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Thoughts on Government
John Adams

7 ABOUT THE READING After the Revolutionary War, John Adams, who later
became the second president of the United States, was asked by several
members of the Continental Congress for his advice on writing constitutions for
their respective states. In response, he wrote Thoughts on Government. In this
excerpt, he lays out his reasons for having more than aone governing body for
executive, fegislative, and judicial matters.

~ As you read the passage below, pay attention to Adams’s six reasons for believing
¥ that “people cannot be long free, nor ever happy, whose government is in one
assembly.” The following words might be new to you: depute, avaricious,
compunction, despatch. You may want to use a dictionary to look them up.

As good government is an empire of laws, how shall your laws be made?
In a large society, inhabiting an extensive country, it is impossible that the
whole should assemble to make laws. The first necessary step, then, is to
depute power from the many to a few of the most wise and good. But by
what rules shall you choose your representatives? Agree upon the number
and qualifications of persons who shall have the benefit of choosing, or
annex this privilege to the inhabitants of a certain extent of ground.

The principal difﬁcufty lies . . . in constituting this representative
assembly. It should be in miniature an exact portrait of the people at large.
It should think, feel, reason, and act like them. That it may be the interest
of this assembly to do sirict justice at all times, it should be an equal
representation, or, in other words, equal interests among the people should
have equal interests in it. Great care should be taken to effect this, and to
prevent unfair, partial, and corrupt elections . . .

A representation of the people in one assembly being obtained, a
question arises, whether all the powers of government, legislative,
executive, and judicial, shall be left in this body? I think a people cannot be
lohg free, nor evér happy, whose government is in one assembly. My
reasons for this opinion are as follow,—

1. A single assembly is liable to all the vices, follies, and frailties of an
individual; subject to fits of humor, starts of passion, flights of enthusiasm,
partialities, or prejudice, and consequently productive of hasty results and
absurd judgments. And all these errors ought to be corrected and defects
supplied by some controliing power.

2. A single assembly is apt to be avaricious, and in time will not scruple
to exempt itself from burdens, which it will lay, without compenction, on
its constituents.
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3. A single assembly is apt to grow ambitious, and after a time will not
hesitate to vote itself perpetual. This was one fault of the Long Parliament;
but more remarkably of Holland, whose assembly first voted themselves
from annual o septennial, then for life, and after a course of years, that all
vacancies happening by death or otherwise, should be filled by themselves, .
without any application to constituents at all. '

4. A representative assembly, although extremely well qualified, and
absolutely necessary, as a branch of the legislative, is unfit to exercise the
executive power, for want of two essential properﬁes, secrecy and
despatch.

5. A representative assembly is still less qualified for the judicial power,
because it is too numerous, too slow, and too little skilled in the laws.

6. Becausc a single assembly, possessed of all the powers of
government, would make arbitrary faws for their own interest, execute all
taws arbitrarily for their own interest, and adjudge all controversies in their
own favor . ..

A constitution founded on these principles introduces knowledge among
the people, and inspires them with a conscious dignity becoming %reemen
a general emulation takes place, which causes good humor, sociability,
good manners, and good morals to be general. That elevation of sentiment
inspired by such a government, makes the common people brave and
enterprising. That ambition which is inspired by it makes them sober,
industrious, and frugal . .. :

If the colonies should assume governments separately, they should be
left entirely to their own choice of the forms; and if a continental
constitution should be formed, it should be a congress, containing a fair
and adequate representation of the colonies, and its authority should
sacredly be confined to these cases, namely, war, trade, disputes between
colony and colony, the post-office, and the unappropriated lands of the
crown, as they used to be called.

ANALYZING LITERATURE

1. Critical Thinking: Interpretation Choose one of Adams’s reasons for believing that
having one governing body is not a good idea and explain it in your own words.

2. Critical Thinking: Analysis What does Adams mean when he says it is important to
choose a “representative assembly” to make laws?
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