Revolutionary War and America's early years

During times of conflict, federal and state officials often have passed laws or engaged in practices that violate civil liberties.

For example, during the Revolutionary War, the state of New Hampshire passed a law defining treason as believing in the authority of the king of England. Many local officials harassed those loyal to the Crown (called loyalists) and required citizens to take loyalty oaths supporting the colonists’ efforts for independence.

Only seven years after the ratification of the Bill of Rights in 1791, the federal government passed four laws designed to punish internal dissent during a time of conflict with France. The fourth and final law was the infamous Sedition Act of 1798. This law made it a crime to "write, print, utter or publish … any false, scandalous, and malicious" statements against the government, Congress or president of the United States.

The Federalist Party used the law to attempt to silence leading Democratic-Republican politicians and editors. Federalists used the Sedition Act, or related common-law sedition laws, to arrest Benjamin Bache, editor of the Philadelphia Aurora, and John Daly Burk, editor of the Times Piece. Prosecutors also charged Republican Matthew Lyon for his critical comments against President John Adams. Lyon allegedly referred to the president's "unbounded thirst for ridiculous pomp, foolish adulation and selfish avarice."
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