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TAH:  Origins/Development of the United States Constitution 

Election of 1800:  Politics of Parties 

Massachusetts History and Social Science Learning  Standards 

 USI.20 Explain the evolution and function in political parties, including their role 
in federal, state, and local elections. 

 USI.22  Summarize the major policies and political developments that took place 
during the presidency of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson 

o The origins of the Federalist and Democratic-Republican parties in the 
1790s. 

o The conflicting ideas of Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton. 

o The Alien and Sedition Acts 

Time Frame 

This lesson plan is designed for four fifty-minute class periods.  Teachers can either 
modify or extend the lesson to fit their needs. 

Objectives 

1.  Students will be able to look at the debates of the Constitutional Convention and 
interpret what the delegates thought about presidential elections 

2. Students will be able to examine primary sources from the eighteenth century. 

3.  Students will be able to explain why the outcome of the election of 1800 is 
significant. 

4. Students will be able to argue a point of view of a citizen from 1800. 

5. Students will be able to describe how Thomas Jefferson proposes how the 
political parties cooperate. 

6. Students will be able articulate why the Twelfth Amendment was added to the 
Constitution 
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Background 

Several elections have tested the Electoral College system.  The first contested election 
was that of 1800 when both Thomas Jefferson and his running mate, Aaron Burr, 
received 73 electoral votes, throwing the election into the House of Representatives.  
(After 36 ballots, the House chose Jefferson.)  While the writers of the Constitution 
never intended for the formation of political parties, they did appear early in the 
ratification debates.  Individuals in favor of the Constitution, become known as 
Federalists, and those who feared a powerful central government became known as the 
Anti-federalists.  Even though these two groups were not formal political parties, they 
laid the seeds for first two political parties in our early American Republic:  Fedearlists 
and Democratic or Jeffersonian Republicans.   

 

Materials 

 

 James Madison’s Notes from the Convention 

 Federalist 68 

 Excerpts from America’s Constitution by Akhil Reed Amar 

 Copy of Jefferson’s Inaugural Address 

 Copy of the Twelfth Amendment 

 Copy of HBO Series:  John Adams 

Procedures 

Day 1 

A.  Students will have the background knowledge of the major issues of the 
Constitutional Convention. 

B. Today the students will look closely at how the two groups (Federalists and 
Anti-Federalists) at the convention where divided over how the country will 
elect the president. 

C. The Students will be divided into groups of four or five.  Each group member 
will receive a graphic organizer that will help them organize the information 
from the debates of the Constitutional Convention.  
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D. The Students will spend ten minutes at four different locations throughout the 
classroom examining different resources about the election of the president. 

E.  At the end of class, we will discuss the competing views of both the 
Federalists and Anti-Federalists over the issue of electing a president. 

F. The students will have a clear understanding of how the two groups, 
although not political parties, laid the ground work for the two political 
parties in the election of 1800. 

Day 2 

A.  Today will begin with a review of the political climate in 1800.  The students 
will review the Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions and The Alien and Sedition 
Acts. 

B. The instructor should present a powerpoint on the political climate.  The 
students will recognize how the two parties were divided on the above issues 
during President John Adams’ term. 

C. A short clip of the HBO series John Adams will be shown.  The part of Adams’ 
presidency will be highlighted. 

D. The students will be randomly assigned a role to play for a debate in class 
tomorrow  for the election of 1800.   

1.  The students will be assigned the following roles: John Adams, 
Aaron Burr, Thomas Jefferson, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney.: 
Kentucky residents, merchants, artisans, manufacturers, federalist 
leaders, or plantation owners.  Each card will give the political party 
affiliation:  Federalist or Democratic Republican. 

2. Each student will look at the documents from their assigned role.   

E.  Homework assignment in preparation for the class debate tomorrow. 

1.  A wiki will be created for the class using www.wikia.com 

2.  Students will introduce themselves to the rest of the class on a wiki 

3. The student will present the following information in one to two 
paragraphs.  The name of the person that they represent and a brief 
overview of their opinion on the controversial issues surrounding 
the election of 1800.   
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Day 3 

A.  Simulation debate over the following issues:  Whiskey Rebellion, Jay and 
Pinckney Treaties, Alien and Sedition Acts, and Virginia and Kentucky 
Resolutions. 

B. The students will play the role assigned. 

C. The teacher can lead the debate, or the students can elect a leader, or the 
teacher can assign a leader. 

D. Each of the four leaders:  Burr, Jefferson, Pinckney, and Adams, will give a 
brief overview of why they should be president. 

E. The students will go through each event individually providing an opinion 
based on their assigned role. 

F. At the end of class we will have a vote. 

G. The teacher will debrief with the students and explain what political 
arguments were successful and unsuccessful and why.  

 

Day 4 

A. Today the students will discuss whether or not the election of 1800 was a 
revolution. 

B. Brief overview of the events that took place during the election of 1800 will be 
presented. 

C. The students will look at Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address and respond to 
questions. 

D. The students will conclude the class by examining the Twelfth Amendment 
and how it applies today.   

E. The class will connect how political groups at the ratification of the 
convention laid the ground work for our first political parties.  
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Documents 

The Federalist No. 68 

The Mode of Electing the President 

Independent Journal 
Wednesday, March 12, 1788 

[Alexander Hamilton] 

To the People of the State of New York: 

THE mode of appointment of the Chief Magistrate of the United States is almost the only part of 
the system, of any consequence, which has escaped without severe censure, or which has 
received the slightest mark of approbation from its opponents. The most plausible of these, who 
has appeared in print, has even deigned to admit that the election of the President is pretty well 
guarded.1 I venture somewhat further, and hesitate not to affirm, that if the manner of it be not 
perfect, it is at least excellent. It unites in an eminent degree all the advantages, the union of 
which was to be wished for.E1 

It was desirable that the sense of the people should operate in the choice of the person to whom 
so important a trust was to be confided. This end will be answered by committing the right of 
making it, not to any preestablished body, but to men chosen by the people for the special 
purpose, and at the particular conjuncture. 

It was equally desirable, that the immediate election should be made by men most capable of 
analyzing the qualities adapted to the station, and acting under circumstances favorable to 
deliberation, and to a judicious combination of all the reasons and inducements which were 
proper to govern their choice. A small number of persons, selected by their fellow-citizens from 
the general mass, will be most likely to possess the information and discernment requisite to such 
complicated investigations. 

It was also peculiarly desirable to afford as little opportunity as possible to tumult and disorder. 
This evil was not least to be dreaded in the election of a magistrate, who was to have so 
important an agency in the administration of the government as the President of the United 
States. But the precautions which have been so happily concerted in the system under 
consideration, promise an effectual security against this mischief. The choice of several, to form 
an intermediate body of electors, will be much less apt to convulse the community with any 
extraordinary or violent movements, than the choice of one who was himself to be the final 
object of the public wishes. And as the electors, chosen in each State, are to assemble and vote in 
the State in which they are chosen, this detached and divided situation will expose them much 
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less to heats and ferments, which might be communicated from them to the people, than if they 
were all to be convened at one time, in one place. 

Nothing was more to be desired than that every practicable obstacle should be opposed to cabal, 
intrigue, and corruption. These most deadly adversaries of republican government might 
naturally have been expected to make their approaches from more than one querter, but chiefly 
from the desire in foreign powers to gain an improper ascendant in our councils. How could they 
better gratify this, than by raising a creature of their own to the chief magistracy of the Union? 
But the convention have guarded against all danger of this sort, with the most provident and 
judicious attention. They have not made the appointment of the President to depend on any 
preexisting bodies of men, who might be tampered with beforehand to prostitute their votes; but 
they have referred it in the first instance to an immediate act of the people of America, to be 
exerted in the choice of persons for the temporary and sole purpose of making the appointment. 
And they have excluded from eligibility to this trust, all those who from situation might be 
suspected of too great devotion to the President in office. No senator, representative, or other 
person holding a place of trust or profit under the United States, can be of the numbers of the 
electors. Thus without corrupting the body of the people, the immediate agents in the election 
will at least enter upon the task free from any sinister bias. Their transient existence, and their 
detached situation, already taken notice of, afford a satisfactory prospect of their continuing so, 
to the conclusion of it. The business of corruption, when it is to embrace so considerable a 
number of men, requires time as well as means. Nor would it be found easy suddenly to embark 
them, dispersed as they would be over thirteen States, in any combinations founded upon 
motives, which though they could not properly be denominated corrupt, might yet be of a nature 
to mislead them from their duty. 

Another and no less important desideratum was, that the Executive should be independent for his 
continuance in office on all but the people themselves. He might otherwise be tempted to 
sacrifice his duty to his complaisance for those whose favor was necessary to the duration of his 
official consequence. This advantage will also be secured, by making his re-election to depend 
on a special body of representatives, deputed by the society for the single purpose of making the 
important choice. 

All these advantages will happily combine in the plan devised by the convention; which is, that 
the people of each State shall choose a number of persons as electors, equal to the number of 
senators and representatives of such State in the national government, who shall assemble within 
the State, and vote for some fit person as President. Their votes, thus given, are to be transmitted 
to the seat of the national government, and the person who may happen to have a majority of the 
whole number of votes will be the President. But as a majority of the votes might not always 
happen to centre in one man, and as it might be unsafe to permit less than a majority to be 
conclusive, it is provided that, in such a contingency, the House of Representatives shall select 
out of the candidates who shall have the five highest number of votes, the man who in their 
opinion may be best qualified for the office. 

The process of election affords a moral certainty, that the office of President will never fall to the 
lot of any man who is not in an eminent degree endowed with the requisite qualifications. 



 

7 

 

Talents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity, may alone suffice to elevate a man to the 
first honors in a single State; but it will require other talents, and a different kind of merit, to 
establish him in the esteem and confidence of the whole Union, or of so considerable a portion of 
it as would be necessary to make him a successful candidate for the distinguished office of 
President of the United States. It will not be too strong to say, that there will be a constant 
probability of seeing the station filled by characters pre-eminent for ability and virtue. And this 
will be thought no inconsiderable recommendation of the Constitution, by those who are able to 
estimate the share which the executive in every government must necessarily have in its good or 
ill administration. Though we cannot acquiesce in the political heresy of the poet who says: 

"For forms of government let fools contest -- 
That which is best administered is best," -- 

yet we may safely pronounce, that the true test of a good government is its aptitude and tendency 
to produce a good administration. 

The Vice-President is to be chosen in the same manner with the President; with this difference, 
that the Senate is to do, in respect to the former, what is to be done by the House of 
Representatives, in respect to the latter. 

The appointment of an extraordinary person, as Vice-President, has been objected to as 
superfluous, if not mischievous. It has been alleged, that it would have been preferable to have 
authorized the Senate to elect out of their own body an officer answering that description. But 
two considerations seem to justify the ideas of the convention in this respect. One is, that to 
secure at all times the possibility of a definite resolution of the body, it is necessary that the 
President should have only a casting vote. And to take the senator of any State from his seat as 
senator, to place him in that of President of the Senate, would be to exchange, in regard to the 
State from which he came, a constant for a contingent vote. The other consideration is, that as the 
Vice-President may occasionally become a substitute for the President, in the supreme executive 
magistracy, all the reasons which recommend the mode of election prescribed for the one, apply 
with great if not with equal force to the manner of appointing the other. It is remarkable that in 
this, as in most other instances, the objection which is made would lie against the constitution of 
this State. We have a Lieutenant-Governor, chosen by the people at large, who presides in the 
Senate, and is the constitutional substitute for the Governor, in casualties similar to those which 
would authorize the Vice-President to exercise the authorities and discharge the duties of the 
President. 

PUBLIUS 

1. Vide Federal Farmer. 
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Twelfth Amendment 

The Electors shall meet in their respective states, and vote by ballot for President and 
Vice-President, one of whom, at least, shall not be an inhabitant of the same state with 
themselves; they shall name in their ballots the person voted for as President, and in 
distinct ballots the person voted for as Vice-President, and they shall make distinct lists 
of all persons voted for as President, and of all persons voted for as Vice-President, and 
of the number of votes for each, which lists they shall sign and certify, and transmit 
sealed to the seat of the government of the United States, directed to the President of the 
Senate; The President of the Senate shall, in the presence of the Senate and House of 
Representatives, open all the certificates and the votes shall then be counted;--The 
person having the greatest number of votes for President, shall be the President, if such 
number be a majority of the whole number of Electors appointed; and if no person have 
such majority, then from the persons having the highest numbers not exceeding three 
on the list of those voted for as President, the House of Representatives shall choose 
immediately, by ballot, the President. But in choosing the President, the votes shall be 
taken by states, the representation from each state having one vote; a quorum for this 
purpose shall consist of a member or members from two-thirds of the states, and a 
majority of all the states shall be necessary to a choice. . . . The person having the 
greatest number of votes as Vice-President, shall be the Vice-President, if such number 
be a majority of the whole number of Electors appointed, and if no person have a 
majority, then from the two highest numbers on the list, the Senate shall choose the 
Vice-President; a quorum for the purpose shall consist of two-thirds of the whole 
number of Senators, and a majority of the whole number shall be necessary to a choice. 
But no person constitutionally ineligible to the office of President shall be eligible to that 
of Vice-President to the United States. 
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Thomas Jefferson First Inaugural Address 

First Inaugural Address 

March 4, 1801 

FRIENDS AND FELLOW-CITIZENS,  

Called upon to undertake the duties of the first executive office of our country, I avail 
myself of the presence of that portion of my fellow-citizens which is here assembled to 

express my grateful thanks for the favor with which they have been pleased to look 
toward me, to declare a sincere consciousness that the task is above my talents, and that 

I approach it with those anxious and awful presentiments which the greatness of the 
charge and the weakness of my powers so justly inspire. A rising nation, spread over a 

wide and fruitful land, traversing all the seas with the rich productions of their industry, 
engaged in commerce with nations who feel power and forget right, advancing rapidly to 

destinies beyond the reach of mortal eye -- when I contemplate these transcendent 
objects, and see the honor, the happiness, and the hopes of this beloved country 

committed to the issue and the auspices of this day, I shrink from the contemplation, 
and humble myself before the magnitude of the undertaking. Utterly, indeed, should I 

despair did not the presence of many whom I here see remind me that in the other high 
authorities provided by our Constitution I shall find resources of wisdom, of virtue, and 
of zeal on which to rely under all difficulties. To you, then, gentlemen, who are charged 
with the sovereign functions of legislation, and to those associated with you, I look with 
encouragement for that guidance and support which may enable us to steer with safety 
the vessel in which we are all embarked amidst the conflicting elements of a troubled 

world.  

During the contest of opinion through which we have passed the animation of 
discussions and of exertions has sometimes worn an aspect which might impose on 
strangers unused to think freely and to speak and to write what they think; but this 

being now decided by the voice of the nation, announced according to the rules of the 
Constitution, all will, of course, arrange themselves under the will of the law, and unite 

in common efforts for the common good. All, too, will bear in mind this sacred principle, 
that though the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must 

be reasonable; that the minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must 
protect, and to violate would be oppression. Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one 

heart and one mind. Let us restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection 
without which liberty and even life itself are but dreary things. And let us reflect that, 

having banished from our land that religious intolerance under which mankind so long 
bled and suffered, we have yet gained little if we countenance a political intolerance as 

despotic, as wicked, and capable of as bitter and bloody persecutions. During the throes 
and convulsions of the ancient world, during the agonizing spasms of infuriated man, 

seeking through blood and slaughter his long-lost liberty, it was not wonderful that the 
agitation of the billows should reach even this distant and peaceful shore; that this 
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should be more felt and feared by some and less by others, and should divide opinions 
as to measures of safety. But every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle. 

We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all 
Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve 
this Union or to change its republican form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments 

of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to 
combat it. I know, indeed, that some honest men fear that a republican government can 
not be strong, that this Government is not strong enough; but would the honest patriot, 
in the full tide of successful experiment, abandon a government which has so far kept us 
free and firm on the theoretic and visionary fear that this Government, the world's best 
hope, may by possibility want energy to preserve itself? I trust not. I believe this, on the 
contrary, the strongest Government on earth. I believe it the only one where every man, 
at the call of the law, would fly to the standard of the law, and would meet invasions of 
the public order as his own personal concern. Sometimes it is said that man can not be 

trusted with the government of himself. Can he, then, be trusted with the government of 
others? Or have we found angels in the forms of kings to govern him? Let history answer 

this question.  

Let us, then, with courage and confidence pursue our own Federal and Republican 
principles, our attachment to union and representative government. Kindly separated by 

nature and a wide ocean from the exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe; too 
high-minded to endure the degradations of the others; possessing a chosen country, 

with room enough for our descendants to the thousandth and thousandth generation; 
entertaining a due sense of our equal right to the use of our own faculties, to the 

acquisitions of our own industry, to honor and confidence from our fellow-citizens, 
resulting not from birth, but from our actions and their sense of them; enlightened by a 

benign religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them 
inculcating honesty, truth, temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; acknowledging 

and adoring an overruling Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it 
delights in the happiness of man here and his greater happiness hereafter -- with all 

these blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and a prosperous people? 
Still one thing more, fellow-citizens -- a wise and frugal Government, which shall 

restrain men from injuring one another, shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their 
own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the mouth of labor 

the bread it has earned. This is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to 
close the circle of our felicities.  

About to enter, fellow-citizens, on the exercise of duties which comprehend everything 
dear and valuable to you, it is proper you should understand what I deem the essential 

principles of our Government, and consequently those which ought to shape its 
Administration. I will compress them within the narrowest compass they will bear, 
stating the general principle, but not all its limitations. Equal and exact justice to all 
men, of whatever state or persuasion, religious or political; peace, commerce, and 

honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none; the support of the 
State governments in all their rights, as the most competent administrations for our 
domestic concerns and the surest bulwarks against antirepublican tendencies; the 
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preservation of the General Government in its whole constitutional vigor, as the sheet 
anchor of our peace at home and safety abroad; a jealous care of the right of election by 

the people -- a mild and safe corrective of abuses which are lopped by the sword of 
revolution where peaceable remedies are unprovided; absolute acquiescence in the 

decisions of the majority, the vital principle of republics, from which is no appeal but to 
force, the vital principle and immediate parent of despotism; a well-disciplined militia, 

our best reliance in peace and for the first moments of war till regulars may relieve 
them; the supremacy of the civil over the military authority; economy in the public 
expense, that labor may be lightly burthened; the honest payment of our debts and 

sacred preservation of the public faith; encouragement of agriculture, and of commerce 
as its handmaid; the diffusion of information and arraignment of all abuses at the bar of 

the public reason; freedom of religion; freedom of the press, and freedom of person 
under the protection of the habeas corpus, and trial by juries impartially selected. These 
principles form the bright constellation which has gone before us and guided our steps 

through an age of revolution and reformation. The wisdom of our sages and blood of our 
heroes have been devoted to their attainment. They should be the creed of our political 

faith, the text of civic instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of those we 
trust; and should we wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to 

retrace our steps and to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, and safety.  

I repair, then, fellow-citizens, to the post you have assigned me. With experience enough 
in subordinate offices to have seen the difficulties of this the greatest of all, I have learnt 
to expect that it will rarely fall to the lot of imperfect man to retire from this station with 

the reputation and the favor which bring him into it. Without pretensions to that high 
confidence you reposed in our first and greatest revolutionary character, whose 

preeminent services had entitled him to the first place in his country's love and destined 
for him the fairest page in the volume of faithful history, I ask so much confidence only 
as may give firmness and effect to the legal administration of your affairs. I shall often 
go wrong through defect of judgment. When right, I shall often be thought wrong by 

those whose positions will not command a view of the whole ground. I ask your 
indulgence for my own errors, which will never be intentional, and your support against 
the errors of others, who may condemn what they would not if seen in all its parts. The 
approbation implied by your suffrage is a great consolation to me for the past, and my 

future solicitude will be to retain the good opinion of those who have bestowed it in 
advance, to conciliate that of others by doing them all the good in my power, and to be 

instrumental to the happiness and freedom of all.  

Relying, then, on the patronage of your good will, I advance with obedience to the work, 
ready to retire from it whenever you become sensible how much better choice it is in 

your power to make. And may that Infinite Power which rules the destinies of the 
universe lead our councils to what is best, and give them a favorable issue for your peace 

and prosperity.  
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