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Chapter 6: Washington Heads the New Government

The establishment of the United States government marked a pivotal moment in
the nation’s history, a transition from a loose confederation of states to a
structured federal system. Chapter 6, "Washington Heads the New Government,"
explores the pivotal role George Washington played in shaping the fledgling
United States during its formative years. As the first president,
Washington's leadership style, policies, and decisions set precedents that
would resonate for generations. This chapter delves into the challenges he
faced, the cabinet he assembled, and the foundational policies he
implemented, illustrating how these elements contributed to the stability and
growth of the new nation.

Washington's Election as President

In April 1789, George Washington was unanimously elected as the first
President of the United States. His election was not merely a result of his
popularity; it symbolized the nation’s desire for strong and stable
leadership. Several factors contributed to Washington's election:

1. Reputation: Washington was a national hero, having led the Continental
Army to victory during the American Revolutionary War.
2. Character: He was seen as a man of integrity, virtue, and commitment to
the public good.
3. Consensus: In a time marked by division and uncertainty, Washington was a
unifying figure, acceptable to both Federalists and Anti-Federalists.

Washington's election was notable not just for the man selected, but also for
the process itself. The Electoral College was established as a mechanism to
elect the president, a compromise between direct popular election and
election by Congress.

The Challenges of Leadership

As Washington assumed office, he encountered numerous challenges that tested
his leadership abilities:

Economic Challenges



The new nation faced significant economic difficulties, including:

- National Debt: The U.S. was burdened with debt from the Revolutionary War,
amounting to over $50 million.
- Currency Issues: The lack of a stable national currency complicated trade
and economic stability.
- Taxation: There was a pressing need for a system to generate revenue for
the federal government.

Washington recognized that addressing these economic challenges was essential
for the nation's survival and prosperity.

Establishing a Government Framework

The newly established government required a framework that would define its
powers and responsibilities. Washington understood the importance of
establishing a solid foundation for the executive branch. His administration
set several crucial precedents:

1. Cabinet Formation: Washington formed a cabinet of advisors to assist him
in decision-making, comprising the Secretaries of State, Treasury, and War.
2. Judiciary: The establishment of the federal judiciary, including the
Supreme Court, was vital for interpreting laws and protecting citizens’
rights.
3. Federal Authority: Washington believed in maintaining a strong federal
government to ensure national unity and prevent the fragmentation that had
plagued the Articles of Confederation.

The First Cabinet

Washington's cabinet was a groundbreaking institution that would influence
how future administrations operated. He appointed individuals who were not
only highly qualified but also reflected a range of viewpoints, which helped
to promote a balanced approach to governance.

Key Figures in the Cabinet

1. Thomas Jefferson - Secretary of State: Jefferson was responsible for
foreign affairs and emphasized the importance of diplomacy and trade.
2. Alexander Hamilton - Secretary of the Treasury: Hamilton played a crucial
role in addressing economic challenges and formulating financial policies.
3. Henry Knox - Secretary of War: Knox handled military affairs and defense,
ensuring the new nation was protected from external threats.
4. Edmund Randolph - Attorney General: Randolph provided legal counsel and
helped shape the nation’s legal framework.



These individuals not only brought their expertise to the administration but
also represented different political philosophies, which would later
contribute to the formation of political parties.

Domestic Policies

Washington's administration faced the task of establishing effective domestic
policies. His approach to governance was characterized by pragmatism and a
commitment to the principles of the Constitution.

Financial Policies

One of the most significant challenges was the financial instability of the
young nation. Hamilton proposed a series of financial policies aimed at
stabilizing the economy:

1. Assumption of State Debts: The federal government would assume the debts
incurred by the states during the Revolutionary War, which would strengthen
federal authority and promote national unity.
2. Establishment of a National Bank: The creation of the First Bank of the
United States was designed to stabilize the currency and provide credit to
the government and citizens.
3. Excise Taxes: To raise revenue, Hamilton proposed taxes on goods such as
whiskey, which would later lead to the Whiskey Rebellion.

These policies were met with resistance, particularly from agrarian interests
in the South, but they laid the groundwork for a strong national economy.

Foreign Affairs

Washington's administration also grappled with foreign relations,
particularly with European powers. The French Revolution posed a dilemma for
Washington, as he sought to maintain American neutrality while dealing with
the conflicting interests of France and Britain.

- Neutrality Proclamation of 1793: Washington declared the United States
would remain neutral in the conflict between France and Britain, a decision
that would shape American foreign policy for years to come.
- Jay’s Treaty: Signed in 1794, this treaty aimed to address issues arising
from the Revolutionary War and settled disputes over trade and territory,
though it was controversial and faced significant opposition.



Political Divisions and the Emergence of
Parties

As Washington’s presidency progressed, ideological divisions began to
surface, leading to the emergence of political parties. The fundamental
disagreements between Hamilton and Jefferson about the role of government,
economic policy, and foreign relations laid the groundwork for the first
political parties in the United States.

Federalists vs. Democratic-Republicans

1. Federalists: Led by Hamilton, this party favored a strong central
government, a robust economy based on industry, and close ties with Britain.
2. Democratic-Republicans: Led by Jefferson, this party advocated for states’
rights, agrarian interests, and support for the French Revolution.

These divisions would intensify during the 1790s and shape the political
landscape of the country.

Legacy of Washington's Presidency

Washington’s presidency set numerous precedents that would influence the
future of the United States. His commitment to a strong federal government,
the establishment of the cabinet, and the importance of neutrality in foreign
affairs were foundational elements of the American political system.

Conclusion

Chapter 6, "Washington Heads the New Government," encapsulates the
complexities and challenges faced by the first president of the United
States. Washington's leadership not only helped to navigate the nation
through its early struggles but also established a framework for governance
that would endure. His ability to unite diverse interests, implement
effective policies, and maintain national stability laid the groundwork for
the United States as a sovereign nation. Washington's legacy as a leader and
a statesman continues to influence the country, reminding us of the
importance of strong, principled leadership in times of uncertainty.

Frequently Asked Questions



What were the main challenges faced by Washington
when establishing the new government?
Washington faced challenges such as creating a functional federal government
structure, managing state and federal relations, addressing economic
instability, and uniting a politically divided nation.

How did Washington's leadership style influence the
development of the executive branch?
Washington's leadership style, characterized by caution and a focus on
precedent, helped shape the executive branch's powers and responsibilities,
establishing norms for future presidents.

What role did the Bill of Rights play during
Washington's presidency?
The Bill of Rights, ratified in 1791 during Washington's presidency,
addressed concerns about individual liberties and helped gain support for the
new Constitution, reinforcing the legitimacy of the federal government.

In what ways did Washington's administration set
precedents for future governments?
Washington's administration set precedents such as the formation of a
Cabinet, the practice of serving a two-term limit, and the establishment of a
strong national identity.

How did Washington address the issue of factions and
political parties?
Washington warned against the dangers of political factions in his farewell
address, advocating for unity and cautioning that divisions could weaken the
nation and lead to conflict.
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