
 

Lessons in Negotiating and Compromise 
from The Founding of Washington, D.C. 

This story of how the nation’s capital came to be located on the Potomac is a 
classic case study in early American statecraft. Here are the clearest lessons: 

1. Crisis exposes the need for independent institutions 

The 1783 mutiny—when unpaid soldiers surrounded Congress in Philadelphia and 
state authorities refused to protect it—made the weakness of the Articles of 
Confederation painfully clear. A government without its own secure home and its 
own means of protection could not function. Necessity drove the creation of a 
federal city. 

2. Regional interests must be balanced through compromise 

For seven years, Northern and Southern states fought fiercely over the location. 
No side could simply impose its will. The final solution required give-and-take: the 
South got the permanent capital on the Potomac; the North (especially 
Pennsylvania) got Philadelphia as the temporary capital for ten years, and 
Alexander Hamilton got the votes he needed for his financial plan. 
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3. Forward-looking vision beats short-term convenience 

James Madison argued successfully that the population would rapidly shift 
westward. Placing the capital on the Potomac positioned it closer to the country’s 
future center of gravity rather than clinging to the existing Eastern population 
centers. History proved him right. 

4. Personal relationships and informal negotiation can break 
deadlocks 

The famous sidewalk conversation between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas 
Jefferson in front of George Washington’s residence unlocked the impasse that 
formal debate could not. A 30-minute private walk produced the Compromise of 
1790 that formal votes had failed to achieve. 

5. Creating neutral ground is essential for national unity 

By placing the capital in a federal district rather than inside any existing state, the 
founders removed the capital from the control (and favoritism) of any one state. 
That principle of neutrality remains foundational. 

6. Great national projects often require trading one priority for 
another 

Hamilton cared most about the financial system; Jefferson and Madison cared 
most about the location of the capital. Each side surrendered something important 
to gain something more important. Progress required that trade-off.
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