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During his tenure as the Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard University, John 
Quincy Adams gave a series of lectures on the history, practice, and usage of rhetoric, which 
were published in 1810 after he resigned to become the U.S. ambassador to Russia. In this 
inaugural lecture, Adams refutes the three common arguments against rhetoric: that it is only 
concerned with minutiae, that it is frivolous, and that it is dangerous. This selection will focus on 
his reply to the final accusation and his argument for why the study of rhetoric is essential in the 
United States.   
 
 In the endeavor to refute these petty cavils against rhetoric, which have no higher 
foundation, than a superficial misconception of its real character and object, I have 
perhaps consumed too much of your time. A more serious obstacle remains to be 
removed. An obstacle arising, not from a mistaken estimate of its value, but from too 
keen a sense of its abuses. An objection which admits, nay, exaggerates the immensity of 
its powers, but harps upon their perversion to evil ends; which beholds in oratory, not the 
sovereign, but the usurper of the soul; which, far form exposing the science to the sneer 
of contempt, aims at inflaming against it the rancor of jealousy.  
 
 Eloquence, we are told by these eloquent detractors, is the purveyor of fraud, and 
the pander of delusion. Her tongue drops manna, but to make the worse appear the better 
reason; to perplex and dash the maturest counsels. She fills the trump of glory with the 
venal blast of adulation, and binds the wreath of honor around the brows of infamy. Her 
voice is ever ready to rescue the culprit from punishment, and to turn the bolt of public 
vengeance upon innocence. Upon every breeze her breath wings the pestilence of 
sedition, or kindles the flames of unextinguishable war. Her most splendid victories are 
but triumphs over reason, and the basis of her temple is erected upon the ruins of truth.  
 
 To this tempest of inculpation what reply can we oppose? If we dispute the 
correctness of the assertions, our adversaries appeal with confidence to the testimony of 
historical fact. If we assure them upon the word of Cicero and Quintilian, that none but a 
good man can possibly be an orator, they disconcert us by calling for our examples of 
orators, who have been good men.  
 
 Let us then tell them, that their objection in this instance is rather against the 
constitution of human nature, the dispensations of Providence, and the moral government 
of the universe, than against rhetoric and oratory. It applies with equal force against every 
faculty, which exalts the human character, virtue alone excepted. Strength of body, vigor 
of mind, beauty, valor, genius, whatever we admire and love in the character of man; how 
often are they perverted to his shame and corruption!...  
 
 Here then we might rest our defense. We might rely on the trite and undisputed 
maxim, that arguments, drawn from the abuse of any thing, are not admissible against its 
use. But we must proceed one step further, and say, that in this case the argument from 
the abuse is conclusive in favor of the use. Since eloquence is in itself so powerful a 



weapon, and since by the depravity of mankind this weapon must, and often will be 
brandished for guilty purposes, its exercise, with equal or superior skill, becomes but the 
more indispensable to the cause of virtue. To forbid the sincere Christian, the honest 
advocate, the genuine patriot, the practice of oratorical arts, would be like a modern 
nation, which should deny to itself the use of gunpowder, and march, with nothing but 
bows and arrows, to meet the thunder of an invader’s artillery. If the venal orators of 
Athens would have sold their country to the crafty tyrant of Macedon, what could baffle 
their detested bargains, but the incorruptible eloquence of Demosthenes? If the incestuous 
Claudius and the incendiary Cataline had eloquence enough for the destruction of 
imperial Rome, what but the immortal voice of Cicero could have operated her salvation? 
Or to bring the issue closer to home to your own hearts, when would you so anxiously 
desire, and so eagerly hail this irresistible power of words, as at the very moment after 
hearing it perverted by cruelty, hypocrisy, or infidelity, for the purposes of violence or 
fraud?  
 
 In these objections then, the most plausible of those, which ever have been 
advanced against rhetoric and oratory, there is nothing, which ought to deter an honest 
and a generous mind from their assiduous cultivation. Of the arguments I have urged to 
convince you, that the study is at once useful and honorable, your own minds will 
judge…  
 
 I will conclude with urging upon your reflections the last great consideration, 
which I mentioned, as giving its keenest edge to the argument for devoting every faculty 
of the mind to the acquisition of eloquence; a consideration, arising from the peculiar 
situation and circumstances of our own country, and naturally connecting my present 
subject, the vindication of the science, with that, which will next claim your attention; I 
mean its origin and history. 
 
 Should a philosophical theorist, reasoning a priori, undertake to point out the state 
of things, and of human society which must naturally produce the highest exertions of the 
power of speech, he would recur to those important particulars, which actually existed in 
the Grecian commonwealths. The most strenuous energies of the human mind, would he 
say, are always employed, where they are instigated by the stimulus of the highest 
rewards. The art of speaking must be most eagerly sought, where it is found to be the 
most useful. It must be the most useful, where it is capable of producing the greatest 
effects; and that can be in no other state of things, than where the power of persuasion 
operates upon the will, and prompts the actions of other men. The only birth place of 
eloquence therefore must be a free state. Under arbitrary governments, where the lot is 
cast upon one man to command, and upon the rest to obey; where the despot, like the 
Roman centurion, has only to say to one man go, and he goeth, and to another, come, and 
he cometh; persuasion is of no avail. Between authority and obedience there can be no 
deliberation; and wheresoever submission is the principle of government in a nation, 
eloquence can never arise. Eloquence is the child of liberty and can descend from no 
other stock. And where will she find her most instructive school? Will it not be in a 
country, where the same spirit of liberty, which marks the relations between individuals 
of the same community, is diffused over those more complicated and important relations 



between different communities? Where the independence of the man is corroborated and 
invigorated by the independence of the state? Where the same power of persuasion, 
which influences the will of the citizens at home, has the means of operating upon the 
will and the conduct of sovereign societies? Should it happen then, that a number of 
independent communities, founded upon the principles of civil and political liberty, were 
so reciprocally situated, as to have a great and continual intercourse with each other, and 
many momentous common interests, occasional as well as permanent, there above all 
others will be the spot, where eloquence will spring to light; will flourish; will rise to the 
highest perfection, of which human art or science is susceptible.  
 
 The experience of mankind has proved exactly conformable to this theory. The 
Grecian commonwealths furnish the earliest examples in history of confederated states 
with free governments; and there also the art of oratory was first practiced, the science of 
rhetoric first invented; and both were raised to a pitch of unrivaled excellence and glory.  
 
 From this powerful concurrence of philosophical speculation with historical 
proof, there are several important inferences, which ought to be presented with peculiar 
energy upon the consideration of all youthful Americans; and more especially of those, 
who are distinguished by the liberal discipline of a classical education, and enjoy the 
advantages of intellectual cultivation. They cannot fail to remark, that their own nation is 
at this time precisely under the same circumstances, which were so propitious to the 
advancement of rhetoric and oratory among the Greeks. Like them, we are divided into a 
number of separate commonwealths, all founded upon the principles of the most enlarged 
social and civil liberty. Like them, we are united in certain great national interests, and 
are connected by a confederation, differing indeed in many essential particulars from 
theirs, but perhaps in still a higher degree, favorable to the influence and exertion of 
eloquence. Our institutions, from the smallest municipal associations to the great national 
bond, which links this continent in union, are republican. Their vital principle is liberty. 
Persuasion, or the influence of reason and of feeling, is the great if not the only 
instrument, whose operation can affect the acts of all our corporate bodies; of towns, 
cities, counties, states, and of the whole confederated empire. Here then eloquence is 
recommended by the most elevated usefulness, and encouraged by the promise of the 
most precious rewards.	


