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A Letter to Thomas Jefferson 
By John Adams 

1813 

John Adams (1735-1826) served as the first Vice President and the second President 
of the United States. Along with Thomas Jefferson, who served as the second Vice 
President and the third President, Adams is revered as one of the nation's Founding 
Fathers. Adams and Jefferson shared a great friendship and exchanged many 
letters, including the excerpt below, which written 12 years after Adams left the 
presidential office and four years after Jefferson left it. As you read, take notes on 
the tone Adams uses to describe the French Revolution. 

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.1 

You was well persuaded in your own 
mind that the Nation would succeed in 
establishing a free Republican 
Government: I was as well persuaded, in 
mine, that a project of such a 
Government, over five and twenty 
millions people, when four and twenty 
millions and five hundred thousands of 
them could neither write nor read: was 
as unnatural irrational and 
impracticable; as it would be over the 
Elephants Lions Tigers Panthers Wolves 
and Bears in the Royal Menagerie, at Versailles.2 Napoleon3 has lately invented a 

[1] 

1.  The debate over America’s involvement in France’s revolutionary efforts (1789 - 
1799) divided many of the nation’s Founding Fathers. 

2.  Versailles was the residence of Louis XVI, the king of France. There, he and much 
of the nobility lived in excessive luxury. 
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Word, which perfectly expresses my Opinion at that time and ever since. He calls 
the Project Ideology. And John Randolph, tho he was 14 years ago, as wild an 
Enthusiast for Equality and Fraternity, as any of them; appears to be now a 
regenerated Proselite4 to Napoleons Opinion and mine, that it was all madness. 

The Greeks in their Allegorical Style said that the two Ladies [Aristocracy] and 
[Democracy], always in a quarrel, disturbed every neighbourhood with their brawls. 
It is a fine Observation of yours that “Whig and Torey5 belong to Natural History.” 
Inequalities of Mind and Body are so established by God Almighty in his 
constitution of Human Nature that no Art or policy can ever plain them down to a 
Level. I have never read Reasoning more absurd, Sophistry6 more gross, in proof of 
the Athanasian Creed,7 or Transubstantiation,8 than the subtle labours of Helvetius 
and Rousseau9 to demonstrate the natural Equality of Mankind. Jus cuique;10 the 
golden rule; do as you would be done by; is all the Equality that can be supported 
or defended by reason, or reconciled to common Sense. 

3.  Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821) was a French military and political leader who 
rose to power during the French Revolution and eventually declared himself the 
Emperor of France. 

4.  a person who has converted from one opinion, religion, or party to another 
5.  The Whigs and Tories were opposing political parties in England. 
6.  the use of false or misleading arguments, especially to deceive 
7.  The Athanasian Creed is a Christian statement of belief focused on Trinitarian 

doctrine (belief in God as three beings: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit) 
and on the study of the person of Jesus Christ. 

8.  According to the Catholic Church, “transubstantiation” refers to the changing of 
bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. 

9.  Claude Adrien Helvetius (1715-1771) was a French philosopher. He argued that 
the human mind was essentially a blank slate and that everyone had an equal 
capacity for understanding. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was a Genevan 
philosopher who, like Helvetius, wrote about the natural equality among 
humans. 

10.  a Latin phrase meaning “justice for everyone” 
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Text-Dependent Questions 

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in 
complete sentences. 

1. PART A: How do Adams' opinions on the French Revolution differ from 
Jefferson's, according to the letter? 

A. Adams supported Napoleon's rise to power, whereas Jefferson 
supported the revolution in France to dethrone him. 

B. Adams thought the French Revolution would not succeed, 
whereas Jefferson believed in its ideals and success. 

C. Jefferson saw the similarities between the French and American 
revolutions, whereas Adams thought they were completely 
different. 

D. Jefferson predicted a peaceful democratic revolution in France, 
whereas Adams predicted that the aristocracy would remain in 
power. 

2. PART B: Which TWO of the following quotes best support the answer to 
Part A? 

A. "You was well persuaded in your own mind that the Nation 
would succeed in establishing a free Republican Government" 
(Paragraph 2) 

B. "Napoleon has lately invented a Word, which perfectly expresses 
my Opinion at that time and ever since." (Paragraph 2) 

C. "John Randolph... as wild an Enthusiast for Equality and 
Fraternity, as any of them; appears to be now a regenerated 
Proselite to Napoleons Opinion and mine, that it was all 
madness." (Paragraph 2) 

D. "the two Ladies [Aristocracy] and [Democracy], always in a 
quarrel, disturbed every neighbourhood with their brawls." 
(Paragraph 3) 

E. "It is a fine Observation of yours that 'Whig and Torey belong to 
Natural History.'" (Paragraph 3) 

F. "I have never read Reasoning more absurd, Sophistry more 
gross... than the subtle labours of Helvetius and Rousseau" 
(Paragraph 3) 
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3. How does the reference to the "Royal Menagerie" in paragraph 2 
contribute to the effectiveness of Adams' argument? 

A. It supports Adams' criticism of the French Revolution, which has 
failed to educate the people, despite the revolution leaders' 
pledge to do so. 

B. It implies that Adams pities the French who deserve better than 
to be treated like animals by the aristocracy, softening his 
criticisms of the revolution. 

C. It highlights Adams' faith in humanity's ability to uplift itself 
through education, which supports his view that France can work 
toward democracy if educated. 

D. It emphasizes his position on the ridiculousness of the 
revolution's aim to establish a democracy through an 
uneducated, unorganized population. 

4. In the excerpt, how do Adams' views on education compare or relate to 
his views on equality? 
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Discussion Questions 

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space 
provided. Be prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion. 

1. Whereas Adams is remembered today for his cautious approach to 
government, Jefferson is celebrated for supporting freedom and growth. 
Based on what you know about Adams, why do you think he tended to 
oppose new ideas, including those that Jefferson embraced? Do you think 
this was an important stance to occupy? Why or why not? 

2. What parts of Adams' argument do you agree with personally? What parts 
do you disagree with? Did reading the excerpt lead you to change any of 
your own opinions? Which of the persuasive techniques used by Adams do 
you find most effective? 

6


	A Letter to Thomas Jefferson
	Text-Dependent Questions
	Discussion Questions


