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On February 8, 2005, U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice spoke before the Institute of Political Studies in Paris in an attempt to form a closer transatlantic partnership between the United States and France. Emphasizing common ground between the two nations, Rice told the audience, “The history of the United States and that of France are intertwined. Our history is a history of shared values, of shared sacrifice, and of shared successes.” She also boldly asserted that, “The founders of both the French and American republics were inspired by the very same values, and by each other. They shared the universal values of freedom and democracy and human dignity that have inspired men and women across the globe for centuries.”
 By equating the founding principles of the American and French Republics, Secretary Rice joined a debate that has continued among Americans since the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789.

It is clear that the French Revolution had tremendous significance for history, spreading waves over all of Europe and across the Atlantic. What is less clear is how Americans should interpret the French Revolution and its legacy. How did the French Revolution differ from the American Revolution? Did the ideals of the American Revolution of 1776 diverge from the realities in France in 1789? Wrestling with these questions is essential to understanding the American identity, America’s place in history, and America’s place in the world. 

During the early days of the United States, many prominent American figures wrestled with these questions as they watched events in France unfold. Some, such as Thomas Jefferson and Joel Barlow, supported the upheaval of 1789 and following as a struggle for liberty equivalent to the colonist’s break with England. Others viewed the French Revolution’s emphasis on overturning social order as directly contrary to the American Revolution’s preservation of tradition. As events in France progressed from the storming of the Bastille to Napoleon, disagreement over the political or ideological relationship of the two nations heightened personal and political tensions, as with the strained friendship between Adams and Jefferson over the very issue of the French Revolution and the split of American politics into Anti-French Federalists and “Jacobin” Republicans. John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Joel Barlow, Fisher Ames are four prominent American figures that discussed the meaning of the French Revolution and its relationship to America. 


Each of these men represents a different group in the early American republic during the turn of the century.
 In addition the figures chosen, in many cases, corresponded with each other about the French Revolution or at least commented about similar things. Adams and Jefferson represent what may be termed “the founding generation,” those who were instrumental in directing America’s independence and formation. Colleagues during the Revolutionary war and later in international diplomacy, Adams and Jefferson remained close friends for much of their lives and maintained nearly constant correspondence until differences over domestic politics and the French Revolution contributed to their parting. The geographical differences between Jefferson, minister to France from 1784 to 1789 and Adams, minister to England from 1785 to 1788, paralleled ideological differences that would later take on critical importance in the heated atmosphere of America throughout the 1790’s. 


Likewise, Joel Barlow and Fisher Ames represent two diverging responses to the French Revolution and its relation to the new American Republic. Barlow, the youngest of this set, saw perhaps more of the French Revolution than any other American. Participant in the American Revolution as a zealous army chaplain and Conservative Connecticut Wit turned Enlightenment radical, Barlow placed great faith in the French Revolution as the sequel to its American counterpart – a further extension of enlightenment ideals of liberty and equality. Opposed to the boundless faith in human progress found in Barlow’s copious literary work, crusty federalist Fisher Ames’ polemics against the French Revolution and Jeffersonian republicanism show the conservative reaction to eighteenth century radicalism and the French Revolution. Ames wrote and published the bulk of his comments on France after 1800 and demonstrates the continued public discussion over the Revolution. 


Jefferson and Barlow represent the liberal side of American culture and politics that readily accepted the French Revolution as another step in human progress. They also typify the political ideals driving the growth of the Republican Party leading up to the election of 1800. On the other side of these two strong Republicans, John Adams and Fisher Ames represent the old guard Federalists. Though American society as a whole did not perfectly align in this way, in the five years leading up to Jefferson’s election to the Presidency, Republicans supported the French Revolution as a verification of their own principles while the Federalists saw in the events in France all the dangers inherent in revolutionary republicanism.
 


Though during the heated climate of 1795-1800 American opinion of the French Revolution often seemed more affected by party alignment than it was by the actual developments in France, debate over the French Revolution did expose deep ideological differences between two emerging sides of American politics and culture – the liberal and conservative.


Opinion on the French Revolution developed in three phases. From roughly 1784 to the beginning of the revolution, these figures approached the events in France with modest optimism or apprehension. Shortly after the Revolution was in full swing until about 1794, opinion began to polarize, with Adams becoming increasingly skeptical of the Revolution and Jefferson and Barlow supported the Revolution despite its excesses. Secondly, following the ratification of Jay’s Treaty in 1795 and leading up to Jefferson’s election and the ousting of the Federalists from power in 1800, the French Revolution became a dividing issue in American politics. 

With the turnover of the presidency to Jefferson and Bonaparte’s seizure of power in France, the French Revolution gradually died as an issue in American politics not only because it was no longer needed in domestic political battles, but because France under Napoleon no longer represented what the Republicans loved so much about the French Revolution. Although less visible in the political sphere, debates over the French Revolution continued with vigor in the private or public writings of all four of these figures and continued to expose differences in American conceptions of equality, order, liberty, and freedom. 

Beginnings: 1784 to 1789


Americans watched events in France closely during the years leading up to and including the revolution of 1789. Jefferson, Adams, and Barlow were the closest to events. Interpreting the Revolution through different political and ideological principles, their reactions began to diverge nearly at the outset. Though Jefferson, Adams, and Barlow each initially approached the Revolution with cautious optimism, two distinct views of the revolution began to emerge early on. 


As American Minister to France from 1784 to just after the fall of the Bastille, Jefferson witnessed firsthand the stirring events in France and carefully recorded the early progress of the revolution. As a close friend of Lafayette, Jefferson even assisted in drafting the Declaration of the Rights of Man.
 Preparing to leave Paris shortly after the formation of the National Assembly and fall of the Bastille, Jefferson feared that an assembly of 1200 people would become too unwieldy and also expressed deep mistrust of the Paris mob. Despite these misgivings, however, Jefferson left France full of hope: “The revolution in this country—for such we may call it—is going on smoothly and will, I think end in rendering the nation more free and more powerful.”
 Predicting that the violent part of the revolution was now over, Jefferson wrote to Thomas Paine that “tranquility is well established in Paris, and tolerably so thro’ the whole kingdom; and I think there is no possibility now of any thing’s hindering their final establishment of a good constitution, which will in it’s [sic] principles and merit be about a middle term between that of England and the United States.”
 Jefferson was especially eager to see France follow the American example of freedom, though he was unsure whether the French were “morally worthy” or it.
 Yet he praised any similarities between the American and French experience, “for France to get even a little bit like America would strengthen the cause of America, and of freedom.”
 Despite initial violence in Paris, therefore, Jefferson enthusiastically supported the French Revolution and its hopeful establishment of American-style liberty.  


 John Adams was another prominent American abroad. As minister to England from 1785 to 1788, Adams maintained a friendship with Jefferson that stretched back to the days of the Declaration of Independence and the American Revolutionary War. Now colleagues in diplomacy, Jefferson and Adams regularly corresponded with each other on a variety of topics. But as early as 1787 their friendship began to sour. In January 1787 Jefferson wrote to James Madison: 

You know the opinion I formerly entertained of my friend, Mr. Adams…. I afterwards saw proofs which convicted him of a degree of vanity, and of a blindness to it, of which no germ appeared in Congress…. He is vain, irritable, and a bad calculator of the force and probable effect of the motives which govern men. This is all the ill that can possibly be said of him. He is disinterested as the being who made him: he is profound in his views; and accurate in his judgment, except where knowledge of the world is necessary to form a judgment.

Jefferson criticized the same tendencies toward vanity and bad calculation in Adam’s early estimations of the French Revolution. Unlike Jefferson, Adams never wholly trusted France. Even before the Revolution, Adams found in France “little to admire, much to deplore and distrust.”
 During the Peace of Paris Adams had expressed this sentiment in agreement with John Jay: “Mr. Jay likes Frenchmen as little as Mr. Lee and Mr. Izard did. He says they are not a moral people; they know not what it is; he don’t like any Frenchman; the Marquis de Lafayette is clever, but he is a Frenchman. Our allies don’t play fair, he told me.”
 


In his Discourses on Davila, composed in the same year the French Revolution began, Adams explained his political and ideological principles. During a time when most Americans embraced a revolutionary cause that looked so similar to their own, Adams “indicated his sense of foreboding at the misguided hope that a whole new chapter in human history was beginning.”
 “Amidst all the exultations,” Adams wrote in the Discourses, “Americans and Frenchmen should remember that the perfectibility of man is only human and terrestrial perfectibility. Cold will still freeze, and fire will never cease to burn; disease and vice will continue to disorder, and death to terrify mankind.”
 Adams did not share what historian Esther Brown called a “mystic faith” in the goodness of people.
 

The Discourses contained valuable insights into Adams’ Federalist conceptions of good government that drew sharp criticism from those that supported the French Revolution. Published as a series in The United States Gazette, the essays laid out many of Adam’s political ideals that ran against the republican purists such as Jefferson and likeminded friend Benjamin Rush. Adams revealed his desire for some of the trappings of monarchical government, such as titles and honors. These principles included an “implied criticism of the French Revolution and its leveling tendencies.”
 Historians John A. Schutz and Douglass Adair argued that such explicit statements brought Adams “into the center of a fierce public discussion about the nation’s democratic philosophy and its support of revolutionary France.”
  Adams’ arguments were perceived as implied critique of the French Revolution, a criticism that, according to Adams’ later writings as will be seen, was at least partly accurate. A year later Adams believed that his own forebodings held true, and he wrote to the English radical Richard Price that “the Revolution in France could not be indifferent to me; but I have learned an awful experience, to rejoice with trembling…; and I own to you, I know not what to make of a republic of thirty million atheists.”

Though both Adams and Jefferson watched the events in France closely, probably no American participated in as much of the Revolution as Joel Barlow. On one of his many business ventures of mixed success, Barlow arrived in Paris in 1788, where Jefferson quickly took him under his wing as his young and distinguished protégé. Wishing to help establish the young scholar and businessman, Jefferson introduced Barlow to the learned and liberal French circles in Paris.
 A member of the Connecticut Wits and a religiously conservative Calvinist, Barlow quickly aligned himself with the radical enlightenment and changed into a Jeffersonian deist.
 He closely observed the events in France prior to the meeting of the Estates-General in May 1789. At first Barlow was not optimistic. Still tenaciously tied to America, Barlow declared that in Europe there were not five men who understood “the nature of liberty and the theory of government so well as they are understood by five hundred men in America.”
 After the Revolution commenced, however, Barlow’s enthusiasm for liberty quickly became aroused. He wrote his wife six days after the fall of the Bastille: “All the true things which you see published, however horrible, however cruel, however just, however noble, memorable, and important in their consequences, have passed under my eye, and it is really no small gratification to me to have seen two complete revolutions in favor liberty.”
 In 1790 Barlow professed continued support for the Revolution when he petitioned the Assembly for the privilege of participating in the festivities of the first Bastille Day anniversary.
 As an expression of American solidarity with the French Revolution, the Assembly received the motion with acclaim and Robespierre even introduced a motion to have it printed.

For Barlow, the months following the fall of the Bastille appeared to assure further stability for the political life of France. The National Assembly had passed a number of important reforms and Louis XVI, albeit under duress, had accepted them. Agitation, however, in the form of peasant uprisings, growth of faction, and the rising radical Jacobin clubs threatened to undermine this peace. Barlow did not become discouraged. Instead, he held that the Revolution would achieve its ends without the used of further force, just as the new Constitution in America had peacefully been implemented. He believed that the new Constitution would be readily accepted as the law of the land, the émigrés would return to their homeland, and the people of France would readily adopt the new regime.
 The violence that followed, however, soon forced Barlow to articulate better his faith in the French Revolution. 

This statement of faith came in response to the work that electrified the debate over the French Revolution in Europe and America – Edmond Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. Published in 1790, Burke’s classic indictment of the French Revolution provoked strong responses throughout Europe. Many conservatives praised it as a defense of traditional aristocracy and monarchy. The Emperor of Germany, Empress of Russia, and other monarchs across Europe sent congratulatory messages to Burke while many Englishmen such as Pitt, Wilberforce, Sir Josiah Reynolds, and Edward Gibbon also greeted it with acclaim.
 From the sons and daughters of the eighteenth century enlightenment, however, Burke’s criticism drew harsh and sometimes virulent attacks. George Fox called it “a libel on all free governments” and countless others wrote pamphlets, books, and essays in opposition to Burke.
 Barlow anonymously published his own response to Burke in his Advice to the Privileged Orders in the Several European States in February of 1792. Barlow addressed his work to the rational, educated minds of Europe with the purpose of inducing “the men who now govern the world to adopt the ideas” of the French Revolution and America.
 Barlow set out to prove two points in his work. First, that the French Revolution was ineradicable and unrestrainable, and, second, “that the general establishment of general liberty will be less injurious to those who now lived by abuses, than is commonly imagined.”
 Barlow exhorted the nations and rulers of Europe to follow the French example and replace their old-fashioned monarchies with French-style democracy and liberty. Barlow later reaffirmed this extensive declaration of faith in the French Revolution with his widely hailed The Conspiracy of Kings and A Letter to the National Convention.

In the same year Barlow published his Advice, however, violence returned to France. But in spite of this, Barlow retained firm faith in the Revolution. During a time when other liberals became disenchanted with the excesses of the Revolution, Barlow decided to run for office as a delegate to the National Convention from Savoy in Southeast France.
 Standing high with the intellectual faction of Girondin, Barlow also wrote A Letter to the National Convention, proposing a new constitution. “As intellectuals, the Girondin valued Barlow’s literary work on behalf of the Revolution.”
 His election campaign failed in February 1793, but soon after the Assembly granted him honorary citizenship, an honor shared with Washington, Jefferson, and Hamilton.
 The recommendation in the Assembly to honor him rested on these grounds: “He served the American cause, disseminated its principles in Europe, aided the organization of democratic societies in England, published works in defense of the Revolution and preached liberty in Savoy.”
 

Another essay he wrote in December 1792 further demonstrates Barlow’s faith in the French Revolution as a model for all of Europe. His programmatic pamphlet Letter Addressed to the People of Piedmont, on the Advantages of the French Revolution, and the Necessity of Adopting its Principles in Italy called Italians to cast off the Piedmontese monarchy.
 Barlow’s preeminent biographer Bernstein remarked, “The Letter reminds us of Barlow’s chaplaincy. Like his camp sermons, it aimed at instilling the belief that the fruits of revolution would be freedom and security.”
 Events, however, soon tested his faith in the Revolution.

Though in 1792 Barlow aligned with the Girondin faction in Paris, in 1793 events took another turn for the worse. The decapitation of the king early in the year signaled a new phase in the Revolution. The increased fortunes of the radical Jacobin faction ousted the Girondin from power in June of that year. By September, Robespierre’s Reign of Terror was fully underway and many of Barlow’s closest political friends became victims of the guillotine. Remarkably, while Barlow became disheartened by what he saw, he still retained his characteristic faith in the Revolution. Bernstein remarked:

His estimate of the Revolution changed with its character. He disliked the Mountainist policies and he deplored the execution of the Girondins. Yet he stayed firm in the conviction that the Revolution had put guideposts to an improved order. He did not falter in the belief that the French and American republics were bound in a common effort to liberate mankind.

Just as America had been a step in the liberation of mankind, France played a role in the same story. Still believing the Revolution in France would lead to an American-like republic, Barlow held out hope that the excesses of the Revolution were merely unfortunate consequences of the march to liberty.  


Amidst the Terror, Barlow remained in Paris to protect his many friends. When zealous revolutionaries arrested his close friend Thomas Paine and sentenced him to the guillotine, Barlow saved his life through a shrewd legal move and later helped Paine publish from his cell the famous Age of Reason.
 Eventually Barlow drafted a successful petition from himself and eighteen other Americans appealing for Paine’s release.
 

After the Terror ended, Barlow was no longer connected to the National Assembly, as he had been when the Girondin were in power. Barlow faced a disjunction between his own belief in the Revolution and the Terror that had recently destroyed countless lives in France. Perceiving how the Terror might cause many to disregard the Revolution as a failed and costly experiment, Barlow sought to vindicate the Revolution and justify his own support of it. A commission from President Washington as United States consul to troublesome Algiers from 1795 to 1797 provided Barlow the opportunity to step backs from the heated atmosphere in France and reflect on the previous few years.

Throughout these years Barlow planned a documentary account of the Revolution to correct those that would discredit the principles of the Revolution because of its excesses. In a letter to his friend Oliver Wolcott in 1794, Barlow explained that the Revolution was: 

An event of such and extraordinary nature as scarcely to stand a chance of being treated impartially by its friends or enemies. Though I cannot call myself an indifferent spectator, I might, perhaps, be able to trace the causes of things with more coolness than some others who have attempted it or will attempt it.

In preparation for the massive work, Barlow assembled a small library of historical works, writings and memoirs, many of them anti-Robespierreist. Barlow’s object was to write a balanced story of the most controversial subject of his time, to vindicate the goals of the Revolution in the face of its failures. Unfortunately he never finished it, but the introductory notes and outline of twelve chapters that survive demonstrate Barlow’s faithfulness to the ideals of the French Revolution and his constant hope for its success.

Despite his love of France, however, Barlow never forgot that he was an American. A participant in the Revolutionary War, Barlow considered himself as a contributor to his own nation’s struggle for liberty. His earlier writings as a Connecticut wit display his passionate love for his country and pride for its pioneering in democracy. His numerous poetic works, though ridiculed in modern times for their terrible style, still displayed a love for America as the teacher for the world in the ways of liberty, democracy, and freedom. His Vision of Columbus later reworked as the Columbiad, portrayed America as the inheritor of epic tradition and a great turning point in the history of the world. Though drawn into the revolutionary excitement abroad, he “found every occasion to talk to Europeans of America’s advances.”
 Bernstein argued that Barlow never put the good of France above that of America: 

For in the body of his thought the French Revolution was the sequel of the American. Rooted in him was the conviction that by advancing the principles of France he was fortifying those of the United States. His was the belief that the two nations’ community of ideas held the prospect of international fraternity. That was why he fought stubbornly against Francophobia in his own country.

Though he supported the French Revolution heart and soul, he did so only because he saw America and France as part of the same community of ideas, two nations acting together in the great progress in human liberty. Bernstein explained that Barlow felt that the American and French Revolutions pointed the way to a radiant tomorrow, a time when “liberty could only be achieved through victory over decadent institutions and antiquated practices.”
 Barlow argued that even after the Terror the French Revolution offered “much for imitation” in its principles of “general diffusion of information, the preservation and improvement of morals, and the encouragement of such a degree of equality in the condition of men as tends to their dignity and happiness.”
 Barlow’s imagination was captivated by the vision of an America already on the way to future greatness, with France not far behind.


Jefferson enthusiastically supported his young protégé in almost all his optimism for France. As Barlow’s political mentor, Jefferson maintained a close friendship with Barlow throughout his life. Recognizing his debt to Jefferson for introducing him to the influential Parisian circles, Barlow sent a copy of his Advice to the Privileged Orders to Jefferson before it went to press in June 1792.
 Jefferson certainly agreed with many of the ideas in the Advice, and wrote encouraged Barlow to “be assured that your endeavors to bring the trans-Atlantic world into the road of reason, are not without effect here.”
 Though Barlow’s work was by far less know than Thomas Paine’s Rights of Men, it still had great influence in Europe and America, especially during the campaign for Jefferson in 1800.
 In fact, it was republished in America during 1794 shortly after the arrival of Edmond-Charles Genet, the controversial French foreign minister.
 

The View From America: Republicans and Federalists


Initially, the news that France had thrown off its monarch and instituted a national assembly met loud acclaim in the United States. Americans likened the events in France to their own Revolution only thirteen years earlier. Noah Webster wrote that when the French Revolution was announced in America, his “heart exulted with joy,” and that “he felt nearly the same interest in its success as…in the establishment of American Independence.”
 Charles Hazen’s Contemporary American Opinion of the French Revolution traces the development of popular opinion towards the Revolution. What is crucial to understand about America at this time, Hazen argues, is that the French Revolution occurred at the same tumultuous period that America’s new national government was being instituted.
 Initially, most Americans “contemplated the Revolution with feelings of pleasure and pride as destined to spread abroad their own ideas.”
 In addition, this attitude of “buoyant enthusiasm for the French cause…could not be shaken by the excesses and apparent failures of the movement.”
 Americans had great faith in their new Republic, but already Jefferson and his Republicans were ripening public opinion toward increased democratization. In this climate of growth many Americans saw their country as a teacher to her elder sister on the Continent, yet “thought that [America] might equally well be [France’s] pupil in others.”
 Federalists vociferously decried the excesses of the Revolution, but Jefferson and other Republicans commented little on bloodshed in France during the time it occurred.
 In private Jefferson later admitted that even if what the Federalists called excesses were taking place in France, they were justifiable as necessary to the cause of liberty.


However, as war broke out between revolutionary France and European nations, a similar ideological conflict broke out in America as Americans sorted out how their founding principles would be carried out under the new government. War between revolutionary France and the nations of Europe seemed to mirror the American Revolutionary War. Hazen describes it thus:

The conflict generated was one between the old and the new, the established order and an improve order that men hoped to establish, respect for the conservative restraints of the past and the demand for much wider freedom of the individual, and in the wars that soon broke out England and the allies stood for one, France for the other. These different conceptions quickly found points of attachment in America.

Different conceptions of freedom and order became central issues between the newly formed political parties, the Federalists, of whom Adams was a central figure, and the Jeffersonian Republicans. John Quincy Adams later noted, “freedom and order” were “the elementary principles of the parties of the American Union, and as they respectively predominated, each party sympathized with one or the other of the combatants.”
 Thus the party movements in America became aligned with the “sweeping hurricane” of European politics and war.
 On the one side, the Federalists, who desired a strong central government, rule by the “wealthy, wise, and well” born, and admired the British political and social order, naturally identified with England. On the other side, the Republicans viewed the abilities of the common man more optimistically, sought a more democratic political process, and saw the central principles of the American Revolution reaffirmed in the French struggle.
 Historian Gary Nash explained the result of the political conflict:

In short, the European crisis required Americans to think out their political and social beliefs. All of the thinking of the Revolutionary and Confederation decades was crystallized by the polarity of France and Great Britain—the rhetorical symbols of the emerging Republican and Federalist parties.”
 

The Federalist/Republican conflict over the French Revolution came to represent a deeper conflict over the ideals of the new American republic and how those ideals would be implemented.


Jefferson strongly supported the French Revolution because he still believed the French nation to be a sister to the American Republic. As such he saw its survival as essential to the propagation of liberty and reason. He articulated this view best in a letter to George Mason on February 4, 1791: “I consider the establishment and success of their government as necessary to stay up our own and to prevent it from falling back to that kind of Halfway-house, the English constitution…I build my hope that we have not laboured in vain, and that our experiment will still prove that men can be governed by reason.”
 Jefferson saw America as threatened by a sect (Federalists) that intended to recreate the English system of government. Jefferson embraced the French Revolution as the “reflection and the support of the American Revolution.”
 As such he had to defend it.

The political parties in the Unites States even took on the names of the traditional English parties and the new French ones. Republicans labeled their opponents “Monarchists” and in turn the Federalists branded the republicans as “Jacobin.” Responding to French military successes in December 1792, Jefferson remarked: “the republicans are rejoicing and taking to themselves the name of Jacobins, which two months ago was fixed on them by way of stigma.”
 In addition, he wrote that the Jacobins, as he perceived them, represented the “true revolution-spirit of the whole nation, and as carrying the nation with them….”
 Jefferson’s comments, however, may reflected more his domestic policy agenda than his actual views on the French Revolution, for the general American opinion of the French Revolution at this time was often more determined by party alignment than by the developments in France themselves.


These developments profoundly affected the friendship between Jefferson and Adams. While they frequently disagreed during their many years as colleagues and close friends, it was not until the outbreak of the French Revolution and the domestic political strife following it that their disputes caused a breakdown in their relationship. Jefferson reminded Adams on July 13, 1813: “The first time that you and I differed in opinion on any material question, was after your arrival from Europe, and that point was the French Revolution.”
 Adams and Jefferson’s mutual friend Benjamin Rush, who later helped end their estrangement, would later write: “A difference of opinion upon the objects and issue of the French Revolution separated them during the years in which that great event interested and divided the American people.”
 In 1811 Adams agreed:

We differed in opinion about the French Revolution. He thought it wise and good, and that it would end in the establishment of a free republic. I saw through it, to the end of it, before it broke out, and was sure it could end only in a restoration of the Bourbons, or a military despotism, after deluging France and Europe in blood.

In retrospect in 1811, Adams denied that these differences made Jefferson “more of an enemy” to him and, despite their differences, he still believed Jefferson meant well to mankind and his country. This account is perhaps a bit more congenial than the division had been in reality, for Jefferson and Adams’ dispute ran so deep that they stopped all correspondence with each other for years and could only be persuaded to talk once again many years later through the assistance of Benjamin Rush.
  For the time being, however, the distance between Adams and Jefferson only continued to grow as the American disputes over the French Revolution fermented. 


 As France and England prepared for war, the question of the French Revolution became not only a tool of the American political parties but also became mixed into the diplomatic and commercial relations of the new government. The United States was a treaty-partner with France and a trading nation in Europe and the Caribbean. Moreover, the United States owed France money from debts incurred during the American Revolutionary War. Any show of official support for either England or France could throw the new nation off its precarious perch into war with either nation. As Secretary of State, Jefferson did all he could to influence President Washington in France’s favor. He readily accepted the French Republic as an equal to America and “acted as her apologist in the United States.”
 Partly successful, Jefferson did persuade Washington to continue the payments owed to Louis XVI to the French republican government.
 

When England declared war in 1793, anti-British feeling left over from the American Revolution carried over to the conflict. Jefferson, the republicans, and much of the US population called for America to immediately join the war on the side of France. Washington’s proclamation of neutrality on 22 April 1793 ensured the protection of America’s commercial interests, but continued to be politically divisive. While enthusiasm for France swept America, the Federalists were placed in the difficult position of opposing an extremely popular cause, and therefore had to find ways of legitimizing their position by discrediting the French Revolution. Among their arguments, they charged that the Revolution had degenerated to inexcusable and corrupt excesses, the French were forcing their ideals on other nations, and that by 1793 it was in the hands of atheists determined to spread infidelity all over Europe.
 

Citizen Edmond Genet’s arrival in the United States in late 1792 exacerbated tension and turmoil in the country caused by Washington’s maintenance of neutrality. Genet’s immense popularity and impassioned plea for American assistance for France threw Americans into a pro-French frenzy that threatened American neutrality. Initially, his charisma helped build up the Republican platform, but his later brazen and intolerable actions eventually forced both parties to wash their hands of him and demand his recall. Reacting to the threat against his careful neutrality, Washington issued a proclamation against the many democratic clubs that had greatly increased in number after Genet’s arrival. These clubs sought to build pro-French support and became increasingly radical. The proclamation distressed Jefferson:

The denunciation of the democratic societies is one of the extraordinary acts of boldness of which we have seen so many from the faction of monocrats. It is wonderful indeed that the President should have permitted himself to be the organ of such an attack on the freedom of discussion, the freedom of writing, printing and publishing.
 

Adams, however disagreed with Jefferson, and held that if Washington had made any mistakes, it was in too great a partiality for the “French republicans.”
 Adams further accused Washington of not maintaining strict enough neutrality between the belligerent powers.
 Adams also later criticized Jefferson for poorly estimating the danger of Genet:

You certainly never felt the terrorism excited by Genet in 1793, when ten thousand people in the streets of Philadelphia, day after day, threatened to drag Washington out of his house, and effect a revolution in the government, or compel it to declare war in favor of the French Revolution and against England.”
 

Adams believed Genet’s efforts to involve America in the war threatened her safety and survival, though in February 1794 Adams expressed pity for Genet as the French minister returned home to what he assumed would be execution under the Terror. Fortunately for Genet, though run out of the United States, he did not face the guillotine and actually returned to America later, married Cornelia Clinton, the daughter of New York Governor George Clinton, and settled down.
 

Growing Crisis


The temperature of the political debates in the United States continued to rise between 1794 and 1795. War with either France or Britain seemed imminent, and domestic unrest such as the Whiskey Rebellion threatened to destabilize the nation. Federalists including John Adams and Fisher Ames, “saw their worst fears confirmed” in the danger.
 They feared that unless vigorously hemmed in, such unrest would lead to a breakdown of society. Franco-American relations also worsened during this period. The ratification of the Jay Treaty in 1795 angered Republicans that perceived it as too closely aligning with Britain. In addition the terms of the treaty provoked France to attack American commerce. This widened the gulf between Republicans and Federalists and America and France. Federalist wrath against France deepened as Adams stepped into the presidency in 1797 with his political rival Jefferson as Vice-president.
 

Meanwhile in Algiers, Barlow observed events in America with interest. When the Federalists nominated Adams to run against Jefferson for the Presidency in 1796, Barlow exclaimed: “The nomination of Adams to the presidency has almost taken away my desire to see my country again.”
  Though this complaint was a great exaggeration, Barlow was very disappointed when Adams won be three electoral votes. He hoped that Jefferson could offset the mischief he feared the Federalists would cause in international relations.
 Barlow greatly feared that the Federalists would blunder straight into war, and to counteract this he wrote letters to friends in the Directory in France to foster good relations with the United States. From Algiers Barlow petitioned Washington to intervene and wrote to encourage the Adams administration to send a special minister to France as a symbol of good faith.
 In response to Barlow’s petition Adams wrote a rather lengthy diatribe against Barlow to Washington:

Barlow’s letter had, I assure you, very little weight in determining me to this measure. I shall make few observations upon it. But, in my opinion, it is not often that we meet with a composition which betrays so many and so unequivocal symptoms of blackness of heart. The wretch has destroyed his own character to such a degree, that I think it would be derogatory to yours to give any answer at all to his letter. Tom Paine is not a more worthless fellow. The infamous threat which he has debased himself to transmit to his country to intimidate you and your country.

Although Adams claimed Barlow’s letter had no influence on his decision, he did send a special minister to France that greatly eased the relationship between the two countries and helped avoid war.
 Later in life Adams did concede that his initial estimation of Barlow was wrong and admitted that Barlow wrote his letter with sincerity.
 But this was not until later, and in the heated atmosphere leading up to the election of 1800 Adams did not concede anything to his political rivals. 

The Election of 1800


After 1794 Jefferson used his support of the French Revolution less and less for his political ends. The Genet affair and other developments both within the United States and in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) encouraged the Republicans to increasingly detach themselves from the French Revolution.
 The slave rebellion in Haiti and subsequent murder of whites had shown even liberal republican slaveholders the danger of revolutionary ideas. Later, Bonaparte’s coup d’etat in 1799 lent some credibility to Federalist criticisms and Jefferson no longer saw the revolution as a good source of political capital. However, other contemporaries remarked that competing claims about the French Revolution did indeed become a central issue in the election of 1800. Other republicans did still capitalize on Jefferson’s support of the Revolution during the campaign, and Federalists countered with the French Revolution’s excesses. For the Federalists, however, opposition to the French Revolution became a liability instead of an asset. As measured by the number of democratic clubs and popular writings on France American populace still strongly supported France and though Jefferson himself downplayed his own support of it, they still admired him for his past support. Pamphlets espousing the joint ideals of France and America, such as Barlow’s Advice to the Privileged Orders and Tomas Paine’s Rights of Men resurfaced to play an important role in the debate.
 Historian John Dos Passos has asserted that Barlow’s Advice greatly influenced the campaign for Jefferson in 1800, and biographer Charles Todd also stated, “Barlow’s prose writing contributed largely to the triumph of Republicanism in 1800.”


But the conservative reaction against the French Revolution did not save the dying Federalist Party. The principles and ideals of the French Revolution, as far as Americans interpreted them, had won a major victory in America.
 Adams later conceded that Jefferson’s “steady defense of democraticall [sic] principles, and your invariable favorable opinion of the French Revolution, laid the foundation of your unbounded popularity.”
 Benjamin Rush later agreed as well that the issue of the French Revolution had a decisive role in the election: “The predominance of the party which favored the French cause threw Mr. Adams out of the Chair of the United States in the year 1800 and placed Mr. Jefferson there in his stead.”
 

In one sense the election ended political debate over the French Revolution. As the Federalist Party withered and slowly died out, it became apparent that Americans gradually came to reject the conservatism of the Federalists and along with them their indictments of French principles. In addition, the French Revolution suddenly became a visibly dead issue in American politics not only because it was no longer needed in domestic political battles, but because France under Napoleon no longer represented what the Republicans loved so much about the French Revolution. Leaving the debate behind President Jefferson focused in his inaugural address on drawing together the divided minds of his countrymen:

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. …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.

In Jefferson’s republic, as in Washington’s before him, faction was perceived as dangerous and public debates over such issues as the French Revolution were now irrelevant. 

In Retrospect


Though removed from the public sphere, Jefferson, Adams, and Barlow continued to watch events unfold in Napoleonic Europe and reflect on their early views. Discourse between political figures in America over the French Revolution continued well after the events themselves had run their course. As Napoleon marched across Europe, most Americans who had previously supported the Revolution became deeply disillusioned with France, though they separated what they perceived as the ideals of the Revolution from the present state of Napoleonic Europe. Republicans distanced themselves from the events in Europe, but tenaciously held on to the political ideals they had previously believed to be epitomized in the French Revolution. Federalists, however, did not separate the principles of the Revolution from its terrible effects. Instead of accounting for its excesses by other factors, they saw the present problems in Europe as directly caused by the democratic principles of the revolution and its contempt for continuity and traditional social order. Republicans Barlow and Jefferson represent the first group, while Adams and Fisher Ames show the other side of the spectrum. The continued polarization of political views between theses two groups demonstrates how the American debate over the French Revolution drew out persistent ideological and political differences.


Joel Barlow became deeply disillusioned with France by 1804. To him, Napoleonic France had become “the land of the Corsican” and he vowed never to visit again: ”I have disposed of the property I had there, and have quitted with great joy a nation that had long become insupportable to me.” 
 He rejected France, however, not because the ideological principles he had loved during the French Revolution had proven disastrous. Rather, those principles had been hijacked by “the follies of the many and the rogueries of the few.”
 He did not lose faith in what had initially inspired him. Earlier in 1797 Barlow had suggested that while “this particular effort of the human spirit was destined to at least temporary failure,” he could rescue the ideals of the French Revolution from the discredit attached to its failure.
 


Returning to America, Barlow found friends among his Republican colleagues Jefferson and Madison, but in 1811 Madison called upon him to be a special embassy to Napoleon to negotiate a trade agreement. After many delays Barlow finally caught up with Napoleon on his disastrous retreat from Moscow and shortly afterwards, on 24 December 1812, died of pneumonia at Zarowitz near Cracow. Seeing the devastation of Napoleon’s army had stirred up Barlow’s disappointment at what the French Revolution had become. Shortly before his death he penned a short bitter poem about what he saw entitled Advice to a Raven in Russia that was found among his personal effects and published years later. A short excerpt gives the sense of Barlow’s despair. Imagining a raven attempting to graze among the dead bodies of Napoleon’s army, Barlow wrote:


Your work is vain amid these hills of snow.

His tentless troops are marbled thro with frost

And change to crystal when the breath is lost.

Mere trunks of ice, tho limb'd like human frames

And lately warm'd with life's endearing flames,

They cannot taint the air, the world impest,

Nor can you tear one fiber from their breast.

No! from their visual sockets, as they lie,

With beak and claws you cannot pluck an eye.

The frozen orb, preserving still its form,

Defies your talons as it braves the storm,

But stands and stares to God, as if to know

In what curst hands he leaves his world below.

To Barlow, France had abandoned its earlier revolutionary principles and returned to autocracy. 

Adams, unlike Barlow, believed that through the present calamities in Europe, history had sustained his earlier verdict on the French Revolution. Adams derived great satisfaction from looking at his early criticisms of the French Revolution and seeing how accurate “his most Cassandra-like prophecies had been.”
 Ellis remarked that the French Revolution became a familiar “touchstone” that Adams often referred to in letters, “combining an ‘I told you so’ bravado with colorful characterization of the reasons why disaster had been inevitable.”
 In 1813 he not so tactfully reminded Jefferson of the accuracy of his predictions: “You was [sic] well persuaded in your own mind that the Nation [France] would succeed in establishing a free Republican Government. I was as well persuaded, in mine, that a project of such a Government…was as unnatural irrational and impractical, as it would be over the Elephants Lions Tigers Panthers and Bears in the Royal Menagerie, at Versailles.”
  Jefferson was willing to let the subject drop, but Adams persisted: “The French Patriots appeared to me,” he wrote in 1813, “like young scholars from a College or Sailors flushed with recent pay or prize money, mounted on wild Horses, lashing and speering [sic], till they kill the Horses and break their own necks.”
 Jefferson eventually did admit that Adams had been right, and Adams boasted to friends “the learned and scientific President Jefferson has, in letters to me, acknowledged that I was right, and that he was wrong.”
 Ellis offered an excellent assessment of Adams’ perspective:

While he often lamented the carnage and the countless human tragedies created unwittingly by the French radicals, there was a sense in which the French Revolution became a providential episode for Adams, an event that God or history gave to the world in order to illustrate the wisdom of evolutionary as opposed to revolutionary change. Adams had once confided to Rush that he saw himself as the Sancho Panza of American politics, destined to tilt at windmills and win his few victories with a burlesque style that concealed his utter seriousness of purpose: “I love the people of America,” he wrote. “They have been, they may be and they are deceived. It is the duty of somebody to undeceive them.” Reviewing the lessons of the French Revolution offered him the ideal occasion to do his duty.”
 

While Adams’ reaction to the French Revolution as he watched events unfold is important, in his later life, as Ellis has remarked, the French Revolution took on an entirely new meaning for Adams and he put it to an entirely new purpose. The French Revolution became Adams’ proof of the dangers of democratic government unbounded by tradition and order. It became a way of warning the American people of the dangers of excessive liberty.


Seeing himself as a teacher for the American Republic, Adams spent many of his latter years in study and writing. His large library shows Adams as a learned man, in touch with the major ideas and intellectual discourse of his day. In retirement at Quincy, Adams read through hundreds of seminal works, often making copious notes in the margins of works that give us valuable insight into his thought. Zoltan Haratzi’s monumental work John Adams and the Prophets of Progress compiles many of these invaluable notes for modern scholars to glean insights from. Not surprisingly, Adams commented most profusely on radical Mary Wollstonecraft’s Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution, published in 1794. 
 He read it once in 1796, and then returned to write copious notes in 1812. His comments on over 500 passages virtually comprise his own anaylsis of the Revolution, and allowed Adams to demonstrate exactly in what ways he disagreed with the principles of the French Revolution. Adams pointed out her blemishes with what he later conceded as “too much severity perhaps and too little gallantry” but still clearly disputed many of Wollstonecraft’s claims about the revolution.
  Adams did sympathize with her desire for the improvement of society, but disagreed with her on fundamental issues:

“The improvement, the exaltation of the human character, the perfectibility of man, and the perfection of the human faculties are the divine objects which her enthusiasm beholds in beatific vision. Alas, how airy and baseless a fabric!”

Rejecting Wollstonecraft’s radical enlightenment notions of the perfectibility of man and inevitable progress, Adams disagreed with the means through which Wollstonecraft thought the revolution would accomplish its ends. Wollstonecraft meant well, he insisted, “yet she will not admit of the only means that can accomplish any part of her ardent prophecies: forms of government, so mixed, combined and balanced, as to restrain the passions of all orders of men.”
 Adams’ disagreement with Wollstonecraft paralleled his disagreement with liberals such as Jefferson and Barlow. Unlike them, he and other conservatives questioned the eighteenth-century assumptions of the French Revolution and saw the calamities in Europe not merely as excesses of the French Revolution, but merely the logical consequence of ideological error. 


While Jefferson readily admitted the failure of the French Revolution, he carefully separated himself from it. Jefferson attributed that failure not to the revolutionary principles he himself held to, but to ignoring his insistence upon moderation in reform.
 He claimed “France, after crushing and punishing the conspiracy of Pilnitz, went herself deeper and deeper into the crimes she had been chastening.”
 Kaplan argues that while Jefferson did agree with Adams, the fate of France did not spoil his enthusiasm for “revolution in general or France in particular.”
 Even if the French Revolution had failed, it had “publicized the blessings of self-government” and no longer would the people of Europe be satisfied with the return of the old autocrats.
 Progress was inevitable and despite the sins of her leaders and citizens, Jefferson still expected France to lead Europe along the path of liberty.
 In this way he recognized Adams’ criticisms yet retained his faith in the principles of the French Revolution and those of American liberty.


Perhaps more than any other contemporary American figure, Fisher Ames wrote extensively on the meaning of the French Revolution and its relationship to American liberty and order. As such he provides an excellent summary of the federalist and conservative response to the Revolution after the election of 1800. While it is true that not all of Ames’ pronouncements would be agreed to by all other Federalists, including Adams, Ames’ views on the Revolution accurately summarize the thoughts of Adams and many other conservatives. Additionally, though most of Adams’ thoughts on the Revolution were not published until recently, Ames continued to publish public articles that articulated his position from 1800 till his death in 1808. As such his writings demonstrate how some discussion of the French Revolution remained in public discourse. 


On February 8, 1800, Ames delivered a eulogy for George Washington at the request of the Massachusetts.
 As part of the speech, Ames praised Washington for his actions in office during the French Revolution. Though a speech about Washington, Ames could not resist sharing his own “deep abhorrence of that revolution” his opinion on its relationship with America.
 Finding no sympathy with the Revolution, Ames went on: “That revolution has been constant in nothing but its vicissitudes and its promises; always delusive, but always renewed to establish philosophy by crimes and liberty by the sword.”
 Contrary to the regular and well-ordered society he hoped for in America:

The French Revolution has been from the first hostile to all right and justice, to all peace and order in society; and therefore its very existence has been a state of warfare against the civilized world, and most of all against free and orderly republics, for such are never without factions, ready to be the allies of France, and to aid her in the work of destruction.

Ames identified those “factions” in the United States as the republicans and others who would import French principles. 


Fearing that the French and their partisans in America would attempt to “revolutionize the American government,” Ames set out to prove why the principles of the French Revolution could never be those of America: 

Our liberty depends on our education, our laws and habits, to which even prejudices yield; on the dispersion of our people on farms, and on the almost equal diffusion of property; it is founded on morals and religion, whose authority reigns in the heart; and on the influence all these produce on public opinion, before that opinion governs rulers. Here liberty is restraint; there it is violence; here it is mild and cheering, like the morning sun of our summer, brightening the hills and making the valleys green; there it is like the sun, when his rays dart pestilence on the sands of Africa.

Here Ames explicitly rejected the notion of Jefferson, Barlow, and others that France and America were part of the same community of ideas. Instead, American liberty was distinct and set apart from its violent French counterpart. To Ames, the ideals of 1776 and 1789 had not legitimate relationship, and in his further writings set out to show Americans how to maintain American liberty without sinking into French revolutionary ideals.


Ames continued these thoughts in a series of articles on equality in The Palladium, a political newspaper. Ames started off one article by stating, “The French are very unjustly accused of having lost their liberty; they never had it. The old government was not a free on, and the violence that demolished it was not liberty.”
 He then warned that if Americans adopted French examples (as he accused Republicans of having done) and attempted to “administer our orderly and rightful government by the agency of the popular passions, we shall lose our liberty at first, and in the very act of making the attempt; next we shall see our tyrants invade every possession that could tempt their cupidity, and violate every right that could obstruct their rage.”
 In response to this danger, Ames hoped that Americans would study the errors of the French Revolution and deduce valuable lessons.
 This wisdom could someday preserve America from calamity:

Every thing in France has gone on directly contrary to all the silly expectations of the democrats, though most exactly in conformity with the laws of man’s nature, and the evidence of history. If this kind of contemplation could cure Americans of their strange, and perhaps it will prove fatal, propensity to revolutionary principles, and induce them, in future, to prefer characters fitter to preserve order than to overthrow it, then we should grow wise by the direful experience of others. We might stop with our Rolands, without proceeding to our Dantons and Robespierres.

Ames hoped that Americans would reject revolutionary principles that could jeopardize the American system of government. To him, the French Revolution served as a powerful reminder to Americans to maintain a free and orderly republic without falling prey to French moral licentiousness and delusive promises. 

In Conclusion


In short, what had begun as a conflict among Americans over the French Revolution became and ideological conflict over what was necessary for American society as the new nation struggled to establish a new order. Jefferson, Barlow and the Republicans stressed freedom, while Adams, Ames and the other conservative Federalists emphasized the need for order through restrained liberty. It was a testing time for America’s founding principles; two competing conceptions of American freedom and order. 

Stepping aside from history, it is possible to see how this tension in American society and public discourse has never ended. American society, though from time to time more inclined toward one end of the spectrum than the other, has continued to be divided. Although after the election of 1800 the conservative view in the tradition of Adams and Ames became politically irrelevant, the French revolution exposed a domestic debate that has continued to permeate our political, cultural, and social discourse ever since. Should America, as Barlow, Jefferson, Condoleezza Rice and others have claimed, hold the same values as revolutionary France? Or is America a more conservative Republic as Adams, Ames, Russell Kirk and others have argued? These questions have arisen many times in American history, and the answer is critical if Americans are to understand the American identity.
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