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WHO WAS THE
SECOND
PRESIDENT OF THE
UNITED STATES:
JOHN ADAMS AND
THE FOUNDATIONS
OF A YOUNG
NATION

When students of
American history ask,
who was the second
president of the
United States, the
answer is John Adams.
As a founding father,
diplomat, and political
philosopher, Adams

played a pivotal role in
the birth of the nation.
However, his
presidency is often
overshadowed by his
predecessor George
Washington and his
successor Thomas
Jefferson.  To  fully
understand the early
republic, one must
examine the life,
leadership, and legacy
of John Adams — the
man who helped define

the office of the
presidency after
Washington’s eight-
year tenure. This
article explores his
biography, his
presidency, his
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achievements and
controversies, and his
enduring influence on
American governance.

Early Life
and
Education
of John
Adams

John Adams was born
on October 30, 1735, in
Braintree,
Massachusetts
(present-day Quincy).
He grew up on a farm,
the son of John Adams
Sr., a deacon and
farmer, and Susanna
Boylston. From an
early age, Adams
demonstrated a keen
intellect and a passion
for learning. He was
educated at a local
school before entering

Harvard College at age
fifteen. He graduated
in 1755, initially
considering a career in
the ministry. However,
after a brief period

teaching school,
Adams turned to law,
studying under

prominent attorney
James Putnam. He was
admitted to the
Massachusetts bar in
1758 and soon
established himself as
a thoughtful, principled
lawyer.

Adams’ legal career
was marked by a
commitment to justice.
In 1770, he famously
defended British
soldiers accused in the
Boston Massacre,
arguing successfully
for their right to a fair
trial. This act
demonstrated his
belief in the rule of law
— a principle that
would guide his entire
political life. His early
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writings and speeches
also reflected growing
dissatisfaction with
British colonial policies,
and by the early
1770s, Adams was an
influential voice in the
movement toward
independence.

Role In
the
American
Revolutio
n and the
Continent
al
Congress

John Adams was a
driving force in the
Continental Congress.
He served as a

delegate from
Massachusetts and was
one of the most vocal
advocates for
separation from
Britain. He served on
committees that
drafted the Declaration
of Independence and,
along with Thomas
Jefferson, Benjamin
Franklin, Roger
Sherman, and Robert
Livingston, was part of
the “Committee of
Five” tasked with
drafting the document.
While Jefferson penned
the words, it was
Adams who argued
passionately on the
floor of Congress for its
adoption. Adams later
recalled that the
debates were intense
and that his efforts
were critical in
securing the necessary
votes.

During the
Revolutionary War,
Adams also served as a



diplomat to France and
the Netherlands. He
worked tirelessly to
secure financial and
military support for the
American cause. His
diplomatic efforts were
essential in securing
loans and treaties,
particularly the Treaty
of Paris of 1783, which
formally ended the war
and recognized
American

independence. Adams’
experience abroad
gave him a deep
understanding of
international relations
and the importance of
a strong central
government — views
that would shape his
political philosophy as
a Federalist.

The Vice

Presidenc
y Under
George
Washingt
on

When the Constitution
was ratified, the first
presidential election in
1789 resulted in
George Washington as
president and John
Adams as vice
president. Adams came
in second in the
electoral college, which
at the time made him
vice president. This
position was then
largely undefined.
Adams himself
described the vice
presidency as “the
most insignificant
office that ever the
invention of man
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contrived or his
imagination

conceived.” He
frustrated his role as a
mere presiding officer
of the Senate, where
he cast tie-breaking

votes but had little

influence on policy.
Despite his
frustrations, Adams

was a loyal supporter
of Washington’s
administration and the

Federalist agenda,
which included a
strong national

government, a national
bank, and pro-British
neutrality.

Adams served two
terms as vice president
from 1789 to 1797.
During this time, the
political landscape
began to factionalize
into Federalists (led by
Alexander Hamilton
and Adams) and
Democratic-

Republicans (led by
Jefferson and James

Madison). The French
Revolution and
subsequent wars in
Europe deeply divided

American opinion.
Adams, like
Washington, favored
neutrality, but his

sympathies were more
aligned with Britain —
a stance that would
later create challenges
during his presidency.

The
Election
of 1796:
Adams
Becomes
the
Second



President

Who was the second
president of the
United States? John
Adams was formally
elected in 1796, after
Washington declined a
third term. The election
was highly contentious:
Adams ran as a
Federalist with Thomas
Pinckney as his running
mate, while Jefferson
ran as the Democratic-
Republican candidate.
Adams won by a
narrow electoral
margin of 71 to 68,
making him the first
president to win a
contested election.
Interestingly, Jefferson
came in second and
therefore became vice
president — the only
time in U.S. history
that a president and
vice president were
from opposing parties.

Adams’ inauguration

took place on March 4,
1797, in Philadelphia
(then the capital). In
his inaugural address,
he stressed the
importance of unity,

respect for the
Constitution, and
peaceful foreign
relations. But the
political atmosphere
was already tense.
Relations with

revolutionary France
were deteriorating, and
the partisan divide
within his own cabinet
— many of whom were
loyal to Alexander
Hamilton — would
prove a constant
source of frustration.

Major
Events of
the
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Adams

Presidenc

y

1. The XYZ Affair
and the Quasi-War
with France

One of the defining
crises of Adams’ term
was the diplomatic
conflict with France.
The French Directory,
angered by the Jay
Treaty with Britain,
began seizing
American ships. Adams
sent a diplomatic
commission to Paris to
negotiate a resolution.
In what became known
as the XYZ Affair,
French agents
demanded bribes and
loans before talks
could begin. American
envoys refused, and
the incident caused an
uproar in the United

States. Adams released
the correspondence
with the agents' names
replaced by X, Y, and
Z, and the public
erupted in indignation.

The Federalist-
controlled Congress
prepared for war. The
U.S. Navy was
expanded, and an
undeclared naval
conflict — the Quasi-
War — raged between
American and French
ships from 1798 to
1800. Adams resisted
calls for a full
declaration of war,
however, ultimately
choosing diplomacy. In
1800, he sent a new
mission to France,
which resulted in the
Convention of 1800,
ending the Quasi-War
and preserving peace.
This decision was
controversial among
his own party, but it
likely prevented a
costly and divisive war.



2. The Alien and
Sedition Acts

In the midst of war
fever, the Federalist
Congress passed a
series of laws known as
the Alien and Sedition
Acts in 1798. These
acts increased the
residency requirement
for citizenship from five
to fourteen years,
allowed the president
to deport “dangerous”
aliens, and — most
controversially —
criminalized speech
critical of the
government. Adams
signed the laws,
though he rarely
enforced the
deportation provisions.
However, the Sedition
Act was used to
prosecute and jail
several Republican
newspaper editors.

The acts were highly
polarizing. Democratic-
Republicans argued
they violated the First

Amendment. Thomas
Jefferson and James
Madison secretly
drafted the Kentucky
and Virginia
Resolutions, which
asserted states’ rights
to nullify
unconstitutional

federal laws. While the

Acts were not
overturned, they
tarnished Adams’
reputation and

contributed to the rise
of political opposition.
Historians often view
Adams’ support of the
Alien and Sedition Acts
as his biggest mistake,
though he later
expressed regret about
their partisan
enforcement.

3. The Midnight
Judges and the
Judiciary Act of 1801

After losing the
election of 1800 to
Thomas Jefferson,

Adams signed the
Judiciary Act of 1801,
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which created new
circuit judgeships. In
his final days in office,
he appointed a number
of Federalist judges —
the so-called “midnight

judges” — in an effort
to maintain Federalist
influence in the

judiciary. One of these
appointments, William
Marbury, would later
lead to the landmark
Supreme Court case
Marbury v. Madison,
which established
judicial review. Adams’
actions were seen as a
political maneuver, but
they also underscored
the importance of an
independent judiciary.

Defeat Iin
1800 and
Retireme

nt

The election of 1800
was one of the most
bitter in American
history. Adams ran for
re-election against his
own vice president,
Thomas Jefferson. The
campaign was filled
with personal attacks
and mudslinging.
Jefferson’s Democratic-
Republicans attacked
Adams as a would-be
monarchist, while
Adams’ supporters
called Jefferson an
atheist and a radical
sympathizer with
Revolutionary France.
Adams lost by a margin
of 73 to 65 electoral
votes. The election also
highlighted a flaw in
the original electoral
system, which led to
the eventual adoption
of the 12th
Amendment.

Rather than contest



the result, Adams
peacefully left office,
accepting the

democratic process. He
returned to his farm in
Quincy, Massachusetts,
where he remained
active in
correspondence and
intellectual pursuits.
He famously reconciled
with Thomas Jefferson,
beginning a
remarkable

correspondence that
lasted until both men
died on the same day
— July 4, 1826 —
exactly fifty years after
the adoption of the

Declaration of
Independence. Adams’
last words were

reported to be
“Thomas Jefferson still
lives,” unaware that
Jefferson  had died
hours earlier.

10

Legacy of
John
Adams:
More
Than Just
an
Answer

So who was the
second president of
the United States?
John Adams was a man
of unyielding integrity,
deep intellect, and
sometimes difficult
temperament. He
lacked the magnetism
of Washington and the
charm of Jefferson, but
his contributions to the
early republic were
immense. He was a
key architect of
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American
independence, a skilled
diplomat, a defender of
the rule of law, and a
president who
prioritized national
peace over party
loyalty when he chose
reconciliation with
France despite intense
internal pressure.

Adams’ presidency set
important precedents.
He demonstrated that
the office could survive
partisan conflict, that a
president could hand
over power peacefully
to a political opponent,
and that the chief
executive could stand
up to his own party
when necessary. The
second president of
the United States
also helped establish
the independence of
the judiciary, expanded
the navy, and kept the
nation out of a full-
scale war with France.

However, his legacy is

11

not without blemish.
The Alien and Sedition
Acts remain a
cautionary tale about
the dangers of limiting
free speech during
national security
crises. His distant,
sometimes prickly
personality made him
less beloved than other
founders. Still, modern
historians have
reassessed John Adams
more favorably,
recognizing his
foresight and his
steadfast commitment
to republican
principles. Biographies
like David
McCullough’s John
Adams have helped
popularize his story for
new generations.

Frequentl



y Asked

Question

Adams never
owned slaves
and was an early
itic of slavery,
though he did

About the& ™

Second

President

e Why is John
Adams often
forgotten
compared to
Washington
and Jefferson?
Adams served a
single,
controversial
term, and his
political party
(Federalists)

faded after 1800.

His personal
aloofness also
made him less
charismatic.

e Did John
Adams own
slaves? No,

president.

e Was John
Adams related
to later
presidents?
Yes, his son John
Quincy Adams
became the sixth
president of the
United States.
The Adams
family represents
a unique political
dynasty in early
American history.

e What was

Adams’
greatest
achievement
as president?
Many historians
point to his
peaceful
resolution of the
Quasi-War with
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France, avoiding
a costly conflict
that could have
destabilized the
new nation.

Conclusio
n

Who was the second
president of the
United States? The
answer is John Adams
a brilliant,
principled, and often
underestimated

founding father. His
presidency was a
period of immense
challenge: navigating
international  conflict,
managing intense
partisan divisions, and
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shaping the young
executive office. While
he may not have the
iconic status of
Washington or
Jefferson, Adams’ role
as the second
president is central to
understanding the
formative years of the
American republic. His
legacy reminds us that
leadership often
requires not just vision
but also the courage to
make unpopular
decisions for the
greater good. Today,
John Adams stands as
a testament to the idea
that democracy is built
by flawed but
determined individuals
who put country above
self.



