
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
In the early days of the Republic, following the 1783 Articles of Peace that concluded the hostilities of the American Revolution, there were many unresolved issues, tensions, and power struggles.  The Articles of Confederation, which formed the political fabric of union, proved inadequate.  They would yield in 1787 to the Constitution, followed in 1791 by the first ten amendments, known as the Bill of Rights.  In those early days of the Republic, the nation was inventing itself, giving meaning to constitutional abstractions and creating precedents for future constitutional crises.
In 1783, still in the time of the Confederation, General Washington was called upon to quell colonial army discontent over Congressional failure to make good on pensions and unsettled accounts.  Congress had to flee from Philadelphia to Princeton to avoid veterans’ armed pressures.  A few years later violence erupted in the Wyoming Valley in territory claimed by both Pennsylvania and Connecticut.  Not until 1787 was that dispute resolved in Pennsylvania’s favor.  
The young Republic experienced a new insurrection in 1786, when debt-ridden farmers sought relief from foreclosures in Massachusetts. Under the leadership of Daniel Shays, a destitute farmer and former captain in the colonial army, an army was assembled to take over a federal arsenal in Springfield, Massachusetts.  The insurrection was suppressed in 1787.  In addition to internal social unrest, the new nation was far from safe, with major European powers (such as England, Spain and France) present on its borders, and conflicts with Native Americans, with whom the young Republic had a tenuous relationship, often arising within.
While constitutional debates were ongoing in Congress, in 1787 the Confederation passed the Northwest Ordinance, which organized governance of the territory north of the Ohio River.  Among the provisions of the Ordinance was a prohibition of involuntary servitude (slavery).  (This was at a time when a number of the Founders believed slavery would eventually die out.  It was not until cotton supplemented tobacco and the viability of plantation farming became central to the Southern economy (post Eli Whitney’s cotton gin’s introduction) and antislavery advocacy threatened Southern interest that many Southerners took up advocacy of slavery’s continuation and expansion.)  In 1788, the new Constitution was ratified.  The Constitution itself was the product of compromise on representation apportionments between large and small states and on such other issues as slavery.
Two visions of the American Republic began to form: those of the Federalists, who advocated a strong national government which encouraged finance, industry, commerce and shipping and was sympathetic to creditor interests.  Anti-federalists (who would later be known as Democratic Republicans) were proponents of a democratic agrarian order, distrusted central government and were sympathetic to debtors.  George Washington, John Adams, and Alexander Hamilton were leaders of the Federalists.  Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and Aaron Burr were among the anti-Federalists.
In 1794, once again the young Republic experienced a revolt.  The discontent over the whiskey excise tax resulted in a farmer’s revolt in western Pennsylvania.  That insurrection was quelled by militia from four states under the command of Henry Lee and Alexander Hamilton.  Two conspirators were convicted of treason, but subsequently (1795) pardoned by President Washington.
In Washington’s farewell address (September 17, 1796), among other admonitions, he warned against the dangers of political parties, particularly those which were geographically aligned.  There are many today that lament the political party divisions which result in deadlock and political palsy on the national level.  Those who are nostalgic for an earlier era would be wise to recall that our first party system (Federalists and Democratic-Republicans) was extremely decisive, filled with ad hominem attacks and vitriol.  In fact, as historians Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick have noted, political animosities in the Federalist Era, would be carried as far as a Federalist doctor refusing to treat a Democratic Republican patient and vice versa.  (Perhaps due to the nascent nature of the science of medicine, as it was, non-treatment may have been a blessing).
In death Washington (d. 1799) was virtually sainted, but while President even he was often assailed.  His successor, also a Federalist, John Adams has been rehabilitated by author David McCullough.  During Adams’ life he was, at best, viewed, as one commentator declared, “A first rate second rate man.”  The Federalists warmed toward Britain, while their opposition (also called Jeffersonians) were more enamored by the French.  During Adams’ Presidency, the nation underwent, on the high seas, an undeclared war (1798-1800) with France.
During the undeclared war, Congress passed the controversial Alien and Sedition Acts, foreshadowing current Xenophobia.  The Alien Act gave the President authority to expatriate aliens regarded as dangerous or suspected of treason or secret inclinations.  The Alien Enemies Act in time of “declared” war gave the President authority to arrest and imprison alien enemies.  The Sedition Act made it a high misdemeanor for citizens or aliens to unlawfully continue to oppose national laws or to aid any insurrection, riot or unlawful assembly.  The intent was to suppress political opposition.  These Federalist - backed congressional laws also extended the period of naturalization from 5 to 14 years.  
The Democratic Republicans attacked the Alien and Sedition Acts.  The Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions (authored by Jefferson and Madison, respectively) declared the Alien and Sedition Acts unconstitutional.  These resolutions or accords theorized that states could nullify such laws in their jurisdictions.  However, neither state nullified the legislation.
In 1799, again a military uprising arose in response to direct federal property taxes.  Several hundred men in some Pennsylvania counties, under the leadership of John Fries, revolted.  Fries was convicted of treason in a trial before U.S. Supreme Court Justice Chase (in a proceeding not unlike what would become the Aaron Burr trial) and sentenced to death.  President Adams pardoned him.
The election of 1800 – which some would characterize as the revolution of 1800 – saw the election of Jefferson and a change of party control.  At that time, the Constitution provided that the second highest electoral vote winner became Vice President.  Adams ran with Charles C. Pinckney against Jefferson and Aaron Burr.  The election resulted in a tie in the Electoral College between Jefferson and Burr (a former New York Attorney General and U.S. Senator from New York).  As constitutionally mandated, the election was to be decided by the House of Representatives.  Alexander Hamilton threw his influence and support to Jefferson (who he considered the lesser of two evils).  Jefferson was elected President with Burr relegated to Vice President.  The inadequacy of the election process resulted in the ratification of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804, which supplanted the existing electoral process with the structure now in use.  Hamilton’s role in the election of 1800 was a source of grievance by Burr.  Hamilton’s aspersions against Burr during Burr’s failed candidacy for governor of New York several years later, that would lead to the infamous Hamilton Burr duel in 1804, which resulted in Hamilton’s death.  Although something of a political pariah, Burr did preside over the impeachment trial of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase in 1805.  
The purchase of the Louisiana territory from the French in 1804 essentially doubled the size of the United States.  Federalists were concerned that territories and potentially states carved from the Louisiana purchase may alter the delicate balance (provided for in the Constitution) among the states along geographic lines.  So much was the concern that some Federalists, under the leadership of Massachusetts Senator Timothy Pickering, actually discussed a Northern Confederacy of New England states plus New York and New Jersey, which would secede from the union.  Burr’s defeat in the 1804 gubernatorial election in New York doomed the plan.   
In 1804 Jefferson successfully ran for the presidency with George Clinton as his new running mate.  It was during Jefferson’s second term that the so-called Aaron Burr conspiracy took shape.  Having slain Hamilton, Burr’s political future was essentially ended.  It was alleged that Burr sought financial support from Anthony Merry, British Minister to the U.S., to organize a movement seeking to separate western states from the U.S.  Merry declined the request, but the Spanish Minister did give Burr a small sum.  Historians still debate whether Burr’s plan was to establish a new nation under his leadership or a filibustering expedition against Spanish interests in the U.S. (territories that included Florida, later wrested by Andrew Jackson from Spanish control, and Texas and the territories acquired in the Mexican War of 1846 – 1848).  Filibustering expeditions, led by private individuals with their own recruited armies, were military expeditions which sought the acquisition of territory for the U.S.  There expeditions whether to continental territories, or such islands as Cuba, would arise throughout the antebellum (pre-U.S. Civil War) period.  
Burr discussed his plans with General James Wilkinson, who was in charge of U.S. forces in the Mississippi Valley.  Burr went along the Ohio River where he assembled 60 to 80 men and some ten boats for the expedition.
Wilkinson informed President Jefferson, who issued a proclamation on November 27, 1806, that prohibited U.S. citizens from joining the “illegal” expedition.  Some 30 miles above Natchez, Burr learned of Wilkinson’s betrayal and fled toward Spanish Florida.  He was arrested in Alabama and transported to Richmond, Virginia for trial on charges of treason.  Burr was indicted on June 24, 1807.  His trials were held from August 3 to September 1, 1807.  After Burr’s acquittal he would practice law in New York in relative obscurity.
U.S. ambitions for territorial expansion led five years later, some historians argue, to the war with Britain in 1812, when the U.S. sought to conquer what some refer to as the fourteenth colony (Canada).  Manifest destiny and threats of succession (from the Hartford Convention during the War of 1812 to the South Carolina Nullification crisis during Jackson’s presidency)coexisted throughout the antebellum period.
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