SAMUEL ADAMS | 1722-1803

The political organizer who helped turn colonial protest into American independence

Origins and political philosophy

Born in Boston in 1722, Samuel Adams grew up in a family shaped by Puritan religion, local politics, and the belief that
government must answer to the people. At Harvard College, he studied classical republican ideas and the moral limits of
political authority. His early business ventures were unsuccessful, but he developed a formidable talent for political
writing, public persuasion, and coalition-building. He came to believe that liberty depended upon civic virtue,
representative institutions, and resistance to arbitrary power.

The imperial crisis

After Britain’s costly Seven Years’ War, Parliament imposed new colonial taxes, including the Stamp Act of 1765. Adams
objected not merely to taxation itself but to Parliament’s claim that it could tax colonists who elected no members to that
body. He argued that such policies threatened the constitutional rights of British subjects. Through petitions, town
meetings, newspaper essays, and boycotts, he helped transform isolated economic complaints into a sustained debate
over political legitimacy.

Organizing a revolution

Adams helped build networks that allowed resistance to spread beyond Boston.

The Boston Committee of Correspondence, established in 1772, circulated

information and arguments among Massachusetts towns. After the Boston RR|

Massacre of 1770, Adams pressed for the removal of British troops and helped

sustain public scrutiny of imperial power. He also played a prominent role in the \ /
meetings surrounding the Boston Tea Party of December 1773, although historians = ._

debate his direct involvement in planning the destruction of the tea. Britain’s
punitive response helped unite the colonies.

Independence and constitutional government

A delegate to the Continental Congress, Adams supported resistance and eventually independence. He signed the
Declaration of Independence in 1776. Yet victory created a new dilemma: how could revolutionaries establish a strong
enough government to endure without recreating the concentrated authority they had resisted? Adams remained
suspicious of excessive central power and initially worried that the proposed U.S. Constitution insufficiently protected
individual liberties. He supported ratification after assurances that a bill of rights would follow.

Governor, contradictions, and legacy

Adams served as Massachusetts lieutenant governor and then governor from 1793 to 1797. His career thus moved from
challenging government to administering it. His commitment to liberty must also be examined alongside the Revolution’s
exclusions: slavery persisted in the new nation, and women and Indigenous peoples lacked equal political standing.
Adams himself had enslaved a woman named Surry, who later became free. He died in Boston in 1803. His lasting
importance lies in demonstrating that revolutions depend not only on battles and declarations, but also on political ideas,
communication networks, and organized civic action.

Historical inquiry: When does resistance to government become justified, and how should historians evaluate leaders whose ideals were not
applied equally to everyone?
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