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Int roduct ion

•

The Diary, the Life, and the Politics of Slavery
John Quincy Adams kept diaries for most of his long adult life. Thanks
to two printed editions (edited in twelve volumes by Charles Francis
Adams in 1874–77 and condensed to one volume by Allan Nevins in
1928), the diary has long been one the most quoted sources for the
political history of the early American republic.1 Now that the entire
fifty-one manuscript volumes totaling fourteen thousand pages are
online courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society, however, it is
more widely appreciated that the very length of the diaries has made
both systematic analysis and leisurely reading something of a challenge.
1. Massachusetts Historical Society (MHS), The Diaries of John Quincy Adams:
A Digital Collection, http://www.masshist.org/jqadiaries/php/; Charles Francis
Adams, ed., The Memoirs of John Quincy Adams, 1795 to 1848, 12 vols. (Philadelphia:
J. B. Lippincott, 1874–77); Allan Nevins, ed., The Diary of John Quincy Adams, 1794-1845
(1928. Repr. New York: Scribner’s, 1951). For the publication history, see
“Introduction,” in David Grayson Allen et al., eds., Diary of John Quincy Adams.
Vol. 1: November 1779-March 1786 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981),
xxii–xxxv. The second volume of the Harvard University Press edition contains the
diary from 1786 through 1788; these portions were not included at all by Charles
Francis Adams, whose edition begins in 1794, after a gap of several years in the diary.
For examples of recent histories that rely extensively on the diary, see Sean
Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: Norton,
2006); Daniel Walker Howe, What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America,
1815-1848 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). Howe’s volume is dedicated to
Adams, as if in a riposte to Wilentz, who much prefers Andrew Jackson and often
uses the diary to mock Adams and his politics, except where it concerns Adams’s
antislavery, which earns his grudging admiration.
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John Quincy Adams

This has become only more true as historians have come to grant
more attention and significance to the problem of slavery. Adams’s
behind-the-scenes comments on the Missouri Crisis, which remained
private during his lifetime, are often quoted by political historians and
have long established him as a keen, and honest, prophet of war over
slavery—if a man who confines prophecy to his diary can be so honored.
During his postpresidential, congressional career, he chronicled his battles
with the “Slave Power” as he turned his private pique to public action,
overcoming his own fears of aging and irrelevance to fill a new role as “Old
Man Eloquent,” the conscience of the nation. A selective reading of the
diary can support the increasingly prevalent sense of Adams as the only
president before the Civil War to get the slavery question right. But there
are costs to emphasizing the sunny side or happy ending according to
our current preferences. It has become easier to celebrate Adams’s second
career as an antislavery stalwart in Congress than to understand how and
why it took him so long to get there.
The diary would seem to be the best place to look to answer that question, since the rightly famous quotations suggest both a record of private thoughts and an insider’s account of the halls of power in light of
public and controversial events. What did African slavery mean to John
Quincy Adams? When did he begin to think of himself as antislavery?
When or how did he act on those beliefs politically? The diary provides
many answers—but also complications. The answers and the complications derive from both the nature of the diary and the nature of slavery as
a political problem in the early United States.
The diary has informed several different kinds of approaches to John
Quincy Adams’s life and legacy, which seem to appear in successive waves
of praise and critique—sometimes in response to earlier studies, and perhaps even more consistently in relation to the rise or fall in the reputation of Adams’s adversaries, especially Andrew Jackson. Those who see
Adams as a heroic figure—a learned, thoughtful statesman whose inevitable ambitions (he was a son of a president, after all) were leavened by
an intense sense of duty and patriotism—find in his diary a constant, and
inspiring, struggle to improve himself and his country. For Samuel Flagg
Bemis, his most thorough and most important biographer, the diary was
“a secret tuning fork for his pent-up emotions” and “a process of self-
discipline and introspection.” Similarly, the incisive political historian

Introduction

xi

George Dangerfield, writing of the years when Adams was secretary of
state and then president, described the diary as a place where Adams
rehearsed not only his conscience but also public arguments.2 Leonard
L. Richards, the first historian to focus on the “second career,” argued that
the diary became a workshop not only for Adams’s well-established character but also for the refashioning of his self, especially as he transitioned
from the executive branches to Congress, and toward a politics that ultimately emphasized rather than tried to suppress the slavery issue.3
In introducing his one-volume edition in 1928, Allan Nevins maintained that the emotionalism in the diary could humanize the public man who himself readily admitted that some saw him as cold and
forbidding. More recently, however, sympathetic biographers have
noticed that Charles Francis Adams did not just edit out the dross, as
he intended to do: he worked as a quintessential Victorian, expurgating
most evidence of family and intimate life to focus on the public persona. The unedited diary reveals a much-better-rounded person who
cared deeply about people and politics.4 It might be fairer to say that
much of the emotion in John Quincy Adams’s diary remains in his
son’s edition, but it is the emotion directed toward public questions and
career goals. As a result, sometimes the relationship between his private
life and his public actions has been obscured.
On the other hand, much like his father, Adams’s tendency to scribble
about his doubts, faux pas, and failures (especially on his birthday) left
2. Samuel Flagg Bemis, John Quincy Adams and the Foundations of American Foreign
Policy (New York: Knopf, 1949), viii; Lynn Hudson Parsons, John Quincy Adams
(Madison, WI: Madison House, 1998), 18; George Dangerfield, The Awakening of
American Nationalism, 1815-1828 (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1965), 27–29; for
an earlier version of Dangerfield’s interpretation, see his prize-winning study The
Era of Good Feelings (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1952), 7–9. Dangerfield went so
far as to assert that Adams always “intended it for publication” someday. There is
no quotable evidence for this claim, but it seems plausible by the time of his presidency or afterward, given that the existence of the diary became quite well known
in Washington circles, so much so that he was asked to consult it and report back
during controversies about past events.
3. Leonard L. Richards, The Life and Times of Congressman John Quincy Adams
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 5–6.
4. Phyllis Lee Levin, The Remarkable Education of John Quincy Adams (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2015), 5–
7; Fred Kaplan, John Quincy Adams: American Visionary
(New York: Harper, 2014), xi–xii.
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more than enough evidence for a more critical view. Dangerfield laid
out the problem in the language of another era, when psychology was
on the rise: “He was, above all, a moral man. … But it was the morality
of a man who was also corroded by meanness, suspicion and fear. It was
a torturous, not to say tortured morality, which for years did his reputation great disservice. Every reader of his Diary recognizes, respects,
and recoils from it.” The diary reveals at every turn his “passion for the
truth” and “the brilliance of his insights. But when it comes to the interpretation of motive, then the passion turns into a mania: Mr. Adams’
unhappy ego peers out across the world in an agony of suspicion; everything seems to be transformed into a conspiracy against Mr. Adams.”5
Dangerfield’s remarks, which are also of the mid-century period during
which Samuel Flagg Bemis recovered Adams as a major statesman from
the condescension of pro-Jackson historians like Arthur Schlesinger
Jr., remain valuable insofar as they index the contrary (and contrarian)
nature of both the diary and the uses to which it has been put.6
During the 1980s and 1990s, Paul C. Nagel built a skeptical and
tragic psychological interpretation out of the self-doubts and family
5. Nevins, “Introduction,” xii; Dangerfield, Awakening of American Nationalism, 28–29.
6. The Progressive ascendancy in the historiography traces to Frederick Jackson Turner
and culminated in Schlesinger Jr.’s The Age of Jackson (1945), in which Adams and his
presidency were at best the “last chance” of the “business community.” He showed
“few evidences of statesmanship.” Adams’s fight against the gag rule did not require
more than a brief acknowledgment, quoting the Diary, that Adams had foreseen the
irrepressible conflict in 1820. Adams’s complicity, Schlesinger implied, made him an
ineffective if not irresponsible spokesman against slavery when the matter “occasionally flare[d]up for a moment in an exchange on the floor of Congress (often around
Adams, who knew his responsibility).” Schlesinger, The Age of Jackson (Boston:
Little, Brown, 1945), 35, 424. “Looking back, I think I did Hamilton, Adams and
Clay a good deal less than justice in The Age of Jackson,” Schlesinger wrote in a 1989
essay he incorporated into his memoirs in 2000. Arthur M. Schlesinger, “The Age
of Jackson,” New York Review of Books (December 7, 1989), 50; Schlesinger, A Life
in the Twentieth Century (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), 366. For early and
incisive critiques of the biases of the Progressive historians with respect to slavery
and the Jacksonian era, see Alfred A. Cave, Jacksonian Democracy and the Historians
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1964); Staughton Lynd, Class Conflict,
Slavery, and the U.S. Constitution (1967. Repr. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2011), 3–24, 135–84.
It is worth considering also that the Adams Trust routinely denied access to the
unpublished materials, including the diary, between 1910 and 1951, except to Bemis.
Allen et al., “Introduction,” xxxiv–xxxv; George A. Lipsky, John Quincy Adams: His
Theory and Ideas (New York: Crowell, 1950), ix, 5n4.
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tragedies on display in the diary and the private writings of other family members.7 One problem with this interpretation is that the political
issue of slavery begins to appear as mainly a matter of repression and,
eventually, career therapy for a disappointed one-term president. In the
conventional terms of late twentieth-century “new” political history
voiced by Robert Remini, antislavery politics was a dubious substitute
for the party politics Adams was too slow to embrace as the American
way. In a sense, this interpretation should instruct us as the obverse of
the optimistic one, now back in fashion, that Adams had all the answers
at the right time.8 Where skeptics, in other words, make of Adams’s
obsessive journaling both a historian’s dream and an example of his
limitations as a person and a politician, his champions see in the diary
the hallmarks of Adams’s wisdom and leadership—the virtues that won
out in the end, even (perhaps especially) with respect to the politics of
slavery, and which should now guide how we interpret his life and era.
Not coincidentally, Adams optimists or partisans like Senator
Bennett Champ Clark tend to see him as “singularly consistent” in
opposing slavery. This tack may have something to recommend it compared to the countervailing tendency to downplay the slavery issue altogether or treat it as a mere screen for resentment or partisanship.9 But

7. Paul C. Nagel, Descent from Glory: Four Generations of the John Adams Family (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1983); Nagel, John Quincy Adams: A Public Life, A Private
Life (New York: Knopf, 1997); for a critique of Nagel, see especially Edith B. Gelles,
Portia: The World of Abigail Adams (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), 16–21,
and Gelles, “An American Dynasty,” in David Waldstreicher, ed., A Companion to John
Adams and John Quincy Adams (Malden, MA, and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 534.
8. Robert Remini, John Quincy Adams (New York: Times Books, 2002), 137–55.
For a review of interpretations of Adams’s life, see David Waldstreicher, “John
Quincy Adams: The Life, The Diary, and the Biographers” in Waldstreicher, ed.,
A Companion to John Adams and John Quincy Adams, 241–62.
9. Bennett Champ Clark, John Quincy Adams: Old Man Eloquent (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1932), 292. In 1956, John F. Kennedy, a young senator running for president
and needing Southern votes, praised his New England predecessor in his best selling
Profiles in Courage for bucking his own party and supporting the Louisiana Purchase
and embargo—without saying a word about Adams’s later courage in standing up to
the slave power. John F. Kennedy, Profiles in Courage (1956. Repr. New York: Pocket
Books, 1963), 27–44. Levin, for example, who sees Adams’s antislavery as consistent,
misremembers Senator Kennedy as having celebrated Adams’s antislavery, which he
never mentions: none of Kennedy’s men of courage in US history are abolitionists,
and half are Southerners. The Education of John Quincy Adams, 4.
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the revived notion of a consistently antislavery (much less abolitionist) Adams does not stand up to the ample evidence in the diary that
there was much more to the politics of slavery. In a sense, these dueling perspectives continue to play the same American game of either
downplaying the politics of slavery as peripheral, as a narrow economic
interest, or as partisanship; or alternately highlighting it selectively to
prove the virtues of chosen founding fathers and the progressive nature
of American history.
Leonard Richards’s notion of the diary as a workshop, or what we
would now call a journal, seems closer to the truth, and more in accord
with the seemingly contradictory assessments of the author himself.
John Quincy Adams regularly, even ritually, derided his diary writing as
“rubbish” or a waste of time. But he also, in his years of public service,
spent some of the same early morning hours that he devoted on other
days (and sometimes the same days) to official correspondence and writing projects, like his occasional and highly regarded orations, getting
the events of previous days right—for himself and for posterity—in the
diary. During his years as a diplomat, the diary expanded, serving as
both a place to reflect on conversations both official and off the record
(both being essential to the real work of diplomacy). As secretary of
state, he used the diary to break down the complex personal and factional politics of a one-party state, cataloging one cabinet meeting and
preparing for the next. This habit of Adams became so well known that
his colleagues began to ask Adams to consult his diary when memories or other documents failed. As president, he avoided putting his
decision-making process down on paper yet amply documented the
force field that froze him by recording his conversations with visitor
after visitor to the White House, with no end or answers in sight.
Afterward, the diary became a more active site of his vocational crisis,
as he transitioned from his first to second career—and from avoiding
to selectively embracing antislavery politics.
Even here, though, the diary makes it very clear that he always
abhorred not only proslavery but also antislavery positions that
rejected either the political process or a gradual approach. Although
his competing priorities may have sent him to different places on the
antislavery spectrum of belief and action in different contexts, as an
antislavery Northerner—and as a Whig—there were extremes on both
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the antislavery and proslavery part of that spectrum to which he would
never go. Given the place of slavery in the American political order
as both an unavoidable and a highly politicized economic and diplomatic fact—as the elephant in the room that hardly any white people
wished to notice—we might see Adams’s diary as in part, and increasingly over time, an exercise in managing and working through the politics of slavery. Adams’s transformation from seeing slavery as a political
problem to be managed by wise, patriotic elites to thinking of it, and
ultimately proclaiming it, as the root of American political evil was in
significant measure developed, practiced, and performed in his diary.
His most quotable pronouncements were as much desperate embraces
of the political system he saw heading for apocalypse as they were the
wailings of an antislavery conscience. Perhaps this explains why, unlike
antislavery activists, he never testified to a conversion experience—nor
can we find one in his diary. Only in far retrospect, nearing the very
end, on October 31, 1846, did he conflate the stakes of his diary and his
life with that of antislavery:
If my intellectual powers had been such as have been sometimes
committed by the Creator of man to single individuals of the species my diary would have been, next to the Holy Scriptures, the
most precious and valuable book ever written by human hands, and
I should have been one of the greatest benefactors of my Country
and of mankind—I would, by the irresistible power of Genius, and
the irrepressible energy of will and the favor of almighty God, have
banished War and Slavery from the face of the earth forever—but
the conceptive power of mind was not conferred upon me by my
maker, and I have not improved the scanty portion of His gifts as I
might and ought to have done. May I never cease to be grateful for
the numberless blessings received through life at his hands—never
repine at what he has denied—never murmur at the dispensations of
Providence, and implore his forgiveness for all the errors and delinquencies of my life!10
10. Diary of John Quincy Adams, MHS, October 31, 1846, http://www.masshist.org/
jqadiaries/php/doc?id=jqad46_83&year=1846&month=10&day=31&entry=entry
&start=0.
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This was John Quincy Adams’s mindset in late 1846, but he would
never have written anything like that in 1836, much less ten years earlier
while president of the United States.
We should not see this as a failing or tragedy, even if Adams eventually did. Rather, it is an opportunity to understand the man and his
times. The editors of this volume do not have as much invested in
evaluating John Quincy Adams’s character or championing or burying
his reputation as his descendants or biographers have; we see value in,
and draw on, both appreciative and skeptical approaches. We are part
of a younger generation of scholars who are trying to find a middle
ground between segregating slavery from the rest of US history and
reducing everything to it. Figures like John Quincy Adams who struggled with the politics of slavery attract us because in their experiences
and actions we might be able to discern how and why slavery became
politicized and depoliticized and politicized again. We have used terms
like “shifting,” “complex,” and “tangled” in trying to convey the nature
of slavery’s politics: how the history of slavery and antislavery cannot be
separated from a range of issues politicians and citizens grappled with
between the Revolution and the Civil War.11 Though we have elsewhere
tried to analyze these phenomena and tell the story more accurately,
we also strongly believe that sometimes the best approach is to present
the evidence—especially when the nature, extent, and eloquence of the
evidence is part of the phenomenon we are trying to understand.
We also think that the search for heroes and villains in the past, for
a too-easy resolution to the problem of the relation of slavery to the
origins of the United States (which is sometimes engaged in even by
those who excoriate others for the same sins), can be combatted by
making the evidence more accessible. In this we have been inspired
by path-breaking documentary histories that helped to open up the
11. Matthew Mason, “John Quincy Adams and the Tangled Politics of Slavery,” in
Waldstreicher, ed., A Companion to John Adams and John Quincy Adams, 402–21;
Mason, Slavery and Politics in the Early American Republic (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 2008); John Craig Hammond and Matthew Mason,
eds., Contesting Slavery: The Politics of Bondage in the New American Nation
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2011); David Waldstreicher, Runaway
America: Benjamin Franklin, Slavery, and the American Revolution (New York: Hill &
Wang, 2004); Waldstreicher, Slavery’s Constitution (New York: Hill & Wang, 2009).
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conversation about the histories of antislavery and the fate of slavery in
the Civil War.12 Although at one point we imagined that we could present between two covers everything in the John Quincy Adams diary
pertaining to the politics of slavery, the more than three hundred thousand words we identified (if one included the complete entry each time
slavery-related issues appear) makes that neither desirable nor possible.
So instead we have sought to provide key and representative passages,
including many not in earlier published editions, with contextualizing
and narrative bridges, in the hope that this volume can work as both a
primary source and a narrative history of an enigmatic yet indispensable leader and his encounter with a central fact of American life and
politics.
Several key themes emerged from our study of the diary as central
to understanding Adams’s relationship to the politics of slavery. These
might be grouped under the larger rubrics of the Adams family legacy,
his nationalism, his internationalism, and finally his development of an
antislavery voice compatible with each of these overlapping aspects of
his politics and identity. As with most American politicians, competing
priorities, far more than ideological certainties, shaped his actions and
words with regard to slavery.13
There has always been a tendency to explain Adams’s eventual antislavery politics as simply the result of his having been an Adams. Even
his grandson Henry Adams, a master ironist who avoided writing about
John Quincy directly, indulged this genetic fallacy in his own memoir,
describing antislavery as an inborn trait of his mother’s family.14 But
the family legacy could mean much more. John Quincy Adams felt
a great deal of pressure from his parents to succeed as a statesman.
“You come into life with advantages which will disgrace you if your
12. See especially David Brion Davis, ed., The Fear of Conspiracy: Images of Un-American
Subversion from the Revolution to the Present (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1971); Willie Lee Rose, ed., A Documentary History of Slavery in North America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1976); Davis, ed., Antebellum American Culture
(Lexington, MA: Heath, 1979); Ira Berlin et al., eds., Free at Last: A Documentary
History of Slavery, Freedom, and the Civil War (New York: New Press, 1997).
13. A classic formulation to this effect is David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis, 1848-1861
(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1976), 43–45.
14. Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams (Boston, 1918), 25, cited in Levin,
Remarkable Education, 61.
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success is mediocre,” exhorted father John. “And if you do not rise to
the head of … your country, it will be owing to your own Lasiness,
Slovenliness, and Obstinacy.” As historian Joseph J. Ellis has pointed
out, “John Quincy spent his entire childhood hearing that anything
less than the highest office in the land would be regarded as failure.”15
He also understood from early on that national statesmanship meant
working with Southerners—a fact he could have observed as early as
his father’s service in the Continental Congress. Recent tendencies to
depict John Adams as the great antislavery founding father in contrast
to Thomas Jefferson notwithstanding, antislavery politics played little
to no role in the first Adams presidency. Indeed, John Adams repeatedly
deferred to Southern colleagues on slavery-related questions, despite his
famous confidence in his own opinions. His son’s diary suggests to us
that for most of his life, the Adams family legacy, including its outsized
yet in some ways realistic ambitions, added up to both private antislavery beliefs and public silence on the issue. Ambition and the example of
his family seem to us to be important and underacknowledged factors
in explaining the lack of engagement with the politics of slavery that
Adams showed even as the issue heated up after 1800.
In a very real sense John Quincy Adams was the first American born
into a national leadership class. To him, being national meant, among
other things, not being sectional—a notion he makes explicit in the
diary much earlier than he expounds on his objections to proslavery
politics. His early political training as a diplomat—a specialist in geopolitical negotiation—may have reinforced his inclination to seek or
expect sectional interests to be brokered, especially in the service of
establishing the future of the nation. His distaste for political partisanship, and his belief in educated leaders standing above selfish particular
interests, reinforced his association of political sections with political
parties. When Massachusetts Federalists did turn, during Jefferson’s
administration, to a sectional brand of antislavery partisan politics,
he was appalled, and he broke with the party even though he had
participated—mostly anonymously, in the press—in developing some
of their arguments against the Slave Power in 1802–3.
15. Joseph J. Ellis, First Family: Abigail and John Adams (New York: Knopf, 2010), 44,
92–93, 129, 242.
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The uncomfortable truth that stymies fans and biographers is that
John Quincy Adams’s nationalism trumped any inclination he had
toward antislavery politics as it actually existed. This remained the case
for not just the beginning but rather for most of his political career,
including his presidency. Historians have been quick to judge negatively
Adams’s nonpartisanship as president as a recipe for political failure.
They rarely acknowledge that his transfer to the National Republican
coalition two decades earlier, which is sometimes described as courageous dissent and conflated with his later maverick stand against proslavery Southerners, was the essential precondition for his triumphs
as secretary of state and his rise to the presidency. It all relied upon
the cooperation of Southerners. In other words, if he had been less
politically astute, he might not have appreciated so well how much his
nation-building policy agendas depended on Southern support. Later,
Southern fears of Adams’s supposed antislavery biases and Democratic
partisan use of them became a structural problem of his presidency,
despite his strenuous efforts to avoid the issue.16
Adams is rightly appreciated as a founder of an American style of
foreign policy: a wary engagement with the world predicated on a sense
of the United States as a young, expanding nation. His nationalism,
of course, made him loath to see the United States as another colonizing or slave-driving nation, but some maintain that his exceptionalist statements provided a handy, even idealistic, cover for imperialism.
Most recently, grand strategy historian Charles N. Edel has argued that
Adams’s late antislavery drew from his sense of the importance of the
United States as a potential world leader—as an exemplar of international benevolence.17 Yet during the years up to and including his tenure
16. Robert P. Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath: Slavery and the
Meaning of America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007),
9, 141, 186–87, 190–93; Samuel Flagg Bemis, John Quincy Adams and the Union
(New York: Knopf, 1956), 26–27.
17. Compare Bemis, John Quincy Adams and the Foundations of American Foreign Policy,
and Bemis, John Quincy Adams and the Union; William Earl Weeks, John Quincy
Adams and American Global Empire (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1992);
James E. Lewis Jr., John Quincy Adams: Policymaker for the Union (Wilmington,
DE: Scholarly Resources, 2001); Gretchen Murphy, Hemispheric Imaginings: The
Monroe Doctrine and Narratives of U.S. Empire (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2005), 32–
48; Richard H. Immerman, Empire for Liberty: A History of
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as secretary of state, Adams resisted British initiatives against the international slave trade, and he vigorously pushed demands for reparations
for slaves liberated during the War of 1812.18 It would not be too much
to say that he brought ample skills and energy to these tasks, as much as
he brought to the Treaty of Ghent, the Transcontinental Treaty, or the
Monroe Doctrine, and that the geopolitics of the slave trade were actually part of those “foundations of American foreign policy.” His folding
of slave trade suppression issues into the impressment of seamen controversy reflected both a desire to defend the United States from those who
questioned its republican self-image in light of slavery and a particularly
sensitive understanding of how slavery-related questions raised fundamental issues of sovereignty on which it would be perilous to compromise. In other words, John Quincy Adams’s sense of how slavery-related
issues implicated US foreign and domestic policy played a major role
in his disinclination to support antislavery politics at home. There were
career issues to be sure, but also much more than that.
In the end, it was partly through reinterpreting US foreign policy
and its relation to domestic policy in the age of Jackson—as a decidedly proslavery expansionism that Jacksonians saw as continuity, not
change—that he was able to fashion his influential antislavery nationalist politics after 1836. Finding an antislavery voice, for Adams, required
him to be out of the White House and out of diplomacy. It may also
American Imperialism from Benjamin Franklin to Paul Wolfowitz (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010), 59–97; John Belohlavek, “John Quincy Adams,
Diplomacy, and American Empire,” in Waldstreicher, ed., A Companion to John
Adams and John Quincy Adams, 281–304; Charles N. Edel, Nation-Builder: John
Quincy Adams and the Grand Strategy of the Republic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2014); Andrew Bacevich, “In Search of Adams,” National Interest
(November–
December 2014), 86–
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Slaveholding Liberators: Great Britain, the United States, and Slavery in the
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have required the forum of Congress. His conception of the role of the
representative in a deliberative body also helped: a longtime student
and fan of Cicero, he could play the scold and still be the patriot, especially as he himself carried so much institutional memory about what
the American Revolution was supposed to mean, and what the federal
government and its branches could and could not do.
The process by which Adams finally developed an antislavery political voice can be seen as a glass half empty and half full. On the one
hand, it took an awfully long time. Far from an inevitable outgrowth of
his beliefs, it was highly contingent upon his changing political roles,
relationships, goals, and events far beyond his control. On the other
hand, it was precisely because Adams had been around national politics for so long, carried the revolutionary nationalist tradition, and had
worked within but fallen victim to the proslavery drift of the US government that he was in a position to contribute so forcefully to a new
phase of antislavery politics.19

19. For an elaboration of this argument, see David Waldstreicher, “A Funny Thing
Happened on the Way to the Amistad: John Quincy Adams, the Shutdown, and
the Restart of Antislavery Politics, 1787-1836,” in James Oakes and John Stauffer,
eds., The Antislavery Bulwark (forthcoming).

A Not e on t h e Te xt a n d
Editorial M et hod

•

This edition consists of a selection of John Quincy Adams’s diary
entries that deal directly or indirectly with slavery and the issues slavery
raised in the early United States. We identified more than three hundred thousand words that fit this rubric, if one included all the words in
each entry that would qualify as having some content related to slavery
or the politics of slavery. To keep the text readable, we have chosen
representative entries and have taken out some portions of entries that
did not add context or important detail. When these deletions occur
within an included passage, they are indicated by ellipses in the text.
We have summarized and sometimes quoted from many other relevant
diary entries in the headnotes and the introductions to each chapter. In
all, we have sought to create an accessible yet comprehensive narrative
of John Quincy Adams’s engagement with the politics of slavery, using
as much as possible his own words but also providing contextual information necessary to understand each individual diary entry.
The text is based mainly on Charles Francis Adams, ed., Memoirs
of John Quincy Adams, Comprising Portions of his Diary from 1975
to 1848, 12 vols. (Philadelphia: J. D. Lippincott, 1874–
77), and
David Grayson Allen et al., eds., Diary of John Quincy Adams, 2 vols.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981), which covers the years
1779 to 1788. We also consulted the diary manuscripts at the Massa
chusetts Historical Society, The Diaries of John Quincy Adams: A Digital
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Collection, http://www.masshist.org/jqadiaries/php/, to find entries pertaining to the politics of slavery that Charles Francis Adams did not
include, or which he edited.
Where we did decide to include such entries from the manuscript
diary that have never been published, we retained the exact style of the
manuscript diaries as much as possible; but for others we retain the style
of the more readable 1874–77 edition of the Memoirs. Readers should
be aware, however, that in addition to selecting entries and portions of
entries for his twelve-volume edition, Charles Francis Adams did make
corrections for style according to the norms of his era, including adding paragraph breaks and punctuation (he often substituted commas
and periods for John Quincy Adams’s frequent use of semicolons and
dashes).
For versions of some of the entries here that reproduce the manuscript diary’s orthography as much as possible, see the Library of
America edition of The Diaries of John Quincy Adams, 1779-1848, 2 vols.,
ed. David Waldstreicher, forthcoming in 2017. Rather than focus on
the question of slavery, that edition selects representative diary entries
for their overall literary, historical, and biographical interest.

JOHN QUINCY ADAMS
AND THE POLITICS
OF SLAVERY

•
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Rising Son of the Young Republic (1785–1809)

John Quincy Adams began his diary on November 12, 1779, while waiting
to board a frigate for Europe. He accompanied, already for the second time,
his father, John Adams, on a diplomatic mission to France. Keeping a diary
had been his father’s idea, but travelers often kept journals to pass the time
and as an aid to memory. He began to write longer entries by 1785.
The first mention of American slavery in the diary recounts a conversation
with Thomas Jefferson, one of the other American ministers in Paris. Jefferson
had recently finished a version of his Notes on the State of Virginia, a work
of natural history in the form of responses to queries from a French ambassador to governors of the new states. Over the course of several chapters, Jefferson
both criticized and defended African slavery. Two years later, upon publication of a small English edition of the Notes that Jefferson sent only to selected
friends, Adams wrote that he “was very much pleased with them. There is a
great deal of learning shown without ostentation, and a spirit of philosophy
equally instructive and entertaining.” 1

1. Diary, May 30, 1787; Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia with Related
Documents, ed. David Waldstreicher (Boston: Bedford Books, 2002).
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May 4, 1785—Mr. Jefferson, spoke concerning Virginia, a State, which
he knows very particularly as it is his native Country. The blacks, he
tells me, are very well treated there; and increase in population, more
in proportion, than the whites. Before the War, he says the negroes,
were to the whites, in the proportion of 3 to 4. Now they are as 10 to 11,
which is a very material difference. He supposes about 500,000 souls in
the State. He disapproves very much the Cultivation of Tobacco, and
wishes, it may be laid entirely aside. He thinks wheat would be much
more advantageous, and profitable, much less Laborious, and less hurtful to the ground: he is a man of great Judgment.
While Adams missed much of the glory, hardship, and turmoil of the
Revolutionary War in the States, his time in Europe heightened his sense of
national identity. He endorsed the notion of the United States as the fulfillment of Western traditions of freedom in a “slavish” world, despite the ubiquity of slavery for Africans. Sailing back to America on the Fourth of July,
he turned the diary into a vehicle of celebration, adapting (with no sense of
contradiction) some lines of the popular British patriotic poet James Thomson.
July 4, 1785—We still esteem ourselves 50 leagues East of the Bermudas.
I wish’d very much to arrive in America before this day, which is the
greatest day in the year, for every true American. The anniversary of
our Independence. May heaven preserve it: and may the world still see
A State where liberty shall still survive
In these late times, this evening of mankind
When Athens, Rome and Carthage are no more
The world almost in slavish sloth dissolv’d.
After his return to the United States, John Quincy Adams enrolled in Harvard
College. His distinctively political and diplomatic manner of analyzing human
relations is apparent in this reflection on a town-gown dustup. If he believed that
it is natural for members of a “well-ordered Republic” to unite when attacked
by outsiders, he likely would have applied such thinking to the criticisms of
American slavery that representatives of the new republic had faced in France.

Rising Son of the Young Republic

3

April 3, 1786—This evening, there were it is said upwards of 100 Scholars
out on the common, armed with Clubs, to fight the People, belonging
to the Town. A few evenings since, Lovell, a junior, got quarreling with
a man belonging to the Town, about a girl, two or three juniors being
present took Lovell’s part, and a few blows were dealt on both sides,
Lovell, has told his story just as he pleased; and has raised almost all
college; for this Society like most others thinks an insult offered to one
member, must be resented by all, and as in a well ordered Republic,
although, some of the Classes, have of late, been so much at Variance,
yet immediately upon a foreign insult they all United. The only thing
wanting, to make the scholars highly praise-worthy in this case, is a
good Cause. It appears plainly that the first insult was from Lovell, and
the original Cause of the quarrel an infamous girl. There would probably some very severe blows have past had not the Tutors and Professor
Williams, interposed, this Evening. They perswaded both Parties to
disperse; but this will perhaps be only a Suspension of arms: I doubt
whether the matter will end here.
Adams participated in a debate about “Whether immortality of the human
Soul be probable from natural Reason” and copied his prepared response into
the diary. He happily took “the affirmative” and used slaves’ beliefs in their
freedom after death as a supporting example—but located the Africans rather
safely in the West Indies rather than the United States.
May 16, 1786—That there is in Man, an interior Power, far different,
and vastly superior, to that possess’d by any other being, of the animal
Creation, no one I believe will deny to be highly probable from natural
Reason. Indeed, it is so obvious, and there are such continual proofs of
it, that all Nations seem to consider it as a moral certainty, rather than
probability. Our bodies we have in common, with every other being of
the animal Creation, and like them we are subjected to pain, disorders,
and to final dissolution by Death. It is therefore natural to Conclude,
that the faculty, which we alone possess, and which raises the vast distinction between man, and all other animals, is totally independent of
the body; and if so, I know not of one reason, why we should suppose
it began with the body, or that it will end with it. The Soul it is true,
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while it is in Connection, with the Body, has no natural proof of its
own immortality. But the supreme Being, in all whose works, an infinite wisdom, is display’d, when he saw that it was best to leave the Soul,
thus in Suspense, at the same time has made, all its hopes, all its desires
to centre in immortality. We know of no animal in the Creation (man
excepted) that has if I may so express myself an Idea of Immortality;
man himself neither expects nor wishes, that his body might remain
forever; there are indeed frequent instances of his being so weary of it,
as to become himself, the willing instrument of its destruction. But, is
there a man in Nature, who if he had it in his power, would annihilate
his own Soul, unless a consciousness of its crimes, had joined the idea
of eternal damnation, to that of eternal existence. For what Reason, can
we suppose this abhorrence of a dissolution, and this fond desire for
immortality has been implanted in the Soul, if there is no foundation
for them?
Perhaps some one may say; if a man had nothing but natural Reason,
to assist him in this Enquiry, he would not know, where to draw the line
of distinction. There is perhaps a complete gradation of genius from a
Newton, to the meanest insect in Creation; where than shall, we stop,
or shall we also, grant immortality to the beasts? I answer, that I see not
the necessity of this although I confess it will be difficult to distinguish
aright. But would it not equally puzzle, the most skillful geometrician,
to ascertain the limits between an angle, and a right Line. For although
we can make an Angle, verging as near as we please, to a right line, yet
a right Line never can be an angle. No two things can be more distinct,
than these, yet no one knows where one begins, or where the other ends.
But the most convincing proof of the probability, natural Reason
affords, that the human Soul is immortal, is the opinion, of those
nations, which having never been favoured with the blessings of
a divine Revelation, could have no other standard. The Greeks and
Romans, undoubtedly, generally believed in the Soul’s immortality;
almost all the authors extant in these two Languages, are fully perswaded of it. It may be said, that the opinion of the whole Nation,
and that the greatest parts of the Greeks, and Romans, might believe
the contrary. Supposing this to be the Case, must we not confess, that
men whose Reason was enlightened, and cultivated, were more proper
judges of what is probable, than the common herd of mankind, who

Rising Son of the Young Republic

5

derive but little advantage, from the Soul, that is given them. But these
men, were universally admired; their writings were sought for with
the utmost eagerness. Homer and Virgil were considered as Oracles,
and in many Places, they went so far even as to deify the Greek Poet.
They do not raise a doubt concerning the immortality of the Soul: one
book of the Odyssey, and one of the AEneid, are founded entirely upon
this belief: there is no reason to think, that, when their Countrymen,
consulted those Poems as Oracles, they excluded the 11th book of the
Odyssey, or the 6th of the AEneid.
But this perswasion of an eternal future State, is not confined to
the Greeks, and Romans: if we look among Nations where Reason
had made, but little progress, we shall still find the same belief. The
northern parts of Europe, were unknown to the Greeks, and to the
Romans in the days of their Republic; they has a System of Religion,
and gods peculiar to themselves. As they were continually at War, their
delight was, to slaughter their fellow creatures, and they believed that
after death, their Souls would enjoy an eternal happiness, in drinking
the blood of their enemies, from their skulls. Even at this Day, in the
west India islands, the enslaved African, bending under the weight of
oppression, and scourged by the rod of tyranny, sighs for the Day, when
Death, shall put a period to his woes, and his Soul again return to be
happy in his native Country.
But to mention all the Nations that believe in the Soul’s immortality
from natural Reason, would be to enumerate, almost every People, that
is or has been known on Earth. Happy the People, who confirm this
Opinion, have been favoured, with a Revelation from above.
During the summer, Adams wrote a reflection on Shakespeare’s Othello to
be recited at a meeting of a club. He had been reading Shakespeare regularly
since he was fifteen, and this was the first of a series of critical writings on this
play in particular, centering on the use of a dark-skinned man for the tragic
hero (and love interest), all of which culminated in an article he published in
a magazine a half century later.2
2. See Diary, August 13, 1796; John Quincy Adams, “The Character of Desdemona,”
American Monthly Magazine (March 1836), 209–17; Fred Kaplan, John Quincy
Adams: American Visionary (New York: Harper, 2014), 480–82.
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August 28, 1786—This Play is by many considered as the most perfect
of all, that we owe to the immortal Shakespeare, and if we attend
merely to the conduct of it, we may readily confess that few dramatic
performances are better; but the very foundation upon which the
whole fabric is erected appears injudicious, disgusting, and contrary
to all probability. Who can believe that the Senate of Venice, would
give the government of an island belonging to the State, to a moor,
when it is known how constantly the Venitian nobility have always
enjoy’d every employment in the State? And how tenacious they have
ever been of this Prerogative? And is it natural that a young Lady so
virtuous and Chaste as Desdemona is represented would as Brabantio
expresses it,
Run from her guardage to the sooty Bosom
Of such a thing as him, to fear, not to delight.
In short, I never could conceive what induced the Poet to take a negro
for an example of Jealousy. But from this defect great beauties are
derived.
After his graduation, Adams read law in the office of Theophilus Parsons.
That location encouraged participation in the exciting debates over the
new federal constitution: Parsons served as a delegate to the Massachusetts
ratifying convention. In his Harvard commencement address published in
the new Columbian Magazine, John Quincy had argued that the failure
of “national credit,” the foundation of “national grandeur,” constituted a
“critical period” in the new nation’s history—thus coining the term historians still use to describe the 1780s. Economic distress in Massachusetts
could ultimately be understood as the “erosion of the bands of union which
connected us to our sister states, [which] have been shamefully relaxed by
a selfish and contracted principle,” an unwillingness to pay taxes to retire
the Revolutionary War debt. Localism was the problem, thinking bigger the
solution. When Massachusetts folk abided by their agreements, the “radiant
sun of our union” would not only reappear but also begin again to protect
“the wretched object of tyranny and persecution in every corner of the globe.”
This was a call to republican virtue, to be sure, but one that deliberately
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emphasized national union over the rather specific events in Massachusetts
that summer of Shays’s Rebellion.3
Nevertheless, he had doubts as to whether the proposed new national government would represent an advance or a retreat from liberty, and he recorded
his impressions several times in his diary. The provisions of the constitution
that favored slavery became controversial in Massachusetts and were brought
up repeatedly by Antifederalists, but Adams did not mention them as one of
his objections.
October 12, 1787—The day pass’d as usual, except that I had some political chat with Mr. Parsons. He favours very much the federal constitution, which has lately been proposed by the Convention of the States.
Nor do I wonder at all that he should approve of it, as it is calculated to
increase the influence, power and wealth of those who have any already.
If the Constitution be adopted it will be a grand point gained in favour
of the aristocratic party: there are to be no titles of nobility; but there will
soon be great distinctions; and those distinctions will soon be hereditary,
and we shall consequently have nobles, but no titles. For my own part,
I am willing to take my chance under any government whatever, but it is
hard to give up a System which I have always been taught to cherish, and
to confess, that a free government is inconsistent with human nature.
October 29, 1787—I went and spent the evening with Dr. Killiam
at his lodgings: he has made himself rather unpopular, by opposing
the submission of the federal Constitution, to a State Convention,
and I think he is perfectly right, in preferring his independency to his
popularity.
When word arrived that the Massachusetts convention had ratified the
Constitution, Adams’s response to the majority’s decision, and the demonstrative celebrations of ratification that did so much to convey the sense that the
Constitution had the approval of the people, suggests his mixed feelings about

3. John Quincy Adams, “An Oration, Delievered at the Public Commencement in the
University of Cambridge, in New England,” Columbian Magazine 1 (Sept. 1787),
625–28.

