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But if we had not, our fathers have earned and bought it for us, at the expense of their ease, their estates, their
pleasure, and their blood. Charles Francis Adams, p. The substance and essence of Christianity, as I
understand it, is eternal and unchangeable, and will bear examination forever, but it has been mixed with
extraneous ingredients, which I think will not bear examination, and they ought to be separated. I may parry or
ward off any blow; but a blow received is no sufficient provocation for fifty times so severe a blow in return.
Compare the different forms of it with each other and each of them with their Effects on Public and private
Happiness. It was copied by other states in later years, and it was an influential model for the framers of the
Federal Constitution of  But can any thing be more ridiculous, were it not too provoking to be laughed at, than
to pretend that offence should be taken at home for writings here? Rulers are no more than attorneys, agents,
and trustees for the people; and if the cause, the interest and trust, is insidiously betrayed, or wantonly trifled
away, the people have a right to revoke the authority that they themselves have deputed, and to constitute abler
and better agents, attorneys, and trustees. And I have good authorities to say, that all candid foreigners who
have passed through this country, and conversed freely with all sorts of people here, will allow, that they have
never seen so much knowledge and civility among the common people in any part of the world. Are not
reason, imagination, wit, passion, senses, and all, tortured to find out satire and invective against the characters
of the vile and futile fellows who sometimes get into place and power? Let them all become attentive to the
grounds and principles of government, ecclesiastical and civil. We have felt a reluctance to examining into the
grounds of our privileges, and the extent in which we have an indisputable right to demand them, against all
the power and authority on earth. These habits they probably brought with them to America, and have
transmitted down to us. In the latter we find another system, similar in many respects to the former; 1 which,
although it was originally formed, perhaps, for the necessary defense of a barbarous people against the inroads
and invasions of her neighboring nations, yet for the same purposes of tyranny, cruelty, and lust, which had
dictated the canon law, it was soon adopted by almost all the princes of Europe, and wrought into the
constitutions of their government. To some, however, the complexity of the man and his thought are the very
reasons why he is worth studying. DeGregorio, pp. But whatever the cause has been, the fact is certain, we
have been excessively cautious of giving offence by complaining of grievances. By what causes it was brought
to pass, that the people in the middle ages became more intelligent in general, would not, perhaps, be possible
in these days to discover. But abstruse arguments derived from natural and constitutional law are no longer
thought to have determined the outcome of the Revolution one way or the other. I say RIGHTS, for such they
have, undoubtedly, antecedent to all earthly government, -- Rights, that cannot be repealed or restrained by
human laws -- Rights, derived from the great Legislator of the universe. But the first place is due to religion.
All the epithets I have here given to the Romish policy are just, and will be allowed to be so when it is
considered, that they even persuaded mankind to believe, faithfully and undoubtingly, that God Almighty had
entrusted them with the keys of heaven, whose gates they might open and close at pleasure; with a power of
dispensation over all the rules and obligations of morality; with authority to license all sorts of sins and
crimes; with a power of deposing princes and absolving subjects from allegiance; with a power of procuring or
withholding the rain of heaven and the beams of the sun; with the management of earthquakes, pestilence, and
famine; nay, with the mysterious, awful, incomprehensible power of creating out of bread and wine the flesh
and blood of God himself. When annual elections end, there slavery begins. Was Adams a conservative
defender of traditional colonial liberties or was he a revolutionary republican advancing Enlightenment
theories of natural law? Nothing less than this seems to have been meditated for us, by somebody or other in
Great Britain. Edition: current; Page: [xix] The Revolutionary Writings of John Adams Edition: current; Page:
[xx] Edition: current; Page: [1] 1: Essays and Controversial Papers of the Revolution Edition: current; Page:
[2] In , a twenty-eight-year-old John Adams was settling into a promising law career when Boston became
engulfed in an acrimonious political dispute. By what causes it was brought to pass, that the people in the
middle ages became more intelligent in general, would not, perhaps, be possible in these days to discover. In
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the end, he worked tirelessly on some thirty committees. It is true, there has been among us a party for some
years, consisting chiefly not of the descendants of the first settlers of this country, but of high churchmen and
high statesmen imported since, who affect to censure this provision for the education of our youth as a
needless expense, and an imposition upon the rich in favor of the poor, and as an institution productive of
idleness and vain speculation among the people, whose time and attention, it is said, ought to be devoted to
labor, and not to public affairs, or to examination into the conduct of their superiors. It is even of more
consequence to the rich themselves, and to their posterity. But I am never happy in their company. These, as
they are often used, are but three different names for hypocrisy, chicanery, and cowardice. The only maxim of
a free government ought to be to trust no man living with power to endanger the public liberty. Have we not
been under the most ignominious contribution, the most abject submission, the most supercilious insults, of
some custom-house officers? This expression, however, though it inculcates strongly the duty of moderation
and self-government upon sudden provocations, imports nothing against the right of resistance or of
self-defence. That was no part of the revolution; it was only an effect and consequence of it. The desire of
dominion,. Nay, my behavior must absolutely be what would be called cowardice, perhaps, by Mr. Adams
spent much of the s in Europe as a diplomat and propagandist for the American Revolution. Let us read and
recollect and impress upon our souls, the views and ends, of our own more immediate forefathers, in
exchanging their native country for a dreary, inhospitable wilderness. It is not unlikely, then, that the lowest
and most despised sort of soldiers may have expressed a contempt for all other orders of mankind, may have
indulged a disrespect to every personage in a civil character, and have acted upon such principles of revenge,
rusticity, barbarity, and brutality, as have been above described. From the same source arises that obstinate
disposition in barbarous nations to continue barbarous, and the extreme difficulty of introducing civility and
Christianity among them. To assist us in recovering this forgotten world of John Adams, we might begin by
considering several questions: Why did Adams think there was a conspiracy by British officials to enslave
America? I mean no insinuation against any gentleman now on this station, having heard no complaint of any
one of them to his dishonor.


