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Presidents’ Day

Conflicts Within Washington’s Cabinet
George Washington succeeded in launching the new nation, but two of his closest advisers held oppos-
ing viewpoints about government. Read these primary sources and do research of your own to make and 
support a claim about how disagreements within Washington’s cabinet affected American politics.

One of the debates among Washington’s advisers concerned the repayment of U.S. debts from the 
American Revolution. Alexander Hamilton believed that all the states should pool their combined 
debt and pay it back together, but Thomas Jefferson instead wanted to limit the government’s 
ability to borrow money.  Historians have pointed out that two very different philosophies about 
government underscored this disagreement. Hamilton’s Federalist ideas favored a strong central 
government, a national bank, and an emphasis on manufacturing. Jefferson’s Republican philosophy 
favored a smaller national government, stronger states, and favoritism to agricultural interests.

In this letter to Washington, Jefferson argues against Hamilton’s debt plan and warns of a rising 
monarchy. After reading the letter, do you believe Jefferson is interested in compromising 
with the Federalists? Is this letter a reliable and neutral source for this conflict?

Letter from Jefferson to Washington

Dear Sir

. . . It has been urged then that a public debt, greater than we can possibly pay before 
other causes of adding new debt to it will occur, has been artificially created . . . it has 
furnished effectual means of corrupting such a portion of the legislature, as turns the 
balance between the honest voters which ever way it is directed . . . the ultimate object of 
all this is to prepare the way for a change, from the present republican form of government, 
to that of a monarchy of which the English constitution is to be the model . . .

The Antifederal champions are now strengthened in argument by the fulfilment of their 
predictions; that this has been brought about by the Monarchical federalists themselves, 
who, having been for the new government merely as a stepping stone to monarchy, have 
themselves adopted the very constructions of the constitution, of which, when advocating 
it’s acceptance before the tribunal of the people, they declared it insusceptible.

—Thomas Jefferson, 1792

Although President Washington desperately hoped for a cooperative government, his cabinet passionately  
disagreed on important issues. In particular, Jefferson and Hamilton attacked one another’s political  
opinions and personal lives. They took their arguments to public newspapers, although they often wrote  
under pseudonyms.  For example, Hamilton used the name Phocion in an article in the Gazette of the  
United States.  
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The president suspected an unavoidable rise of two separate political parties, and consequently he 
desperately warned his advisers: “I do not see how the Reins of Government are to be managed, 
or how the Union of the States can be much longer preserved.”  Read an excerpt from this letter 
written by Washington to Hamilton on August 26, 1792, in which he criticizes the behavior of 
his advisers. After reading the letter, describe what behavior Washington is warning against.

Letter from Washington to Hamilton

My dear Sir,

. . . Differences in political opinions are as unavoidable as, to a certain point, they 
may perhaps be necessary; but it is to be regretted, exceedingly, that subjects cannot be 
discussed with temper on the one hand, or decisions submitted to without having the 
motives which led to them, improperly implicated on the other: and this regret borders on 
chagrin when we find that Men of abilities—zealous patriots—having the same general 
objects in view, and the same up-right intentions to prosecute them, will not exercise 
more charity in deciding on the opinions, & actions of one another. When matters get 
to such lengths, the natural inference is, that both sides have strained the cords beyond 
their bearing—and that a middle course would be found the best, until experience shall 
have pointed out the right mode—or, which is not to be expected, because it is denied to 
mortals—there shall be some infallible rule by which we could fore judge events . . .

How unfortunate would it be, if a fabric so goodly—erected under so many Providential 
circumstances—and in its first stages, having acquired such respectibility, should, from 
diversity of Sentiments, or internal obstructions to some of the acts of Government (for I 
cannot prevail on myself to believe that these measures are, as yet, the deliberate acts of a 
determined party) should be harrowing our vitals in such a manner as to have brought us 
to the verge of dissolution. Melancholy thought! But one, at the same time that it shows the 
consequences of diversified opinions, when pushed with too much tenacity; exhibits evidence 
also of the necessity of accommodation; and of the propriety of adopting such healing 
measures as will restore harmony to the discordant members of the Union, & the governing 
powers of it. 

—George Washington, 1792

Just as Washington scolded Hamilton, he wrote similar reprimanding letters to Jefferson. Washington  
continued to fear the public disagreements among his cabinet members and the rise of political parties.  
In fact, by the time Washington gave his Farewell Address in 1796, he warned against putting “in the  
place of the delegated will of the nation the will of a party.”

Hamilton wrote this letter on September 9, 1792—before Washington’s Farewell Address. It is Hamilton’s  
response to Washington’s letter to him. Hamilton tells Washington that Jefferson started the disagreement,  
while Hamilton himself suffered in silence until could hold back no longer. Read Hamilton’s letter and  
summarize what he intended to accomplish with it. Identify examples of how two political parties are  
rising in the United States. Who is the “differing member”? Is Hamilton’s letter a reliable source in e 
valuating this conflict?
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Letter from Hamilton to Washington

Sir

I have the pleasure of your private letter of the 26th of August.

The feelings and views which are manifested in that letter are such as I expected would 
exist. And I most sincerely regret the causes of the uneasy sensations you experience. It 
is my most anxious wish, as far as may depend upon me, to smooth the path of your 
administration, and to render it prosperous and happy . . . I do not hesitate to say that 
in my opinion the period is not remote when the public good will require substitutes for 
the differing members of your administration. The continuance of a division there must 
destroy the energy of Government, which will be little enough with the strictest Union . . .

I know that I have been an object of uniform opposition from Mr. Jefferson, from the first 
moment of his coming to the City of New York to enter upon his present office. I know, 
from the most authentic sources, that I have been the frequent subject of the most unkind 
whispers . . . I have long seen a formed party in the Legislature, under his auspices, bent 
upon my subversion. I cannot doubt, from the evidence I possess, that the National Gazette 
was instituted by him for political purposes and that one leading object of it has been to 
render me and all the measures connected with my department as odious as possible . . .

Nevertheless I can truly say, that, except explanations to confidential friends, I never directly 
or indirectly retaliated or countenanced retaliation till very lately. I can even assure you, that 
I was instrumental in preventing a very severe and systematic attack upon Mr. Jefferson . . .

—Alexander Hamilton, 1792
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Since the early days of the U.S. Congress, there have been two prominent political parties. From 1797 to 1799, there was nearly equal representation in the House of Repre-
sentatives. Which party had more representatives in the Senate?
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Political Parties

Despite George Washington’s efforts and recommendations, political parties continued to represent 
differing opinions. The Federalist Party, represented by Hamilton and supported by Washington, 
dominated the administration of the government through the 1790s.  Thomas Jefferson and James 
Madison, who both supported a smaller central government and more states’ rights, established 
the Democratic-Republican Party, which was also known as the Republican Party. Jefferson 
became the first Republican president in 1801, followed by Madison and James Monroe. 

These two charts illustrate which party dominated the United States House of Representatives and  
Senate in the formative years of the nation. Describe the representation of the parties in the House  
and Senate from 1797 to 1799. 

Find current primary sources that describe the percentages of political parties in the United States Congress 
today. Along with this information, examine news about current political leaders in the country. Determine 
if their personal lives are attacked in the media by one another and/or by media commentators. Are 
politicians still subjects to personal attacks in newspapers and television, and on the Internet? If so, how? 
How do these personal attacks affect the running of the government and the public’s participation in it?

You have now examined how disagreements became evident in early America and in the current  
political world. Think about how disagreements in Washington’s cabinet affected politics in the  
early United States. Then compose and support an argument that explains how we still see the  
effects of Hamilton and Jefferson’s dispute today.

Reflect:

Use the reading to create a claim that answers this question: How did conflicts within Washington’s  
cabinet affect American politics? 
 
Claim:
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What evidence from the primary sources documents support your claim? Fill out the chart below.  
Circle the two strongest pieces of evidence.  
 

Source Evidence How does this support the claim?

 
You can use this evidence to strengthen your claim. Write your revised claim below.
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! 
The United States Through Industrialism, Lesson 11, Political Developments in the Early 
Republic. More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Create an argument to answer the question: How did conflicts within Washington’s cabinet affect American 
politics? Your argument should: 
•  clearly state your claim. 
•  include evidence from multiple sources. 
•  provide explanations for how the sources support the claim.

 
Use this rubric to evaluate your argument. Make changes as needed. 
 

Score Description

3 The claim clearly answers the question. The argument uses evidence from two or  
more primary sources that strongly support the claim. The explanations accurately  
connect to the evidence and claim.

2 The claim answers the question. The argument uses evidence from one or more  
primary sources that support the claim. Some of the explanations connect to the  
evidence and claim.

1 The claim fails to answer the question. The argument lacks evidence from primary 
sources. Explanations are missing or are unrelated to the evidence and claim.


