
Adam’s Presidency 
 

George Washington retired from the presidency after two terms, leading to the first true election 
being held in 1796.  In a close election, Federalist John Adams was elected president. Back then, the second-
place finisher became vice president. In this case, it was Thomas Jefferson, a Democratic-Republican. The 
election highlighted the dangers of sectionalism —placing the interest of one region over those of the nation 
as a whole. Almost all the electors from Southern states voted for Jefferson. Nearly all the electors from 
Northern states voted for Adams. 

Shortly after the election, America faced yet another foreign affairs crisis. After Jay’s Treaty the French 
became angry because it looked like America was siding with the British, which to them went against the 
1778 Franco-American Treaty of Alliance. The French navy and privateers (picaroons) stopped American 
ships, seized cargo, and impressed American sailors into serving with the French. To keep the nation out of 
war Adams sent three envoys (diplomats sent on a special diplomatic mission) Charles Pinckney, John 
Marshall, and Elbridge Garry to meet with Duc de Talleyrand, the French foreign minister of the Directory 
(France’s government). Talleyrand’s agents refused to discuss a treaty unless America adopted a more friendly 
stance with France, gave the Directory a ten million dollar loan, and gave a bribe of $250,000.        

The American diplomats refused to pay the bribe and reported the incident to Adams and Congress. The 
newspapers printed the story calling the French agents Messieurs (Mr.) X,Y, and Z, which enraged the 
American public and became known as the XYZ Affair. The outcry of the incident became “millions for 
defense, but not one cent for tribute (bribery)”. 

To gain respect for America as a great, free, powerful, and independent nation, Adams along with 
Congress started an undeclared naval war with France called the Quasi-War. The Department of the Navy 
was added to the cabinet and 40 new warships were commissioned. Adams and Congress did not want all 
out war because the French had a powerful navy, and the most powerful army in the world commanded by 
Napoleon Bonaparte (America was out gunned). 

While Democratic-Republicans had cheered Adams’s handling of the XYZ Affair, they criticized 
him on numerous other issues. As a result, Adams and his party considered Democratic-Republicans a threat 
to the nation. The Federalists also viewed immigrants as a threat because many of them were active in the 
Democratic-Republican Party. 

Acting on their fears, the Federalists pushed through Congress a series of laws called the Alien and 
Sedition Acts of 1798. 

• The first was the Naturalization Act, that increased the residency years to become a citizen from five to 
fourteen.  

• The second was the Alien Act, that gave the President the power to deport any alien (foreigner) deemed to be 
a threat to the nation.  

• The third was the Alien-enemies Act which gave the President the power to deport or imprison all aliens from 
an enemy nation.  

• The last was the Sedition Act which suspended the first amendment, providing for heavy fines or prison time 
to anyone found guilty of sedition (causing discontent or uprising against the government). 

 
Democratic-Republicans loudly criticized the law. Two states, Kentucky and Virginia, passed 

resolutions refusing to obey the acts. They claimed to be acting on the principle of nullification. Under this 
principle, states could refuse to obey federal laws that they thought were unconstitutional. 

The issue of the Quasi–War was finally settled in 1800 when 1800 Napoleon Bonaparte took over the 
French government becoming a dictator, but he did not need the Americans interfering in his future plans so 
he accepted an agreement to end the Quasi-War. The delegates signed the Convention of 1800 which ended 



the Quasi-War releasing America from any obligations to the French and re-establishing peace between the 
two nations.  

Just before the end of Adams’s term a domestic issue developed in Virginia. A slave named Gabriel 
Processer and a few other slaves planned to form a militia and take over Richmond, known as Processor’s 
Rebellion. All the people involved (including whites and Native Americans) in the rebellion were caught, 
tried, and twenty including Processor were executed for treason.   

In 1800 John Adams wanted to run for a second term as President which he did against fellow Federalist 
Charles Pinckney and Democratic-Republicans Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr. Adams and Jefferson 
attacked each other throughout the campaign using a tactic known as mudslinging (telling lies or the truth 
to make your opponent look bad). Throughout the campaign Adams was accused of being a monarchist 
(wanting to be king) and Jefferson an atheist and wanting to destroy the Constitution.      

During the election even Adams’s own party turned against him when Hamilton (who hated Adams) 
wrote a pamphlet “The Public Conduct and Character of John Adams” stating that John Adams was unfit to 
be President again. When the Electoral College cast it votes both Aaron Burr and Thomas Jefferson received 
73 creating a tie for President, which led to the question of how to solve the problem. 

The election then went to the House of Representatives where each state had one vote to cast. After the 
entire House voted 36 times Thomas Jefferson was finally elected the third President of the United States. 
The Election of 1800 showed that power could be transferred peacefully from one faction to another without 
war, but it also showed that the Presidential election procedure needed to be changed which led to the 
Twelfth Amendment (Vote separately for President and Vice President).  

Throughout his presidency John Adams was always playing number two to Washington's number one. 
During his presidency he had to deal with the Washington idealism, Thomas Jefferson who hated him as a 
Vice President, and a cabinet who refused to listen to Adams but rather took their orders from Alexander 
Hamilton. Adams was so frustrated he refused to watch Jefferson be sworn in by Chief Justice John Marshall 
in Washington D.C., instead went home to Braintree, Massachusetts.    
 
 
 
Be prepared to discuss… 
 

1. Did Adams effectively handle the crises that he faced as president? Why or why not? 
2. Should citizens ever give up their 1st Amendment rights to freedom of speech and press? If no, why 

not? If yes, when and why? 
3. Is nullification a justifiable policy? 
4. Should there be laws about how elections are conducted? Why or why not? 


