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Introduction to John Adams' Revolutionary
Writings

John Adams' Revolutionary Writings 1775-1783, Library of America No. 214,
presents a vital collection of documents that captures the spirit and intensity of the
American Revolution through the eyes of one of its key architects. Adams, the second
President of the United States, was not only a prominent political figure but also a prolific
writer whose thoughts on governance, liberty, and human rights were profoundly
influential. This collection showcases his writings during a crucial period in American
history, reflecting his deep commitment to independence and democratic principles.

Background on John Adams

John Adams was born on October 30, 1735, in Braintree, Massachusetts. A Harvard
graduate, he initially pursued a career in law before becoming involved in the burgeoning
revolutionary movement. His legal training and intellectual rigor positioned him as a
persuasive advocate for independence. Adams’ role was not just limited to being a
revolutionary leader; he was also a diplomat, a statesman, and a thinker whose writings
would help shape the foundation of the United States.

The Context of 1775-1783

The years 1775 to 1783 were marked by escalating tensions between the American
colonies and the British Crown. This period saw the outbreak of the Revolutionary War,
the formation of a new government, and the eventual declaration of independence. Adams
was an active participant in these events, and his writings during this time reflect his
evolving thoughts on liberty, governance, and the nature of human rights.

Key Themes in Adams’ Writings

Adams’ writings from this revolutionary period can be categorized into several key
themes:

Independence and Sovereignty: Adams fervently argued for the colonies' right to
self-governance, laying the groundwork for the Declaration of Independence.



Law and Justice: His writings often explored the relationship between law and
society, emphasizing the need for a fair legal system.

Human Rights: Adams championed the idea that individual rights are inherent and
should be protected by government.

Government and Democracy: He believed in a republic governed by laws rather
than men, advocating for a balanced government structure.

Independence and Sovereignty

Adams was a passionate advocate for independence from British rule. His writings during
this period articulate the colonies' grievances and the philosophical justifications for
breaking away. He believed that the colonies had a natural right to self-determination and
that British governance was increasingly oppressive.

One of Adams' significant contributions to the independence movement was his role in
drafting the Declaration of Independence. His thoughts on the necessity of declaring
independence can be seen in his correspondence with other founding fathers, where he
emphasized the moral imperative to break away from tyranny.

Law and Justice

In his writings, Adams frequently addressed the importance of law in society. He argued
that a just legal system was essential for maintaining order and protecting the rights of
individuals. His famous quote, "A government of laws, and not of men," underscores his
belief that laws should govern society rather than the arbitrary will of individuals.

Adams' legal background informed his thoughts on justice, and he often critiqued British
legal practices. He believed that an independent America should establish a legal system
that was fair and impartial. His writings from this period would later influence the
development of the American legal system.

Human Rights

The concept of human rights was central to Adams’ philosophy. He believed that all
individuals were entitled to certain inalienable rights, including life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness. These ideas are evident in his letters and essays, where he
articulates a vision of a society based on equality and justice.

Adams’ advocacy for human rights was not limited to rhetoric; he actively sought to
ensure that these principles were embedded in the new government. His influence is seen
in the Bill of Rights and the broader constitutional framework that emerged post-
revolution.



Government and Democracy

Adams was a proponent of a republican form of government, which he believed would
protect against tyranny and ensure the rights of citizens. He argued for a system of checks
and balances, where different branches of government would limit each other’s power. His
writings reflect a deep understanding of political theory and a commitment to creating a
government that served the people.

In his letters, Adams often discussed the dangers of pure democracy, warning against the
potential for mob rule. He advocated for a representative government, where elected
officials would make decisions on behalf of the populace, ensuring stability and continuity
in governance.

Significant Works in the Collection

The collection includes several notable writings and letters that provide insight into
Adams’ thoughts and the revolutionary spirit of the time:

The Thoughts on Government (1776): This essay outlines Adams’ vision for a1.
balanced government structure, emphasizing the necessity of separation of powers.

Letters to Abigail Adams: His correspondence with his wife reveals his personal2.
struggles and reflections on the revolution, providing a unique lens into his
character.

Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States (1787):3.
While written slightly after the revolutionary period, this work encapsulates Adams'
thoughts on governance and democracy.

Declaration of Independence: Though primarily drafted by Thomas Jefferson,4.
Adams’ influence is evident throughout the document, as he was a key advocate for
its adoption.

Impact and Legacy

John Adams' revolutionary writings have had a lasting impact on American political
thought and governance. His ideas on independence, law, human rights, and government
structure continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about democracy and justice.

Adams’ commitment to the principles of republicanism and his advocacy for a government
accountable to its citizens helped lay the foundation for the United States. His writings
provide valuable insight into the ideological battles of the revolutionary period, illustrating
the complexities of creating a new nation.



The Library of America’s collection, John Adams' Revolutionary Writings 1775-1783,
serves as an essential resource for understanding not only Adams as a thinker and leader
but also the broader context of the American Revolution. It highlights the importance of
written discourse in shaping political ideologies and advancing the cause of liberty.

Conclusion

John Adams' revolutionary writings are a testament to his intellect, passion, and
dedication to the principles of freedom and democracy. The collection compiled in Library
of America No. 214 offers readers a comprehensive view of his contributions during a
pivotal time in American history. Through his letters, essays, and public writings, Adams
emerges as a key figure whose ideas continue to influence the American political
landscape. Understanding his thoughts and writings not only enriches our knowledge of
the American Revolution but also serves as a reminder of the enduring struggle for liberty
and justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of John Adams' revolutionary
writings from 1775 to 1783?
John Adams' revolutionary writings are significant as they provide insight into the
ideological foundations of American independence, reflecting his views on government,
liberty, and the rights of individuals.

What themes are prevalent in Adams' writings during
the Revolutionary period?
Key themes in Adams' writings include the importance of republicanism, the dangers of
tyranny, the role of law in society, and the necessity of civic virtue among citizens.

How did John Adams contribute to the Declaration of
Independence?
John Adams played a crucial role in the drafting of the Declaration of Independence as a
member of the Continental Congress, advocating for the separation from Britain and
articulating the philosophical justifications for independence.

What role did Adams' correspondence play in the
Revolutionary movement?
Adams' correspondence was vital in shaping revolutionary thought and rallying support for
independence, as he communicated ideas and strategies with other leaders and
documented the unfolding events of the era.



What is 'Library of America No. 214' and its relevance to
John Adams?
'Library of America No. 214' is a collection that compiles John Adams' writings from the
Revolutionary period, providing readers with a comprehensive view of his thoughts and
contributions during a pivotal time in American history.

What impact did Adams' writings have on future
American political thought?
Adams' writings influenced future American political thought by advocating for a balanced
government, the separation of powers, and the importance of a constitutional framework,
ideas that resonate in modern democratic practices.

How did Adams view the concept of democracy in his
writings?
Adams had a cautious view of democracy; he valued republicanism over direct democracy,
fearing that majority rule could lead to mob rule and undermine individual rights and
liberties.

What specific writings are included in the 'Library of
America No. 214' collection?
The collection includes letters, essays, and public writings by John Adams written between
1775 and 1783, highlighting his thoughts on independence, governance, and the role of
citizens.

In what ways did Adams' revolutionary writings address
the issue of slavery?
Adams' writings often reflected a complex view of slavery; while he personally opposed it
and believed in the principles of liberty, he was also aware of the economic and social
realities of his time, which influenced his political decisions.

How did John Adams' experiences during the
Revolutionary War shape his writings?
Adams' experiences as a diplomat and a political leader during the Revolutionary War
influenced his writings by providing him with firsthand insights into the challenges of
governance, international relations, and the pursuit of liberty.
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