
LESSONS ON PROTEST AND DISSENT 

 
A data-based question: 
 John Adams walked the road to and through the Revolution.  He was instrumental in 

tearing apart the bonds that had tied the colonies to tyranny, arguing convincingly in letters, 

articles and books that the colonies must protest and rebel against the British authority.  He 

made a name for himself by encouraging protest against the Stamp Act in 1765.   He was a 

radical.  But years later, as president, his opponent labeled him a monarchist.  While the label 

was unfair, many felt it only warranted when he signed the Alien and Sedition Acts, 

stamping out First Amendment rights for those who spoke out against his Federalist party. 

 The following documents examine Adams’s (and some of his contemporaries’) 

writing regarding five significant issues around which Americans rebelled.  Together, they 

help to define Adams’s views on dissent.  Your goal is to discover and define this view.  

Then you will write a data-based essay that explains your findings.  

 You may want to consider the following questions as you examine each of the 

documents. 

 
 To Adams, what constitutes legitimate dissent?  Consider: 

  what gave rise to the issue?  

  what type of government do the protesters live under?   

  how well does that government represent their interests?   

 To Adams, how is dissent legitimately expressed?  Consider: 

  what are the means?  

  what responsibilities do citizens have in expressing their views? 

  what other avenues of protest are available to the protesters? 

  do the ends justify the means? 

  

The Question: 

Use your understanding of the documents and the historical context in which each of these 

events took place to answer the following question:  

 According to John Adams, what constitutes a just cause for citizens to rebel against 

authority and by what means may they legitimately express themselves? 

 

You may also want to make a chart like the following to help you organize your ideas: 

The Event The Context for the Event 
(what is the issue and how 

legitimate is the government’s 

authority) 

Adams’s view on the 

cause 

Adams’s view on the 

means 

Stamp Act 

 
   

Boston Massacre   

 

 

Tea Party   

 

 

Shays’ Rebellion   

 

 

Sedition Acts 

 
   



John Adams on the Stamp Act – 1765 
 

 In these documents Adams sings the praises of those who stand up to the crown, and 

publicly gives marching orders to all Americans colonists.   

 Adams wished to shed light on the habits of the British Parliament that he believed 

were un-republican and dangerous.  These documents outline principles stating when 

government should be protested, when laws should be broken, and what responsibilities 

citizens have to right such wrongs.   

 

 

Document 1 

John Adams, Instructions to Braintree’s Representative Concerning the Stamp Act, 1765 

[excerpt] 

  

“We should think ourselves Guilty of great Impiety to the Memory of our Fore fathers, of 

cruel Inhumanity to our Posterity and of great Injustice to our selves, nay We should 

dishonour the Name and Character of British subjects, in which we glory, and should even 

blush before our fellow subjects in great Britain if we tamely and silently saw our Rights and 

Liberties wrested from Us. –We cannot but recommend therefore the most clear and explicit 

Assertion and Vindication of our Rights [. . .] that the World may know 

 [. . .] that with submission to divine Providence we can never be slaves” 

 
John Adams,  “Instructions to Braintree’s Representative concerning the Stamp Act,” [ante 24 September 1765] 
in  Papers of John Adams, Vol. 1, ed. Robert J. Taylor (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society,  1977), 136. 

 

 

Document 2 

John Adams’s Diary, 18 December 1765  [excerpt] 

 

Braintree December 18
th

. 1765 Wednesday 

 

The Year 1765 has been the most remarkable Year of my Life. That enormous Engine, 

fabricated by the british Parliament, for battering down all the Rights and Liberties of 

America, I mean the Stamp Act, has raised and spread, thro the whole Continent, a Spirit that 

will be recorded to our Honour, with all future Generations. In every Colony, from Georgia 

to New Hampshire inclusively, the Stamp Distributors and Inspectors have been compelled, 

by the unconquerable Rage of the People, to renounce their offices. Such and so universal 

has been the Resentment of the People, that every Man who has dared to speak in favour of 

the Stamps [. . .] has been seen to sink into universal Contempt and Ignominy. 

 

The People, even to the lowest Ranks, have become more attentive to their Liberties, more 

inquisitive about them, and more determined to defend them, than they were ever before 

known or had occasion to be [. . .] The Crown Officers have every where trembled, and all 

their little Tools and Creatures, been afraid to Speak and ashamed to be seen. 

 
John Adams diary 11, 18 - 29 December 1765 [electronic edition], Adams Family Papers: An Electronic Archive, 
Massachusetts Historical Society, http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/ 
 

http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/


 

Document 3 

John Adams, A Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law, 1765  [excerpt] 

 

[Monday, 21 October 1765] 

 

We have been afraid to think. We have felt a reluctance to examining into the grounds of our 

privileges, and the extent in which we have an indisputable right to demand them [. . .] 

 

[. . .] Let us dare to read, think, speak, and write. Let every order and degree among the 

people rouse their attention and animate their resolution. Let them all become attentive to the 

grounds and principles of government, ecclesiastical and civil. Let us study the law of nature; 

search into the spirit of the British constitution; read the histories of ancient ages; 

contemplate the great examples of Greece and Rome; set before us, the conduct of our own 

British ancestors, who have defended for us, the inherent rights of mankind, against foreign 

and domestic tyrants and usurpers, against arbitrary kings and cruel priests, in short against 

the gates of earth and hell [. . .] Recollect the civil and religious principles and hopes and 

expectations, which constantly supported and carried them through all hardships, with 

patience and resignation! Let us recollect it was liberty! The hope of liberty for themselves 

and us and ours, which conquered all discouragements, dangers, and trials! In such 

researches as these let us all in our several departments chearfully engage! But especially the 

proper patrons and supporters of law, learning, and religion. 

 

Let the pulpit resound with the doctrines and sentiments of religious liberty. Let us hear the 

danger of thraldom to our consciences, from ignorance, extream poverty and dependence, in 

short from civil and political slavery. Let us see delineated before us, the true map of man. 

Let us hear the dignity of his nature, and the noble rank he holds among the works of God!  

that consenting to slavery is a sacriligious breach of trust, as offensive in the sight of God as 

it is derogatory from our own honor or interest or happiness; and that God almighty has 

promulgated from heaven, liberty, peace, and good-will to man! 

 

Let the bar proclaim, “the laws, the rights, the generous plan of power” delivered down from 

remote antiquity, -- inform the world of the mighty struggles and numberless sacrifices made 

by our ancestors in defence of freedom. Let it be known, that British liberties are not the 

grants of princes or parliaments, but original rights, conditions of original contracts, coequal 

with prerogative, and coeval with government. - That many of our rights are inherent and 

essential, agreed on as maxims and establish’d as preliminaries, even before a parliament 

existed. Let them search for the foundations of British laws and government in the frame of 

human nature, in the constitution of the intellectual and moral world. There let us see, that 

truth, liberty, justice and benevolence, are its everlasting basis; and if these could be 

removed, the superstructure is overthrown of course [. . .] 

 

. . . But it seems very manifest from the [Stamp Act] itself, that a design is form’d to strip us 

in a great measure of the means of knowledge, by loading the Press, the Colleges, and even 

an Almanack and a News-paper, with restraints and duties; and to introduce the inequalities  

 



and dependences of the feudal system, by taking from the poorer sort of people all their little 

subsistence, and conferring it on a set of stamp officers, distributors, and their deputies. 

 

 
John Adams,  “A Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law,” No. 4 in Papers of John Adams, Vol. 1, ed. 
Robert J. Taylor (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1977), 123-128. 

 

 

John Adams on the Boston Massacre - 1770 
 

 Soldiers permanently quartered in Boston on the wintry, icy evening of March 5, 

1770 became the focus of a small crowd’s torment.  Scuffles and fire broke out, leaving five 

colonists dead.  Adams decided to defend the soldiers.  To succeed, he would have to prove 

that the mob was a vicious and intimidating force, bent on inducing harm.  Newspapers and 

fellow citizens alike vilified Adams.   

 These documents reveal why, seemingly without a second thought, Adams chose to 

defend the soldiers.  His words about the trial and the incident itself reveal ideas about  the 

ways citizens should behave even in the face of tyranny. 

 

 

Document 1 

John Adams’s Autobiography, 1770  [excerpt] 

 

The next Morning I think it was, sitting in my Office, near the Steps of the Town house 

Stairs, Mr. Forrest came in, who was then called the Irish Infant. I had some Acquaintance 

with him. With tears streaming from his Eyes, he said I am come with a very solemn 

Message from a very unfortunate Man, Captain Preston in Prison. He wishes for Council, and 

can get none. I have waited on Mr. Quincy, who says he will engage if you will give him 

your Assistance: without it possitively he will not. Even Mr. Auchmuty declines unless you 

will engage [. . .] I had no hesitation in answering that Council ought to be the very last thing 

thata Council an accused Person should want in a free Country. That the Bar ought in my 

opinion to be independent and impartial at all Times And in every Circumstance. And that 

Persons whose Lives were at Stake ought to have the Council they preferred: But he must be 

sensible this would be as important a Cause as ever was tryed in any Court or Country of the 

World: and that every Lawyer must hold himself responsible not only to his Country, but to 

the highest and most infallible of all Trybunals for the Part he should Act. 

 
John Adams autobiography, part 1, "John Adams," through 1776, sheet 12 of 53 [electronic edition], Adams 
Family Papers: An Electronic Archive, Massachusetts Historical Society http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/ 
 
 

 

Document 2 

John Adams’s speech in Rex v. Wemms, 1770  

[the second trial, in defense of the soldiers indicted in the Boston Massacre] 
 

This witness swears he saw snow-balls thrown close before the party, and he took them to be 

thrown on purpose, he saw oyster-shells likewise thrown [. . .] Forty or fifty people round the 

http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/


soldiers, and more coming from Quaker-lane, as well as the other lanes. The soldiers heard 

all the bells ringing and saw people coming from every point of the compass to the assistance 

of those who were insulting, assaulting, beating and abusing of them-what had they to expect 

but destruction, if they had not thus early taken measures to defend themselves? 

 

[. . .] We have entertained a great variety of phrases, to avoid calling this sort of people a 

mob.  Some call them shavers, some call them genius’s.  The plain English is gentlemen, 

most probably a motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes, mullatoes, Irish teagues [nickname for 

an Irishman] and the out landish jack tarrs.  – And why should we scruple to call such a set of 

people a mob, I can’t conceive, unless the name is too respectable for them: -The sun is not 

about to stand still or go out, nor the rivers to dry up because there was a mob in Boston on 

the 5
th

 of March that attacked a party of soldiers. –Such things are not new in the world, nor 

in the British dominions, though they are comparatively, rareties and novelties in this town [. 

. .] Soldiers quartered in a populous town, will always occasion two mobs, where they 

prevent one. –They are wretched conservators of the peace! 

 
John Adams, Legal Papers of John Adams, vol.3, ed. L. Kinvin Wroth and Hiller B. Zobel, (Boston: 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1965), 263-267. 

 

 

Document 3 

John Adams’s Diary, 5 March 1773 

[reflecting on the third anniversary of the Massacre] 

 

1773. March 5
th

.  Fryday. 

  

Heard an Oration, at Mr. Hunts Meeting House, by Dr. Benja. Church, in Commemoration of 

the Massacre in Kings Street, 3 Years ago. That large Church was filled and crouded in every 

Pew, Seat, Alley, and Gallery, by an Audience of several Thousands of People of all Ages 

and Characters and of both Sexes. 

 

I have Reason to remember that fatal Night. The Part I took in Defence of Captn. Preston and 

the Soldiers, procured me Anxiety, and Obloquy enough. It was, however, one of the most 

gallant, generous, manly and disinterested Actions of my whole Life, and one of the best 

Pieces of Service I ever rendered my Country. Judgment of Death would have been against 

those Soldiers would have been as foul a Stain upon this Country as the Executions of the 

Quakers or Witches, anciently. As the Evidence was, the Verdict of the jury was exactly 

right. 

 

This however is no Reason why the Town should not call the Action of that Night a 

Massacre, nor against, is it any Argument in favour of the Governor or Minister, who caused 

them to be sent here. But it is the strongest of Proofs of the Danger of standing Armies. 

 
John Adams diary 19, 16 December 1772 - 18 December 1773 [electronic edition]. Adams Family Papers: An 
Electronic Archive, Massachusetts Historical Society, http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/. 
 

 

 

http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/


John Adams on the Tea Party and the Coercive Acts – 1773 

 
 Adams did not organize the Tea Party, but he strongly supported it as an effective and 

proper response to the Tea Act.  He publicly supported protest over the Intolerable Acts as 

well. 

 These documents reveal a great deal about what Adams believed to be the 

appropriate response to injustice – what actions citizens are called to take, and what 

sacrifices they must make.  They also reflect his views on the types of people that constitute 

society and which of these are most apt to take action. They are an interesting complement to 

the previous sets of documents. 

 

 

Document 1 

John Adams’s Diary, 17 December 1773 [excerpt] 

[the morning after the Tea Party] 

 

1775. Decr. 17
th

. 

 

Last Night 3 Cargoes of Bohea Tea were emptied into the Sea. This Morning a Man of War 

sails. 

 

This is the most magnificent Movement of all. There is a Dignity, a Majesty, a Sublimity, in 

this last Effort of the Patriots, that I greatly admire. The People should never rise, without 

doing something to be remembered -- something notable And striking. This Destruction of 

the Tea is so bold, so daring, so firm, intrepid and inflexible, and it must have so important 

Consequences, and so lasting, that I cant but consider it as an Epocha in History. 

 

This however is but an Attack upon Property. Another similar Exertion of popular Power, 

may produce the destruction of Lives. Many Persons wish, that as many dead Carcasses were 

floating in the Harbour, as there are Chests of Tea: -- a much less Number of Lives however 

would remove the Causes of all our Calamities [. . .]  

 

What Measures will the Ministry take, in Consequence of this? Will they resent it? will they 

dare to resent it? will they punish Us? How? By quartering Troops upon Us? -- by annulling 

our Charter? -- by laying on more duties? By restraining our Trade? By Sacrifice of 

Individuals, or how. 

 

The Question is whether the Destruction of this Tea was necessary? I apprehend it was 

absolutely and indispensably so [. . .] there was no other Alternative but to destroy it or let it 

be landed. To let it be landed, would be giving up the Principle of Taxation by Parliamentary 

Authority, against which the Continent have struggled for 10 years. 

 

 
John Adams diary 19, 16 December 1772 -18 December 1773 [electronic edition], Adams Family Papers: An 
Electronic Archive,  Massachusetts Historical Society,  http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/.  

 

http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/


Document 2 

Letter from John Adams to James Warren, 17 December 1773 

 

Dr Sir 

 

 The Dye is cast: The People have passed the River and cutt away the Bridge: last 

Night Three Cargoes of Tea, were emptied into the Harbour. This is the grandest, Event, 

which has ever yet happened Since, the Controversy, with Britain, opened! 

 The Sublimity of it, charms me! 

 . . . I believe it will take them 10 Years to get the Province to pay for it.  If so, we 

shall Save 1o Years Interest of the Money.  Whereas if it is drank it must be paid for 

immediately [. . .] 

 [. . .] Threats, Phantoms, Bugbears, by the million, will be invented and propagated 

among the People upon this occasion.  Individuals will be threatened with Suits and 

Prosecutions. Armies and Navies will be talked of – military Execution – Charters annull’d – 

Treason – Tryals in England and all that – But – these Terrors, are all but Imaginations. Yet 

if they should become Realities they had better be Suffered, than the great Principle, of 

Parliamentary Taxation given up. 

 The Town of Boston, was never more Still and calm of a Saturday night than it was 

last Night. All Things were conducted with great order, Decency and perfect Submission to 

Government.  No Doubt, we all thought the Administration in better Hands, than it had been. 

 Please to make Mrs. Adams’s most respectfull Compliments to Mrs. Warren and 

mine. 

 I am your Friend, 

        John Adams 

 
Adams to James Warren, 17 December 1773, in Papers of John Adams, Vol. 2, ed. Robert J. Taylor (Boston: 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1977), 1-2. 

 

 

Document 3 

John Adams, The Letters of Novanglus, 1775  [excerpt] 

[published in The Boston Gazette, Adams’s letter reflects on the colonists’ response to the 

Coercive Acts.] 

 

But most people in America now think the destruction of the Boston tea, was absolutely 

necessary, and therefore right and just.  It is very true, they say, if the whole people had been 

united in sentiment, and equally stable in their resolution, not to buy or drink it, there might 

have been a reason for preserving it; but the people here were not so virtuous or so happy.  

The British ministry had plundered the people by illegal taxes, and applied the money in 

salaries and pensions, by which devices, they had insidiously attached to their party, no 

inconsiderable number of persons, some of whom were of family, fortune and influence, tho’ 

many of them were of desperate fortunes, each of whom, however, had his circle of friends, 

connections and dependents, who were determined to drink tea, both as evidence of their 

servility to administration, and their contempt and hatred of the people. These it was  

 

impossible to restrain without violence, perhaps bloodshed, certainly without hazarding more 

than the tea was worth. To this tribe of the wicked, they say, must be added another, perhaps 



more numerous, of the weak; who never could be brought to think of the consequences of 

their actions, but would gratify their appetites, if they could come at the means. What 

numbers are there in every community, who have no providence, or prudence in their private 

affairs, but will go on indulging the present appetite, prejudice, or passion, to the ruin of their 

estates and families, as well as their own health and characters!  How much larger is the 

number of those who have no foresight for the public, or consideration of the freedom of 

posterity? Such an abstinence from the tea, as would have avoided the establishment of a 

precedent, depended on the unanimity of the people, a felicity that was unattainable.  Must 

the wise, the virtuous and worthy part of the community, who constituted a very great 

majority, surrender their liberty, and involve their posterity in misery in complaisance to a 

detestable, tho’ small party of knaves, and a despicable, tho’ more numerous company of 

fools? 

 
John Adams, “The Letters of Novanglus,” in Papers of John Adams, Vol. 2, ed. Robert J. Taylor (Boston: 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1977), 298-299. 

 

 

 

John Adams on Shays’s Rebellion - 1786 

 

 By 1786, the colonies had cast off chains of tyranny, and the states were trying to live 

and relate with one another under the Article of Confederation.  Adams was amongst those 

who supported the creation of a new constitution with a significantly strengthened central 

government.  Shays’s Rebellion provided the evidence, for many, that that step should be 

taken.  John and Abigail Adams were in England throughout the course of the rebellion.  

Jefferson was in Paris.  At some distance, they write about the rebellion.  Adams seems to 

have written very little about the event.  But here one can see four authors with varied 

perspectives on the event.    

 Consider the role might time and proximity may have played in these perspectives. 

Examine what each is suggesting about how justified the farmers are in taking up arms 

against the state.  

 

 

Document 1 

Letter from John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 30 November 1786  [excerpt] 

 

Grosvenor Square [London] Nov 30 1786 

 

Dear Sir: 

 

[. . .] Don’t be alarmed at the late Turbulence in New England.  The Massachusetts Assembly 

had, in its Zeal to get the better of their Debt, laid on a Tax, rather heavier than the People 

could bear; but all will be well, and this Commotion will terminate in additional Strength to 

Government 

 
John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 30 November 1786, in The Adams-Jefferson Letters, ed. Lester J. Cappon 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1959), 156.  

 



 

Document 2 

Letter from Samuel Osgood to John Adams, 14 November 1786  [excerpt] 

[written from America, most likely received after the above letter was written] 

 

The disturbances in Massachusetts seem most likely to produce some very important event [. 

. .] It is said that the insurgents have two objects in view: one, to reduce their state debt [. . .] 

the other, to annihilate private debts [ . . .] [Y]et, as it affords a fine opportunity for the 

restless enemies of this country to sow dissensions, we have too much reason to believe, that 

they are not only looking on as spectators, but that they are industrially employed in 

disseminating disaffection to the present form of government.  If these enemies are British [ . 

. .] their object must be something further than mere revenge.  

 

 
Samuel Osgood to John Adams, 14 November 1786, in The Works of John Adams : second President of the 
United States, Vol. 8, ed. Charles Francis Adams (Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1969), 420. 

 

 

 

Document 3 

Letter from Abigail Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 29 January 1787  [excerpt] 

 

London  Janry. 29
th

. 1787 

 

My Dear Sir: 

 

With regard to the Tumults in my Native state which you inquire about, I wish I could say 

that report had exagerated them.  It is too true Sir that they have been carried to so allarming 

a Height as to stop the Courts of justice in several Counties.  Ignorant, wrestless desperadoes, 

without conscience or principals, have led a deluded multitude to follow their standard, under 

pretence of grievences which have no existance but in their immaginations.  Some of them 

were crying out for a paper currency, some for an equal distribution of property, some were 

for annihilating all debts, others complaning that the Senate was a useless Branch of 

Government, that the Court of common pleas was unnecessary, and that the sitting of the 

General Court in Boston was a grievence.  By this list you will see the materials which 

compose this rebellion, and the necessity there is of the wisest and most vigorus measures to 

quell and suppress it.  Instead of that laudible spirit which you approve, which makes a 

people watchfull over their Liberties and alert in the defence of them, these mobish 

insurgents are for sapping the foundation, and distroying the whole fabrick at once. 

 

 
Abigail Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 29 January 1787, in The Adams-Jefferson Letters., ed. Lester J. Cappon 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1959), 168. 
 
 

 

 

 

 



Document 4 

Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Abigail Adams, 22 February 1787  [excerpt] 

 

Paris Feb 22. 1787. 

 

Dear Madam 

 

[T]he Malcontents [Shays and the rebels] make their submission on condition of pardon, and 

before the answer of government was known.   I hope they pardoned them.  The spirit of 

resistance to government is so valuable on certain occasions, that I wish it to be always kept 

alive.  It will often be exercised when wrong, but better so than not to be exercised at all.  I 

like a little rebellion now and then.  It is like a storm in the Atmosphere. 

 
Thomas Jefferson to Abigail Adams, 22 February 1787, in The Adams-Jefferson Letters , ed. Lester J. Cappon 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1959), 173. 
 

 

Document 5 

John Adams, Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States, 1787 

[though not written about Shays’s Rebellion itself, these lines may shed light on how Adams 

later thought about the rebellion] 

 

A little junto of principal citizens concert a plan in secret among themselves [ . . .] order the 

bells to be rung, and a little flock of their own creatures assemble in the piazza.  There the 

junto nominate a dozen or a score of persons [. . .] to reform the state at their pleasure; no 

reasonable method of voting for them, no instructions given them; the people huzza, and all 

is over.  What ideas are here of the rights of mankind?  what equality is here among the 

citizens?  what principle of national liberty is here respected?  what method is this to obtain 

the national sense, the public voice? 

 
John Adams, “Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States,” in The Works of John Adams : 
second President of the United States, Vol. 5, ed. Charles Francis Adams (Freeport, New York: Books for 

Libraries Press, 1969), 179-180. 

 

 

John Adams on the Sedition Act - 1798 

 As president, Adams did not advocate or request the Alien and Sedition Acts.  But like 

the Federalist majority in Congress, he perceived a great threat from the French within the 

nation.  Though Adams staunchly refused to wage war against the French government, he 

did sign these Acts in July 1798.  Though tremendously unpopular at the time, and later seen 

as one of history’s most egregious violations of First Amendment rights, years later Adams 

stood by his decision to sign them.  The threat to the new nation from insurrection had been 

that great. 

 The Sedition Act unveils a strict standard for the level of dissent a republican 

government should tolerate.  How might Adams himself have reconciled these thoughts on 

dissent with what he wrote about the Stamp Act over thirty years earlier?   



 

 

Document 1 

Letter from John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 25 December 1811, Quincy 

 

I have raised no clamors nor made any opposition to any of these measures.  The nation 

approved them; and what is my judgment against that of the nation?  On the contrary, he 

disapproved of the alien law and sedition law, which I believe to have been constitutional and 

salutary, if not necessary.   

 
John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 25 December 1811, in The works of John Adams : second President of the 
United States, Vol. 10,  ed. Charles Francis Adams (Freeport, New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1969), 10. 

  

 

Document 2 

The Sedition Act, approved 14 July 1798 

An Act in Addition to the Act, Entitled "An Act for the Punishment of Certain Crimes against 

the United States." 

SECTION 1. Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United 

States of America, in Congress assembled, That if any persons shall unlawfully combine 

or conspire together, with intent to oppose any measure or measures of the government of 

the United States, which are or shall be directed by proper authority, or to impede the 

operation of any law of the United States, or to intimidate or prevent any person holding 

a place or office in or under the government of the United States, from undertaking, 

performing or executing his trust or duty, and if any person or persons, with intent as 

aforesaid, shall counsel, advise or attempt to procure any insurrection, riot, unlawful 

assembly, or combination, whether such conspiracy, threatening, counsel, advice, or 

attempt shall have the proposed effect or not, he or they shall be deemed guilty of a high 

misdemeanor, and on conviction, before any court of the United States having 

jurisdiction thereof, shall be punished by a fine not exceeding five thousand dollars, and 

by imprisonment during a term not less than six months nor exceeding five years; and 

further, at the discretion of the court may be holden to find sureties for his good 

behaviour in such sum, and for such time, as the said court may direct.  

SEC. 2. And be it farther enacted, That if any person shall write, print, utter, or publish, 

or shall cause or procure to be written, printed, uttered or published, or shall knowingly 

and willingly assist or aid in writing, printing, uttering or publishing any false, scandalous 

and malicious writing or writings against the government of the United States, or either 

house of the Congress of the United States, or the President of the United States, with 

intent to defame the said government, or either house of the said Congress, or the said 

President, or to bring them, or either of them, into contempt or disrepute; or to excite 

against them, or either or any of them, the hatred of the good people of the United States, 

or to stir up sedition within the United States, or to excite any unlawful combinations 

therein, for opposing or resisting any law of the United States, or any act of the President 

of the United States, done in pursuance of any such law, or of the powers in him vested 

by the constitution of the United States, or to resist, oppose, or defeat any such law or act, 



or to aid, encourage or abet any hostile designs of any foreign nation against the United 

States, their people or government, then such person, being thereof convicted before any 

court of the United States having jurisdiction thereof, shall be punished by a fine not 

exceeding two thousand dollars, and by imprisonment not exceeding two years.  

SEC. 3.  And be it further enacted, That if any person shall be prosecuted under this act, 

for the writing or publishing any libel aforesaid, it shall be lawful for the defendant, upon 

the trial of the cause, to give in evidence in his defence, the truth of the matter contained 

in the publication charged as a libel. And the jury who shall try the cause, shall have a 

right to determine the law and the fact, under the direction of the court, as in other cases.  

SEC. 4.  And be it further enacted, That this act shall continue and be in force until the 

third day of March, one thousand eight hundred and one, and no longer: Provided, That 

the expiration of the act shall not prevent or defeat a prosecution and punishment of any 

offence against the law, during the time it shall be in force. 

“The Sedition Act of 1798,”  Statutes at Large, Vol. 1, 596 in A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: U.S. 

Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774-1825, Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage.  
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THE ISSUE:  SHADES OF PROTEST – ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM 
 

Examine this progression.  It reveals a continuum of reasons for, and reaction to, dissent. 

 In 1765, John Adams appeals to the British government to repeal the Stamp taxes and 

for colonists to educate themselves and prepare to resist. 

 By 1773, John Adams is openly praising civil disobedience to an illegitimate 

authority. 

 By 1775, John Adams supports the violent overthrow of that authority. 

 In 1786, Adams sympathizes with rebels who believed the government had passed 

unjust, punitive laws, though, like his wife, he likely opposed their aggressive means. 

 And by 1798, Adams uses his authority to squash opposition that he saw as 

threatening to the system he had worked so hard to realize. 

 

 It is part of our American tradition to speak out against unjust government policy and 

illegitimate authority.  And it is part of our government’s tradition to react to dissent in a 

variety of ways:  from listening and eventually responding to public pressure (as in the civil 

rights movement of the 1960s) to silencing opposition by violating civil rights (as in the 

Sedition Act of 1918). 

 Civil rights activists of the 1960’s advocated a variety of techniques to force an 

unresponsive government to respond.  Today, too, a variety of methods are used by groups 

protesting a similar cause.   

 Here, you will look at methods used by environmental activists.  You will consider 

each group’s call to action and whether their methods are justified by the ends they seek. 

 

 Examine the following three environmental organizations through their websites, 

news articles, and other media:  

 

 Earth Liberation Front (E.L.F.) 

 

 Greenpeace 

 

 League of Conservation Voters 

   

 As you examine these organizations, consider the following questions: 

1. What are their goals? 

2. What methods do they employ to achieve these goals? 

3. How do they justify the use of these methods? 

4. What sort of reasoning and appeals to republican principles do you see that 

Adams, too, used to justify his actions?  

5. What organizational tactics or structures might Adams have found appropriate or 

not?   

6. Which organizations, tactics, and causes do you find most legitimate? 

 

 

 



SERVICE-LEARNING CONNECTIONS:  PROTEST AND DISSENT  

 
The following list contains ideas that teachers and students might like to pursue as service 

learning extensions for this lesson.  Students might employ methods of protest listed in 198 

Methods of Nonviolent Protest and Persuasion, several of which John Adams advocated.  

[See Gene Sharp, “198 Methods of Nonviolent Action,” The Politics of Nonviolent Action  (Boston: Porter 

Sargent, 1973), http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations/org/198-methods.pdf (accessed 12 December 2007).] 

 
The teacher should make certain students have ample time and prompting to reflect on the 

significance of their service and how John Adams might have considered their work.  

Students and teachers could: 

 

 Assess the extent to which students have meaningful input into school policy.  Does 

the Student Council deal with policy issues, or just school spirit?  Are there avenues 

through which students express, and administration seeks, input in decision-making?  

Design a proposal that offers improvements, making your school more democratic.  

Share this proposal with the student body, school board and administration. 

 Survey the student handbook to find a school policy that students believe is unjust.  

Propose a change. Choose a form of protest or persuasion and appeal to republican 

principles to advocate for change.  

 Research codes regarding students’ first amendment rights in the school.  Could these 

rights be better protected or expanded?  Redraft the language of the codes   

 and choose a form of protest or persuasion to voice the student body’s concerns 

 with the issue. 

 Research unethical practices of a local, national or international company.  Educate 

fellow students about the issue and apply pressure through the means that students 

find most appropriate. 

 Research a variety of environmental organizations (or another cause) and choose one 

that appears to reflect the methods and goals that students agree with most.  Join the 

organization and work on their behalf.   
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