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READING	PACKET	FOR	JANUARY	25,	2025|	BOOKS	THAT	CHANGED	THE	NATIONAL	
CONVERSATION:	COMMON	SENSE	

	
READING	1:	Common	Sense	|	January	1776	

Thomas	Paine		
SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/common-sense-2/	

	
Although	a	desire	 for	 independence	did	not	cause	the	war	with	Great	Britain,	 the	war	with	Britain	

certainly	contributed	to	a	desire	for	independence.	In	May	1775,	after	Lexington	and	Concord,	men	serving	
under	Benedict	Arnold	(1741–1801)	and	Ethan	Allen	(1738–1789)	seized	Fort	Ticonderoga.	In	December,	
Henry	Knox	(1750–1806)	and	his	troops	dragged	from	the	fort	59	artillery	pieces	300	miles	across	the	
Berkshire	 Mountains,	 frozen	 rivers,	 and	 rough	 terrain	 to	 fortify	 the	 commanding	 view	 of	 Boston	 at	
Dorchester	Heights.	The	fact	that	the	British	had	not	secured	Dorchester	Heights	made	their	decision	to	
secure	Bunker	Hill	 in	 June	1775	appear	 even	more	 foolish,	 as	 they	 suffered	more	 than	1,000	killed	or	
wounded	in	the	process.	Americans	endured	their	own	embarrassments,	such	as	the	ill-fated	December	31	
Battle	 of	Quebec.	Meanwhile,	 the	 king	 and	Parliament	displayed	 little	 interest	 in	 compromise.	With	 so	
much	at	stake—and	so	many	 lives	already	 lost—the	Continental	Congress’s	professed	goal	of	repairing	
relations	with	Britain	seemed	increasingly	quixotic.	

As	Thomas	Paine	(1737–1809)	argued	in	his	influential	January	1776	pamphlet,	Common	Sense,	the	
reasons	 for	 independence	 were	 clear	 and	 compelling.	 They	 included	 not	 only	 the	 long	 list	 of	 British	
violations	of	Americans’	rights	but	also	Paine’s	stunning,	unvarnished	critiques	of	monarchy	in	general,	
the	British	monarch	in	particular,	and	the	fundamental	premises	of	the	relationship	between	the	colonies	
and	London.	What	had	until	recently	been	unspeakable	and	even	unthinkable,	Paine	now	put	in	print.	The	
pamphlet,	which	gained	a	massive	 audience,	made	a	major	 contribution	 to	 the	 cause	of	 independence.	
Within	 three	months	of	 its	publication,	100,000	copies	of	Common	Sense	circulated	among	 the	 thirteen	
colonies’	two	million	free	inhabitants.	

—Robert	M.S.	McDonald	
The	cause	of	America	is	in	a	great	measure	the	cause	of	all	mankind.	Many	circumstances	have,	

and	will	arise,	which	are	not	local,	but	universal,	and	through	which	the	principles	of	all	lovers	of	
mankind	 are	 affected,	 and	 in	 the	 event	 of	 which	 their	 affections	 are	 interested.	 The	 laying	 a	
country	desolate	with	fire	and	sword,	declaring	war	against	the	natural	rights	of	all	mankind,	and	
extirpating	the	defenders	thereof	from	the	face	of	the	earth,	is	the	concern	of	every	man	to	whom	
nature	 has	 given	 the	 power	 of	 feeling;	 of	 which	 class,	 regardless	 of	 party	 censure,	 is	 THE	
AUTHOR….	

SOME	writers	have	so	confounded	society	with	government,	as	to	leave	little	or	no	distinction	
between	them;	whereas	they	are	not	only	different,	but	have	different	origins.	Society	is	produced	
by	our	wants,	and	government	by	our	wickedness;	the	former	promotes	our	happiness	positively	
by	 uniting	 our	 affections,	 the	 latter	 negatively	 by	 restraining	 our	 vices.	 The	 one	 encourages	
intercourse,	the	other	creates	distinctions.	The	first	is	a	patron,	the	last	a	punisher.	
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Society	in	every	state	is	a	blessing,	but	government,	even	in	its	best	state,	is	but	a	necessary	
evil;	in	its	worst	state	an	intolerable	one;	for	when	we	suffer,	or	are	exposed	to	the	same	miseries	
by	 a	 government,	 which	 we	 might	 expect	 in	 a	 country	 without	 government,	 our	 calamity	 is	
heightened	by	reflecting	that	we	furnish	the	means	by	which	we	suffer.	Government,	like	dress,	is	
a	badge	of	lost	innocence;	the	palaces	of	kings	are	built	on	the	ruins	of	the	bowers1of	paradise.	For	
were	the	impulses	of	conscience	clear,	uniform,	and	irresistibly	obeyed,	man	would	need	no	other	
lawgiver;	but	that	not	being	the	case,	he	finds	it	necessary	to	surrender	up	a	part	of	his	property	
to	furnish	means	for	the	protection	of	the	rest;	and	this	he	is	induced	to	do	by	the	same	prudence	
which	in	every	other	case,	advises	him	out	of	two	evils	to	choose	the	least.	Wherefore	security	
being	 the	 true	 design	 and	 end	 of	 government…	whatever	 form	 thereof	 appears	most	 likely	 to	
ensure	it	to	us,	with	the	least	expense	and	greatest	benefit,	is	preferable	to	all	others….	

IN	the	following	pages	I	offer	nothing	more	than	simple	facts,	plain	arguments,	and	common	
sense;	and	have	no	other	preliminaries	to	settle	with	the	reader,	than	that	he	will	divest	himself	
of	prejudice	and	prepossession,	and	suffer	his	reason	and	his	feelings	to	determine	for	themselves;	
that	he	will	put	on,	or	rather	that	he	will	not	put	off,	the	true	character	of	a	man,	and	generously	
enlarge	his	views	beyond	the	present	day.	

Volumes	have	been	written	on	the	subject	of	the	struggle	between	England	and	America.	Men	
of	all	ranks	have	embarked	in	the	controversy,	from	different	motives,	and	with	various	designs;	
but	all	have	been	ineffectual,	and	the	period	of	debate	is	closed.	Arms,	as	the	last	resource,	decide	
the	contest;	the	appeal	was	the	choice	of	the	king,	and	the	continent	has	accepted	the	challenge….	

The	sun	never	 shined	on	a	 cause	of	greater	worth.	 It	 is	not	 the	affair	of	a	 city,	 a	 county,	 a	
province,	or	a	kingdom;	but	of	a	continent—of	at	least	one-eighth	part	of	the	habitable	globe.	It	is	
not	the	concern	of	a	day,	a	year,	or	an	age;	posterity	are	virtually	involved	in	the	contest,	and	will	
be	more	or	less	affected	even	to	the	end	of	time,	by	the	proceedings	now.	Now	is	the	seedtime	of	
continental	union,	faith,	and	honor.	The	least	fracture	now	will	be	like	a	name	engraved	with	the	
point	of	a	pin	on	 the	 tender	rind2	of	a	young	oak;	 the	wound	would	enlarge	with	 the	 tree,	and	
posterity	read	it	in	full	grown	characters.	

By	referring	the	matter	from	argument	to	arms,	a	new	era	for	politics	is	struck—a	new	method	
of	 thinking	 has	 arisen.	 All	 plans,	 proposals,	 etc.,	 prior	 to	 the	 nineteenth	 of	 April,	i.e.	to	 the	
commencement	of	hostilities,	are	like	the	almanacs	of	the	last	year;	which,	though	proper	then,	
are	superseded	and	useless	now.	Whatever	was	advanced	by	the	advocates	on	either	side	of	the	
question	 then,	 terminated	 in	 one	 and	 the	 same	 point,…	 a	 union	 with	 Great	 Britain;	 the	 only	
difference	between	the	parties	was	the	method	of	effecting	it;	the	one	proposing	force,	the	other	

 
1 A serene, shady place in a garden or forest; a sanctuary. 
2 Tree bark; thick outer layer. 
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friendship;	but	it	has	so	far	happened	that	the	first	has	failed,	and	the	second	has	withdrawn	her	
influence.	

As	much	has	been	said	of	the	advantages	of	reconciliation,	which,	 like	an	agreeable	dream,	
has	passed	away	and	left	us	as	we	were,	it	is	but	right	that	we	should	examine	the	contrary	side	
of	the	argument,	and	enquire	into	some	of	the	many	material	injuries	which	these	colonies	sustain,	
and	always	will	sustain,	by	being	connected	with	and	dependent	on	Great	Britain.	To	examine	that	
connection	and	dependence,	on	the	principles	of	nature	and	common	sense,	[is]	to	see	what	we	
have	to	trust	to,	if	separated,	and	what	we	are	to	expect,	if	dependent.	

I	have	heard	it	asserted	by	some,	that	as	America	has	flourished	under	her	former	connection	
with	 Great	 Britain,	 the	 same	 connection	 is	 necessary	 towards	 her	 future	 happiness,	 and	 will	
always	have	the	same	effect.	Nothing	can	be	more	fallacious	than	this	kind	of	argument.	We	may	
as	well	assert	that	because	a	child	has	thrived	upon	milk,	that	it	is	never	to	have	meat,	or	that	the	
first	 twenty	 years	 of	 our	 lives	 is	 to	 become	 a	 precedent	 for	 the	 next	 twenty.	 But	 even	 this	 is	
admitting	more	than	is	true;	for	I	answer	roundly,	that	America	would	have	flourished	as	much,	
and	probably	much	more,	 had	no	European	power	 taken	 any	notice	 of	 her.	 The	 commerce	by	
which	she	has	enriched	herself	are	the	necessaries	of	 life	and	will	always	have	a	market	while	
eating	is	the	custom	of	Europe.	

But	 she	 has	 protected	 us,	 say	 some.	 That	 she	 has	 engrossed	 us	 is	 true,	 and	 defended	 the	
continent	at	our	expense	as	well	as	her	own,	is	admitted;	and	she	would	have	defended	Turkey	…	
for	the	sake	of	trade	and	dominion.	

Alas!	 We	 have	 been	 long	 led	 away	 by	 ancient	 prejudices	 and	 made	 large	 sacrifices	 to	
superstition.	We	have	boasted	the	protection	of	Great	Britain,	without	considering	that	her	motive	
was	interest	not	attachment;	and	that	she	did	not	protect	us	from	our	enemies	on	our	account,	but	
from	her	 enemies	on	her	 own	 account;	 from	 those	 who	 had	 no	 quarrel	 with	 us	 on	 any	other	
account;	 and	 who	 will	 always	 be	 our	 enemies	 on	 the	same	 account.	 Let	 Britain	 waive	 her	
pretensions	 to	 the	 continent,	 or	 the	 continent	 throw	off	 the	dependence,	 and	we	 should	be	 at	
peace	with	France	and	Spain,	were	they	at	war	with	Britain….	

But	Britain	 is	 the	parent	country,	say	some.	Then	the	more	shame	upon	her	conduct.	Even	
brutes	do	not	devour	their	young,	nor	savages	make	war	upon	their	families….	This	new	world	
has	 been	 the	 asylum	 for	 the	 persecuted	 lovers	 of	 civil	 and	 religious	 liberty	 from	every	 part	of	
Europe….	 [To	here]	 have	 they	 fled,	 not	 from	 the	 tender	 embraces	 of	 the	mother,	 but	 from	 the	
cruelty	of	the	monster;	and	it	is	so	far	true	of	England,	that	the	same	tyranny,	which	drove	the	first	
emigrants	from	home,	pursues	their	descendants	still….	

But,	admitting	that	we	were	all	of	English	descent,	what	does	it	amount	to?	Nothing.	Britain,	
being	now	an	open	enemy,	extinguishes	every	other	name	and	title:	and	to	say	that	reconciliation	
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is	our	duty,	is	truly	farcical.	The	first	king	of	England,	of	the	present	line	(William	the	Conqueror)3	
was	 a	 Frenchman,	 and	 half	 the	 peers	 of	 England	 are	 descendants	 from	 the	 same	 country;	
wherefore,	by	the	same	method	of	reasoning,	England	ought	to	be	governed	by	France….	

Europe	is	too	thickly	planted	with	kingdoms	to	be	long	at	peace,	and	whenever	a	war	breaks	
out	between	England	and	any	 foreign	power,	 the	 trade	of	America	goes	 to	ruin,	because	of	her	
connection	 with	 Britain.	 The	 next	 war	 may	 not	 turn	 out	 like	 the	 last,	 and	 should	 it	 not,	 the	
advocates	for	reconciliation	now	will	be	wishing	for	separation	then,	because	neutrality	in	that	
case	would	be	a	safer	convoy	than	a	man	of	war.	Everything	that	is	right	or	reasonable	pleads	for	
separation.	The	blood	of	the	slain,	the	weeping	voice	of	nature	cries,	‘TIS	TIME	TO	PART.	Even	the	
distance	at	which	the	Almighty	has	placed	England	and	America	is	a	strong	and	natural	proof	that	
the	authority	of	the	one	over	the	other	was	never	the	design	of	Heaven….	

The	authority	of	Great	Britain	over	this	continent,	is	a	form	of	government,	which	sooner	or	
later	must	have	an	end.	And	a	serious	mind	can	draw	no	true	pleasure	by	looking	forward,	under	
the	 painful	 and	 positive	 conviction,	 that	 what	 he	 calls	 “the	 present	 constitution”	 is	 merely	
temporary.	As	parents,	we	can	have	no	joy,	knowing	that	this	government	is	not	sufficiently	lasting	
to	ensure	anything	which	we	may	bequeath	to	posterity.	And	by	a	plain	method	of	argument,	as	
we	are	running	the	next	generation	into	debt,	we	ought	to	do	the	work	of	 it,	otherwise	we	use	
them	meanly	and	pitifully.	 In	order	to	discover	the	line	of	our	duty	rightly,	we	should	take	our	
children	in	our	hand,	and	fix	our	station	a	few	years	farther	into	life;	that	eminence	will	present	a	
prospect,	which	a	few	present	fears	and	prejudices	conceal	from	our	sight.	

Though	I	would	carefully	avoid	giving	unnecessary	offence,	yet	I	am	inclined	to	believe,	that	
all	 those	 who	 espouse	 the	 doctrine	 of	 reconciliation,	 may	 be	 included	 within	 the	 following	
descriptions:	Interested	men,	who	are	not	to	be	trusted;	weak	men,	who	cannot	see;	prejudiced	
men,	who	will	not	see;	and	a	certain	set	of	moderate	men,	who	think	better	of	the	European	world	
than	 it	 deserves;	 and	 this	 last	 class,	 by	 an	 ill-judged	 deliberation,	 will	 be	 the	 cause	 of	 more	
calamities	to	this	continent	than	all	the	other	three….	

I	 HAVE	 never	 met	 with	 a	 man,	 either	 in	 England	 or	 America,	 who	 has	 not	 confessed	 his	
opinion,	that	a	separation	between	the	countries	would	take	place	one	time	or	other.	And	there	is	
no	instance	in	which	we	have	shown	less	judgment,	than	in	endeavoring	to	describe,	what	we	call,	
the	ripeness	or	fitness	of	the	continent	for	independence.	

As	all	men	allow	the	measure,	and	vary	only	in	their	opinion	of	the	time,	let	us,	in	order	to	
remove	mistakes,	 take	a	general	survey	of	 things,	and	endeavor	 if	possible	 to	 find	out	 the	very	
time.	 But	 I	 need	 not	 go	 far;	 the	 inquiry	 ceases	 at	 once,	 for	 the	time	 has	 found	 us.	 The	 general	
concurrence,	the	glorious	union	of	all	things,	proves	the	fact.	

 
3 William I, (ca. 1028–1087) aEer the 1066 Norman invasion, became the first Norman king of England (1066–1087). 
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It	 is	not	 in	numbers	but	 in	unity	 that	our	great	strength	 lies;	yet	our	present	numbers	are	
sufficient	 to	repel	 the	 force	of	all	 the	world.	The	continent	has	at	 this	 time	 the	 largest	body	of	
armed	 and	 disciplined	 men	 of	 any	 power	 under	 Heaven;	 and	 is	 just	 arrived	 at	 that	 pitch	 of	
strength,	in	which	no	single	colony	is	able	to	support	itself,	and	the	whole,	when	united,	is	able	to	
do	anything.	Our	land	force	is	more	than	sufficient,	and	as	to	naval	affairs,	we	cannot	be	insensible	
that	Britain	would	never	suffer	an	American	man	of	war	to	be	built,	while	the	continent	remained	
in	her	hands.	Wherefore,	we	should	be	no	forwarder	a	hundred	years	hence	…	than	we	are	now;	
but	the	truth	is,	we	should	be	less	so,	because	the	timber	of	the	country	is	every	day	diminishing,	
and	that	which	will	remain	at	last,	will	be	far	off	or	difficult	to	procure….	

Debts	we	have	none;	and	whatever	we	may	contract	on	this	account	will	serve	as	a	glorious	
memento	 of	 our	 virtue.	 Can	 we	 but	 leave	 posterity	 with	 a	 settled	 form	 of	 government,	 an	
independent	 constitution	 of	 its	 own,	 the	 purchase	 at	 any	 price	 will	 be	 cheap.	 But	 to	 expend	
millions	for	the	sake	of	getting	a	few	vile	acts	repealed,	and	routing	the	present	ministry	only,	is	
unworthy	the	charge,	and	is	using	posterity	with	the	utmost	cruelty;	because	it	is	leaving	them	
the	great	work	to	do,	and	a	debt	upon	their	backs	from	which	they	derive	no	advantage.	Such	a	
thought	is	unworthy	a	man	of	honor,	and	is	the	true	characteristic	of	a	narrow	heart	and	a	piddling	
politician.	

The	debt	we	may	contract	does	not	deserve	our	regard	if	the	work	be	but	accomplished.	No	
nation	ought	to	be	without	a	debt.	A	national	debt	is	a	national	bond;	and	when	it	bears	no	interest,	
is	in	no	case	a	grievance.	Britain	is	oppressed	with	a	debt	of	upwards	of	one	hundred	and	forty	
million	sterling,	for	which	she	pays	upwards	of	four	million	interest.	And	as	a	compensation	for	
her	debt,	she	has	a	large	navy;	America	is	without	a	debt,	and	without	a	navy;	yet	for	the	twentieth	
part	of	the	English	national	debt,	could	have	a	navy	as	large….	

TO	CONCLUDE,	however	strange	it	may	appear	to	some,	or	however	unwilling	they	may	be	to	
think	so,	matters	not,	but	many	strong	and	striking	reasons	may	be	given	to	show,	that	nothing	
can	settle	our	affairs	so	expeditiously	as	an	open	and	determined	declaration	for	independence.	
Some	of	which	are,	

First—It	 is	 the	 custom	 of	 nations,	 when	 any	 two	 are	 at	 war,	 for	 some	 other	 powers,	 not	
engaged	in	the	quarrel,	to	step	in	as	mediators,	and	bring	about	the	preliminaries	of	a	peace.	But	
while	America	calls	herself	the	subject	of	Great	Britain,	no	power,	however	well	disposed	she	may	
be,	can	offer	her	mediation.	Wherefore,	in	our	present	state	we	may	quarrel	on	forever.	

Second—It	is	unreasonable	to	suppose,	that	France	or	Spain	will	give	us	any	kind	of	assistance,	
if	 we	mean	 only	 to	make	 use	 of	 that	 assistance	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 repairing	 the	 breach,	 and	
strengthening	 the	 connection	 between	 Britain	 and	 America;	 because,	 those	 powers	 would	 be	
sufferers	by	the	consequences.	
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Third—While	we	profess	ourselves	 the	 subjects	of	Britain,	we	must,	 in	 the	eyes	of	 foreign	
nations,	be	considered	as	rebels.	The	precedent	is	somewhat	dangerous	to	their	peace,	for	men	to	
be	 in	 arms	 under	 the	 name	 of	 subjects.	We,	 on	 the	 spot,	 can	 solve	 the	 paradox;	 but	 to	 unite	
resistance	and	subjection,	requires	an	idea	much	too	refined	for	common	understanding.	

Fourth—Were	a	manifesto	to	be	published,	and	dispatched	to	foreign	courts,	setting	forth	the	
miseries	 we	 have	 endured,	 and	 the	 peaceful	 methods	 which	 we	 have	 ineffectually	 used	 for	
redress;	declaring	at	the	same	time,	that	not	being	able	any	longer	to	live	happily	or	safely	under	
the	cruel	disposition	of	the	British	court,	we	had	been	driven	to	the	necessity	of	breaking	off	all	
connections	with	 her;	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 assuring	 all	 such	 courts	 of	 our	 peaceable	 disposition	
towards	them,	and	of	our	desire	of	entering	into	trade	with	them.	Such	a	memorial	would	produce	
more	good	effects	to	this	continent,	than	if	a	ship	were	freighted	with	petitions	to	Britain….	

These	proceedings	may	at	first	seem	strange	and	difficult,	but	like	all	other	steps	which	we	
have	 already	 passed	 over,	 will	 in	 a	 little	 time	 become	 familiar	 and	 agreeable:	 and	 until	 and	
independence	is	declared,	the	continent	will	feel	itself	like	a	man	who	continues	putting	off	some	
unpleasant	business	from	day	to	day,	yet	knows	it	must	be	done,	hates	to	set	about	it,	wishes	it	
over,	and	is	continually	haunted	with	the	thoughts	of	its	necessity.	

	
 

 
	

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/philadelphia-welcomes-the-first-continental-congress-2/
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READING	2:	Declaration	of	the	Causes	and	Necessity	of	Taking	Up	Arms	|	July	6,	1775	
John	Dickinson	and	Thomas	Jefferson		

SOURCE:		https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-the-causes-and-
necessity-of-taking-up-arms/	

	
When	the	second	Continental	Congress	convened	in	Philadelphia	on	May	10,	1775,	less	than	a	month	

had	passed	since	the	Battles	of	Lexington	and	Concord.	Almost	immediately	Congress	took	steps	to	create	
the	Continental	Army.	On	June	19	it	appointed	George	Washington	(1732–1799),	a	delegate	from	Virginia	
who	 had	 led	 his	 colony’s	 provincial	 forces	 during	 the	 French	 and	 Indian	War,	 to	 serve	 as	 the	 army’s	
commander-in-chief.	The	subsequent	arrival	of	news	of	Britain’s	 June	17	Pyrrhic	victory	at	Bunker	Hill	
made	it	impossible	to	deny	that	the	fighting	near	Boston	was	quickly	escalating	into	a	full-fledged	war.	Yet	
many	Americans—including	most	delegates	to	the	Congress—still	wished	for	peace.	How	best	to	provide	
Great	Britain	an	opportunity	for	reconciliation	while	also	making	clear	to	officials	in	London	(and	people	
throughout	America)	that	colonists	would	not	cower	in	the	face	of	British	aggression?	

The	 Continental	 Congress	 decided	 to	 offer	 the	British	 both	 a	 carrot	 and	 a	 stick.	 The	Olive	Branch	
Petition,	authored	chiefly	by	Pennsylvania	moderate	John	Dickinson	(1732–1808),	served	as	the	carrot.	
Issued	on	July	5,	it	pledged	Americans’	loyalty	to	the	king	but	called	on	him	to	repudiate	the	measures	of	
Parliament	that	had	violated	colonists’	rights.	The	stick	was	Congress’s	July	6	“Declaration	of	the	Causes	
and	 Necessity	 of	 Taking	 Up	 Arms.”	 Written	 by	 Dickinson	 and	 32-year-old	 Virginia	 delegate	 Thomas	
Jefferson,	it	aimed	not	only	to	impress	Britain	with	America’s	seriousness	of	purpose	but	also	to	reinforce	
Americans’	resolve	by	convincing	them	of	the	justice	of	their	cause.	On	August	23	George	III	dashed	the	
hopes	of	Dickinson	 and	others	who	wished	 for	 reconciliation	by	proclaiming	 the	 colonies	 in	 a	 state	 of	
rebellion.	Viewing	the	Continental	Congress	as	an	illegal	body,	he	responded	to	neither	document.	

—Robert	M.S.	McDonald	
IF	IT	was	possible	for	men,	who	exercise	their	reason,	to	believe	that	the	Divine	Author	of	our	

existence	intended	a	part	of	the	human	race	to	hold	an	absolute	property	in,	and	an	unbounded	
power	 over	 others,	marked	 out	 by	 his	 infinite	 goodness	 and	wisdom,	 as	 the	 objects	 of	 a	 legal	
domination	never	rightfully	resistible,	however	severe	and	oppressive,	the	inhabitants	of	these	
colonies	 might	 at	 least	 require	 from	 the	 Parliament	 of	 Great	 Britain	 some	 evidence	 that	 this	
dreadful	authority	over	them	has	been	granted	to	that	body.	But	a	reverence	for	our	great	Creator,	
principles	of	humanity,	 and	 the	dictates	of	 common	sense	must	 convince	all	 those	who	reflect	
upon	the	subject,	that	government	was	instituted	to	promote	the	welfare	of	mankind,	and	ought	
to	 be	 administered	 for	 the	 attainment	 of	 that	 end.	 The	 legislature	 of	 Great	 Britain,	 however,	
stimulated	by	an	inordinate	passion	for	a	power	not	only	unjustifiable,	but	which	they	know	to	be	
peculiarly	reprobated	by	the	very	constitution	of	that	kingdom,	and	desperate	of	success	in	any	
mode	of	contest,	where	regard	should	be	had	to	truth,	law,	or	right,	have	at	length,	deserting	those,	
attempted	to	effect	their	cruel	and	impolitic	purpose	of	enslaving	these	colonies	by	violence,	and	
have	thereby	rendered	it	necessary	for	us	to	close	with	their	last	appeal	from	reason	to	arms.	Yet,	
however	blinded	that	assembly	may	be	…	we	esteem	ourselves	bound	by	obligations	of	respect	to	
the	rest	of	the	world,	to	make	known	the	justice	of	our	cause.	

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-the-causes-and-necessity-of-taking-up-arms/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-the-causes-and-necessity-of-taking-up-arms/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/olive-branch-petition/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/olive-branch-petition/
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Our	forefathers,	inhabitants	of	the	island	of	Great	Britain,	left	their	native	land	to	seek	on	these	
shores	a	residence	for	civil	and	religious	freedom.	At	the	expense	of	their	blood,	at	the	hazard	of	their	
fortunes,with	the	least	charge	to	the	country	from	which	they	removed,	by	unceasing	labor	and	an	
unconquerable	 spirit,	they	 effected	 settlements	 in	 the	 distant	 and	 inhospitable	wilds	 of	America,	
then	 filled	with	numerous	and	warlike	nations	of	barbarians.	Societies	or	governments,	vested	
with	 perfect	 legislatures,	 were	 formed	 under	 charters	 from	 the	 crown,	 and	 a	 harmonious	
intercourse	was	established	between	the	colonies	and	the	kingdom	from	which	they	derived	their	
origin.	The	mutual	benefits	of	 this	union	became	 in	a	 short	 time	so	extraordinary,	as	 to	excite	
astonishment.	It	is	universally	confessed,	that	the	amazing	increase	of	the	wealth,	strength,	and	
navigation	of	the	realm,	arose	from	this	source;	and	the	minister,	who	so	wisely	and	successfully	
directed	 the	 measures	 of	 Great	 Britain	 in	 the	 late	 war,	 publicly	 declared,	 that	 these	 colonies	
enabled	 her	 to	 triumph	 over	 her	 enemies.	 Towards	 the	 conclusion	 of	 that	war,	it	 pleased	 our	
sovereign	to	make	a	change	in	his	counsels.	From	that	fatal	moment,	the	affairs	of	the	British	empire	
began	to	fall	into	confusion….	

…	Parliament	was	influenced	to	adopt	the	pernicious	project,	and	assuming	a	new	power	over	
[the	 colonies],	 have	 in	 the	 course	 of	 eleven	 years	 given	 such	 decisive	 specimens	 of	 the	 spirit	 and	
consequences	attending	this	power,	as	to	leave	no	doubt	concerning	the	effects	of	acquiescence	under	
it.	They	have	undertaken	to	give	and	grant	our	money	without	our	consent,	 though	we	have	ever	
exercised	an	exclusive	right	to	dispose	of	our	own	property;	statutes	have	been	passed	for	extending	
the	jurisdiction	of	courts	of	admiralty	and	vice-admiralty	beyond	their	ancient	limits;	for	depriving	
us	 of	 the	 accustomed	 and	 inestimable	 privilege	 of	 trial	 by	 jury	 in	 cases	 affecting	 both	 life	 and	
property;	for	suspending	the	legislature	of	one	of	the	colonies;	for	interdicting	all	commerce	to	the	
capital	of	another;	and	for	altering	fundamentally	the	form	of	government	established	by	charter,	
and	 secured	 by	 acts	 of	 its	 own	 legislature	 solemnly	 confirmed	 by	 the	 crown;	 for	 exempting	 the	
“murderers”	 of	 colonists	 from	 legal	 trial,	 and	 in	 effect,	 from	 punishment;	for	 erecting	 in	 a	
neighboring	 province,	 acquired	 by	 the	 joint	 arms	 of	 Great	 Britain	 and	 America,	 a	 despotism	
dangerous	to	our	very	existence;	and	for	quartering	soldiers	upon	the	colonists	in	time	of	profound	
peace.	 It	 has	 also	 been	 resolved	 in	 Parliament,	 that	colonists	 charged	 with	 committing	 certain	
offences,	shall	be	transported	to	England	to	be	tried.	

But	why	should	we	enumerate	our	injuries	in	detail?	By	one	statute	it	is	declared	that	Parliament	
can	“of	right	make	laws	to	bind	us	in	all	cases	whatsoever.”	What	is	to	defend	us	against	so	enormous,	
so	unlimited	a	power?	Not	a	single	man	of	those	who	assume	it,	is	chosen	by	us….We	saw	the	misery	
to	which	such	despotism	would	reduce	us.	We	for	ten	years	incessantly	and	ineffectually	besieged	
the	 throne	 as	 supplicants;	we	 reasoned,	we	 remonstrated	with	 Parliament	 in	 the	most	mild	 and	
decent	language.	
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Administration	sensible	that	we	should	regard	these	oppressive	measures	as	freemen	ought	
to	do,	sent	over	fleets	and	armies	to	enforce	them.	The	indignation	of	the	Americans	was	roused,	
it	 is	 true;	but	 it	was	 the	 indignation	of	a	virtuous,	 loyal,	and	affectionate	people.	A	congress	of	
delegates	 from	 the	 united	 colonies	 was	 assembled	 at	 Philadelphia,	 on	 the	 fifth	 day	 of	 last	
September.	 We	 resolved	 again	 to	 offer	 a	 humble	 and	 dutiful	 petition	 to	 the	 king,	 and	 also	
addressed	our	fellow	subjects	of	Great	Britain.	We	have	pursued	every	temperate,	every	respectful	
measure;	we	have	even	proceeded	to	break	off	our	commercial	intercourse	with	our	fellow	subjects,	
as	the	last	peaceable	admonition,	that	our	attachment	to	no	nation	upon	earth	should	supplant	our	
attachment	 to	 liberty.	 This,	we	 flattered	 ourselves,	was	 the	ultimate	 step	 of	 the	 controversy:	But	
subsequent	events	have	shown,	how	vain	was	this	hope	of	finding	moderation	in	our	enemies….	

Fruitless	were	all	the	entreaties,	arguments,	and	eloquence	of	an	illustrious	band	of	the	most	
distinguished	 peers,	 and	 commoners,	 who	 nobly	 and	 strenuously	 asserted	 the	 justice	 of	 our	
cause….	

…	General	Gage,	who	in	the	course	of	the	last	year	had	taken	possession	of	the	Town	of	Boston,	
in	the	Province	of	Massachusetts	Bay,	and	still	occupied	it	as	a	garrison,	on	the	19th	day	of	April,	sent	
out	 from	 that	 place	 a	 large	 detachment	 of	 his	 army,	 who	 made	 an	 unprovoked	 assault	 on	 the	
inhabitants	of	the	said	province,	at	the	Town	of	Lexington	…	murdered	eight	of	the	inhabitants,	and	
wounded	many	others.	From	thence	the	troops	proceeded	in	warlike	array	to	the	Town	of	Concord,	
where	 they	 set	 upon	 another	 party	 of	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 same	 province,	 killing	 several	 and	
wounding	more,	until	compelled	to	retreat	by	the	country	people	suddenly	assembled	to	repel	this	
cruel	aggression.	Hostilities,	thus	commenced	by	the	British	troops,	have	been	since	prosecuted	by	
them	without	regard	to	faith	or	reputation….			

The	general,	further	emulating	his	ministerial	masters,	by	a	proclamation	bearing	date	on	the	
12th	day	of	 June,	after	venting	 the	grossest	 falsehoods	and	calumnies	against	 the	good	people	of	
these	colonies,	proceeds	to	“declare	them	all,	either	by	name	or	description,	to	be	rebels	and	traitors,	
to	supersede	the	course	of	the	common	law,	and	instead	thereof	to	publish	and	order	the	use	and	
exercise	 of	 the	 law	martial.”	 His	 troops	 have	 butchered	 our	 countrymen,	 have	 wantonly	 burned	
Charlestown,	 besides	 a	 considerable	 number	 of	 houses	 in	 other	 places;	 our	 ships	 and	 vessels	 are	
seized;	the	necessary	supplies	of	provisions	are	intercepted,	and	he	is	exerting	his	utmost	power	to	
spread	destruction	and	devastation	around	him.	

…	We	are	reduced	to	the	alternative	of	choosing	an	unconditional	submission	to	the	tyranny	
of	irritated	ministers,	or	resistance	by	force.	The	latter	is	our	choice.	We	have	counted	the	cost	of	
this	 contest,	 and	 find	 nothing	 so	 dreadful	 as	 voluntary	 slavery.	 Honor,	 justice,	 and	 humanity,	
forbid	us	tamely	to	surrender	that	 freedom	which	we	received	from	our	gallant	ancestors,	and	
which	our	innocent	posterity	have	a	right	to	receive	from	us.	We	cannot	endure	the	infamy	and	



 
 
 

 pg. 10 
 
 
 

guilt	of	resigning	succeeding	generations	to	that	wretchedness	which	inevitably	awaits	them,	if	
we	basely	entail	hereditary	bondage	upon	them.	

Our	 cause	 is	 just.	Our	union	 is	perfect.	Our	 internal	 resources	 are	great,	 and,	 if	 necessary,	
foreign	assistance	is	undoubtedly	attainable.	We	gratefully	acknowledge,	as	signal	instances	of	the	
divine	 favor	 towards	us,	 that	his	providence	would	not	permit	us	 to	be	 called	 into	 this	 severe	
controversy,	until	we	were	grown	up	to	our	present	strength,	had	been	previously	exercised	in	
warlike	operation,	and	possessed	of	the	means	of	defending	ourselves.	With	hearts	fortified	with	
these	animating	reflections,	we	most	solemnly,	before	God	and	the	world,	declare,	that,	exerting	the	
utmost	energy	of	those	powers,	which	our	beneficent	Creator	has	graciously	bestowed	upon	us,	the	
arms	we	have	been	compelled	by	our	enemies	to	assume,	we	will,	in	defiance	of	every	hazard,	with	
unabating	firmness	and	perseverance,	employ	for	the	preservation	of	our	liberties;	being	with	one	
mind	resolved	to	die	freemen	rather	than	to	live	slaves.	

Lest	this	declaration	should	disquiet	the	minds	of	our	friends	and	fellow	subjects	in	any	part	of	
the	empire,	we	assure	them	that	we	mean	not	to	dissolve	that	union	which	has	so	long	and	so	happily	
subsisted	between	us,	and	which	we	sincerely	wish	to	see	restored.	Necessity	has	not	yet	driven	us	
into	that	desperate	measure,	or	induced	us	to	excite	any	other	nation	to	war	against	them.	We	have	
not	 raised	 armies	 with	 ambitious	 designs	of	 separating	 from	 Great	 Britain,	 and	 establishing	
independent	states.	We	fight	not	for	glory	or	for	conquest.	We	exhibit	to	mankind	the	remarkable	
spectacle	of	a	people	attacked	by	unprovoked	enemies,	without	any	imputation	or	even	suspicion	of	
offense….	

With	a	humble	confidence	in	the	mercies	of	the	supreme	and	impartial	judge	and	rule	of	the	
universe,	we	most	devoutly	 implore	his	Divine	Goodness	 to	protect	us	happily	 through	 this	great	
conflict,	to	dispose	our	adversaries	to	reconciliation	on	reasonable	terms,	and	thereby	to	relieve	the	
empire	from	the	calamities	of	civil	war.	
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READING	3	:	A	Summary	vies	of	the	Rights	of	British	America	|	July	30,	1776	
Thomas	Jefferson 

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/a-summary-view-of-the-rights-
of-british-america-2/	

	
The	Coercive	Acts	not	only	 sparked	outrage	among	 the	common	people	whom	Gouverneur	Morris	

(1752–1816)	 derided	 as	 members	 of	 the	 mob;	 they	 also	 inflamed	 the	 indignation	 of	 Americans	 who	
occupied	 positions	 of	 power	 and	 influence.	 One	 such	 person	 was	 Thomas	 Jefferson	 (1743–1826),	 a	
member	of	Virginia’s	House	of	Burgesses	who	helped	write	a	May	1774	resolution	designating	a	day	of	
fasting	and	prayer	to	show	solidarity	with	the	people	of	Massachusetts.	Soon	after,	Lord	Dunmore	(1730–
1809),	the	royal	governor,	showed	his	solidarity	with	Parliament	by	dissolving	the	House	of	Burgesses.	As	
the	elected	members	of	 that	body	prepared	 to	 regroup	as	 the	extralegal	Virginia	Convention,	 Jefferson	
drafted	for	its	consideration	his	Summary	View	of	the	Rights	of	British	America.	 The	 31-year-old’s	
argument	represented	the	next	step	in	the	progression	of	radical	thought.	While	earlier	critiques	of	British	
measures	had	denied	the	authority	of	Parliament	to	tax	the	colonies,	Jefferson’s	Summary	View	held	that	
“the	 British	 Parliament	 has	 no	 right	 to	 exercise	 authority	 over	 us”	 in	 any	 circumstance.	While	 earlier	
opponents	of	Britain’s	policies	had	laid	blame	on	Parliament,	Jefferson’s	argument	elevated	responsibility	
to	the	level	of	the	king.	“Let	not	the	name	of	George	the	third	be	a	blot	in	the	page	of	history,”	Jefferson	
wrote,	reminding	the	monarch	that	“kings	are	the	servants,	not	the	proprietors	of	the	people.”	

While	stirring,	Jefferson’s	words	struck	many	as	too	much,	too	soon.	The	Virginia	Convention	declined	
to	 adopt	 his	 statement	 as	 its	 own.	 Several	 of	 its	members,	 however,	 arranged	 to	 have	 it	 published	 in	
Williamsburg	 as	 a	 pamphlet.	 Soon	 presses	 in	 Philadelphia	 and	 London	 printed	 their	 own	 editions	 of	
the	Summary	View,	which,	like	most	political	pamphlets	of	the	era,	appeared	without	its	author’s	name	on	
the	title	page.	Even	so,	word	spread	of	Jefferson’s	role.	In	the	summer	of	1775	his	reputation	preceded	his	
arrival	as	a	delegate	to	the	Second	Continental	Congress,	where	Rhode	Island	representative	Samuel	Ward	
(1725–1776)	 recorded	his	 first	 impression	of	 “the	 famous	Mr.	 Jefferson,”	whom	he	sized	up	as	 “a	very	
sensible,	spirited,	fine	fellow—and	by	the	pamphlet	he	wrote	last	summer,	he	certainly	is	one.”	

—Robert	M.S.	McDonald	
RESOLVED,	that	it	be	an	instruction	to	the	said	deputies,	when	assembled	in	general	congress	

with	the	deputies	from	the	other	states	of	British	America,	to	propose	to	the	said	congress	that	a	
humble	and	dutiful	address	be	presented	to	his	majesty,	begging	leave	to	lay	before	him,	as	chief	
magistrate	 of	 the	 British	 empire,	 the	 united	 complaints	 of	 his	 majesty’s	 subjects	 in	 America;	
complaints	which	are	excited	by	many	unwarrantable	encroachments	and	usurpations,	attempted	
to	be	made	by	the	legislature	of	one	part	of	the	empire,	upon	those	rights	which	God	and	the	laws	
have	given	equally	and	independently	to	all.	To	represent	to	his	majesty	that	these	his	states	have	
often	 individually	 made	 humble	 application	 to	 his	 imperial	 throne	 to	 obtain,	 through	 its	
intervention,	 some	 redress	 of	 their	 injured	 rights,	 to	 none	 of	which	was	 ever	 even	 an	 answer	
condescended;	humbly	to	hope	that	this	their	joint	address,	penned	in	the	language	of	truth,	and	
divested	of	those	expressions	of	servility	which	would	persuade	his	majesty	that	we	are	asking	
favors,	and	not	rights,	shall	obtain	from	his	majesty	a	more	respectful	acceptance.	And	this	his	
majesty	will	think	we	have	reason	to	expect	when	he	reflects	that	he	is	no	more	than	the	chief	

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/coercive-acts/
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officer	of	the	people,	appointed	by	the	laws,	and	circumscribed	with	definite	powers,	to	assist	in	
working	the	great	machine	of	government,	erected	for	their	use,	and	consequently	subject	to	their	
superintendence.	And	in	order	that	these	our	rights,	as	well	as	the	invasions	of	them,	may	be	laid	
more	fully	before	his	majesty,	to	take	a	view	of	them	from	the	origin	and	first	settlement	of	these	
countries.	

To	 remind	 him	 that	 our	 ancestors,	 before	 their	 emigration	 to	 America,	 were	 the	 free	
inhabitants	of	the	British	dominions	in	Europe,	and	possessed	a	right	which	nature	has	given	to	
all	men,	of	departing	from	the	country	in	which	chance,	not	choice,	has	placed	them,	of	going	in	
quest	of	new	habitations,	and	of	there	establishing	new	societies,	under	such	laws	and	regulations	
as	 to	 them	 shall	 seem	most	 likely	 to	 promote	 public	 happiness….	 Nor	 was	 ever	 any	 claim	 of	
superiority	 or	 dependence	 asserted	 over	 them	 by	 that	 mother	 country	 from	 which	 they	 had	
migrated;	and	were	such	a	claim	made,	it	is	believed	that	his	majesty’s	subjects	in	Great	Britain	
have	 too	 firm	 a	 feeling	 of	 the	 rights	 derived	 to	 them	 from	 their	 ancestors,	 to	 bow	 down	 the	
sovereignty	of	their	state	before	such	visionary	pretensions…..America	was	conquered,	and	her	
settlements	made,	 and	 firmly	 established,	 at	 the	 expense	of	 individuals,	 and	not	of	 the	British	
public.	 Their	 own	 blood	was	 spilt	 in	 acquiring	 lands	 for	 their	 settlement,	 their	 own	 fortunes	
expended	 in	making	 that	 settlement	effectual;	 for	 themselves	 they	 fought,	 for	 themselves	 they	
conquered,	and	for	themselves	alone	they	have	right	to	hold.	Not	a	shilling	was	ever	issued	from	
the	public	treasures	of	his	majesty,	or	his	ancestors,	for	their	assistance,	until	of	very	late	times,	
after	the	colonies	had	become	established	on	a	firm	and	permanent	footing....	Settlements	having	
been	thus	effected	in	the	wilds	of	America,	the	emigrants	thought	proper	to	adopt	that	system	of	
laws	under	which	they	had	hitherto	lived	in	the	mother	country,	and	to	continue	their	union	with	
her	by	submitting	themselves	to	the	same	common	sovereign,	who	was	thereby	made	the	central	
link	connecting	the	several	parts	of	the	empire	thus	newly	multiplied.	

But	that	not	long	were	they	permitted,	however	far	they	thought	themselves	removed	from	
the	hand	of	oppression,	to	hold	undisturbed	the	rights	thus	acquired,	at	the	hazard	of	their	lives,	
and	loss	of	their	fortunes.	A	family	of	princes	was	then	on	the	British	throne,	whose	treasonable	
crimes	 against	 their	 people	 brought	 on	 them	 afterwards	 the	 exertion	 of	 those	 sacred	 and	
sovereign	rights	of	punishment	reserved	in	the	hands	of	the	people	for	cases	of	extreme	necessity,	
and	judged	by	the	constitution	unsafe	to	be	delegated	to	any	other	judicature.1	While	every	day	
brought	forth	some	new	and	unjustifiable	exertion	of	power	over	their	subjects	on	that	side	the	
water,	it	was	not	to	be	expected	that	those	here,	much	less	able	at	that	time	to	oppose	the	designs	
of	despotism,	should	be	exempted	from	injury.	

 
1 Charles I (1600–1649), of the House of Stuart, reigned as king of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1625–1649) prior 
to his execution during the English Civil War (1642–1651). His marriage to a French Roman Catholic, belief in the 
divine right of kings, and hostile relationship with Parliament had helped to provoke that war. 
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Accordingly	that	country,	which	had	been	acquired	by	the	lives,	the	labors,	and	the	fortunes,	
of	 individual	adventurers,	was	by	 these	princes,	at	 several	 times,	parceled	out	and	distributed	
among	the	favorites	and	...	by	an	assumed	right	of	the	crown	alone,	was	erected	into	distinct	and	
independent	 governments;	 a	 measure	 which	 it	 is	 believed	 his	 majesty’s	 prudence	 and	
understanding	would	prevent	him	from	imitating	at	this	day,	as	no	exercise	of	such	a	power,	of	
dividing	and	dismembering	a	country,	has	ever	occurred	in	his	majesty’s	realm	of	England,	though	
now	of	very	ancient	standing;	nor	could	it	be	justified	or	acquiesced	under	there,	or	in	any	other	
part	of	his	majesty’s	empire.	

That	 the	 exercise	 of	 a	 free	 trade	 with	 all	 parts	 of	 the	 world,	 possessed	 by	 the	 American	
colonists,	as	of	natural	right,	and	which	no	law	of	their	own	had	taken	away	or	abridged,	was	next	
the	 object	 of	 unjust	 encroachment....	 The	 Parliament	 for	 the	 commonwealth	 ...	 assumed	 upon	
themselves	the	power	of	prohibiting	their	trade	with	all	other	parts	of	the	world,	except	the	island	
of	Great	Britain.	This	arbitrary	act,	however,	 they	soon	recalled,	and	by	solemn	treaty,	entered	
into	on	the	12th	day	of	March,	1651,	between	the	said	commonwealth	by	their	commissioners,	
and	 the	colony	of	Virginia	by	 their	House	of	Burgesses,	 it	was	expressly	 stipulated,	by	 the	8th	
article	of	the	said	treaty,	that	they	should	have	“free	trade	as	the	people	of	England	do	enjoy	to	all	
places	 and	with	 all	 nations,	 according	 to	 the	 laws	 of	 that	 commonwealth.”	 But	 that,	 upon	 the	
restoration	of	his	majesty	King	Charles	the	second,	their	rights	of	free	commerce	fell	once	more	a	
victim	to	arbitrary	power;	and	by	several	acts	...	of	his	reign,	as	well	as	of	some	of	his	successors,	
the	trade	of	the	colonies	was	laid	under	such	restrictions,	as	show	what	hopes	they	might	form	
from	the	justice	of	a	British	Parliament,	were	its	uncontrolled	power	admitted	over	these	states.	
History	has	informed	us	that	bodies	of	men,	as	well	as	individuals,	are	susceptible	of	the	spirit	of	
tyranny.	A	view	of	these	acts	of	Parliament	for	regulation,	as	it	has	been	affectedly	called,	of	the	
American	trade,	if	all	other	evidence	were	removed	out	of	the	case,	would	undeniably	evince	the	
truth	of	this	observation....	That	to	heighten	still	 the	idea	of	parliamentary	 justice,	and	to	show	
with	what	moderation	they	are	like	to	exercise	power,	where	themselves	are	to	feel	no	part	of	its	
weight,	we	take	leave	to	mention	to	his	majesty	certain	other	acts	of	British	Parliament,	by	which	
they	would	prohibit	us	from	manufacturing	for	our	own	use	the	articles	we	raise	on	our	own	lands	
with	our	own	labor.	By	an	act	...	passed	in	the	5th	year	of	the	reign	of	his	late	majesty	King	George	
the	second,	an	American	subject	 is	forbidden	to	make	a	hat	for	himself	of	the	fur	which	he	has	
taken	perhaps	on	his	own	soil;	an	instance	of	despotism	to	which	no	parallel	can	be	produced	in	
the	most	arbitrary	ages	of	British	history.	By	one	other	act	...	passed	in	the	23d	year	of	the	same	
reign,	the	iron	which	we	make	we	are	forbidden	to	manufacture,	and	heavy	as	that	article	is,	and	
necessary	in	every	branch	of	husbandry,	besides	commission	and	insurance,	we	are	to	pay	freight	
for	 it	 to	Great	Britain,	and	freight	for	 it	back	again,	 for	the	purpose	of	supporting	not	men,	but	
machines,	in	the	island	of	Great	Britain....	But	that	we	do	not	point	out	to	his	majesty	the	injustice	
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of	 these	 acts,	with	 intent	 to	 rest	 on	 that	 principle	 the	 cause	 of	 their	 nullity;	 but	 to	 show	 that	
experience	 confirms	 the	 propriety	 of	 those	 political	 principles	 which	 exempt	 us	 from	 the	
jurisdiction	of	the	British	Parliament.	The	true	ground	on	which	we	declare	these	acts	void	is,	that	
the	British	Parliament	has	no	right	to	exercise	authority	over	us….	

That	thus	have	we	hastened	through	the	reigns	which	preceded	his	majesty’s,	during	which	
the	violations	of	our	right	were	less	alarming,	because	repeated	at	more	distant	intervals	than	that	
rapid	 and	 bold	 succession	 of	 injuries	which	 is	 likely	 to	 distinguish	 the	 present	 from	 all	 other	
periods	of	American	story.	Scarcely	have	our	minds	been	able	to	emerge	from	the	astonishment	
into	which	one	stroke	of	parliamentary	thunder	has	involved	us,	before	another	more	heavy,	and	
more	alarming,	is	fallen	on	us.	Single	acts	of	tyranny	may	be	ascribed	to	the	accidental	opinion	of	
a	 day;	 but	 a	 series	 of	 oppressions,	 begun	 at	 a	 distinguished	 period,	 and	 pursued	 unalterably	
through	 every	 change	 of	 ministers,	 too	 plainly	 prove	 a	 deliberate	 and	 systematical	 plan	 of	
reducing	us	to	slavery….	

[One	such]	act...	passed	in	the	same	7th	year	of	his	reign,	having	been	a	peculiar	attempt,	must	
ever	require	peculiar	mention;	it	is	entitled	“An	act	for	suspending	the	legislature	of	New	York.”	
One	free	and	independent	legislature	hereby	takes	upon	itself	to	suspend	the	powers	of	another,	
free	and	independent	as	itself;	thus	exhibiting	a	phenomenon	unknown	in	nature,	the	creator	and	
creature	of	its	own	power.	Not	only	the	principles	of	common	sense,	but	the	common	feelings	of	
human	nature,	must	be	surrendered	up	before	his	majesty’s	subjects	here	can	be	persuaded	to	
believe	 that	 they	 hold	 their	 political	 existence	 at	 the	 will	 of	 a	 British	 Parliament.	 Shall	 these	
governments	 be	 dissolved,	 their	 property	 annihilated,	 and	 their	 people	 reduced	 to	 a	 state	 of	
nature,	 at	 the	 imperious	breath	of	 a	body	of	men,	whom	 they	never	 saw,	 in	whom	 they	never	
confided,	and	over	whom	they	have	no	powers	of	punishment	or	removal,	let	their	crimes	against	
the	American	public	be	ever	so	great?	Can	any	one	reason	be	assigned	why	160,000	electors	in	
the	 island	 of	 Great	 Britain	 should	 give	 law	 to	 four	 millions	 in	 the	 states	 of	 America,	 every	
individual	of	whom	is	equal	to	every	individual	of	them,	in	virtue,	in	understanding,	and	in	bodily	
strength?	Were	this	to	be	admitted,	instead	of	being	a	free	people,	as	we	have	hitherto	supposed,	
and	mean	 to	 continue	 ourselves,	 we	 should	 suddenly	 be	 found	 the	 slaves,	 not	 of	 one,	 but	 of	
160,000	 tyrants,	distinguished	 too	 from	all	 others	by	 this	 singular	 circumstance,	 that	 they	are	
removed	from	the	reach	of	fear,	the	only	restraining	motive	which	may	hold	the	hand	of	a	tyrant.	

That	by	“an	act	...	to	discontinue	in	such	manner	and	for	such	time	as	are	therein	mentioned	
the	landing	and	discharging,	lading2	or	shipping,	of	goods,	wares,	and	merchandize,	at	the	town	
and	within	the	harbor	of	Boston,	in	the	province	of	Massachusetts	Bay,	in	North	America,”	which	
was	passed	at	the	last	session	of	British	Parliament;	a	large	and	populous	town,	whose	trade	was	
their	sole	subsistence,	was	deprived	of	that	trade,	and	involved	in	utter	ruin.	Let	us	for	a	while	

 
2 The loading of cargo onto a ship. 



 
 
 

 pg. 16 
 
 
 

suppose	the	question	of	right	suspended,	in	order	to	examine	this	act	on	principles	of	justice:	An	
act	of	Parliament	had	been	passed	imposing	duties	on	teas,	to	be	paid	in	America,	against	which	
act	the	Americans	had	protested	as	inauthoritative.	The	East	India	Company,	who	until	that	time	
had	never	sent	a	pound	of	tea	to	America	on	their	own	account,	step	forth	on	that	occasion	the	
asserters	of	parliamentary	right,	and	send	hither	many	shiploads	of	that	obnoxious	commodity.	
The	masters	 of	 their	 several	 vessels,	 however,	 on	 their	 arrival	 in	America,	wisely	 attended	 to	
admonition,	 and	 returned	 with	 their	 cargoes.	 In	 the	 province	 of	 Massachusetts	 alone	 the	
remonstrances	of	the	people	were	disregarded,	and	a	compliance,	after	being	many	days	waited	
for,	was	flatly	refused.	Whether	in	this	the	master	of	the	vessel	was	governed	by	his	obstinacy,	or	
his	 instructions,	 let	 those	 who	 know,	 say.	 There	 are	 extraordinary	 situations	 which	 require	
extraordinary	 interposition.	An	exasperated	people,	who	 feel	 that	 they	possess	power,	are	not	
easily	restrained	within	limits	strictly	regular.	A	number	of	them	assembled	in	the	town	of	Boston,	
threw	the	tea	into	the	ocean,	and	dispersed	without	doing	any	other	act	of	violence.	If	in	this	they	
did	wrong,	they	were	known	and	were	amenable	to	the	laws	of	the	land,	against	which	it	could	
not	be	objected	that	they	had	ever,	in	any	instance,	been	obstructed	or	diverted	from	their	regular	
course	 in	 favor	 of	 popular	 offenders.	 They	 should	 therefore	 not	 have	 been	 distrusted	 on	 this	
occasion.	But	that	ill	fated	colony	had	formerly	been	bold	in	their	enmities	against	the	house	of	
Stuart,	and	were	now	devoted	to	ruin	by	that	unseen	hand	which	governs	the	momentous	affairs	
of	 this	great	empire.	On	the	partial	representations	of	a	 few	worthless	ministerial	dependents,	
whose	 constant	 office	 it	 has	 been	 to	 keep	 that	 government	 embroiled,	 and	 who,	 by	 their	
treacheries,	 hope	 to	 obtain	 the	 dignity	 of	 the	 British	 knighthood,3	 without	 calling	 for	 a	 party	
accused,	 without	 asking	 a	 proof,	 without	 attempting	 a	 distinction	 between	 the	 guilty	 and	 the	
innocent,	the	whole	of	that	ancient	and	wealthy	town	is	in	a	moment	reduced	from	opulence	to	
beggary.	Men	who	had	spent	their	lives	in	extending	the	British	commerce,	who	had	invested	in	
that	place	the	wealth	their	honest	endeavors	had	merited,	 found	themselves	and	their	 families	
thrown	 at	 once	 on	 the	 world	 for	 subsistence	 by	 its	 charities.	 Not	 the	 hundredth	 part	 of	 the	
inhabitants	of	that	town	had	been	concerned	in	the	act	complained	of;	many	of	them	were	in	Great	
Britain	and	in	other	parts	beyond	sea;	yet	all	were	involved	in	one	indiscriminate	ruin,	by	a	new	
executive	power,	unheard	of	until	then,	that	of	a	British	Parliament.	A	property,	of	the	value	of	
many	millions	of	money,	was	sacrificed	to	revenge,	not	repay,	the	loss	of	a	few	thousands.	This	is	
administering	justice	with	a	heavy	hand	indeed!...	

By	the	act	...	for	the	suppression	of	riots	and	tumults	in	the	town	of	Boston,	passed	also	in	the	
last	session	of	Parliament,	a	murder	committed	there	is,	if	the	governor	pleases,	to	be	tried	in	the	
court	of	King’s	Bench,	in	the	island	of	Great	Britain,	by	a	jury	of	Middlesex.	The	witnesses,	too,	on	

 
3 Jefferson notated his personal copy of this pamphlet: “alluding to the knighting of Francis Bernard” (1712–1779), 
who had served as royal governor of Massachusetts (1760–1769). 
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receipt	of	such	a	sum	as	the	governor	shall	think	it	reasonable	for	them	to	expend,	are	to	enter	
into	recognizance	to	appear	at	the	trial.	This	is,	in	other	words,	taxing	them	to	the	amount	of	their	
recognizance,	and	that	amount	may	be	whatever	a	governor	pleases;	 for	who	does	his	majesty	
think	can	be	prevailed	on	to	cross	the	Atlantic	for	the	sole	purpose	of	bearing	evidence	to	a	fact?	
His	expenses	are	to	be	borne,	indeed,	as	they	shall	be	estimated	by	a	governor;	but	who	are	to	feed	
the	wife	and	children	whom	he	leaves	behind,	and	who	have	had	no	other	subsistence	but	his	daily	
labor?...	And	the	wretched	criminal,	if	he	happen	to	have	offended	on	the	American	side,	stripped	
of	his	privilege	of	trial	by	peers	of	his	vicinage,	removed	from	the	place	where	alone	full	evidence	
could	be	obtained,	without	money,	without	counsel,	without	friends,	without	exculpatory	proof,	
is	tried	before	judges	predetermined	to	condemn.	The	cowards	who	would	suffer	a	countryman	
to	be	torn	from	the	bowels	of	their	society,	in	order	to	be	thus	offered	a	sacrifice	to	parliamentary	
tyranny,	would	merit	that	everlasting	infamy	now	fixed	on	the	authors	of	the	act!...	That	these	are	
the	acts	of	power,	assumed	by	a	body	of	men,	foreign	to	our	constitutions,	and	unacknowledged	
by	our	laws,	against	which	we	do,	on	behalf	of	the	inhabitants	of	British	America,	enter	this	our	
solemn	 and	 determined	 protest;	 and	 we	 do	 earnestly	 entreat	 his	 majesty,	 as	 yet	 the	 only	
mediatory	 power	 between	 the	 several	 states	 of	 the	 British	 empire,	 to	 recommend	 to	 his	
Parliament	of	Great	Britain	the	total	revocation	of	these	acts,	which,	however	nugatory	they	be,	
may	yet	prove	the	cause	of	further	discontents	and	jealousies	among	us.	

That	we	next	proceed	to	consider	the	conduct	of	his	majesty,	as	holding	the	executive	powers	
of	the	laws	of	these	states,	and	mark	out	his	deviations	from	the	line	of	duty:	By	the	constitution	
of	Great	Britain,	 as	well	 as	of	 the	 several	American	 states,	his	majesty	possesses	 the	power	of	
refusing	to	pass	into	a	law	any	bill	which	has	already	passed	the	other	two	branches	of	legislature.	
His	majesty,	however,	and	his	ancestors,	 conscious	of	 the	 impropriety	of	opposing	 their	 single	
opinion	to	the	united	wisdom	of	two	houses	of	Parliament,	while	their	proceedings	were	unbiased	
by	interested	principles,	for	several	ages	past	have	modestly	declined	the	exercise	of	this	power	
in	that	part	of	his	empire	called	Great	Britain.	But	by	change	of	circumstances,	other	principles	
than	those	of	justice	simply	have	obtained	an	influence	on	their	determinations;	the	addition	of	
new	 states	 to	 the	 British	 empire	 has	 produced	 an	 addition	 of	 new,	 and	 sometimes	 opposite	
interests.	It	is	now,	therefore,	the	great	office	of	his	majesty,	to	resume	the	exercise	of	his	negative	
power,	and	to	prevent	the	passage	of	laws	by	any	one	legislature	of	the	empire,	which	might	bear	
injuriously	on	the	rights	and	interests	of	another.	Yet	this	will	not	excuse	the	wanton	exercise	of	
this	power,	which	we	have	seen	his	majesty	practice	on	the	laws	of	the	American	legislatures.	For	
the	most	trifling	reasons,	and	sometimes	for	no	conceivable	reason	at	all,	his	majesty	has	rejected	
laws	of	the	most	salutary	tendency.	The	abolition	of	domestic	slavery	is	the	great	object	of	desire	
in	 those	 colonies,	where	 it	was	unhappily	 introduced	 in	 their	 infant	 state.	But	previous	 to	 the	
enfranchisement	of	the	slaves	we	have,	 it	 is	necessary	to	exclude	all	 further	importations	from	
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Africa;	 yet	 our	 repeated	attempts	 to	 effect	 this	by	prohibitions,	 and	by	 imposing	duties	which	
might	 amount	 to	 a	 prohibition,	 have	 been	 hitherto	 defeated	 by	 his	 majesty’s	 negative:	 Thus	
preferring	 the	 immediate	 advantages	 of	 a	 few	 British	 corsairs4	to	 the	 lasting	 interests	 of	 the	
American	states,	and	to	the	rights	of	human	nature,	deeply	wounded	by	this	infamous	practice.	
Nay,	the	single	interposition	of	an	interested	individual	against	a	law	was	scarcely	ever	known	to	
fail	of	success,	although	in	the	opposite	scale	were	placed	the	interests	of	a	whole	country.	That	
this	 is	 so	 shameful	 an	 abuse	of	 a	power	 trusted	with	his	majesty	 for	other	purposes,	 as	 if	 not	
reformed,	would	call	for	some	legal	restrictions....	

Since	the	establishment	…	of	the	British	constitution,	at	the	glorious	revolution,	on	its	free	and	
ancient	 principles,	 neither	 his	 majesty,	 nor	 his	 ancestors,	 have	 exercised	 such	 a	 power	 of	
dissolution	[of	Parliament]	in	the	island	of	Great	Britain;	and	when	his	majesty	was	petitioned,	by	
the	 united	 voice	 of	 his	 people	 there,	 to	 dissolve	 the	 present	 Parliament,	 who	 had	 become	
obnoxious	 to	 them,	 his	ministers	were	 heard	 to	 declare,	 in	 open	 Parliament,	 that	 his	majesty	
possessed	no	such	power	by	the	constitution.	But	how	different	their	language	and	his	practice	
here!	 To	 declare,	 as	 their	 duty	 required,	 the	 known	 rights	 of	 their	 country,	 to	 oppose	 the	
usurpations	of	 every	 foreign	 judicature,	 to	disregard	 the	 imperious	mandates	 of	 a	minister	 or	
governor,	have	been	the	avowed	causes	of	dissolving	houses	of	representatives	in	America.	But	if	
such	powers	be	 really	 vested	 in	his	majesty,	 can	he	 suppose	 they	are	 there	placed	 to	 awe	 the	
members	from	such	purposes	as	these?	When	the	representative	body	have	lost	the	confidence	of	
their	constituents,	when	they	have	notoriously	made	sale	of	their	most	valuable	rights,	when	they	
have	assumed	to	 themselves	powers	which	the	people	never	put	 into	their	hands,	 then	 indeed	
their	continuing	in	office	becomes	dangerous	to	the	state,	and	calls	for	an	exercise	of	the	power	of	
dissolution.	Such	being	the	causes	for	which	the	representative	body	should,	and	should	not,	be	
dissolved,	will	it	not	appear	strange	to	an	unbiased	observer,	that	that	of	Great	Britain	was	not	
dissolved,	while	those	of	the	colonies	have	repeatedly	incurred	that	sentence?...	

That	in	order	to	enforce	the	arbitrary	measures	before	complained	of,	his	majesty	has	from	
time	 to	 time	sent	among	us	 large	bodies	of	armed	 forces,	not	made	up	of	 the	people	here,	nor	
raised	by	the	authority	of	our	laws:	Did	his	majesty	possess	such	a	right	as	this,	it	might	swallow	
up	all	our	other	rights	whenever	he	should	think	proper.	But	his	majesty	has	no	right	to	land	a	
single	armed	man	on	our	shores,	and	those	whom	he	sends	here	are	liable	to	our	laws	made	for	
the	suppression	and	punishment	of	riots,	routs,	and	unlawful	assemblies;	or	are	hostile	bodies,	
invading	us	in	defiance	of	law.	When	in	the	course	of	the	late	war	it	became	expedient	that	a	body	
of	 Hanoverian	 troops	 should	 be	 brought	 over	 for	 the	 defense	 of	 Great	 Britain,	 his	 majesty’s	
grandfather,	 our	 late	 sovereign,	 did	 not	 pretend	 to	 introduce	 them	 under	 any	 authority	 he	
possessed.	Such	a	measure	would	have	given	 just	alarm	to	his	subjects	 in	Great	Britain,	whose	
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liberties	 would	 not	 be	 safe	 if	 armed	men	 of	 another	 country,	 and	 of	 another	 spirit,	 might	 be	
brought	into	the	realm	at	any	time	without	the	consent	of	their	legislature.	He	therefore	applied	
to	Parliament,	who	passed	an	act	for	that	purpose,	limiting	the	number	to	be	brought	in	and	the	
time	they	were	to	continue.	In	like	manner	is	his	majesty	restrained	in	every	part	of	the	empire.	
He	possesses,	indeed,	the	executive	power	of	the	laws	in	every	state;	but	they	are	the	laws	of	the	
particular	state	which	he	is	to	administer	within	that	state,	and	not	those	of	any	one	within	the	
limits	of	another.	Every	state	must	judge	for	itself	the	number	of	armed	men	which	they	may	safely	
trust	among	them,	of	whom	they	are	to	consist,	and	under	what	restrictions	they	shall	be	laid.	

To	render	these	proceedings	still	more	criminal	against	our	 laws,	 instead	of	subjecting	the	
military	to	the	civil	powers,	his	majesty	has	expressly	made	the	civil	subordinate	to	the	military.	
But	can	his	majesty	thus	put	down	all	law	under	his	feet?	Can	he	erect	a	power	superior	to	that	
which	erected	himself?	He	has	done	it	indeed	by	force;	but	let	him	remember	that	force	cannot	
give	right.	

That	these	are	our	grievances	which	we	have	thus	laid	before	his	majesty,	with	that	freedom	
of	language	and	sentiment	which	becomes	a	free	people	claiming	their	rights,	as	derived	from	the	
laws	of	nature,	and	not	as	the	gift	of	their	chief	magistrate:	Let	those	flatter	who	fear;	it	is	not	an	
American	art.	To	give	praise	which	is	not	due	might	be	well	from	the	venal,	but	would	ill	beseem	
those	who	are	asserting	the	rights	of	human	nature.	They	know,	and	will	therefore	say,	that	kings	
are	the	servants,	not	the	proprietors	of	the	people.	Open	your	breast,	sire,	to	liberal	and	expanded	
thought.	Let	not	the	name	of	George	the	third	be	a	blot	in	the	page	of	history.	You	are	surrounded	
by	British	counselors,	but	remember	that	they	are	parties.	You	have	no	ministers	for	American	
affairs,	because	you	have	none	taken	from	among	us,	nor	amenable	to	the	laws	on	which	they	are	
to	give	you	advice.	It	behooves	you,	therefore,	to	think	and	to	act	for	yourself	and	your	people.	
The	great	principles	of	right	and	wrong	are	legible	to	every	reader;	to	pursue	them	requires	not	
the	aid	of	many	counselors.	The	whole	art	of	government	consists	in	the	art	of	being	honest.	Only	
aim	 to	do	your	duty,	 and	mankind	will	 give	 you	 credit	where	you	 fail.	No	 longer	persevere	 in	
sacrificing	the	rights	of	one	part	of	the	empire	to	the	inordinate	desires	of	another;	but	deal	out	to	
all	equal	and	impartial	right.	Let	no	act	be	passed	by	any	one	legislature	which	may	infringe	on	
the	rights	and	 liberties	of	another.	This	 is	 the	 important	post	 in	which	 fortune	has	placed	you,	
holding	 the	 balance	 of	 a	 great,	 if	 a	 well-poised	 empire.	 This,	 sire,	 is	 the	 advice	 of	 your	 great	
American	council,	on	the	observance	of	which	may	perhaps	depend	your	felicity	and	future	fame,	
and	the	preservation	of	that	harmony	which	alone	can	continue	both	to	Great	Britain	and	America	
the	reciprocal	advantages	of	their	connection.	It	is	neither	our	wish,	nor	our	interest,	to	separate	
from	 her.	 We	 are	 willing,	 on	 our	 part,	 to	 sacrifice	 every	 thing	 which	 reason	 can	 ask	 to	 the	
restoration	of	that	tranquility	for	which	all	must	wish.	On	their	part,	let	them	be	ready	to	establish	
union	on	a	generous	plan.	Let	them	name	their	terms,	but	let	them	be	just....	The	God	who	gave	us	
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life	gave	us	liberty	at	the	same	time;	the	hand	of	force	may	destroy,	but	cannot	disjoin	them.	This,	
sire,	 is	our	 last,	our	determined	resolution;	and	that	you	will	be	pleased	to	 interpose	with	that	
efficacy	 which	 your	 earnest	 endeavors	 may	 ensure	 to	 procure	 redress	 of	 these	 our	 great	
grievances,	to	quiet	the	minds	of	your	subjects	in	British	America,	against	any	apprehensions	of	
future	encroachment,	to	establish	fraternal	love	and	harmony	through	the	whole	empire,	and	that	
these	may	continue	to	the	latest	ages	of	time,	is	the	fervent	prayer	of	all	British	America!	

	
	


