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The Jefferson Administration 

 

The presidential campaign of 1800 was a bitter struggle 
between Thomas Jefferson, a Democratic-Republican, and 
his Federalist opponent, President John Adams. Each party 
hurled wild charges at the other. To Democratic-
Republicans, Adams was a tool of the rich who wanted to  

turn the executive branch into a British-style monarchy. 
To Federalists, Jefferson was a dangerous supporter of 
revolutionary France and an atheist bent on destroying 
organized religion. 

Main Idea: 

 
 

In the balloting, Jefferson defeated Adams by eight 
electoral votes. However, since Jefferson’s running mate, 
Aaron Burr, received the same number of votes in the 
electoral college as Jefferson, the House of Representatives 
was called upon to choose between the two highest vote 
getters. For six feverish days, the House took one ballot after 
another—35 ballots in all. Finally, Alexander Hamilton 
intervened. Hamilton persuaded enough Federalists to cast 
blank votes to give Jefferson a  

majority of two votes. Burr then became vice-president. 
Although Hamilton opposed Jefferson’s philosophy of 
government, he regarded Jefferson as much more qualified 
for the presidency than Burr was.  

The deadlock revealed a flaw in the electoral process as 
spelled out in the Constitution. As a result, Congress passed 
the Twelfth Amendment, which called for electors to cast 
separate ballots for president and vice-president. This system 
is still in effect today. 
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In his inaugural address, Jefferson extended the hand of 
peace to his opponents. “Every difference of opinion is not a 
difference of principle,” he said. “We are all [Democratic-] 
Republicans; we are all Federalists.” Nevertheless, Jefferson 
planned to wage a “peaceful revolution” to restore what he 
saw as the republican ideals of 1776 against the 
stronggovernment policies of  

Federalism. Under Washington and Adams, Federalists had 
filled the vast majority of government positions. Jefferson 
reversed this pattern by replacing some Federalist officials 
with Democratic-Republican ones. By 1803, the government 
bureaucracy was more evenly balanced between Democratic-
Republicans and Federalists. 
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Jefferson believed that a simple government best suited  the needs of a republic. In a symbolic gesture, he walked to 



his own inauguration instead of riding in a carriage. As 
president, he took off his powdered wig and sometimes wore 
work clothes and frayed slippers when receiving visitors. In 
accord with his belief in decentralized power, Jefferson also 
tried to shrink the government and cut costs wherever 
possible. He reduced the size of the army, halted a planned 
expansion of the navy, and lowered expenses 

for government social functions. He also rolled back 
Hamilton’s economic program by eliminating all internal 
taxes and reducing the influence of the Bank of the United 
States. Jefferson strongly favored free trade rather than 
government-controlled trade and tariffs. He believed that free 
trade would benefit the United States because the raw 
materials and food that Americans were producing were in 
short supply in Europe. 
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Jefferson was the first president to take office in the new 
federal capital, Washington, D.C. Though in appearance the 
city was a primitive place of dirt roads and few buildings, its 
location between Virginia and Maryland reflected the 
growing importance of the South in national politics. In fact, 
Jefferson and the two presidents who followed him—James 
Madison and James Monroe—all were from Virginia. 

This pattern of Southern dominance underscored the 
declining influence of both New England and the 

Federalists in national political life. The decline of the 
Federalists was hastened by Jefferson’s political moderation. 
Also, many Federalists refused to participate in political 
campaigns because they did not want to appeal to the 
common people for support. Furthermore, national expansion 
worked against the Federalists because settlers in the new 
states tended to vote for the Democratic-Republicans, who 
represented farmers’ interests.  
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Federalists continued to exert great influence in the 
judicial branch, however. Adams had appointed John 
Marshall, a staunch Federalist, as chief justice of the 
Supreme Court. Marshall served on the Court for more than 
30 years, handing down decisions that would strengthen the 
power of the Supreme Court and the federal government.  

Some of Adams’s other judicial appointments proved to 
be less effective, however. Just prior to leaving office as 
president, Adams had pushed through Congress the Judiciary 
Act of 1801, which increased the number of federal judges 
by 16. In an attempt to control future federal judicial 
decisions, Adams promptly filled most of these positions 
with Federalists. These judges were called midnight judges 
because Adams signed their appointments late on the last day 
of his administration.  

Adams’s packing of the courts with Federalists angered 
Jefferson and the Democratic-Republicans. Since the  

documents authorizing some of the appointments had not 
been delivered by the time Adams left office, Jefferson 
argued that these appointments were invalid. 

This argument led to one of the most important Supreme 
Court decisions of all time: Marbury v. Madison (1803). 
William Marbury was one of the midnight judges who had 
never received his official papers. James Madison was 
Jefferson’s Secretary of State, whose duty it was to deliver 
the papers. The Judiciary Act of 1789 required the Supreme 
Court to order that the papers be delivered, and Marbury 
sued to enforce this provision. Chief Justice Marshall 
decided that this provision of the act was unconstitutional 
because the Constitution did not empower the Supreme 
Court to issue such orders. The decision was later recognized 
as significant for affirming the principle of judicial review—
the ability of the Supreme Court to declare an act of 
Congress unconstitutional. 

Main Idea: 

 


