Max Yearsley – Understanding Democracy (HPFY3009)
What Circumstances Influenced Alexander Hamilton’s Attitude Towards Government, and How Did He Support the Idea of Republicanism?

Alexander Hamilton was a particularly influential politician and founding father in the early years of America, with his campaigns leading to the creation of the Federalist Party, distinct from the Democratic Republican Party. In this essay I aim to show some of the main events that developed Hamilton’s Federalist arguments, and the strategies / plans he implemented because of them.

Hamilton was the son of James A. Hamilton and Rachel Fawcett, and was born in Charlestown, Nevis, in 1755 (Chernow, 2005[footnoteRef:1]). Hamilton’s mother died of yellow fever when he was just thirteen years old, leaving him to fend for himself after his father abandoned the family just months before. It could be argued that the absence of parental guidance kickstarted Hamilton’s strengths in self-determination and critical thinking. After years of (essentially) being supported by his local community during his adolescence, Hamilton travelled to America, and attended school in New Jersey. It was in New Jersey where Hamilton met William Livingston, a philosopher and leading academic whose ideas had a significant influence towards the young Hamilton (Chernow, 2005). [1:  Chernow, Ron, Alexander Hamilton, Penguin Books, 2005, p13 and p.44] 


When the American Revolution emerged, Hamilton was commissioned as captain of the provincial artillery, in the year 1776. One of Hamilton’s most historic accomplishments during the revolution was when he and his troops stopped British forces from crossing the Raritan River, and reaching George Washington’s strongest army. Afterwards, George Washington was impressed at Hamilton’s bravery and leadership, and appointed him as his personal aide in 1777, raising his rank to lieutenant colonel. Once the revolution had ended, Hamilton was keen on growing his general wealth and connections. Marrying Elizabeth Schuyler in 1780 strengthened this objective, as the Schuyler family was a very powerful family in New York.

Life became significantly harder for the general population after the American Revolution. Former colonies were saddled with massive war debts, and the Continental Army’s troops, the majority of whom were civilians, came home to find their farms in dire need of repair. These farmers communicated with the courts, asking for more time and understanding in the repayment of their loans. The aftermath to the dismissal of their appeals led to Shay’s Rebellion, a revolt leading many Massachusetts farmers to rise against their local courts and governments (Richards, 2002[footnoteRef:2]). This rebellion ultimately became an important part of American history, convincing a large majority of American Citizens, including Hamilton himself, that smaller, local governments were not able to effectively handle national issues. Therefore, the idea of a strong national government began formation, in order to regulate and levy taxes, keep the currency stable, and generally keep the peace. [2:  Richards, Leonard L., Shay’s Rebellion, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002] 


[bookmark: _Hlk66566832]The American Revolution ultimately led to the creation of the Constitution, which was constructed over 5 months in 1787, and sent to every state for sanction. Being the only founding father to be born outside of America, Hamilton was protected against various regional biases that caused many politicians to rise in popularity. Fundamentally, Alexander Hamilton’s main ambition was to have a future of political stability in America, guided by the hands of a robust government, and led by a strong leader who was elected by the people. Hamilton’s republican theory developed publicly between the late 1780s and 1790s. Like the other founding fathers, Hamilton supported the decision to create an equal representation in the Senate, in an effort to make both large and small states satisfied. Hamilton also believed the representation in Congress, in an agricultural embracing republic, should appreciate the farmer population as well as the industrial class. Federalism as a political philosophy arose during the controversy over the constitution’s approval.

In his own words, Hamilton said “an executive for life has not this motive for forgetting his fidelity and will therefore be a safer depository of power” (Zaide, 1965[footnoteRef:3]). This made Hamilton effective at recommending an executive that would be elected for life. Whenever he was asked to clarify his plans for this new republic, Hamilton would make it understood that this life-long elected executive would not be similar to a monarch. He eventually discarded this notion in the later part of his life, concentrating instead of expanding the federal government’s powers, which frequently caused him to make adversaries at state governments. [3:  Zaide, Gregorio F., World History, 1965, p392.] 


Hamilton’s proposals were not without their critics, however. Almost Immediately after the American Revolution, two distinct arguments were being made. Thomas Jefferson endorsed a stricter interpretation of the constitution, arguing that anything not covered by it, was forbidden. Jefferson also believed that these rights should not be invested in a central government, but rather state governments, which would be more faithful to their populations, and therefore less likely to abuse their powers (Study Notes, 2012[footnoteRef:4]). This eventually created two parties, the Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and John Adams, and Democratic Republican party (also known as the Anti-Federalist Party), led by Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and eventually Aaron Burr. Despite the fact that both arguments were supported by a sizable majority of the public, George Washington chose to stay neutral towards both his assistants. Generally speaking, northern states aligned more with the Federalist party, and the southern states aligned with the Democratic Republican party. [4:  Study Notes, Development of the Two-Party System, 2012, http://www.apstudynotes.org/us-history/topics/development-of-the-two-party-system/] 


Hamilton and Jefferson differed on economic ideas, as well as their viewpoints on government. When it came to discussing financial and trade networks, Hamilton praised the systems Great Britain had, while criticising France and the excesses caused by the French Revolution. Oppositely, Jefferson preferred Frances’s trade systems. Hamilton, now in charge of the Treasury under George Washington, devised financial plans that would allow the federal government to levy taxes, and create a national bank that would print paper money that could be used by all states. The most notable divide between the two parties occurred in 1979, when Congress passed a tariff on imported goods that Hamilton had recommended. This levied a strict sales tax on liquors, with Hamilton explaining that it was a safe source of money because it was dangerous for the wellbeing and health of the people. A non-violent Whisky Rebellion erupted as a result of his policies, with Hamilton urging President Washington to intervene when the distillers became militant.

In conjunction with fellow politicians John Jay and James Madison, Hamilton wrote the Federalist Papers: essays made as a group in 1788 in an order to justify the approval of the constitution, and their ambitions of creating a strong national government. Hamilton, who was still one of president George Washington’s most powerful and loyal assistants at the time, was the chief contributor to the Federalist Papers, and the pioneer of this political mentality. Despite all this, Hamilton was worried that “in [a] pure republican government, the legislature exerts an imperious control over the other departments”, and that “legislative supremacy united all power in the same hands and thus established legislative tyranny” (Federici, 2012[footnoteRef:5]). As a result, Hamilton highlighted that the executive and judicial branches of government should not be subject to the tyranny of those with excessive legislative authority. This led Hamilton to write in the Federalist Papers that the only way to protect these branch’s sovereignty was via a veto. Therefore, “the separation of the executive from the legislative department, would be nominal and nugatory” (Goebel, 1964[footnoteRef:6]). [5:  Federici, Michael, The Political Philosophy of Alexander Hamilton, John Hopkins University Press, 2012, p138.]  [6:  Goebel, Julius, The Law Practice of Alexander Hamilton: Documents and Commentary, Vol. 1., New York: Columbia University Press, 1964, p352.] 


If I had to conclude one reason the people of today honour Alexander Hamilton so greatly, it would be because of his principles of natural justice and equality – in a manner of universalism, rather than nationalism. Although his unique attitudes towards democracy can be interpreted in different ways, many historians find the most significance in his early writings. Hamilton’s views on democratic governance, as well as his reservations and doubts about a pure republican representative government are still relevant today. I believe the general unpopularity of present-day Congress echoes Hamilton’s fears of an all-too-powerful legislative branch.
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