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  General Summary


  When George Washington announced he would not seek reelection in 1796, the nation was more divided than it had ever been. The battle for power between Republicans and Federalists was the primary political reality of the period. In 1796, the Federalists were winning this battle, and controlled Congress, the judiciary, and the presidency under newly elected John Adams. Adams set out to continue the development of the infant nation and solidify Federalist power and principles of government. His first challenge came in the realm of international relations. In response to the seizure of American ships at sea, Adams began what became known as the Quasi-war, in which neither the US nor France declared war against one another but during which the two sides engaged in naval conflict.


  In preparation for a possible open war with France, Adams built up the military through heavy taxes and heavy expenditures. In addition, the Federalist Congress passed the Alien and Sedition Acts. These acts were drafted to protect the United States from foreign threats to national security, but their effect was to imprison or deport immigrants without a fair trial, and to brutally silence all political opposition. Outraged at the gall of the Federalists, the population voted overwhelmingly Republican in the election of 1800, in which Thomas Jefferson emerged victorious.


  Jefferson would later describe his election in 1800 as a "revolution" because of the sharp swing in political ideology it signaled in America. Indeed, Jefferson quickly set about tearing down the remnants of Federalist government, beginning with the army and the accumulated national debt. One of the most prominent forums in which he attacked Federalist power was in the judicial system, even going so far as to support the impeachment of two federal judges.


  In 1803 Jefferson engineered the Louisiana Purchase, more than doubling the size of the US. The Louisiana Purchase may have been the most important event in the first half-century of American history, immediately opening the West to exploration and settlement. Lewis and Clark, now legends of American history, were the most well known explorers of the Louisiana Territory.


  However, the Louisiana Purchase also opened the United States to foreign conflict, as many nations strove to achieve dominance in the affairs of North America. Shortly after the US took possession of the new territory, disputes arose with Spain over its borders. In an effort to solve America's territorial problems, Thomas Jefferson entered into negotiations with Napoleon Bonaparte of France, who saw in the dispute a chance to strengthen France's influence in North America and manipulate international affairs favorably.


  Jefferson's willingness to engage in international politics with the conniving Bonaparte spurred some Republicans to leave the party and form a faction known as the Tertium Quids, which while they did not seriously challenge Jefferson's power or that of the Republican majority, showed that disunity was a possibility within the Republican Party and had to be guarded against. Another challenge to Jefferson and to the nation was the Aaron Burr conspiracy, an ill-fated attempt by the former vice president to attack Texas and secede from the Union with settlers from the southwest frontier. These two internal challenges well in hand, Jefferson was able to turn his attention to increasing tensions between the US and both Britain and France.


  Britain and France, at war with one another, each tried to use the United States as a pawn with which to harm the other. The United States found itself the victim of an economic war, its merchant ships seized by both nations and its neutrality in jeopardy. Jefferson responded in 1807 with the Embargo Act which isolated the US from the world economically. Though he hoped to force France, and especially Britain, into respecting US neutrality, the US was the first nation to give in, lifting the Embargo Act in 1809 with nothing more than a depressed economy to show for it. Though Jefferson's final endeavor as president was a distinct failure, he is generally considered a success, and the Republicans continued to enjoy the support of the majority of the American people after he left office.


  Context


  During the period from the drafting of the Constitution in 1787 to George Washington's Farewell Address of 1796, the young United States went about the early stages of the experiment of democratic government. Washington's presidency set precedents for operating procedure in the national government, and each branch of the government developed and explored its particular role. During Washington's eight years in office, the nation transformed from a loose association of states into a cohesive unit, vested in its collective national government. However, the close quarters created by governmental cohesion spawned the early signs of political division. Alexander Hamilton's policy initiatives as Secretary of Treasury, perhaps more than anything else, brought the sharply differing political ideologies of different segments of the nation to light.


  Punctuated by Thomas Jefferson's resignation from Washington's cabinet in dismay at the administration's efforts to consolidate power in the central government, politicians and nation split into two rival political parties, Republicans, who opposed strong central government, and Federalists, who were in favor of a strong national government. Though the Federalists were well entrenched in their position of power, the Republicans began to mount a greater and greater challenge. The struggle between the two parties, largely defined by the differing economic and social modalities of North and South, was the primary political reality of the day at the time of Washington's Farewell Address. The conflict between the parties would characterize the years to come.


  By 1808, when Thomas Jefferson decided not to seek a third term in office, the conflict between Federalists and Republicans had all but evaporated. Despite some remnants of Federalist power, primarily in the judiciary branch, Republicans had clearly taken control of the national government. John Adams' presidency had convinced many of the folly of Federalism, and Thomas Jefferson's election in 1800 had been the result. Republican power grew and matured during Jefferson's presidency. Jefferson left these Republicans, led by his successor, James Madison, with a number of issues to deal with on the national scale.


  Perhaps Thomas Jefferson's greatest legacy was the doubling of the size of the US through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. The acquisition of Louisiana by the United States was both a boon and a source of trouble for the US. The land to the West of the Mississippi would provide farmland and homesteads for future Americans, and open up further westward expansion. As the US increased its economic base, tapping into the resources of the west, and its population grew with ample room for settlement, the nation's power and prestige as an international entity expanded. However, out of the new Louisiana Territory grew many sources of political controversy, both domestic and international. Internationally, the Louisiana Purchase meant that the US now held a larger part in the somewhat disputed western lands of North America. Conflicts with Spanish and British forces also present in the west became commonplace, and led to violent struggles on a number of occasions. Additionally, conflicts with the Native American tribes, which inhabited the Louisiana Territory, were inevitable and became a major feature of westward expansion. Finally, the issue of the legality of slavery in the new Territory and in the states which came out of it proved so divisive that disagreement over this issue continued throughout the first half of the nineteenth century and was the clear precursor to the Civil War.


  Additionally, Thomas Jefferson left office at a time of great international unrest. The US had been caught up in the affairs of both sides in the war between Britain and France, and, at the time of the election of 1808, was desperately trying to maintain its neutrality in the face of naval challenges from both great powers. Jefferson, and his successor, Madison, both failed to bring about a peaceful conclusion to this conflict, and the result was the outbreak of the War of 1812, a conflict that would ravage US lands and spur the rebirth of sharp political division.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Alien and Sedition Acts - The 1798 Alien and Sedition Acts consisted of four acts dealing with the protection of national security, the Alien Enemies Act, the Alien Friends Act, the Naturalization Act, and the Sedition Act. While Federalists claimed these acts were essential for national security, Republicans countered that they were politically motivated and served only to deny Americans of their guaranteed rights to fair trial and free speech. The Alien and Sedition Acts were the undoing of the Federalist Party, as Thomas Jefferson won the presidency in 1800 based largely on popular dissatisfaction with the acts.

  


  
    Chesapeake-Leopard Affair - The peak of British disrespect for American neutrality at sea, on June 22, 1807, The British naval frigate HMS Leopard followed the American naval frigate USS Chesapeake out of Norfolk harbor in Virginia, and opened fire upon it after a request to board had been denied. The Chesapeake, not prepared for battle, lost three men and had twenty wounded, and permitted the British to board. The British naval officers boarded, seized four men who had deserted the royal navy, hanged them from a yardarm, and sailed away. Jefferson responded with the Embargo Act.

  


  
    Embargo Act - In response to the Chesapeake-Leopard Affair, Jefferson endorsed the Embargo Act, passed on December 22, 1807, which shut America off from the world economically by forbidding ships from leaving American ports to trade with other nations. He hoped the embargo would put economic pressure on the French, and especially the British. It did, but America suffered far more due to its economic isolation, and the Embargo Act was repealed on March 3, 1809.

  


  
    Federalists - The Federalists believed in a strong central government at the expense of state power. The nation's first two presidents, George Washington and John Adams, were Federalists, and during their terms, all branches of the national government were in Federalist hands.

  


  
    Interposition - In response to the Alien and Sedition Acts, Kentucky and Virginia adopted resolutions, anonymously written by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, which asserted that the states retained the power of interposition, which gave them the right to determine the constitutionality of congressional measures.

  


  
    Judicial Review - Established by Chief Justice John Marshall in Marbury v. Madison, the principle of judicial review held that the Supreme Court could declare an act of Congress unconstitutional.

  


  
    Marbury v. Madison - John Adams made a number of appointments to federal justice positions on his way out of office. One of those, the appointment of William Marbury as justice of the peace in the District of Columbia, was not delivered by midnight of his last night in office. Secretary of state James Madison refused to deliver the commission to Marbury, who asked the Supreme Court to issue a writ of mandamus ordering Madison to do so. Chief Justice John Marshall denied Marbury the writ, ruling that the Judiciary Act of 1789 was unconstitutional in granting the Supreme Court the power to issue such a writ. This established the principle of judicial review.
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