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Review by Matt Schumann, Eastern Michigan University

or the early American Republic, discussions of foreign policy often concerned the
strained relations with Great Britain and an ambiguous relationship with
Revolutionary France. Meanwhile,

following the War of Independence and the
Constitutional Convention, newly
enfranchised citizens had a sense of
political potency that differed remarkably
from their colonial forebears. Todd Estes
brings the reader into this political world
with detailed discussions of propaganda
and debate for nearly the first half of his
book on the Jay Treaty controversy, before
more directly addressing the Jay Treaty
debate and its impact on American
political culture. For the student of
politics, rhetoric and propaganda in the early Republic, he provides a fairly solid
background to discussions of United States foreign policy, both in government circles and
among the press and its readership. However, for anyone seeking a broader view either of
literary and intellectual culture in the later Enlightenment, or of international relations in
the Atlantic world of the 1790s, he offers rather less.

Throughout his work, Estes concentrates on the productions of a few prominent authors,
notably Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin
Bache. Several other political writers make cameo appearances, but none with the
regularity of these four, including President Washington himself. Rather, most of the
analysis focuses on discussion of issues leading up to the Jay Treaty and the associated
debate, and on the public reception of that discussion, so far as letters and minutes of town
meetings would allow. Estes offers a fair bit of evidence for shifting public opinion in one
direction or another, and certainly offers the reader a feel for the dynamic and often

2008

h-diplo
H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews
www.h-net.org/~diplo/roundtables
Volume IX, No. 8 (2008)
2 May 2008

Matt J. Schumann is a lecturer in the Department of
History and Philosophy at Eastern Michigan
University, having received his Ph.D. in History from
the University of Exeter in 2005. A student of Jeremy
Black, he specializes in international relations in the
mid-eighteenth century Atlantic world. He has written
articles on diplomatic history from the Pennsylvania
backcountry to the Baltic Sea, and has recently
published his first book, The Seven Years War: A
Transatlantic History (Routledge, 2008), co-authored
with Karl W. Schweizer.

http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/roundtables
http://www.h-net.org/~diplo/roundtables/PDF/JayTreatyDebate-Roundtable.pdf


H-Diplo Roundtables

2 | P a g e
© 2008 H-Net

rancorous culture of political debate. If one is left wanting for more letters between voters
and the specific minutes of town meetings, there are plenty of references to newspapers
across the former colonies, and of informed correspondence between major political
leaders. Estes clearly has a command of American print culture in the mid-1790s, yet the
reader is left to sift through his copious notes for advice on further reading.

Further reading may also have been of use to Estes himself, when it came to politics beyond
the water’s edge. The terms England and Great Britain and their cognates are used
interchangeably throughout, though Scotsmen were no more English for having been
joined to the British crown and parliament by the Act of Union in 1707. While Estes
appears familiar with the British orders in council that trumped the principle of “Free
Ships, Free Goods” (pp.23-24), he seems not to have been aware of the Rule of the War of
1756, by which countries not trading with Britain’s enemies in a time of peace remained
disallowed from entering that trade in a time of war. At the time, this rule was intended to
deter Dutch and Danish traders, and may have applied equally well to them in the 1790s,
when the threat of confrontation with the Royal Navy again compelled the French
government to seek alternative methods for bringing in its Atlantic trade.1 Moreover,
despite the ongoing American commerce with Great Britain—either legitimate or forced—
Estes also appears unaware of political discourse in London, and provides little clue as to
how Jay himself knew about the climate of public opinion back in the United States (e.g.
p.101).

These criticisms may stray wide of the mark for a work on American political discourse, yet
foreign terminologies and engagement with Europe’s enlightenment culture were clearly
present in the discourse of the day. For example, Estes mentions the use of the term
Jacobin, usually in the context of one acting contrary to the interest of the United States
(pp.81, 114). It remains unclear, however, why Americans may have understood the
French radicals in this light, particularly given their shared antipathy toward British abuses
at sea. It is also never clear how much Americans knew about the “dreadful war in Europe”
(p.84 and passim.), though it clearly influenced the terms under which the Jay Treaty was
signed. Finally, while the dichotomy between passion and reason appears throughout the
work, analysis of the continuing influence of the Enlightenment often remains implicit, and
the same holds for discussions of emerging nationalism and Romanticism.

In sum, The Jay Treaty Debate offers a fine sample of American political discourse in the
middle years of the 1790s, but falls short of a true international history. Estes offers an
admirable tour de force of the early Republic’s popular and print culture, as well as of its
dynamic political climate. For the reader seeking engagement with literary culture and
international relations in the broader Atlantic world, however, it is to be hoped that Estes
will continue his research and offer an expanded edition or companion volume sometime
in the near future.

1 “Free Ships, Free Goods” stems from Anglo-Dutch treaties of 1667 and 1678; the Dutch abused the
principle by carrying French West Indies trade in 1756-59 and 1778-80. See Alice Clare Carter, The Dutch
Republic in Europe in the Seven Years War (London, 1971).
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