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ESTABLISHING THE PRESIDENCY




JOHN ADAMS’ RESPONSE TO GEORGE WASHINGTON’S
QUERIES ON PRESIDENTIAL CONDUCT
1 THE VICE-PRESIDENT’S ANSWER
2 1. That an association with all kind of company and a total seclusion from society are extremes

3 which, in the actual circumstances of this country, and under your form of government, may be

4 properly avoided.
5 2. The system of the President will gradually develop itself in practice, without any formal

6 communication to the legislature or publication from the press. Paragraphs in the public prints

7 may however appear from time to time, without any formal authority that may lead and reconcile

8 the public mind.
9 3. Considering the number of strangers from many countries and of citizens from various States,

10 who will resort to the seat of government, it is doubted whether two days in a week will not be

11 indispensable for visits of compliment. A little experience, however, will elucidate this point.

12 4. Under the fourth head it is submitted to consideration whether all personal applications ought

13 not to be made in the first instance to a minister of state. Yet an appeal should be open by

14 petition to the President, who if he judges the subject worthy of it, may admit the party to a

15 personal interview.  Access to the supreme magistrate ought not to be rigorously denied in any

16 case that is worthy of his consideration. Nevertheless, in every case, the name, quality, and,

17 when these are not sufficient to raise a presumption in their favor, their business ought to be 
18 communicated to a chamberlain, or gentleman in waiting, who should judge whom to admit, and 
19 whom to exclude. Some limitation of time may be necessary, too, as for example from eight to 
20 nine or ten; for without it the whole forenoon, or the whole day may be taken up.

21 5. There is no doubt that the President may invite what official characters, members of
22 Congress, strangers, or citizens of distinction he pleases in small parties without exciting

23 clamors; but this should always be done without formality.

24 6. The entertainments mentioned in this article would much more properly be made by a minister

25 of state for foreign or domestic affairs, or some other minister of state, or the Vice-President

26 either of whom upon such occasions the President in his private character, might honor with his

27 presence. But in no case whatever can I conceive it proper for the President to make any formal

28 public entertainment.

29 7. There can be no impropriety in the President’s making or receiving informal visits among his

30 friends or acquaintances at his pleasure.  Undress and few attendants will sufficiently show that

31 such visits are made as a man and a citizen, a friend or acquaintance. But in no case whatever

32 should a visit be made or returned in form by the President; at least unless an emperor of

33 Germany, or some other sovereign, should travel to this country. The President’s pleasure

34 should absolutely decide concerning his attendance at tea-parties in a private character; and no

35 gentleman or lady ought ever to complain, if he never or rarely attends. The President’s private

36 life should be at his own discretion and the world should respectfully acquiesce; but as President

37 he should have no intercourse with society, but upon public business, or at his levees.  This

38 distinction, it is with submission apprehended, ought to govern the whole conduct.

39 8. A tour might no doubt be made with great advantage to the public, if the time can be spared;

40 but it will naturally be considered, as foreign affairs arrive every day and the business of the

41 executive and judicial departments will require constant attention,  whether the President’s

42 residence will not necessarily be confined to one place.

43 Observations

44 The civil list ought to provide for the President’s household. What number of chamberlains,
45 aides-de-camp, secretaries, masters of ceremonies, &c. will become necessary, it is difficult to

46 foresee; but should not all such establishments be distinct from the allowance to the president for

47 his services, which is mentioned in the constitution? In all events the provision for the President

48 and his household ought to be large and ample. The office, by its legal authority defined in the

49 constitution, has no equal in the world, excepting those only which to be compared to it. The

50 royal office in Poland is a mere shadow in comparison with it. The Dogeship in Venice, and the

51 Stadtholdership in Holland, are not so much. Neither dignity nor authority can be supported in

52 human minds, collected into nations or any great numbers, without a splendor and majesty in

53 some degree proportioned to them. The sending and receiving of ambassadors is one of the most

54 splendid and important prerogatives of sovereigns absolute or limited; and this in our

55 constitution is in the President. If the state and Pomp essential to this great department are not

56 preserved, it will be in vain for America to hope for consideration with foreign powers.

57 These observations are submitted, after all with diffidence; conscious that my long residence

58 abroad may have impressed me with views of things incompatible with the present temper and

59 feeling of our fellow-citizens; and with a perfect disposition to acquiesce in whatever may be the

60 result of the superior wisdom of the President.

Editorial Note: The compensation of the President was fixed by a law passed on the 24th of

September 1789, at twenty-five thousand dollars a year and the use of the furniture and other

effects of the house in which he then lived.
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