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The legal foundations of the American colonies were deeply rooted in English common law, and
among the most influential figures in shaping this legal landscape was Sir Edward Coke. His principles
and interpretations of English law not only influenced legal practices in England but also had a
profound impact on the development of colonial law, ultimately contributing to the ideological
underpinnings of the American Revolution. Notably, John Adams, one of America's founding fathers,
drew heavily from Coke's legal doctrines to argue for colonial rights and challenge British authority.
This article explores the ways Sir Edward Coke’s laws of England shaped colonial legal systems and
how John Adams employed Coke’s legal principles in the fight against tyranny.

Understanding Sir Edward Coke and His Legal Legacy

Who Was Sir Edward Coke?

Sir Edward Coke (1552-1634) was a renowned English jurist, judge, and politician whose legal writings
and judgments significantly influenced English constitutional law. He served as Chief Justice of the
King's Bench and Attorney General, and his legal philosophy emphasized the supremacy of common
law, individual rights, and the importance of due process.

Coke's writings, especially The Institutes of the Laws of England and his reports on cases, became
authoritative texts that articulated the rights of subjects against arbitrary royal authority. His famous
assertion that "the king is under God, and the law" underscored his belief that even monarchs were
subject to the law—an idea that would resonate powerfully with colonists asserting their rights.

Core Principles of Coke’s Legal Philosophy

Key principles from Coke’s legal doctrine include:

- The Rule of Law: No one, not even the king, is above the law.

- Due Process: Legal procedures must be followed before depriving someone of life, liberty, or
property.

- Rights of Subjects: Subjects have fundamental rights that the monarch cannot infringe upon without
due process.

- Judicial Independence: Judges should interpret and uphold the law free from royal interference.



These principles laid a foundation for constitutional arguments that challenged absolute monarchy
and authoritarian rule, themes that would resonate in colonial resistance.

The Impact of Coke’s Law on Colonial Legal Systems

Adoption and Adaptation of English Common Law in the
Colonies

When the English colonies were established in North America, they primarily adopted English common
law as the basis of their legal systems. Coke’s writings, especially his reports and legal doctrines,
became integral to understanding the rights of colonists and the limits of royal authority.

Key ways Coke’s law influenced colonial legal practices include:

- Legal Precedent: Colonial courts referenced Coke’s case law to interpret rights and privileges.

- Constitutional Arguments: Colonial leaders invoked Coke’s principles to argue for self-governance
and against arbitrary taxation or imprisonment.

- Legal Education: Colonists educated their lawyers and judges with Coke’s texts, embedding his
interpretations into local jurisprudence.

Specific Legal Principles Derived from Coke’s Laws That
Affected the Colonies

Some notable principles include:

1. The Right to Habeas Corpus

Coke’s judgment in The Case of the Middle Temple Hall emphasized that no person could be detained
unlawfully. This principle became central in the colonies’ opposition to arbitrary arrests and
detentions.

2. The Concept of Consent and Representative Government
Coke’s assertion that taxation required consent influenced colonial arguments against taxes imposed
without colonial representation, such as the Stamp Act and Townshend Acts.

3. Limits on Royal Authority
Coke’s rulings often restricted the power of the monarchy, inspiring colonists to challenge royal
prerogatives through legal and political means.

4. The Supremacy of Law Over the Crown
The idea that laws should govern even the king provided a constitutional underpinning for colonial
resistance to imperial overreach.



John Adams and Coke’s Legal Principles

John Adams: A Defender of Law and Liberty

John Adams (1735-1826) was a prominent lawyer, diplomat, and the second President of the United
States. His legal philosophy was heavily influenced by English common law, especially the writings of
Sir Edward Coke. Adams believed in the importance of law as a safeguard of individual rights and a
check against tyranny.

How Did John Adams Use Coke’s Law of England?

Adams incorporated Coke’s principles into his legal arguments and political philosophy in several
ways:

- Defense of Colonial Rights: Adams used Coke’s doctrines to argue that colonists retained their rights
as Englishmen, including protections against unlawful search, seizure, and taxation without
representation.

- Legal Justification for Resistance: He drew from Coke’s assertion that the king could not override the
law to justify colonial protests and resistance.

- Legal Arguments in the Revolutionary Era: Adams invoked Coke’s emphasis on due process and the
rule of law in debates and legal defenses, such as in the Boston Massacre trials.

Notable Examples of Adams Using Coke’s Principles

1. Legal Defense in the Boston Massacre Trials
Adams defended British soldiers accused of killing colonists, emphasizing the importance of fair trials
and lawful procedures rooted in Coke’s principles.

2. Arguments Against Unlawful Searches
Adams cited Coke’s case law to oppose warrants and searches that violated colonists’ rights,
reinforcing the notion that law protected individuals from government overreach.

3. Advocacy for Constitutional Government
He believed that the principles articulated by Coke—such as the supremacy of law—should underpin a
new American constitutional framework.



The Legacy of Coke’s Law in the Formation of American
Law and Independence

Legal Foundations for the American Revolution

Coke’s doctrines provided colonists with a legal and philosophical basis to challenge British authority.
The emphasis on the rule of law, individual rights, and the limitation of royal power resonated with
revolutionary leaders like Adams, Jefferson, and others.

Key aspects include:

- The assertion that laws, not royal edicts, should govern society.
- The belief that colonists had legal rights as Englishmen that the Crown violated.
- The idea that resistance was justified when legal rights were infringed upon.

Influence on the U.S. Constitution and Legal System

After independence, Coke’s principles continued to influence American constitutional development:

- Bill of Rights: Emphasizing protections against arbitrary government actions.
- Judicial Review: The judiciary’s role in upholding the rule of law echoes Coke’s judicial philosophy.
- Legal Precedents: Many American legal doctrines trace their roots to Coke’s case law and writings.

Conclusion

Sir Edward Coke’s law of England played a pivotal role in shaping the legal landscape of the American
colonies. His strong advocacy for the rule of law, individual rights, and limitation of royal authority
provided colonists with a legal framework to resist tyranny. John Adams, among other revolutionary
leaders, drew extensively from Coke’s doctrines to argue for colonial rights, justify resistance, and
establish the legal principles that underpin the United States.

The enduring influence of Coke’s principles demonstrates the profound connection between English
common law and the development of American constitutional law. His legacy continues to be
reflected in modern legal systems that emphasize justice, due process, and the supremacy of law
over arbitrary power.
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Frequently Asked Questions

How did Sir Edward Coke's interpretation of English law
influence colonial legal systems?

Sir Edward Coke's emphasis on common law principles and the rights of individuals shaped the
development of legal systems in the colonies, promoting ideas of justice, due process, and limited
government that were adopted and adapted by colonial legislators.

In what ways did Coke's legal theories inspire American
colonists' resistance to British authority?

Coke's assertions on the supremacy of common law and individual rights provided colonists with legal
justifications to challenge arbitrary British policies, fueling their resistance and calls for independence.

What role did John Adams play in applying Coke's legal
principles in the colonies?

John Adams studied Coke's writings extensively and used his legal principles to defend colonial rights,
advocating for fair trials and due process, which influenced the development of American
constitutional law.

How did Coke’s legal doctrines influence the drafting of
American revolutionary documents?

Coke’s emphasis on rights of individuals and the rule of law influenced key revolutionary documents
like the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, emphasizing liberty, justice, and legal
protections.

Did Coke's legal ideas directly impact colonial court rulings
and legislation?

Yes, colonial courts often referenced Coke’s legal principles when interpreting laws and issuing
rulings, reinforcing the colonial belief in the importance of common law and legal rights.

How is Sir Edward Coke's legacy reflected in modern American
constitutional law?

Coke’s principles of individual rights, limited government, and the importance of common law are
foundational to American constitutional law and continue to influence legal interpretations today.

What is the significance of John Adams citing Coke's laws in
his legal arguments against British policies?

By citing Coke’s laws, John Adams reinforced colonial arguments for legal rights and justice,



strengthening the moral and legal case for independence and shaping American legal traditions.

Additional Resources

How Did Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England Impact The Colonies? A) John Adams Used Coke’s Law of
England

The influence of Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England on the American colonies is a fascinating chapter
in legal and colonial history. Coke’s writings and legal principles, rooted in centuries of English
common law, profoundly shaped colonial governance, legal expectations, and the development of
American constitutional thought. Notably, John Adams, one of America’s founding fathers, drew
heavily on Coke’s legal doctrines to justify colonial resistance and to articulate the rights of the
colonists. This article explores how Sir Edward Coke's law principles permeated colonial society and
legal systems, and how John Adams employed Coke’s legal ideas to bolster the American cause.

The Roots of Coke’s Law of England

Before delving into its impact on the colonies, it’s essential to understand who Sir Edward Coke was
and what his "Law of England" entailed.

Who Was Sir Edward Coke?

- Age and Era: Sir Edward Coke (1552-1634) was a prominent English jurist and politician during the
late 16th and early 17th centuries.

- Legal Contributions: He served as the Chief Justice of the Court of Common Pleas and later as Chief
Justice of the King's Bench.

- Legacy: Coke is renowned for his authoritative writings on English common law, especially his
'Institutes of the Lawes of England' (1628), which became a foundational legal text.

Core Principles of Coke’s Laws

- Rule of Law: Coke championed the idea that law was supreme over the monarchy and that no
individual, including the king, was above the law.

- Rights of Subjects: His doctrines emphasized the rights of individuals against arbitrary royal
authority.

- Legal Precedent and Common Law: Coke’s reliance on judicial precedent underscored the
importance of consistent, tradition-based law.

- Magna Carta and Due Process: He frequently invoked the Magna Carta as a symbol of rights and
limited government.

How Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England Influenced the Colonies

The colonies inherited many aspects of English common law, which was transmitted through legal
practitioners, court decisions, and colonial charters. Coke’s emphasis on natural rights, limited
government, and the rule of law became especially influential as colonies evolved their own legal
identities.



Legal Foundations and Colonial Governance

- Adoption of Common Law Principles: Colonial legislatures and courts adopted Coke’s doctrines,
reinforcing ideas of justice, due process, and individual rights.

- Legal Protections: Many colonial charters explicitly referenced English rights and laws, embedding
Coke’s principles into colonial governance.

- Judicial Precedent: Colonial courts looked to English case law, including Coke’s opinions, to resolve
disputes.

Key Areas of Impact

1. Limitation of Royal Authority

- Coke’s assertion that the king was subject to law challenged the divine right of kings, inspiring
colonists to resist royal overreach.

- Colonial leaders used Coke’s legal reasoning to contest royal governors’ assertions of arbitrary
power.

2. Rights of the Accused and Due Process

- Coke’s doctrines emphasized due process rights, such as trial by jury and habeas corpus.

- These principles became cornerstones of colonial legal protections against unwarranted searches,
seizures, and detention.

3. Property Rights and Liberties

- Coke’s defense of property rights influenced colonial opposition to unfair taxation and land seizures.
- The concept that government could not take property without due process resonated with colonists.

John Adams and the Use of Coke’s Law of England

Among the most notable colonial advocates of Coke’s legal principles was John Adams, who would
later become the second President of the United States. Adams'’s legal philosophy was deeply rooted
in Coke’s doctrines.

John Adams’s Legal Education and Coke’s Influence

- Early Exposure: Adams studied law at Harvard and apprenticed under local lawyers familiar with
Coke’s writings.

- Legal Philosophy: He championed the rule of law, individual rights, and resistance to
tyranny—oprinciples central to Coke’s teachings.

How John Adams Used Coke’s Laws of England

1. Defense of Colonial Rights

- Adams invoked Coke’s ideas to argue that colonies had the right to self-governance and to resist

unjust laws.
- His famous defense of British soldiers after the Boston Massacre referenced principles of lawful trial



and due process rooted in Coke’s doctrines.

2. Justification for Revolution

- Adams drew on Coke’s opposition to arbitrary royal authority to justify colonial rebellion.

- He argued that British Parliament’s taxes and laws violated the rights protected under Coke’s legal
principles.

3. Legal Arguments in the Continental Congress

- Adams and other leaders cited Coke’s writings to emphasize that the colonies were entitled to the

same legal protections as English subjects.
- Coke’s emphasis on the supremacy of the law helped justify the colonies’ assertion of independence.

Specific Examples of Coke’s Laws in Colonial and Revolutionary Thought
The Right to Trial by Jury

- Colonists believed Coke’s advocacy for trial by jury was a fundamental safeguard, leading to
protests against vice-admiralty courts and other tribunals lacking juries.

Habeas Corpus and Due Process

- Colonial legal systems incorporated Coke’s doctrines of habeas corpus, which protected individuals
from unlawful detention, fueling resistance against British attempts to detain colonists arbitrarily.

Limiting Royal and Parliamentary Power

- Coke’s rejection of the absolute power of the monarchy became a foundational argument in colonial
claims for self-governance and later, independence.

Legacy of Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England in the American Legal System

Coke’s influence persisted well beyond the colonial period, shaping American constitutional principles.
Incorporation into American Law

- Many of Coke’s doctrines, especially those pertaining to individual rights and the rule of law, were
incorporated into the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights.

- His emphasis on the supremacy of law and protections against government overreach laid the
groundwork for American constitutional law.

The Continuing Relevance

- Modern American legal debates about due process, property rights, and the limits of government
authority can trace intellectual roots back to Coke’s legal principles.



Conclusion

The impact of Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England on the colonies was profound. His advocacy for the
rule of law, individual rights, and limitations on royal authority provided a legal and philosophical
foundation for colonial resistance and self-governance. John Adams’s use of Coke’s doctrines
exemplifies how colonial leaders drew on English legal traditions to justify their pursuits of liberty and
independence. Today, Coke’s legacy endures in American legal and constitutional principles,
underscoring the enduring importance of the rule of law in safeguarding liberty.

In summary:

- Sir Edward Coke’s Laws of England shaped colonial legal doctrines emphasizing individual rights and
limited government.

- Colonists, including John Adams, used Coke’s principles to oppose tyranny and justify rebellion.

- Coke’s doctrines continue to influence American law and constitutional protections.

This historical connection underscores how foundational legal ideas from England helped forge the
legal and political landscape of the United States.
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