the works of john adams

the works of john adams represent a foundational component of early American
political thought and literature. As the second president of the United
States and a prominent Founding Father, John Adams contributed extensively
through his writings, speeches, and legal works that shaped the nation’s
development. His intellectual legacy includes a vast array of documents,
letters, and treatises that provide insight into the political philosophy,
law, and diplomacy of the 18th century. This article explores the major works
of John Adams, highlighting his contributions to constitutional theory,
political essays, and historical writings. Through an examination of his most
significant texts, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how
Adams’ works influenced American independence, governance, and legal
principles. The following sections will detail his political writings, legal
contributions, and historical legacy.
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Legal Contributions and Judicial Philosophy
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e L.egacy and Influence of John Adams’ Works

Political Writings and Essays

The political writings of John Adams stand as some of the most influential
documents of the American Revolutionary period. His essays and pamphlets
articulated the philosophical underpinnings of American independence and
republican government. These works often emphasized natural rights, the rule
of law, and the separation of powers, themes that were central to the
founding of the United States.

“Thoughts on Government”

Written in 1776, “Thoughts on Government” is one of the most important
political treatises by John Adams. In this work, Adams outlined his vision
for a balanced government structure that included separate legislative,
executive, and judicial branches. He argued for a bicameral legislature and a
strong executive to prevent tyranny and protect individual liberties. This
document influenced the drafting of state constitutions and the eventual U.S.
Constitution.

“A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law”

Another significant essay by Adams, “A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal
Law,"” published in 1765, critiqued the arbitrary power of monarchs and the



feudal system. Adams used this work to advocate for liberty and justice,
warning against the dangers of unchecked authority. The essay helped to
galvanize colonial opposition to British rule and laid a foundation for
revolutionary ideology.

Other Political Essays

Throughout his career, John Adams authored numerous other essays and letters
addressing governance, rights, and the nature of liberty. These writings
contributed to debates on federalism, republicanism, and the role of the
judiciary. Some notable examples include his writings on the Massachusetts
Constitution and his defense of the rule of law during the contentious period
of the American Revolution.

Legal Contributions and Judicial Philosophy

John Adams’ impact on American law extends beyond his political writings. As
a lawyer and later as a statesman, Adams’ legal philosophy emphasized
fairness, due process, and the importance of an independent judiciary. His
works in this area helped to shape early American legal principles and
judicial practices.

Defense of British Soldiers in the Boston Massacre
Trial

In 1770, Adams took on the unpopular role of defending British soldiers
accused in the Boston Massacre. His legal defense demonstrated his commitment
to justice and the right to a fair trial, principles that would resonate
through his later legal writings. This case also illustrated Adams’ belief in
the rule of law as fundamental to liberty.

Contributions to the Massachusetts Constitution

Adams played a critical role in drafting the Massachusetts Constitution of
1780, widely regarded as a pioneering model for state constitutions. His
legal insight is evident in provisions that established separation of powers,
checks and balances, and protections for individual rights. The Massachusetts
Constitution heavily influenced the U.S. Constitution, reflecting Adams’
enduring legal legacy.

Judicial Opinions and Legal Thought

Although Adams did not serve as a judge, his writings reveal a sophisticated
understanding of judicial responsibilities and constitutional interpretation.
He advocated for a judiciary capable of checking legislative excess and
protecting minority rights, views that informed later American legal



doctrines. His legal philosophy remains a subject of study among scholars of
early American jurisprudence.

Historical Works and Correspondence

Beyond his political and legal writings, John Adams was a prolific letter
writer and historian. His correspondence provides valuable insights into the
political and social dynamics of his time, while his historical reflections
helped document the American Revolution and the founding era.

Letters and Personal Correspondence

Adams’ extensive correspondence with figures such as his wife Abigail Adams,
Thomas Jefferson, and other contemporaries forms a rich historical record.
These letters cover a wide range of topics, from political strategy to
personal philosophy, offering an intimate view of the era’s challenges and
debates. They are considered essential primary sources for understanding the
revolutionary period.

The “Discourses on Davila”

In “Discourses on Davila,” Adams examines the history of civil wars in France
through the lens of historian Francois de Davila. Published in 1790, this
work draws parallels between European political upheavals and the American
experience, exploring themes of liberty, revolution, and governance. It
reflects Adams’ broader intellectual engagement with history and political
theory.

Autobiographical and Reflective Writings

Later in life, Adams wrote reflections and memoirs that shed light on his
role in shaping the nation. Though less formal than his political essays,
these writings contribute to a deeper understanding of his motivations,
philosophy, and the complexities of the founding era.

Legacy and Influence of John Adams’ Works

The works of John Adams continue to influence American political thought,
legal theory, and historical scholarship. His writings laid the groundwork
for constitutional government and the principles that define the United
States today. Adams’ legacy 1is preserved through ongoing study and
interpretation of his extensive body of work.



Impact on American Constitutional Development

Adams’ theories on separation of powers and balanced government were
instrumental in shaping the U.S. Constitution. His advocacy for checks and
balances helped prevent the consolidation of power, fostering a system that
endures as a model of democratic governance.

Influence on Legal and Political Thought

The legal principles Adams championed, including due process and judicial
independence, remain central to American Jjurisprudence. His writings continue
to be referenced in discussions of constitutional law and civil rights.

Enduring Historical Significance

As a historian and correspondent, Adams provided a detailed narrative of the
American founding. His works offer invaluable perspectives that enrich the
understanding of the nation’s origins and the philosophical foundations of
its government.

Political philosophy emphasizing liberty and republicanism

Legal principles advocating fairness and rule of law

e Historical documentation through letters and essays

Influence on constitutional and judicial development

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was John Adams and why are his works significant?

John Adams was the second President of the United States and a Founding
Father. His works, including his writings and political papers, are
significant for their insights into American independence, governance, and
law.

What are some of the most important writings by John
Adams?

Some important writings by John Adams include his 'Thoughts on Government, '
'A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of
America,' and his extensive correspondence, especially with his wife Abigail
Adams.



How did John Adams contribute to the Declaration of
Independence through his works?

John Adams was a strong advocate for independence and his writings and
speeches helped shape the arguments for breaking away from British rule.
Though Thomas Jefferson authored the Declaration, Adams’ works influenced its
ideological foundation.

What is 'Thoughts on Government' by John Adams about?

'Thoughts on Government' is a pamphlet written by Adams in 1776 that outlined
his ideas on the structure of government, advocating for a balanced
government with separation of powers, which influenced the creation of state
constitutions and the U.S. Constitution.

How do John Adams' letters provide insight into his
political thoughts?

Adams' letters, especially those exchanged with Abigail Adams, reveal his
political philosophy, his views on governance, diplomacy, and the challenges
faced during the American Revolution and early republic, offering a personal
perspective on history.

What role did John Adams’ works play in shaping the
U.S. Constitution?

Adams' advocacy for checks and balances, separation of powers, and a strong
but limited government in his writings influenced the framers of the
Constitution and helped shape the foundational principles of the American
political system.

Are John Adams' works relevant to modern political
thought?

Yes, Adams’ writings on government structure, rule of law, and individual
rights continue to be studied for their insights into democratic governance,
making them relevant to contemporary discussions on politics and law.

Where can one find collections of John Adams' works?

Collections of John Adams' works can be found in published volumes such as
'The Works of John Adams' edited by his grandson Charles Francis Adams, as
well as online archives like the Massachusetts Historical Society and
Founders Online.

Did John Adams write any autobiographical works?

While John Adams did not write a formal autobiography, his extensive letters
and diary entries serve as autobiographical sources, providing detailed
accounts of his personal life and political career.



How did John Adams' legal writings influence American
law?

Adams’ legal writings and arguments, particularly during his time as a lawyer
and in his defense during the Boston Massacre trial, helped establish
principles of justice and due process that influenced American legal
traditions.

Additional Resources

1. John Adams by David McCullough

This Pulitzer Prize-winning biography offers a comprehensive and engaging
portrait of John Adams, the second President of the United States. McCullough
delves into Adams' personal letters and historical documents to reveal his
character, political philosophy, and pivotal role in the American Revolution.
The book provides insight into Adams' relationships with key figures such as
Abigail Adams and Thomas Jefferson.

2. Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early Republic, 1789-1815 by Gordon S.
Wood

This book explores the formative years of the United States, focusing on the
political and social challenges faced during the early republic. John Adams'
presidency and his influence on American governance are central themes.
Wood's narrative situates Adams within the broader context of the nation's
development and ideological conflicts.

3. The Adams-Jefferson Letters: The Complete Correspondence Between Thomas
Jefferson and Abigail and John Adams edited by Lester J. Cappon

This collection brings together the extensive correspondence between Adams,
Jefferson, and Abigail Adams, providing a unique window into their thoughts
and relationships. The letters reveal the evolving political ideas, personal
struggles, and reconciliation of two Founding Fathers. It is an essential
resource for understanding Adams' intellectual and emotional world.

4. John Adams and the Founding of the Republic by Richard Alan Ryerson
Ryerson presents a detailed account of Adams' contributions to the founding
of the United States. The book emphasizes Adams' legal expertise, diplomatic
efforts, and vision for American independence. It also discusses his role in
shaping the Constitution and early American political institutions.

5. Passionate Sage: The Character and Legacy of John Adams by Joseph J. Ellis
This concise biography examines the complex personality of John Adams and his
lasting impact on American history. Ellis highlights Adams' passionate
commitment to justice, his fiery temperament, and his philosophical
convictions. The book offers a balanced view of Adams as both a political
leader and a man of deep principles.

6. Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation by Joseph J. Ellis

While not exclusively about John Adams, this Pulitzer Prize-winning work
includes significant analysis of Adams' interactions with other founding
figures. Ellis explores pivotal moments in the early republic, including
Adams' presidency and his political rivalry with Jefferson. The book sheds
light on the collaborative and contentious nature of America's founding era.

7. John Adams: Revolutionary Writings 1775-1783 edited by David Waldstreicher
This volume compiles key writings from Adams during the Revolutionary War,
including essays, letters, and official documents. It showcases Adams'



revolutionary ideas and his role in advocating independence from Britain. The

book is valuable for understanding Adams' intellectual contributions to the
American Revolution.

8. Abigail Adams: A Life by Woody Holton

Focusing on John Adams' wife, this biography highlights Abigail's influence
on Adams and her role in shaping his political views. Holton explores their
remarkable correspondence and partnership during the revolutionary period.
The book provides context for Adams' personal life and the support system
behind his public career.

9. The Presidencies of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson by Charles A. Beard
and Mary R. Beard

This dual biography compares and contrasts the presidencies of Adams and
Jefferson, examining their policies, challenges, and leadership styles. The
Beards analyze Adams' approach to foreign affairs, domestic policy, and the
Federalist legacy. The book offers critical insights into Adams' tenure as
president within the early political landscape.
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