcrj(’: a bcrtc.r anti-
dote to the evils of Federalism than was the “amalgatmg. intention gf
Monroe and J. Q. Adams. After a long litany of t.hl: SL{ﬁ'crmgs caused In
many socictics by various fanaticisms and persecutions, Throop congratu-
lated his listeners that in the United States “knowledge abounds, to mod-
crate the passions; just laws, enacted l?y the people thcmsch{cs:, and fj'utl'{ﬁ-llly
administered, afford protection against outrage; apd opinion, cxcrcrsmfg
its moral power aver the conduct of partizans, app[]cs' correctives, r:hri:)ugJ }
regular party discipline.”"” Throop r.hus' carefully distinguished h;.umd
faction from benign party (in a way Madison would not ha}f{: m.ldur.sto'(') )
and pictured a “disciplined party” not as a ruthless machine for n?:t[\}ng
ciphers of its members, but rather as a highly useful, consensus-achieving
device that could organize and gain power for good purposes. )
Under this doctrine, Van Buren and others succeeded in forming, with
Jackson at the head, the first modern political party. Orgalllzcd qpenly and
applauded as such, it was designed not to ‘_‘amalgamatc, or c_ils.splffc, 1or
eventually extinguish partisanship, but to hcnghtcn‘ and crystallize it in the
pursuit of “certain tenets and . . . principles.” With the vlotc-marshalmg
skill of party leaders such as James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, Calci) Atwa-.
ter of Ohio; and Amos Kendall of Kcn}tutky, as well as Van Buren, thc- agt:
of the professional politician had arrived. . . . Tg win l:ho‘sc vo_tcs. [Oli]d“-‘
newly enfranchised common people] and _o}“gamii: them into sohj:[ P(?cs
became the special task of the trained pohtlcmn._ n qulnatlng conv an-
tions, rewards for party organizers, open clccnop?crmg, partisan plat-
forms, and all the other now-familiar means of political party controversy
became not signs of corruption and factron. but the essence (?F the dcm?ci
cratic political process. Jefferson and Hamilton and thc}r allics had use
some of these measures in the earlier party battles, especially the sharpen-
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ing of issues and the gathering of support, but there were critically impor-
tant differences. First, there was an indirect, stealthy, perhaps even hypo-
critical quality to the Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian parties; the leaders
refused to proclaim themselves as party leaders (indecd, they vigorously
denied such), they organized incomplerely, and they electioneered largely
through others. Second, ar least to Jefferson, the political party was a tem-
porary, unwelcome necessity, which explains why he, as well as Madison,
Monroe, and the Adamscs, so welcomed and applauded the dissolution of
open party spirit under Monroe.* Whar Van Buren’s party-building and
Jackson’s victory marked was the demise of this older view that there could
ever be a triumph over party itself and the rise of a new conception to be
championed by Robert Pecl, Abraham Lincoln, William Gladstone, Ben-
jamin Disraeli, Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, and most of the
political leaders of the great democracies in the ninetcenth and twentieth
centuries.

The development of the new idea of party in Grear Britain paralleled the
shift in American republican-democratic ideology. For example, the author
of a history of Great Britain that was translated into English in 1818 could
declare that “there is nor less loyalty among the members of the opposi-
tion, . . . though they style themselves whigs, than among their opponents
though they are called torjes.” Then, in 1826 John Hobhouse (later Lord
Broughton) first used the revealing designation “His Majesty’s Opposi-
tion” in Parliament, and a colleague at once observed that Hobhouse could
not “have invenred a beteer phrase, for we [the opposition)| are certainly to
all intents and purposes a branch of his Majesty’s Government.” Yer, older
conceptions retained force; the duke of Wellington said in 1830 (as Wash-
ington might have forty ycars carlier) that he “could not bear the idea of
being in opposition: he did not know how to set about it.” [n 1846, how-
ever, Disraeli advanced party ideology a crucial further step: “It is urrerly
impossible to carry on your Parliamentary Constitution except by polirical
partics. . ., There must be distinct principles as lines of conduct adopred
by public men. . . | It is only by maintaining the independence of party thar
you can maintain the integrity of public men, and the power and influence
of Parliament itsclf” (emphasis added). Like Van Buren, the great English
politician treated appeals to principle and to independence of judgment as
values wholly consistent with party. Moreover, like their American coun-
terparts, the British leaders knew full well that they were not Inventing fac-
tional differences, clectoral politics, or pursuit of office, but they were val-
idating and celebrating these phenomena as the essence of a new and
constructive political dynamic. Finally, in the rwentieth century, after the
great Liberal-Conservative party battles in and out of Parliament had been
enshrined at the center of British public life, Lord Balfour could remark, in
celebration rather than disdain, that the whole English constitution was
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arranged so that men might quarrel.? Yer no Amcricgn president before
Van Buren, or certainly Jackson, could have taken pride, or even fqund
consolarion, in such a statement. They had remained fearful of ‘.‘Lhc primal
Augustan nightmare, discord—which s, instirurionalized, faction.”

Jacksonian Partisanship

The underlying changes in the character of party and lcl:adcrsl?ip that hafi
begun during the preceding decade became morc evident in ]ackson.s
presidency. Although the president thought of himself as an “Old R_cpubls-
can” truc to the tradition of Jefferson, and although “the Jacksonian per-
suasion” had its Classical aspects, the cffeer of Jackson’s two administra-
tions was to launch the nation on a new dynamic. Jackson’s most notable
battle, for example, waged to destroy the Bank of the United St:}tcs, was a
liberating effort, however mixed the consequences. The demise of the
Bank did indeed remove a form of monopoly and privilege in the economy
of the nation, and politically the veto of the Bank restrained an ominously
powerful vested interest. The veto also “unshackled” the business .and. fi-
nancial cnergies of the country, allowing an unimpeded dcccp‘tnﬂ'lzarlon
and expansion of banks, credit, and mmmcrcial.riv?lry and fac:]]tqtlng the
rapid movement of the frontier and the exploitation of the nation’s re-
sources. For a century (or at least until the creation of the Federal Reserve
System in 1913), and in contrast to what had prevailed from 1791 to
1829, the United States had an exceprionally open, unregulated “system”
of trade and finance, o
Guided by a philosophy that advocated leaving “individuals and staes as
much as possible to themselves,” Jackson pro_cccdcd to gather around him
“a group of successful bankers, railroad builders, land.spcculatois, l;md
general promoters.” One of them, Amos Kendall, explained that things
will take their course in the moral as well as in the natural world” and
warned Congress to “be content ro let currency and privat.c business
alone.”* Instcad of using the Bank of the United States to guide the na-
tional economy in “the aggregare interest,” as John Quincy Adams and h}s
predecessors had sought to do (not always successfully), Jackson and his
colleagues simply abandoned that aspiration and instead assumed _that th_c
public good required of government no more than thc.: rcm(?vn] of impedi-
ments to private enterprise— “combinations in restraint of trade,” as the
Sherman Anti-Trust Act would put it a half-century later. Men as varied as
Jonathan Edwards, the Adamses, Washington, and Madison “were con-
cerned to control the principles of possessive and competitive individual-

The Jacksonians 151

ism by using the counterbalancing idea and ideal of the whole man obli-
gated o other men within the framework of a true community. . . . Their
rhetoric, their policies, and their actions converged in an effort to build an
equitable and ethical community within the limits of capiralist ecconom-
ics.”?* Thase men, thar is, retained much of the “premodern” world view
of Pope and Swift, whereas the Jacksonians candidly and cnthusiastically
accepted the ethic of self-interest and the politics of pluralism. The transi-
tion from old to new was not instantancous. The spirir of commerce and
competition was widespread before 1829, and the ideal of a harmonious
public interest did not die when ]. Q. Adams left the White House, but
the Jacksonians did, as they often proclaimed, alter basic assumptions of
American politics.

The Maysville veto, signaling the end of federal initiative in and dircer
support of internal improvements, further cncouraged the era of laissez-
faire and decentralizarion. Jackson’s message that the Maysville Road bill
was unconstitutional clearly argued as well that the country nceded less,
not more, national guidance of the cconomy. It should be left to individu-
als and corporations, or at best to state legislatures, to decide the paths of
growth and development. In confronting the panic of 1837, President Van
Buren reaffirmed the Jacksonian axioms. It was wrong, he said, to expect
the government “to relieve embarrassments arising from losses by revul-
sions in commerce and credir. . . . [Government] was not intended to con-
fer special favors on individuals or on any classes of them, {or] to creare
systems of agriculture, manufactures, or tade. . . . All communities are apt
to look to government for too much.” Any attempt by government to “in-
terfere in che proper concerns of individuals,” Van Buren warned, led “un-
avoidably . . . to neglect, partiality, injustice, and oppression.” Instead, he
asked the nation to have faith, despite the depression then underway, that
“a system founded on privare interest, enterprise, and competition, with-
out the aid of legislative grants or regulations by law, would rapidly pros-
per.” The intention was always to diminish restraint and to shun plans
and systems (and leadership) that might stific individual cnergies or limit
the opportunities of enterprising groups. Indeed, this repudiation of SVs-
tem seemed uniquely suited o an era when millions of immigrants would
arrive and a continent was to be settled. Its combination of laissez-faire
cconomics, democratic spirit, frontier individualism, immigrant oppor-
tunity, and business entreprencurship became embedded in such phrases as
“the American character,” or “way of life,” or “liberal tradition”—all of
which received their essential, unashamed validation in the Age of Jackson.

Even the abandonment of the “rst civil service system,” wherein, gener-
ally, employces of the federal government had kept their jobs during good
performance of their duties, had its liberating aspects. As Jackson ex-
pressed in famous, or infamous, sentences in his first annual message to
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Congress, men who held office “for any greart length of timf: <. .areaptto
acquire a habit of looking with indifference upon the public interests. . . .
Office is considered a species of property, and‘ government . . . a means of
promoting individual interests. . . . Corruption . .. anld a perversion of
correct feelings and principles divert government from its legitimate ends
and make it the engine for the support of the few at the expense of the
many.” To overcome this clitist system, Jackson offered a startlingly new
conception of government employment: “Trhr: dut_:cs of all public officcrs
are, or at least admit of being made, so plain fmd 51‘mp1c that men of intel-
ligence may readily qualify themselves for their pcrformfmcc; '.mcl I can not
but believe that more is lost by the long continuance of men in office tl}an
is generally gained by their experience.” As the experience of of'ﬁcclloidmg
was deemed of little value, and as no onc had an “intrinsic right” to be
supported “at the public expense,” the Jacksonians con.clu%ic.d thal:.thcrc
was neither disadvantage to the public nor injustice to individuals in the
removal of any civil servant from office. “To destroy the idea of property so
generally connected with official station” by Prom(?rin-g a t_'rcqucnt rotation
in office would vitalize, Jackson said, “a leading principle in the republican
creed, [and] give healthful action to the systcm.”” o ‘

Jackson’s supporters in Congress soon ;ustlﬁcFl t'hc' president’s doctrine.
Senator Ether Shepley of Maine asserted that “it is ]ust,_and proper, and
useful . . . to change public officers. It is in accordance w1tl.1 our system of

Government, which holds out equal rights and equal privileges to all.
Senaror William L. Marcy of New York stated, perhaps more candlid]_v, the
“principle” on which he expected officeholders and Ell'!Cll' aspiring suc-
cessors to act; “When they are contending for victory [in elections], they
avow their intention of enjoying the fruits of it. If they are defeated, they
expect to retire from office. If they are succc‘;sfu.l, they clain_i, as a matter of
right, the advantages of success. They see nothing wrong in the rullc, t.hat
to the victor belong the spoils of the enemy.”* Defenders of the principle
of rotation thus saw it as part of the great demacratic reforms that cxal_tcd
the power of the common man and drew his government cliosc.r to him.
And Marcy’s idca of the usefulness of rewards was constructive llf one ac-
cepted, as Van Buren argued, that the political party had a positive, indis-
pensable role to play in democratic government. In any case, the Jackso-
nians had opened the political system, like th.c nation’s economy, to a
wider participation and to a competitive vitality (challty, Swift .would
have said). After a century, it seemed, Bernard Mandeville and Daniel De-
foe had triumphed over Pope and Bolingbroke.

The Jacksonians had not, of course, invented patronage, bur they recon-
ceived it. The traditional use of political patronage, brought toa high art
in eighteenth-century Britain, was to cement a personal fo!lomng and th‘us
to strengthen the power of a “parliamentary notable.” Sir Lewis Namier
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offers the classic description of the English parties: “Whoever in the eigh-
teenth cenrury had the ‘attractive power” of office, received an accession of
followers, and whoever retained it for some time, was able to form a
party.” Although these parties, or factions, did not disappear at once on
losing patronage and office, “every single group in opposition,” Namicr
concluded, “was bound to melt, even if Opposition as a whole was on the
increase: for the basis of the various groups [ “parties”] was eminently per-
sonal.” For Van Buren and the new American party leaders, however, pat-
ronage was not so much “centered on clients and family,” the customary
form in Anglo-American politics of the previous century, as on “interest-
groups and constituents.”*” Although personal motives were by no means
absent in the new system, Jackson’ words in so candidly defending “rora-
tion in office™ are revealing. He had repudiated the old system in which a
political office was considered “a species of property” or “a means of pro-
moting individual interests” and recommended instead “healthful action
to the system,” thar is, of bringing ordinary citizens into the process of
government, both through direct officcholding and by cementing their
loyalty to a permanent political party. Thus, although the word party was
used in both cases, and although patronage was as important to the duke
of Newcastle as to Van Buren, the structure and dynamic had been shifted
fundamentally. Similarly, Jackson’s phrase, “public interests,” meaning
various projects of public usefulness, carried very little of the Classical con-
notation of disinterested understanding larger than any summation of
parts.

The Jacksonian system, like Mandeville’s, embodied its own conception
of exeeurive leadership and pursuit of the public good. Jackson once de-
clared to the Senate that “the President is the dircet representative of the
American people” and therefore had to manage his branch of government
in their interest without interference from Congress.® As the “direct rep-
resentative of the American people,” Jackson also insisted he had the au-
thority to act as their guardian against any and all hostile interests, When,
as under the Bank of the United States, “the rich and powerful . . . bend
the acts of government to their selfish interests,” Jackson proclaimed, “the
humble members of socicty—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers—. . .
have a right to complain of the injustice of their government.” Because
many of the rich men of America “have nort been content with equal pro-
tection and equal benefits” of the laws but instead had soughrt and secured
“monopolics and exclusive privileges,” it was the duty of the “direct repre-
sentative of the people” to strike down the injustices. There are, Jackson
admonished, “no necessary evils in government. Its evils exist only in its
abuses. If it would confine itsclf to cqual 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.” And this, to the president,




154 The American Presidency

meant for the federal government to leave “individuals and the States as
much as possible to themselves,”?!

In striking down the Bank, in halting federal road building, and in rotar-
ing the offices of government, Jackson conceived of himself as the tribune
of the people, frecing their energies from the limitations and inequiries im-
posed by government itself. Executive leadership meant primarily restrain-
ing evil forces so that the people could be free—to do as they pleased. The
Democratic party, furthermore, was the proper instrument of the presi-
dent in exercising his power, and thus was the legitimate object of his
nourishment and support. Although Jackson used the same rhetoric of
“public interest™ as his predecessors and fashioned his own highly effective
means of executive power, the assumprtions and means of lcadership had in
fact been transformed. As the Bank veto message stated so clearly, there
were a multitude of forces at work in society, many of them selfish and evil,
50 it was necessary for “the humble members of society” to organize and to
support the advocate of their interests, that is, to enlist in the Democratic
party in order to achieve the power to strike down their enemics. And it
was the president’s role both to crystallize the sentiments of the common
people and to guide and sustain a political party as the instrument of their
protection against intrusion, monopoly, and oppression. The purpose of
defeating oligarchic monopolies, and even of forming a political party to
accomplish that, was not un-Jeffersonian (as Jackson himself perceived),
but the differences in emphasis and connotation were profound: for Jeffer-
son the party had to be femporary, not permanent; merely destroying the
monopolies to let laissez-faire flourish would to him have been simplistic if
not irresponsible, and sctting aside the “humanizing” ideal in public life
would to him have been a form of corruption. This polarizing conception
of politics, which presents the central issue as that of either defeating or
succumbing to the evil of special privilege, after 1829 became the reigning
one in American public life and in many respects has been dominant ever
since.

The Adamses and the “Degradation of
the Democratic Dogma”

Against this essentially negative conception of the execurive’s role, the
above-party, positive ideas of exccutive leadership so deeply embedded in
Jackson’s vanquished foc of 1828 (and in all of his predecessors) seem so
quaint and unrealistic as to belong to another age—as indeed they did. In
1904 Henry Adams, recalling the venerable figure of his grandfather sit-
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ting in front of him in the church at Quingy, reflected on the “educarion”
he had received at home and ar Harvard, The industrial America of his
adult life scemed to him more distant from the world of his statesmen fore-
bears than they were from the age of Greece and Rome encased in the
books of the family library. He had, he wrote, been reared to live in a
world that had died.*

When asked nine years after his crushing defeat in 1828 for informarion
abour his presidency, John Quincy Adams wrote thar “the grear effort of
my administration was to mature into a permanent and regular system the
application of all the superfluous revenue of the Union.” Such a system
“would have afforded high wages and constane employment to hundreds
of thousands of laborers” and would have caused “the surface of the whole
Union [to be] checkered over with railroads and canals.” “I fell and with
me fell, I fear never to rise again,” the old statesman complained, “the sys-
tem of internal improvement by means of national cnergies.” Instead of
adopting this grand design, which Adams as the patriot leader had so
boldly presented in 1825, national development had been consigned to
“the limping gait of State legislature and private adventure, [and] the
American Union . . . is to live from hand to mouth, and to cast away in-
stead of using for the improvement of its own condition, the bounties of
Providence.”™ Only five days after Jackson’s inauguration, in fact, John
Quincy Adams had predicted that “the day will be the day of small things.
There will be neither lofty meditations nor comprehensive foresight, nor
magnanimous purposc.” The son to whom Adams made this prophecy
would have understood the rich public philosophy from which it derived:
during the carly months of 1829 Charles Francis Adams had been reading
Pope, Ciccro, Adam Smith, Blackstone, Addison, Clarendon, and Burke.
Theodore Roosevelr, just beginning in 1886 to develop his philosophy of
positive governmient in the public interest, made the same point when
he referred to the Jacksonian administrations as “the millennium of the
minnows,”*

Behind the halt of the orderly mobilization of the nation’s encrgics and
resources for the public good, for which Adams blamed the partisan, irre-
sponsible, Jacksonian spoilsmen, the cx-president saw deeper causes than
conventonal political differences. “The Sable Genius of the South,” he in-
toned, in its fear and envy of the rising tide of northern prosperity, had
“raised the standard of free trade, nullification, and state rights” as masks
for a wicked, self-interested defense of slavery.® To him there could be no
clearer example of the curse of faction and partisanship, no more un-
mistakable corruption, than the virtual capture by the slavocracy of the
government of the Union born in 1776. Adams’s steadfast defense of the
right to petition Congress for the abolition of slavery, a campaign char
made him the first national champion of that cause, was not Just a moral
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crusade. Adams’s abolitionism derived not only from his conviction, held
since the age of sixteen, that a people cannot “be happy who are subjected
to personal slavery™® bur also from his understanding of the ideals of the
American Revolution. The slave power had to be destroyed in order to
restore the very character of the nation, to rescue it from that worst of pub-
lic crimes, the subordination of the general good to private greed.

The increasing insolence and self-assertion of the slave power was to
Adams part and parcel of the Jacksonians’ abandenment of the nation’s
public interest to the vicissitudes of party warfare. Under that banner,
Adams foresaw, the slave interest was as legitimate as any other, as quali-
fied to be voted up, to expand, and to resist being voted down as any
other. In fact, the amoral doctrine of “popular sovercignty” defended by
Stephen A. Douglas in the 1850s was one plausible fruit of the conception
of party Martin Van Buren had devised in the 1820s to push John Quincy
Adams from the presidency. Douglas’s doctrine was also a repudiation of
the long tradition that valued a polity attuned not to vox populi as such
but rather to a higher law that might with good leadership cnlist the sup-
port of the whole people.

As John Quincy Adams pondered the meaning of his public career, he
sometimes interpreted his crushing defeat in 1828 and the consequent tri-
umph of Jacksonian party politics as somber signs of the betrayal, or per-
haps cven the nonexistence, of Providence itself. He had always believed,
he wrote in 1837, “thar the ultimate extinguishment of slavery throughout
the earth was the grear transcendent earthly object of the mission of the
Redeemer. . . . That the Declaration of Independence was a leading event
in the progress of the gospel dispensation. . . . That its principles lead di-
rectly to the abolition of slavery and of war, and that it is the duty of every
frec American to contribute to the utmost extent of his power to the prac-
tical establishment of those principles.” Under this belief, Brooks Adams
noted, his grandfather had entered the presidency, supposing that “an hon-
est executive . . . supported by an intelligent and educated civil service,
who should hold their places permanently, . . . [might] devote their whole
time, energy, and thought” to the providential task. John Quincy Adams
had hoped for the “continual progressive improvement, physical, moral,
political, in the condition of the whole people of this Union . . . by estab-
lishing the practical, self-evident trurh of the natural equality and brother-
hood of all mankind, . .. and by banishing slavery and war from the
carth.”* The biographer of John Quincy’s son and Brooks’s father, Charles
Francis Adams, summarized the moral universe of the Puritan-Christian
tradition accepred by the Adams family: “As true New Englanders, they
believed firmly in a positive life, in the full exercise of their mental powers,
and the full control of their ‘appetites.” . . . Idleness was a sin and self-
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satisfaction corruption. . . . Duty, determination, integrity, self-examina-
tion—these were their guides to conduct.”

Instead of this grand design working out in the United States, public
lands were, under Jackson, given away “to private land jobbers,” spoilsmen
took over the public administration, and slaveowners came to dominate
the Union. Summarizing his grandfather’s view, Brooks Adams concluded
that Jackson was “the materialization of the principle of evil . . . [because
he] embodied the principle of public plunder.” Convinced thar if “cach
man [strove] to better himself at the cost of his neighbor,” this striving
would coincide with the common good, Jackson and his followers sought
to enshrine “the instincts of greed and avarice which are the essence of
competition.” Thus, instead of the continuing improvement of society un-
der Providence and in accordance with a noble design John Quincy Adams
thought he had inherited from John Winthrop and George Washington
(as well as from Cicero and Saint Paul), the nation expericnced what
Brooks and Henry Adams termed a “Degradation of the Democratic
Dogma” leading straight from Jackson and Van Buren to the presidency of
Ulysses S. Grant.®

Adams’s decp disdain for sectional politics and individual aggrandize-
ment also found expression during the Jacksonian cra in a general “anti-
partyism” among an odd mixture of Whigs, anti-Masons, evangelical re-
formers, and latter-day Puritans who scorned the ethos and character of
the Democratic party as defined and defended by Van Buren and his allics.
Deriving in part from a Winthropian sense of an organic socicty kit to-
gether in brotherly affection for the good of the whole," and imbued with
an Edwardsian vision of a worldwide “pious union” of Christian love, the
“antiparry” forces thought of government as beginning with society, not
with individuals, and belicved that harmony, not conflict or competition,
should characterize human affairs, As late as 1848 a Whig oraror could still
aver that a voter “does not exercise his franchise for himself, but for the
whole body politic . . . [in order to] place the administration habitually in
the hands of the most worthy” In this speaker’s eyes, “Leaders, Lawgivers
and Instructors of the people” on the models of Moses and Joshua were
still needed. An evangelical spokesman, Horace Bushnell, called political
partics “the worst form of Papacy ever invented” because their demand for
total loyalty masked scething factional disputes, Another, Charles G. Fin-
ney, declared that “no man can be an honest man, that is committed to a
polirical party.” Hostility to the Masons as a secret, divisive group, further-
more, had its roots in a similar suspicion of any force that set one part of
the community against another. “Party men” were viewed as grasping,
newly rich, unprincipled, alienared types who lacked a sense of community
responsibility, were devoid of Christian charity, and corrupted morals.” Tr




158 The American Presidency

is not surprising that John Quincy Adams, a son Qf NC\_V E.ngland Puritan-
ism, was deeply anti-Masonic and often, especially in 1:115 later career,
found support from and made alliances with L:Icmcnts _of this “.gt_:ncml anti-
partyism” that remained an important force in American politics, at least
rhetorically, through the first half of the nincteenth century. It would be a
mistake to conclude, obviously, thar everything changed abruptly in 1829
with Adams’s defear, or thar the new Democratic party was totally uncon-
cerned for “the whole body politic,” or even thar it was far more partisan
than the groups that opposed it. Clay, Calhoun, and Webster, for cxamp_lc,
conceded nothing to Jackson, Van Buren, and Thomas Hart Benton as in-
veterate partisans. But the second quarter of the ninctccpt.h ccnmry_dld
witness a growing party activity and validation of that activity on all sides
even as party leaders continued to draw on a large reservoir of andparty
sentiment still strong in public opinion.

Defoe, Tocqueville, and J. S. Mill

The parallel of this antipartyism with the cricique made by Pope an'd
Bolingbroke of Robert Walpole’s government is striking. Jackson ‘.md his
followers, and the political system they espoused, accepted as bcmgn the
same centerprising, candidly partisan, openly competitive dynamic Lh.at
Walpole had welcomed in England a century earlier. Although thn.‘ Whig
merchants and oligarchs who supparted Walpole were vastly different
from the mixture of farmers, workers, slaveowners, and entrepreneurs who
sustained Jackson, nonetheless in each case the character of the nation was
allowed to rest simply on the energies and enterprise of the ipdividuals and
groups within it. W. E. H. Lecky’s praise of Walpole and his government,
that under it Britain experienced a “long peace, . . . immense material de-
velopment, . .. [and] the firm establishment of parliamentary govern-
ment,” has its American counterpart in Richard Hofstadrer’s characteriza-
tion of Jacksonian democracy. It demanded “the classic bourgeois ideal,
equality before the law |and] the restriction of government to equal pro-
tection of its citizens. . . . Its aim [was] not to throttle but to liberate busi-
ness, to open every possible pathway for the CI.‘cati\.fc c:lu:crpris.c of the
people.”** Each historian, that is, discerned a specific time in t_hf: history of
the respective nations when key clements of “the liberal t[’adlthI‘l”-—ﬁ‘C(;'
dom from restraint, enterprise, prosperiry, and party government—experi-
enced growth and validarion.

Classic accounts of each era, Danicl Defoe’s A Tour Thro® the Whoie Is-
land of Great Brirain (1724—1727) and Alexis de Tocqueville’s Denocracy

The Jacksonians 159

i America (1835), also emphasize again and again the cenrrality of the
commercial spirit and the cransformation it was cflecting on the land and
its people. Defoc’s work celebrated the growth of trade and the consequent
rapid increase of wealth experienced by Great Britain during the rule of
Walpole. Although the author on his tour naticed interesting “antiquitics”
and paid some attention to churches, country houses, farming, and other
traditional aspects of English life, he became cesratic over bustling mar-
ketplaces, improved transportation, new industries, ingenious inventions,
and growing towns. Defoe saw England with a tradesman’s eye, always
aware of what was important to his prosperity, and urterly confident that
the future greatness of the nation depended not only on its manufacrures
and commerce as such but also on its cherishing the habits and values of
the tradesman: enterprise, diligence, autonomy, and pursuit of profit. De-
foe found the West Riding of Yorkshire “a noble Scene of Industry and
Application” where thronged marketplaces in “infinitely populous™ towns
made it clear that a welcome revolution was under way in English life. He
was especially impressed with Hull, where there was “more business done
- - than in any other town of its bigness in Europe.” Its grearest asset,
morcover, was its merchants. There were none in Brirain, Defoe asserted,
with “a fairer Credit, or fairer Character . . . as well for the Justice of their
Dealings as the Greatness of their Substance or Funds for Trade.”* As De-
foe was well aware of the misery and poverty still widespread in Britain, he
also proposed countless “projects” showing how the expansive, energetic
spirit permeating commerce could soon solve social problems—precisely
the optimism and ingenuity that had so impressed the youthful Benjamin
Franklin when he had read Defoc’s Essay upon Projects (London, 1695).
Quite simply, Defoc exulted ar an ethic, an openness, a way of life, and a
public philosophy attuned to the new world of commerce coming to En-
gland in the age of Walpole.

A century later Tocqueville found the same qualitics in an America
whose reigning folk hero was Franklin. Tocqueville was convinced that the
commercial, enterprising style was the irresistible wave of the furure and
that this bourgeois culture was advancing in its most undiluted form in
America. With a background different from Defoe’s and with one hundred
more years of bourgeois “progress” on record, however, Tocqueville saw
the result as a mixed blessing. At the end of his travels in America he ad-
mitted, “I find my vision hazy and my judgment hesitant.” That impres-
sive, restless, vigorous, egalitarian nation, destined to fill a continent and
dominate half the world, nonetheless “saddens and chills me,” he wrote,
because it also seemed “blunted,” “less brilliant.” “more average,” and
tinged with a “universal uniformiry.” He was therefore “rempted to regret
that state of society which has ceased to be”—the same anxieties and fore-
bodings Walpole’s critics had felt. Yer, the French aristocrat accepted as in-
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evitable what the Augustan writers had sought to hold back. “It would be
. .. unreasonable to expect of men nowadays.” he wrote, “the particular
virtues which depended on the social conditions of their ancestors, since
that state of society has collapsed, bringing down in the confusion of its
ruin all that it had of good and bad.”* It was John Quincy Adams’s tor-
ment—and opportunity—as it had been Jefferson’s, to lead the nation in
secking to blend the virtues of the collapsing aristocratic world with the
coming age of autonomy, democracy, and equality heralded by Jackson
and his followers.

John Stuart Mill expressed a similar ambiguity when in 1840 he re-
viewed volume 2 of Democracy in America. He accepred most of Tocque-
ville’s generalizations about American character and sociery, but he dis-
agreed about their root cause. Tocqueville had mistakenly blamed the
leveling, grasping, ignoble aspeers of life in the United States on the “ab-
stract ideas” of democracy and equality. These deficiencies, Mill insisted,
instead arose from “the tendencies of modern commercial sociery.” He
thought the contrast between the equality of condition among the people
of lower (French) Canada, who had none of “that go-ahead spirit” of the
Americans, and the American-like enterprise of the English middle class,
in the midst of an aristocratic society, revealed Toequeville’s mistake. Mill
asked Englishmen whether “the American people, both in their good
qualitics and in their defects, resemble anything so mwch as an exaggera-
tion of our own middle class.” He found “the spirit of commerce and in-
dustry is one of the greatest instruments . . . of improvement and culture
in the widest sense; to it, or to its consequences, we owe nearly all that
advantageously distinguishes the present period from the middle ages.”
That spirit was dangerous, Mill thoughe, only when it “becomes prepon-

derant in a community, . . . |imposing itself] upon all the rest of sociery;
[and] . . . forcing all to cither submit to it or to imitate it.” The United

States in 1840, Mill implicd, was not so much a unique land of democracy
and equality as a nation cxcessively dominated by a commercialization of
values long in development in England.

The need, therefore, was not to be “hazy” or “hesitane” about the spread
of democracy and equality, but rather to be surc thar the “commercial
spirit” did not become utterly dominant—as seemed to be the case in the
United States. In this respect Mill thought Grear Britain was forrunare be-
cause it still possessed a genuine “agricultural class™ attached ta the land
and devored to farming as “itself an interesting occupanion.” American
farmers, on the other hand, who “range from place to place, [were] to all
intents and purposes a commercial class.” Britain was also lucky that it had,
as America did not, “a leisured and a learned class” thar were able to “con-
tral the excess of the commercial spirit by a contrary spirit.” Although Mill
regarded “the ascendency of the commercial class in modern sociery as in-
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evitable,” it did not need “to be regarded as evil” as long as “counter-
ba_lam:.ing” classes existed. Mill meant thar society had to cultivate a higher
morality “than either the calculations of self-interest, or the emotions of
Sf:lﬂﬂartcr)f” (all too prevalent in Jacksonian America, if Tocqueville was
rlght.). Furthermore, public life needed to be guided by “that order of vir:
tues in which a commercial society is apt to be deficient: . . . with less be-
nevolence but more patriotism; less sentiment, bur more self-conrrol: if
a lower average of virtue, more striking individual cxamples of it; ﬁ:\:vcr
sm-al[ goodnesses, but more greatness, and appreciation of grc;:tncss 4
Without denigrating democracy, enterprise, or equality, Mill saw the ncc‘d
f'01.' other values in society—and for standards and modes of government
akin to those lauded in the Roman Scnate, especially “freedom from any
c]ass-.mtcrcst” and the exercise of rational deliberation in pursuit of the
public good. And he also agreed with John Quincy Adams that acrive, vir-
tuous leadership was indispensable to the preservation of this COLI;'IICI‘-
balancing clement in a nation.*

Inc_rcasingly dominant in both Walpolean Britain and in Jacksonian
Amcrica, however, was a world view congenial to a prospering, open so-
clety, requiring not so much guidance as free rein. One consequence of this
dominance was observed years later by Herbert Croly: “When orators of
ti}c Jacksonian Democratic tradition begin to glorify the superlative indi-
vnvd!.m[s developed by the freedom of American life, what they mean by in-
dividuality is an unusual amount of individual energy successfully spent in
pppular and remunerative occupations. Of the individuality which may re-
side in the gallant and exclusive devotion o some disimc;—cstcd, and per-
haps unpopular mpm!, intellecrual, or rechnical purpasc, they have nor the
remotest conception.”™ This lateer sort of “individuality” (before mid-
nincteenth century, the term, if used ar all, had generally négativc connota-
tions), however, is precisely what Washington and John Quincy Adams (o
say nothing of Pericles, Plutarch, Swift's king of Br()bdingnag and a iu)sr
of others) admired. ,




