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The election of 1796 was the first contested presidential election. John Adams with Thomas Pinckney of South Carolina ran for
the Federalists, and Thomas Jefferson, with Aaron Burr of New York, ran for the Republicans. Although Adams won the 
presidency with the most electoral votes, Jefferson received more votes than Pinckney, so he became Adams’s vice-president.

Adams was brilliant but disliked by nearly everyone, even his supporters, and his administration faced constant crisis. Although
the United States was neutral in the war between France and Britain, it defended its right to trade with both nations. In 1797, 
before negotiating the renewal of France’s treaty with the United States, French officials demanded bribes. Outraged, Adams 
publicized the affair, and soon U.S. and French ships were engaged in a “quasi-war” at sea. America had effectively became an 
ally of Great Britain in the European war. In 1800, Adams negotiated a peace with France.
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The election of 1796 was the first contested presidential election. John Adams with Thomas Pinckney of South 

Carolina ran for the Federalists, and Thomas Jefferson, with Aaron Burr of New York, ran for the Republicans. 

Although Adams won the presidency with the most electoral votes, Jefferson received more votes than Pinckney, so 

he became Adams’s vice-president.

Adams was brilliant but disliked by nearly everyone, even his supporters, and his administration faced constant 

crisis. In 1797, before negotiating the renewal of France’s treaty with the United States, French officials demanded 

bribes (known as the XYZ affair). Outraged, Adams publicized the affair, and soon U.S. and French ships were 

engaged in a “quasi-war” at sea. America had effectively became an ally of Great Britain in the European war. 

The running mate for John Adams was Thomas Pinckney.

The running mate for Thomas Jefferson was Aaron Burr.
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The most controversial act of the Adams administration was the Alien and Sedition Acts, passed by a Federalist-dominated Congress in 1798. The Alien
Act made it harder for immigrants to become naturalized citizens and allowed the deportation of immigrants deemed “dangerous” by federal 
authorities, moves meant to silence immigrant radicals who supported the Republicans and the French. The Sedition Act authorized the prosecution of 
any assembly or publication critical of the government. This was meant to allow federal authorities to suppress Republican newspapers (that is to say, 
the Republican – Jeffersonian – press)  attacking the Adams administration and its policies.

Jefferson, referring to the Salem witch trials, believed these acts inaugurated a “reign of witches.” More than a dozen individuals were charged with 
sedition, many of whom were convicted, including Matthew Lyons, a Republican member of Congress.

Instead of squelching the opposition, the Alien and Sedition Acts provoked more of it by making an issue out of free speech. Madison and Jefferson 
drafted resolutions to be passed by the Virginia and Kentucky legislatures. Both criticized the acts as violations of the First Amendment. The original 
draft of Jefferson’s resolution asserted that states could unilaterally stop the enforcement of such laws within their borders (the technical word would 

be to NULLIFY)—but the Kentucky legislature deleted this passage before passing its resolution. Jefferson also argued that states, not the federal 
government, could punish seditious speech.  While many Americans were repelled by the idea that states could refuse to follow federal laws, 

more Americans believed the Alien and Sedition Acts violated protections for free speech enshrined in the Constitution.
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John Adams’s acceptance of defeat established the precedent of the peaceful transfer of power in the United States.

The importance of slavery and the three-fifths compromise was demonstrated: without slaves counted as part of the South’s 
population, Thomas Jefferson would have lost.

The election demonstrated the importance of mobilizing large numbers of voters with more modern campaign techniques, 
which the Republicans effectively employed.
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The controversy surrounding who would be president led to the passage of the Twelfth Amendment, which changed the 
operation of the electoral college.
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Slavery lurked in the background of debates in the 1790s. Jefferson was elected only because he received all of the South’s 
electoral college votes. Jeffersonian liberty rested on the fact that three-fifths of the slaves were counted in apportionment. If 
it had been otherwise, Adams would have been re-elected in 1800.

The first Congress received petitions for the abolition of slavery, including one signed by Benjamin Franklin. Madison and other
political leaders, even though they found slavery distasteful, believed that it was too divisive to be made in issue in national
politics, and they ignored the petitions.
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The Haitian Revolution demonstrated how slavery shaped and warped American freedom. Jeffersonians who celebrated the 
French Revolution as an advance for liberty were horrified by the slave revolt in 1791 in St.. Domingue, France’s most treasured 
colonial possession, an island of sugar plantations in the Caribbean. The slaves defeated British and French forces sent to 
suppress the rebellion, and they declared an independent nation in 1804.

The revolt affirmed the universal appeal of freedom in this age of revolutions, and fostered hopes of freedom among America’s
slaves. Whites were generally terrified by the specter of armed slave insurrection, and they interpreted the turmoil in Haiti as a 
sign that blacks could not govern themselves.  Jefferson’s administration hoped to isolate and destroy the hemisphere’s second 
independent republic. Many white Americans considered L’Ouverture’s uprising to be evidence of blacks’ unfitness for 
republican freedom.  Notable, the Federalists (while in power – especially Adams) supported the revolution.

1800 also saw a slave revolt in America, led by Gabriel Prosser, a Virginia slave. Plotting to kill whites on the way to Richmond, 
where they would hold government officials hostage and demand the abolition of slavery, the slave rebels were discovered, 
arrested, and many of them executed. They were inspired by the language and symbols of the American Revolution, invoked 
their right to liberty, and compared themselves to George Washington. In response, Virginia passed laws that tightened control 
over the state’s blacks, made it more difficult for owners to free their slaves, and forced freed slaves to leave the state or return 
to slavery.
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At Jefferson’s inauguration in March 1801, he tried to conciliate his Federalist opponents by claiming that both parties shared 
the same principles, even if they disagreed in their opinions. Jefferson vowed to reduce government, free trade, ensure 
freedom of religion and the press, and avoid “entangling alliances” with other nations. He sought to dismantle much of the 
Federalist edifice and prevent the kind of centralized state Federalists promoted. He pardoned those jailed under the Sedition 
Act, reduced the army and navy and the number of government employees, abolished all taxes except for the tariff, and paid 
off part of the nation’s debt.  Effectively, Jefferson tried to roll back almost everything they had done by cutting taxes and the 
size of government.

Despite Jefferson’s wishes, the Supreme Court under Chief Justice John Marshall, a Federalist and Adams appointee, increased 
its power during his administration. In Marbury v. Madison (1803), the Marshall Court established the right of the Supreme 
Count to determine whether an act of Congress violates the Constitution—the power known as “judicial review.” The Marshall 
Court also soon established the right of the nation’s highest court to determine the constitutionality of state laws. 
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Jefferson saw the Louisiana Purchase as his greatest achievement, and yet his view was highly ironic given its origins and 
character. Acquired by France in 1800, the vast Louisiana territory, stretching from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains, was
purchased by Jefferson for the very small sum of $15 million. But it was sold only because the Haitian Revolution, which 
Jefferson detested, had defeated an overtaxed French military and Napoleon needed funds for campaigns in Europe. Americans 
were happy to secure the port of New Orleans, thus ensuring a previously precarious right to freely trade on the Mississippi.
Though Jefferson doubled the nation’s size and ended France’s presence in North America, the Federalists opposed the 
purchase as wasteful. Jefferson believed Louisiana ensured the survival of the agrarian republic of small and independent, 
virtuous farmers. Jefferson, a strict constructionist, also acknowledged that the Constitution nowhere gave the president the
right to take this kind of action without approval from Congress.
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Soon after purchasing Louisiana, Jefferson dispatched two fellow Virginians, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, to explore it. They were to 

conduct scientific and commercial surveys in order to find ways to exploit the region’s resources, develop trade with Indians, and find a 

commercial route to the Pacific Ocean that could foster trade with Asia. In two years Lewis and Clark traveled all the way to the Pacific 

(reaching it in the area of today’s Oregon) and back. Though they did not find a commercial route to Asia, their success reinforced the belief 

that America’s territory would one day extend to the Pacific Ocean.  In other words, they provided invaluable information to the United States 

that would pave the way for westward expansion (and destruction of the natives).

Incorporating Louisiana, especially the city of New Orleans, was not easy. It had multiple legal and cultural traditions begun there by the 

Spanish and French. Slaves in New Orleans under these regimes had some limited rights. Slave women, under Spanish rule, had the 
right to go to court for protection against cruelty or rape by their owners. But even though the treaty said the United States would 

recognize all previous rights and legal customs, the rights of slaves and blacks were severely circumscribed once the United States took 

over.

The Louisiana Purchase showed that, despite being far removed from Europe, events across the Atlantic world deeply affected the United 

States. Because the United States depended on many goods, especially manufactured goods, from Europe, the wars there directly

influenced Americans’ livelihoods. Jefferson hoped to avoid becoming entangled in Europe’s wars, but ultimately he could not ignore these 

struggles. Jefferson, who wanted a diminished central state, used the military to fight the nation’s first war, a war to protect commerce in the 

Mediterranean.

In North Africa, the Barbary states had long preyed on European and U.S. shipping, although they refrained from attacking ships if a nation 

paid a hefty tribute. When Jefferson refused demands that the United States increase its tribute, a war between the Barbary states and the 



United States started, lasting until 1804. The treaty ending the war ensured the freedom to ship freely in the Mediterranean and nearby Atlantic oceans.

When war between France and Britain resumed in 1803, each nation imposed a blockade to deny the other’s trade with the United States, which was 

officially neutral. The British also engaged in the impressment of American sailors, essentially kidnapping them for service in the Royal Navy. Jefferson, 

believing America’s economy required free trade, enacted the Embargo, which prohibited all American vessels from sailing to foreign ports, to force an 

end to the blockades. The Embargo stopped almost all American exports, and devastated the nation’s ports, but did not persuade France or Great 

Britain to end their blockades. It led to an economic depression.  Also, anathema to Jefferson’s professed distrust and fear of a strong central 

government, the embargo, remember, stopped all American vessels from sailing to foreign ports—an amazing use of federal power, 
especially by a president supposedly dedicated to a weak central government. In 1809, Jefferson signed the Non-Intercourse Act, which 

banned trade only with Britain and France, and promised a resumption of trade with either nation if it ended its ban on American shipping.
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