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1

John Adams?

Adam Smith and John Adams? What could possibly connect the two? Both men were alive during the same historical era, but John Adams was twelve years younger and lived another thirty-six years after Adam Smith’s death. One was a scholarly teacher who occasionally consulted with the British government and who served as a Commissioner of Customs in Scotland toward the end of his life; the other was a well-educated, well-read lawyer (the only member of the revolutionary generation better-read than Thomas Jefferson) who spent decades of his life in high political office. Both Adams and Smith struggled with the problem of how to organize society to provide justice for all. Each saw himself in the classic tradition of the great lawgiver, a modern-day Solon providing a constitution for his people.1 Both wrote extensively. John Adams wrote prolifically, but, while his “Thoughts on Government” was influential with many of the craftsmen of early state constitutions, none of his writing is famous today. Adams’s fame was won as a statesman, as one of the leaders of the American Revolution. Smith wrote painstakingly and became famous for writing Wealth of Nations, which is ironic because he thought his first book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, was his better work. Both saw the importance of moral ideas in society. Both have been fundamentally misinterpreted.2

Adams and Smith both lived in a revolutionary era of world history and both advocated revolutionary ideas. However, neither advocated revolution as the means of implementing his ideas—far from it! No one would question the radical implications of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations; that book, with its analysis of free markets and prescriptions for improved economic performance, though often misunderstood or grossly oversimplified, has changed the political economies of most of the nations of the world. But some might question the appellation “radical” for John Adams, so often miscast as a conservative. The truth is that contemporary ideological labels simply do not apply to John Adams, who was a congenital contrarian. His actions in the independence era, in Massachusetts politics, at the Continental Congress, and as an diplomat in Europe during the War for Independence supported the revolutionary concept of a sovereign people. His concept of checks and balances became the standard of American constitutionalism. But even more radical was his concern for political balance among the economic classes of American society. The implications of this idea were completely unacceptable in his own era and are probably still unacceptable today. Nonetheless, Smith and Adams are quite comparable on precisely this idea of balance. Smith prescribed wealth for his nation while Adams prescribed the political health of nations. Both abhorred the ability of the moneyed elite to obtain special governmental privileges.

Still unconvinced? Consider this: Smith was well informed about the American revolutionary crisis. Ross, a major Smith biographer, argues that America was “the major case study” for Smith’s free market theory and “the most urgent point” for applying his theory “to end the cycle of violence caused by attempts to maintain the old colonial system.”3 In short, both Smith and Adams were deeply involved in the American Revolution. Still, some readers might wonder if I am examining two thinkers of quite different rank. Adam Smith is, after all, widely recognized as the father of capitalism. Why compare John Adams with such a master? History has not been kind to Adams, relegating him to the status of a minor figure. Many of his contemporaries also were not kind to him; for example, they did not reelect him to the presidency. He, himself, felt that his efforts were not appreciated.

Indeed, Adams was relatively unappreciated for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Recently some historians have been trying to restore his reputation, with McCullough’s biography providing an important boost. Still, many Americans, if they think of him at all, still perceive John Adams to be unimportant. The underestimation of the importance of John Adams was seriously wrong. According to Ellis, Adams was “the most misconstrued and unappreciated ‘great man’ in American history.”4 Thus, I emphasize Adams in this work because, in contrast to the low rank assigned him historically, his contributions to the American Revolution and founding fundamentally shaped our nation:



	Seen by delegates to the Continental Congress as “the first man in the House,” “Our Colossus on the floor,” “the Atlas of American Independence”;

	Chaired the committee responsible for writing the Declaration of Independence;

	Advocated that Constitutions be drafted and ratified by representative conventions (possibly the first American to do so); this idea has been called “America’s greatest contribution to Western constitutionalism”;5

	Served as virtual one-man secretary of defense during early Continental Congresses; pivotal in the creation of the American Navy;

	Wrote “Thoughts on Government,” which contains one of the earliest statements of the classic American system of separation of powers,6 was crucial to the establishment of the principle of an independent judiciary,7 and had greater influence on the formation of the new state governments than any other document;

	Drafted the longest extant constitution in the English-speaking world (Massachusetts, 1780), which originated checks and balances and included a Bill of Rights;

	Wrote A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America, which was influential at the Constitutional Convention, so much so that he was called “the soul of the Philadelphia Convention”;8 combined with the two preceding items, this probably made him the grandfather of the U.S. Constitution;

	Negotiated official recognition by, and a loan from, Holland at the end of the Revolutionary War;9

	Negotiated (along with the other American peace commissioners) the treaty ending the Revolutionary War with Great Britain;

	Prevented war with France while serving as president in the late 1790s, even though many in his own party were scheming for war (some historians argue that Adams’s peace strategy prevented destruction of the fragile new federal government and also prevented that government from gaining autocratic powers);10

	Expressed and implemented (as an American diplomat serving in Europe from 1776 on) the principles which guided American foreign policy until at least World War II, even though Washington, who enunciated the ideas many years later in his Farewell Address, is given the credit;

	Turned the presidency over to Thomas Jefferson after he lost the rancorous presidential election campaign of 1800; he thus established the model of peaceful transitions from one party to another (today we expect such transitions, but in 1801, given the virulent animosities between the two parties, this was no small feat; in fact, it was quite revolutionary).11


A member of the Continental Congress said of Adams: “In a word I deliver to you the opinion of every man in the house when I add, that he possesses the clearest head and firmest heart of any man in the congress.”12 His record was characterized by Conkin as follows: “In the scope of his contributions, in length of service and degree of personal sacrifice, and in the sophistication of his political advice, John Adams outranked all the other architects of American independence.”13 If all these contributions to the founding and early development of the new republic seem like overstatement, note Rossiter’s statement that without Adams’s help, “the founding might have miscarried.” Further, “he has as much to teach us as any American who ever lived.”14

In addition to his major contributions, he left a voluminous record of his thoughts on the political process. And those documents place him in the first rank of American thinkers. Ellis writes: “if Adams should not be seen, indeed did not wish to be seen as a political theorist or philosopher, he does merit recognition as one of America’s most notable political thinkers.”15 Chinard called him “one of the most original and penetrating writers of his generation.”16 Some scholars rank him above Jefferson as the premier American political theorist of the revolutionary era. For instance, Rossiter writes: “In the realm of political ideas, however, he had no master—and I would think no peer—among the founding fathers.”17 Gebhardt states that Defence of the Constitutions “was the only attempt at a far-ranging political theory produced by the American Revolution.”18

Finally, I focus on Adams because he was a real person. He was not a personality manufactured by a spin doctor to win elections. He was a politician who was not afraid to allow his fundamental humanity to show. Americans have such a fixation on great leaders that we often forget that we share a common humanity with them. That forgetfulness sometimes leads to an assumption that the individual has no political power; Adams was harshly critical of such apathy. As usually written, history emphasizes the leaders; however, ordinary men and women played central roles in our freedom struggle. In a May 22, 1779, letter to Edmund Jenings, Adams wrote: “As to your Idea of the great Men, there is not much in it. It is a great people, that does great Things. They will always find Instrument[s] to employ that will answer their Ends. I am more and more convinced that every great Character in the World is a Bubble, and an Imposture.”19 In short, each of us must remember that we are individuals with our own power.20 Nevertheless, this book deals with the ideas of leaders, but with full awareness that none of their ideas would have been implemented without massive popular support.

If not absolutely equivalent to Smith, John Adams is certainly close to an equal in the importance of his ideas; thus, he merits consideration in the same work as Adam Smith. Much of the beginning of this book develops the case for the importance of his ideas. What requires investigation now is the cause of the virtual disappearance of John Adams for almost two hundred years. He was among the first rank

THE STRANGE CASE OF THE DISAPPEARANCE OF JOHN ADAMS



















	First, at the beginning of the revolutionary era, his republican credentials could not be questioned. But there were conservative elements in his political thought, elements that were a product of the times. Adams had grown up in a British colony, a fairly egalitarian colony to be sure, but one where the governor was still the King’s representative and therefore was due some deference. For some individuals, such as Governor Hutchinson, deference was destroyed by revolutionary ferment, but John Adams still thought that legitimate leaders deserved respect. For example, he wrote to his friend James Warren on April 22, 1776:




	Second, Miroff argues persuasively that the suggestion of titles was consistent with Adams’s vision of a republican America.33 He feared that, without titles of office, which would be different from aristocratic titles because they would not be hereditary, people would seek distinction in the economic rather than the political realm and merit would not count in society. Those who were economically successful were not necessarily virtuous. “Political symbols focused a people on who public actors really were and what merits they could claim; economic symbols shifted the people’s gaze to the impressive possessions that private persons owned and displayed.”34

	Third, Adams did not change, but America did, partly before he left for Europe, but definitely while he was abroad on diplomatic duty. The young lawyer in the 1760s lived in a British colony. The vice president, in 1790, lived in a land of egalitarian ferment he clearly did not appreciate. This did not make him any less republican; his consistent concern for balance of the one, the few, and the many demonstrate his democratic credentials.

	Finally, the combination of his argument that America needed to control the power of the “aristocrats” (an argument that is inherently democratic but which many Jeffersonian-Republicans misconstrued as advocating aristocracy), and his association with Hamilton and the Federalist Party, strained as that relationship was, fueled attacks on Adams as some sort of crypto-monarchist. The fight, unfortunately for Adams, was not evenly matched. Despite all of his diplomatic skills, which he used effectively for the American cause while in Europe, he was no match for Republican propagandists, especially when Federalists were also sniping at him from within his “own” party.35




HYPOTHESIS



	Respect for the individual, a major factor contributing to development of this country, requires that government not be absolute. Therefore, we have had limited government, but government with a very important role in economic development. A relatively unquestioned part of limited government is providing for national defense, but our government once had a larger role in other areas as well and could again have a larger role, consistent with the thought of both John Adams and Adam Smith.

	The community aspect of this relationship includes cooperation of neighbors, acting through various associations (clubs, churches, Chambers of Commerce, unions) and through various levels of government. In short, Americans have been and still are conformist members of communities, while being at the same time strong believers in individual rights.

	Individualistic excess has undermined public spirit, weakened democracy, and vitiated one of the most revolutionary aspects of the independence struggle: the egalitarian pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness. Failure to attain the American dream of a democratic society with justice for all can be attributed to misinterpretation and/or ignorance of the ideas of Adams and Smith.
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