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1

To a question about “the temper of America towards Great-
Britain before the year 1763,” Benjamin Franklin, in his fa-
mous “examination” before the House of Commons during the
debates over the repeal of the Stamp Act in early 1766, replied
that it was the “best in the world.” The colonies, he said,

submitted willingly to the government of the Crown, and paid, in
all their courts, obedience to acts of parliament. Numerous as the
people are in the several old provinces, they cost you nothing in
forts, citadels, garrisons or armies, to keep them in subjection. They
were governed by this country at the expense only of a little pen,
ink, and paper. They were led by a thread. They had not only a
respect, but an affection, for Great Britain, for its laws, its customs
and manners, and even a fondness for its fashions, that greatly in-
creased the commerce. Natives of Britain were always treated with
particular regard; to be an Old-England man was, of itself, a charac-
ter of some respect, and gave a kind of rank among us.!

1. “Examination of Benjamin Franklin in the House of Commons,”

Feb. 13, 1766, in Jack P. Greene, ed., Colonies to Nation: 1763-1789 (New
York, 1967), 73.
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That Franklin was correct in this assessment was widely sec-
onded by his contemporaries and has been the considered judg-
ment of the most sophlstlcated students of the problem over
the past quarter of a century.2

So persuaded have modern historians been that the relation-
ship between Britain and the colonies prior to the Stamp Act
crisis was basically satisfactory to both parties that they have,
with very few exceptions, organized their continuing search for
an adequate explanation of the American Revolution around
a single, overriding question: why in less than a dozen years
after 1763 the colonists became so estranged from Britain as
to take up arms against her and, a little more than a year later,
to declare for independence. The focus of their inquiries has
thus been primarily upon the colonial response to the pre-
Revolutionary controversy and upon the many medium-range
issues and conditions that contributed to the creation of a revo-
lutionary situation in the colonies between 1764 and 1474 and
the short-run developments that touched off armed conflict in
1775 and led to the colonial decision to seek independence in
1776.

A result of this preoccupation with the immediate origins of
the Revolution has been the neglect of two other, interrelated
questions also raised by Franklin’s remarks: first, whether the
relationship between Britain and the colonies actually was so
satisfactory prior to 1763, and, second, if the existing imperial
system worked as well for Britain as Franklin contended, why
the British government would ever undertake—much less per-
sist in—measures that would in any way impair such an ob-
viously beneficial arrangement. Of course, neither of these
questions is new. They were widely canvassed by men on both
sides of the Atlantic in the 1760s and 1770s, and they provided
a focus for most of the early students of the causes of the Revo-
lution from George Bancroft to Charles M. Andrews.? But no

2. See the discussion in Jack P. Greene, “The Flight from Determinism:
A Review of Recent Literature on the Coming of the American Revolution,”
South Atlantic Quarterly, LXI (1962), 235-239, and The Reappraisal of
the American Revolution in Recent Historical Literature (Washington,

D.C., 1967), g2-52.
3. See Greene, Reappraisal of the American Revolution, 1-7.
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recent historian has dealt with both of these questions sys-
tematically or attempted to relate them either to each other or
to the question of the impact of post-1765 developments upon
the “tempers” of Britons and Americans towards each other.#
This essay seeks, through a reconsideration of these questions,
to provide a comprehensive discussion of the preconditions—
the long-term, underlying causes—of the Revolution.’ Such a
discussion is a prerequisite both for a clearer understanding of
colonial and British behavior after 1763 and for the eventual
achievement of a more satisfactory conceptual framework for
analyzing the causal pattern of the American Revolution.

1I

When one looks closely at the relationship between Britain
and the colonies during the century from 1660 to 1760, one dis-

4. Two important exceptions are Gordon S. Wood, “Rhetoric and Reality
in the American Revolution,” William and Mary Quarterly, gd Ser., XXIII
(1966), 3—32, and Bernard Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics (New
York, 1968). Both consider the question of what in colonial social and politi-
cal life (and, in Bailyn’s case, the imperial-colonial relationship as well)
made it unstable and hence, by implication, prone to revolution.

5. Limitations of space have prevented me from including any consid-
eration of the many manifestations of social strain that a number of earlier
and many recent writers have tried to link causally with the Revolution.
I have excluded them partly because the links so far suggested have not
been successfully established and partly because most of the manifestations
of social strain and/or tensions thus far cited seem to me to be no more
than the normal concomitants of the rapid social changes taking place in
the colonies during the mid-18th century. I believe that, like all important
conditions and developments that occur contemporaneously with great
political events, these evidences of strain had a bearing upon—and even
some degree of causal importance for—the Revolution. But none of them
can as yet be assigned a major causal role in the Revolution, which, on the
basis of what we now know, must continue to be regarded primarily as a
political crisis within the British imperial system rather than a social crisis
within the American colonies. This is not to say that the social life of the
colonies is not worth far more attention. On the contrary, I regard the rapid
social changes taking place in the colonies and the extraordinary demo-
graphic, economic, and territorial growth with which they were associated
as far more central to an understanding of 18th-century American develop-
ment than the Revolution itself. For an elaboration of this view and a
lengthy discussion of the literature on the “social origins” of the Revolution,
see my essay “The Social Origins of the American Revolution: An Inter-
pretation,” Political Science Quarterly, LXXXVII (1972), forthcoming.
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covers, as Charles M. Andrews argued so brilliantly almost a
half century ago in The Colonial Background of the American
Revolution,’ that it was in many respects an uneasy connection
—and one that was becoming considerably more so through the
middle decades of the eighteenth century as a result of several
important structural changes taking place in both the colonies
and Britain. Throughout these decades, contemporaries on
both sides of the Atlantic conventionally described the imperial-
colonial relationship in terms of the familiar parent-child meta-
phor with Britain as the mother country and the colonies as its
infant offspring. The clear implication of this usage was, of
course, that the colonies had by no means yet reached a state
of competency. As is well known, however, by the middle of the
eighteenth century in most of the colonies, the colonists them-
selves were already handling a substantial portion of their in-
ternal affairs with an impressive and even a relatively quiet
efficiency: to an extraordinary degree, the several colonies had
become what Edward Shils has referred to as “pockets of ap-
proximate independence” within the transatlantic imperial
polity.” In all save the newest colonies of Georgia and Nova
Scotia, they possessed by 1750 virtually all of the conditions
necessary for self-governing states.

The first of these conditions was the emergence of stable, co-
herent, effective, and acknowledged local political and social
elites. We do not know nearly enough about the nature, struc-
ture, and functioning of these elites. But it is certainly clear
from what we already know that their size, cohesion, self-
confidence, sense of group identity, openness, and authority

~over the public varied considerably from one colony to another

according to their antiquity, experience, and effectiveness and
according to the political and socio-structural characteristics of
their particular society. At one end of the spectrum were the
relatively cohesive, self-conscious, and unified gentry groups of
Virginia and South Carolina; at the other were the more fis-
sured elites of Pennsylvania, New York, Rhode Island, and

6. (New Haven, 1924), esp. 3-118.
7. Edward Shils, “Centre and Periphery,” in The Logic of Personal
Knowledge: Essays Presented to Michael Polanyi (Glencoe, Ill., 1961), 125.
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Massachusetts. In reference to the point at hand, however, the
degree of cohesion and sense of group identity matter less than
the degree of visibility and public authority, and as the societies
of the colonies had become more clearly differentiated during
the early eighteenth century, the local ruling elites had come to
be more clearly defined and their right to authority more and
more widely acknowledged. By the middle of the century, there
existed in virtually every colony authoritative ruling groups
with great social and economic power, extensive political
experience, confidence in their capacity to govern, and broad
public support. Indeed, the direction of colonial political life
throughout the middle of the eighteenth century was probably
toward more and more public deference to these ruling elites;

certainly, their willingness to mobilize various groups of mar-

ginal members of political society in the protests against the
Stamp Act as well as at later stages of the pre-Revolutionary
conflict strongly suggests not a fear of such groups but a con-
fidence in their ability to control them. The relatively small
incidence of excessive and independent behavior by those
groups in turn suggests that the confidence of the elite was not
misplaced.?

A second and complementary condition was the development
of local centers and institutions of acknowledged and function-
ing authority within the colonies, that is, centers and institu-
tions in which authority was concentrated and from which it
was dispersed outward through a settled network of local urban
administrative centers and institutions to the outermost perim-
eters of colonial society. Whether merely small administrative
centers such as Annapolis or Williamsburg or large, central
trading places such as Philadelphia, Boston, New York, and
Charleston, the colonial capitals supplied the colonists with

8. There is no comprehensive study of elite development in the 18th-
century colonies. On the relationship of the elite to other elements in
colonial society, see Pauline Maier, “The Charleston Mob and the Evolution
of Popular Politics in Revolutionary South Carolina, 1765-1784,” Perspec-
tives in American History, IV (1970), 1738-196, and “Popular Uprisings and
Civil Authority in Eighteenth-Century America,” WMQ, gd Ser., XXVII
(1970), 3-35.
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internal foci to which they customarily looked for political
leadership and models for social behavior.?

Perhaps even more important was the emergence of a set of
viable governing institutions both at the local level in the,
towns and the counties and, especially significant, at the colony
level in the form of the elected lower houses of assembly. More
than any other political institution in the colonies, the lower
houses were endowed with charismatic authority both because,
as the representatives of the colonists, they were thought to
hold in trusteeship all of the sacred rights and privileges of the
public and to be the sole giver of internal public law and be-
cause of their presumed—and actively cultivated—equivalence
to the British Parliament, that emporium of British freedom
and embodiment of all that was most sacred to Englishmen
everywhere. As powerful, independent, self-confident institu-
tions—in most colonies, the primary vehicles through which the
local elite exerted its leadership and expressed its aspirations
—with vigorous traditions of opposing all attempts by external
authorities to encroach upon their own or their constituents’
rights and with the general confidence of the public, the lower
houses were potentially effective mechanisms for crystallizing
and expressing grievances against Great Britain.l® Together
with the elites who spoke through them, the local centers and
institutions, particularly the lower houses, in each colony thus
provided authoritative symbols for the colony at large and
thereby served as a preexisting local alternative to imperial
authority.

A third and closely related condition was the development
of remarkably elastic political systems, not so elastic by any

9. On this point, see Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in Revolt: Urban Life
in America, 1743-1776 (New York, 1955).

10. Jack P. Greene, The Quest for Power: The Lower Houses of Assembly
in the Southern Royal Colonies, 1689—1776 (Chapel Hill, 1963), and “Political
Mimesis: A Consideration of the Historical Roots of Legislative Behavior
in the British Colonies in the Eighteenth Century,” American Historical
Review, LXXV (1969-1970), 337-360. In my usage of the word charisma, I
have followed Edward Shils, “The Concentration and Dispersion of Charis-
ma: Their Bearing on Economic Policy in Underdeveloped Countries,”
World Politics, XI (1958), 1-1g.
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means as the political system of the United States during the
middle decades of the nineteenth century, but probably much
more elastic than any contemporary Western political system.
They were elastic in two senses. First, they were inclusivist
rather than exclusivist. For analytic purposes, one may divide
the potential participants in the political process, that is, the
free adult male population, into three categories: the elite,
including both colony-wide and local officeholders; a broader
“politically relevant strata or mobilized population” that par-
ticipated with some regularity in the political process; and a
passive or underlying population that took little part in the
political system, in some cases because they were legally ex-
cluded by racial or property qualifications and in others because
they had no interest in doing so.!* Available evidence seems
to suggest that by contemporary standards the first two groups
were relatively large and the third group relatively small. The
elite seems to have extended rather far down into the wealth
structure and to have taken in as much as g percent to 5 per-
cent of the free adult males, while the second category may
have included as many as 6o percent to go percent of the same
group. This wide diffusion of offices and extensive participa-
tion in the political process meant that colonial Americans—
leaders and followers alike—had very wide training in politics
and self-government and were thoroughly socialized to an on-
going and tested political system.?

A second sense in which the political systems of the colonies
were elastic was in their capacity to permit the resolution of
internal conflict. Indeed, they were early forced to develop
that capacity. The expansive character of American life pre-

11. These definitions are derived from Karl Deutsch, The Nerves of
Government, Models of Political Communication and Control (New York,
1963), 4o0. !

12. The literature on the franchise is discussed in Jack P. Greene, “Chang-
ing Interpretations of Early American Politics,” in Ray A. Billington, ed.,
The Reinterpretation of Early American History: Essays in Honor of John
Edwin Pomfret (San Marino, Calif., 1966), 156-159. See also Richard L.
Bushman, From Puritan to Yankee: Character and the Social Order in
Connecticut, 1690-1765 (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), the single best study of
the process of political inclusion.
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vented any group from obtaining a long-standing monopoly of
political power, economic opportunity, or social status; new
groups were constantly springing up demanding parity with the
old. They could not always achieve their demands peacefully,
and the still unwritten history of collective violence in early
America may very well show that the incidence of violent—and
illegitimate—opposition was rising rather than falling during
the eighteenth century. But my impression is just the opposite,
that opposition demands were increasingly being channeled
through the normal processes of government and that the
capacity of the political systems of the colonies to absorb new
and diverse groups was steadily expanding during the middle
of the century as a result of severe pressures created by a com-
bination of rapid demographic and economic growth and in-
creasing social, cultural, and religious diversity.!3

The rising competence of the colonies in nonpolitical or
semipolitical spheres during the eighteenth century was a fourth

condition that had prepared them for self-government. This
competence was made possible by the dramatic enlargement of

internal and external trade, travel, and migration; the increas-
ing availability of knowledge through a broad spectrum of
educational, cultural, social, economic, and religious institu-
tions and through a rising number of books, magazines, and
newspapers of colonial, British, and European origin accessible
to the colonists; the development of more efficient means and
networks of communication within and among the colonies
and between the colonies and Great Britain; and the emer-
gence of relatively large numbers of men with the technical
skills, especially in law, trade, and finance, requisite for the
successful functioning of an autonomous society. These de-
velopments not only provided the colonists with some of the
technical wherewithal—for example, lawyers and newspapers
-that turned out to be of crucial importance in resisting
Britain and creating a new nation; they also helped to free
the colonies from total dependence upon Britain for certain
kinds of essential skills, to raise levels of literacy and educa-

13. For a case study, see Bushman, Puritan to Yankee.
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tion within the colonies, to liberate them from their former
isolation and rusticity, to widen their “range of perception
and imagination,” and to create a potential for cooperation,
for overcoming the “inherent localism” and traditional disunity

they had stubbornly and perpetually manifested throughout

most of their existence.14

A fifth and final condition was the tremendous increase in
“the size and wealth of the colonies in terms of the number of .

people, the amount of productive land, labor, and skills, and
the extent of settled territory. The wealth of the colonies had
become sufficient to give them a potential for economic and
military resistance, while the sheer vastness of all of the con-
tinental colonies, taken together, constituted a formidable ob-
stacle to suppressing any large-scale or broadly diffused move-
ment of resistance. Indeed, this condition may well have been
the most important of all, because it is the only one of the five
not shared to a large degree by the British West Indian colonies,
which did not revolt.

It is thus clear in retrospect that the colonies had achieved
a high degree of competency by the 1750s and 1760s. Far “re-
moved from the sources of metropolitan authority,” they had
early been transformed by the very exigencies of life in America
from passive “recipients of tradition and objects of authority
into independent, differentiated, initiating” social and political
entities that put a high premium upon resourcefulness, self-
control, and the ability to act successfully and confidently in an
uncertain environment that frequently threw them back upon
their own devices. By 1760 the colonies were thus not only able
to meet most of the objective conditions necessary for self-
government but even had to a significant degree been govern-
ing themselves, maintaining internal civil order, prospering,
and building an ever more complex and closely integrated
society for at least three-quarters of a century and in some
cases much longer. Equally important, such a large measure of

14. Lawrence A. Cremin, American Education: The Colonial Experience
1607-1783 (New York, 1970), esp. 416-417, 520, 549-550, 556, 567; Shils, “Con-
centration and Dispersion of Charisma,” World Politics, XI (1958), 19.
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de facto autonomy at every level and in all sectors of colonial
society—with all of the responsibilities it required—had pre-
pared them psychologically for self-government and indepen-
dence.®

The corollary of this impressive increase in colonial com-
petency was the continued weakness of British power in the
colonies. The bureaucratic structures organized, for the most
part during the Restoration, to supervise and maintain control
over the colonies had never been adequate for the tasks they
were assigned. As Andrews was fond of pointing out, there
was no central governing agency within Britain with effective
authority to deal quickly and efficiently’ with colonial matters
until 1768, on the very eve of the Revolution. The Board of
Trade, which had primary responsibility for the colonies after
1696, had only advisory powers, and its history is essentially one
of failure to obtain the ministerial and parliamentary support
necessary for its many and repeated attempts to establish a more
elaborate and effective system of colonial administration. More-
over, its staff was so small and the number of separate colonies
with which it had to deal so great that it could not possibly
keep abreast of the rapidly fluctuating political and economic
circumstances of every colony. This situation was exacerbated
by the absence of any efficient means of communication between
Britain and the colonies—a regular system of packet boats was
not established until 1755—and by the seeming inability of the
Board to force its representatives in the colonies to supply it
with up-to-date information. Finally, like all of the agencies
within the British government that had any colonial respon-

- sibilities, the Board was invariably more responsive to the de-

mands of powerful interest groups within Britain than it was
to those of the colonists. The result, therefore, was an adminis-
trative structure in Britain that for most of its existence had
insufficient influence or power either to obtain support for
its policies at home or to enforce them in the colonies, a struc-
ture that was both poorly informed about what was happen-

1. Cremin, American Education, 556, 568; Shils, “Concentration and
Dispersion of Charisma,” World Politics, XI (1958), 19.
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ing in the colonies and only minimally responsive to colonial
demands.16

Within the colonies the situation was little, if any, better. Im-
perial administrative machinery was insufficient for the enforce-
ment of imperial policy, and authorities in Britain had no
effective controls over the machinery that did exist. The gover-
nors, the primary representatives of the imperial government
in the colonies, had almost no coercive resources at their com-
mand. Prior to the introduction of large numbers of British
troops at the beginning of the French and Indian War in the
mid-1750s, there was no more than a handful of regular troops
in any colony on more than a temporary basis, and governors
had few other dependable resources with which they could put
down opposition to imperial policies, whether it came from the
elected representative assemblies, the press, local governing in-
stitutions, or some segment of the public at large. Theoretically
great, even their control over judicial machinery was, in most
cases, highly tenuous. Of course, most governors did have some
utilitarian resources in the form of crown or proprietary lands
or access to other special privileges or concessions that could be
used to build up a solid base of support for their administra-
tion. But few had much patronage—in the Anglo-American
political world of the eighteenth century, the most important
utilitarian resource of all—at their disposal. Imperial authorities
never sought to strengthen the ties between Britain and the
colonies by systematically admitting “the leading members of
the provincial aristocracies” into the metropolitan political
establishment. Increasingly, in fact, they even excluded such
men from the few royal offices available in the colonies, which,
especially after 1720, were usually filled by the ministry at
home with needy place seekers. After 1740, even the largely
honorific seats on the governors’ advisory councils, which had
in earlier times usually been reserved for wealthy and well-

16. See Andrews, Colonial Background; “The American Revolution:
An Interpretation,” AHR, XXXI (1925-1926), 219-232; and The Colonial
Period of American History (New Haven, 1934-1938), IV; and Michael
Kammen, Empire and Interest: The American Colonies and the Politics of
Mercantilism (Philadelphia, 1970), 1-94.
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affected colonists, came more and more to be filled in the
same way.!”

With little prospect for solid backing from home, only a
rudimentary bureaucracy on which they could count for as-
sistance (and over which they frequently had little control),
-and little patronage through which they might have gained the
support of strategically placed members of local elites, gover-
nors frequently allied themselves with the dominant political
groups within the colonies and did little more than keep up
the appearance of adherence to the policies of the home govern-
ment. Far from being able to co-opt the provincial elites by
binding them to the imperial order in the colonies with strong
ties of interest and obligation, the governors were, rather, co-
opted by those elites; and the local standing and influence of
governors, which in many cases was by no means inconsiderable,
came to depend at least as much upon local connections as upon
their formal position as representatives of the imperial govern-
ment. Gubernatorial influence was thus highly personal and
did not automatically extend beyond an individual governor to
his successor, much less to the imperial government in Britain.
Whatever power Britain had over the colonies by the mid-
eighteenth century derived not from its monopoly of force, not
from its efficiency and responsiveness, and not from a systemati-
cally cultivated network of interests and political obligations.!®

The counterpoint of this continuing weakness of British
power in the colonies was the dramatic increase in the impor-
tance of the colonies to Britain’s economy during the first seven
decades of the eighteenth century. The population of the con-
tinental colonies soared from 257,060 in 1700 to 635,083 in
" 1730 and 1,593,625 in 1760. The average decennial rate of in-
crease was nearly 36 percent. As the population increased, the
colonies not only supplied Britain at extremely favorable rates
with a growing variety of raw materials, many of which were

17. See Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 66-80o; Ronald Syme,
Colonial Elites: Rome, Spain and the Americas (London, 1958); and Jack
P. Greene, Great Britain and the American Colonies, 1606—1763 (New
York, 1970), xxv-xlv. The quotation is from Syme, Colonial Elites, 3.

18. Syme, Colonial Elites; Greene, Great Britain and the American Colo-
nies, xxv—xlv.
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subsequently reexported at a considerable profit to British
middlemen, but also provided a growing stimulus to British
manufacturers by taking an ever-rising amount of British fin-
ished products. Indeed, during the eighteenth century, the colo-
nial trade became “‘the most rapidly growing section”—and ac-
counted for a significant proportion of the total volume—of
British overseas trade. Imports from the colonies (including the
West Indies) accounted for 20 percent of the total volume of
English imports in 1700-1701 and 36 percent in 1772-1773,
while exports to the colonies rose from 10 percent of the total
volume of English exports during the former year to g7 per-
cent during the latter. In real figures, imports from the con-
tinental colonies increased very sharply in every decade from
an annual average value of £265,480 in 1701-1710 to £667,135
in 1731-1740 and £1,042,619 in 1761-1770, an overall growth
of 165 percent. During the same period, exports to the colonies
rose over twice as fast, increasing at an overall rate of almost
400 percent from an annual average value of £267,902 in 1701—
1710 to £646,192 in 1731-1740 and £1,797,922 in 1761-1%4%0.19
The colonial trade thus constituted a large and critical segment
of the British economy and was becoming more important every
decade. It is conventional to think in terms of the colonies’ de-
pendence upon Britain, but it is also very important to keep
in mind that in the economic sphere Britain was becoming
increasingly dependent on the colonies. To a considerable de-
gree, the growing awareness of how much the economic well-
being of Britain actually did depend upon the colonies, one
strongly suspects, accounts for Parliament’s willingness to con-
tribute substantial sums toward the expenses of settling Georgia
beginning in the 1730s and Nova Scotia starting in 1749 and to
make such enormous outlays of money and men in defense of
them during the Seven Years’ War. Such profitable possessions

19. Phyllis Deane and W. A. Cole, British Economic Growth 1688-1959:
Trends and Structure (Cambridge, Mass., 1962), 34, 86; the population
figures and the statistics for imports and exports to Britain are computed
from the tables “Estimated Population of the American Colonies” and
“Value of Exports to and Imports from England, by American Colonies:
1697 to 1776, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to
1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), Ser. Z, 756, 757
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could never be permitted to fall into the hands of Britain’s
Continental rivals.

111

In itself, no one of these structural features—not the growing
competence of the colonies, the continued weakness of British
power in the colonies, or the increasing importance of the colo-
nies to Britain’s economy—was productive of sufficient strain
to make the possibility of revolution very great; in combination,
however, they contributed to the development of two funda-
mental discrepancies within the imperial-colonial relationship,
discrepancies that made the potential for dysfunction within
the empire extremely high. The first was the obvious discrep-
ancy between theory and fact, between what imperial au-
thorities thought the colonies should be and what they actually
were. The increasing competency of the colonies during the
eighteenth century obviously called for some adjustment in
imperial behavior and attitudes towards the colonies, and such
an adjustment appeared to have been made during the long
ministry of Sir Robert Walpole from 1721 to 1742. Under Wal-
pole, an informal accommodation between imperial authorities
and the colonies had been achieved that permitted the colonies
a generous amount of de facto self-government and economic
freedom. Coming after more than sixty years of wrangling be-
tween imperial authorities, who, beginning with the Restora-
tion, had repeatedly sought to bring the colonies under tighter
control, and colonists, who insisted upon retaining a large
measure of autonomy, this accommodation represented some-
thing of a return to the old contractual relationship between
mother country and colonies that had obtained during the first
half century of English colonization, a relationship that had
permitted the colonists the widest possible latitude to pursue
their own objectives with a minimum of reciprocal obligations
to the imperial government at home.?’ But the accommodation
was entirely pragmatic: it required no intellectual adjustment
on the part of the authorities in Britain. On the contrary, by

20. On this point, see the introduction to Greene, Great Britain and the
Imerican Colonies.
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helping to forestall any explicit colonial challenges to tradi-
tional imperial notions about the colonies, it actually reinforced
them. Equally important, by contributing to keep imperial-
colonial relations relatively placid, it also helped to foster the
dangerous illusion within the British political nation that im-
perial authorities actually did have the colonies firmly in hand
—or at least that they could bring them under strict control if it
ever became necessary to do so.

There were, of course, still other foundations for this illusion.
The one seemingly substantial basis for it was the remarkable
success of the navigation system that had been worked out
largely between 1651 and 1705. This system was an application
to the colonial sphere of that general cluster of social and eco-
nomic attitudes that Adam Smith subsequently designated mer-
cantilism. Fundamentally, these attitudes represented an at-
tempt to impose some order upon and to achieve some control
over the enormous economic and social energy unleashed by the
expansion of market opportunities in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. Like most other expressions of mercantilism,
however, the navigation system was never completely effective:
from the enactment of its first provisions right up to the Ameri-
can Revolution, the constant lament of those charged with its
enforcement was that it was being frequently and flagrantly
violated by self-serving and unpatriotic colonials. But we must
emphasize not only how often or under what conditions it was
violated but also, given the difficulties of and the inadequate
means available for enforcement, how extraordinarily well the
navigation system succeeded in turning the economic energies
of the colonists into channels that were at once profitable to
both mother country and colonies.

By and large, this success was attributable far less to imperial
coercion than to colonial compliance. Students of the naviga-
tion system have traditionally concerned themselves with the
question of how much the navigation system cost the colonists.*!

21. See Lawrence A. Harper, “The Effects of the Navigation Acts on the
Thirteen Colonies,” in Richard B. Morris, ed., The Era of the American
Revolution: Studies Inscribed to Evarts Boutell Greene (New York, 1939),
and “Mercantilism and the American Revolution,” Canadian Historical
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I"ar more deserving of emphasis is the very great extent to which
they had been able to prosper under that system and, by the
curly decades of the eighteenth century, had actually developed
1 strong stake in maintaining their connections with it.22 This
Is not to say, of course, that there were not significant pockets
ol dissatistaction with the system from time to time and place
to place within the colonies during the eighteenth century, or
that some specific aspects of the system, most notably the Mo-
lisses Act of 1733, would not have created major colonial dis-
content had they been enforced, or that the system was not

~mare profitable for Britain than it was for the colonies. It is to

1y that the extent of colonial compliance suggests, not total
iisfaction with, but a very high degree of accommodation to
the system and that, however voluntary and selective in charac-
(1 that compliance may have been, it provided, along with the
roncomitant absence of much manifest colonial opposition to
the system as a whole, the principal support for the imperial
illusion of control over the colonies.

A far more compelling foundation for this illusion was the
uverpowering conviction—the deeply rooted and pervasive be-
lict ol the inherent superiority of Britain, of its political in-
‘itutions and its culture. The belief did not apply only to
Hiitain's standing vis-a-vis the colonies. Following the Glorious
evolution, it was widely believed within the British political
nation that the British constitution as it had been restored by
the Kevolutionary Settlement represented the ultimate political
i hievement of all time, permitting the enjoyment of so many
Hherties and at the same time preserving a high degree of
political order. “Pride in the liberty-preserving constitution

i

A Hritain was universal,” extending to all groups both in and

Hoview, XXIIT (1942), 29-34; Curtis P. Nettels, “British Mercantilism and
the Feonomic Development of the Thirteen Colonies,” Journal of Economic
Hictory, XID (1952), 105=114; and Robert Paul Thomas, “A Quantitative
‘ppoach to the Study of the Effects of British Imperial Policy upon Co-
liial Welfare: Some Preliminary Findings,” Jour. Econ. Hist., XXV (1965),
Hiy tigH

I'his point of view is an extension of the argument in Oliver M.
Bickeon, T'he Navigation Acts and the American Revolution (Philadel-
phin, 1gn1), =158,
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out of power, and this pride was matched by an almost equally
pervasive reverence for the king, Lords, and Commons assem-
bled in Parliament, which was at once the chief guardian of the
constitution and its omnipotent interpreter. By its mere pos-
session of the vast authority of so extraordinary a constitution,
Parliament seemed to embody all that was most sacred to En-
glishmen everywhere—in the colonies as well as in Britain—and
to command the unqualified respect and obedience of all who
came under its sway. The power of Parliament knew no geo-
graphical bounds within the British dominions: it was limited
only by its own obligation not to violate the essential principles
of the constitution, an obligation that it alone had the capacity
and the authority to judge.?

Nor were Britain’s superiority and glory limited to the po-
litical realm. The prose and poetry of Addison, Defoe, Gay,
Pope, Steele, Swift, and a host of lesser writers during the first
half of the eighteenth century were widely heralded as evidence
that Britain had achieved its “Augustan Age” in literature. And,
despite a number of temporary setbacks, the economic picture,
especially as measured by a rising volume of foreign trade and
a quickening pace in domestic economic activity, seemed to be
especially bright, so bright, in fact, that it was thought in Brit-
ain and feared on the Continent that Britain would eventually
outstrip all of its traditional Continental rivals in wealth and
power.24

Not everyone, of course, viewed the situation in Hanoverian
Britain with approval. Implicit in the comparison of contem-
porary Britain with Augustan Rome was a “historically derived
fatalism,” a prediction that, like the Rome of Augustus, the
Britain of George I and George II would sooner or later de-
generate from its epitome of virtue and freedom into a corrupt

23. Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution
(Cambrldge Mass., 1967), 45—46; Jack P. Greene, “The Plunge of Lem-
mings: A Consideration of Recent Writings on British Politics and the
American Revolution,” So. Atlan. Qtly., LXVII (1968), 141-175.

24. See James William Johnson, The Formation of English Neo- Classical
Thought (Princeton, 1967); Deane and Cole, British Economic Growth,

41-97.
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state of vice and slavery. The shrill prophecy of a wide spectrum
ol opposition writers, many of whom were the very men whose
writings seemed to earn for British literature the appellation
\ugustan, during Walpole’s ministry was that this decline
would come sooner rather than later. But, although the manner
ol Walpole’s achievement only intensified the worries of his
opponents, his extraordinary success in achieving political sta-
hility without manifestly destroying any of the essentials of the
tonstitution undermined much of the credibility of opposition
laims, while the great British military and naval victories

‘uring the Seven Years’ War brought Britain territory and

power unequaled, it was said, since the glorious days of Rome.
Despite the obviously disquieting implications of the parallel
hietween Rome and Britain, Britain’s greatest days, the Cassan-
dras to the contrary notwithstanding, still seemed—throughout
the middle decades of the eighteenth century—to lie in the
liuture rather than in the present.?

In the face of such achievements, such evident national su-
periority in politics, literature, economic development, and war,
who could doubt that Britain was in every respect superior
(1 ity colonies overseas, those distant and culturally backward
ielupes for the deviants, the outcasts, and the unsuccessful of
iitain and Europe? As imperial usage of the parent-child
metaphor so clearly revealed, the colonies were by definition
thoupht to be subordinate and dependent, bound by their po-
dtion within the imperial family order to yield obedience to
their mother country and unable, like children, either to control
their own passions—were they not forever squabbling among
thienelvesi—or to protect themselves from external aggression.
.iven the pervasiveness of such attitudes, any acknowledgment
ol colonial competency on the part of British authorities was
virtually impossible, for competency carried with it the hint of
i cquivalence between the colonies and Britain. In view of

i, See lsaac Kramnick, Bolingbroke and His Circle: The Politics of

Wlialieta in the Age of Walpole (Cambridge, Mass., 1968); J. H. Plumb,
I Onipins of Political Stability: England 1676-1725 (Boston, 1967), esp.

(g and James William Johnson, “The Meaning of ‘Augustan’,” Jour-
wal wf the History of Ideas, XIX (1958), 521.
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the intensity and extensity of British convictions of superiority,
such a hint would have been a patent and disturbing violation
of the national self-image.?

The second discrepancy within the imperial-colonial relation-
ship was between two divergent conceptions of what the re-
lationship actually was. This discrepancy may be discussed in
terms of a question raised by much of the previous discussion:
if British coercive power over the colonies was so weak and
colonial competence so high, what was it that continued to bind
the colonies to Britain? Part of the answer, as we have already
suggested, is to be found in the very real utilitarian benefits
they derived from the connection. Despite the limitations im-
posed upon them by the navigation system, perhaps in part
because of them, the colonies had prospered during the first
half of the eighteenth century and had a strong vested interest
in maintaining their economic ties with Britain. Far more im-
portant than these utilitarian benefits, however, were, as Frank-
lin underscored in his Examination, the vital and deeply rooted
customary bonds of allegiance and affection that tied the colo-
nies very tightly to their parent state, ties whose strength had
increased enormously through the middle decades of the eigh-
teenth century as a result of the growing involvement of the
colonies with Britain, the emergence of colonial elites intent
upon reproducing in the colonies a society that resembled that
of Britain as closely as possible, and the increasing Anglicization
of colonial life in both form and substance.

These bonds had powerful symbolic and psychological roots.
For the colonists, Britain was the central source of not only
political and cultural but moral authority: it was at once the
repository of the sacred “order of symbols, of values and be-
liefs,” which were thought to give structure and legitimation to
the lives of all Englishmen in Britain and the colonies and the
site of the institutions charged with the exemplification and
protection of that order. This “sacred order” at the very center

26. There is no satisfactory treatment of this subject, but see the sugges-
tive analysis in Richard Koebner, Empire (Cambridge, Mass., 1961), 77-287,
where the author explores at length some of the implications of the con-

trasting meanings attached to the term empire in Britain and the colonies
during the 18th century.
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ol British life provided a “standard by which [all] existing au-
thority” and the actions of all authoritative institutions could
hie judged, defined the qualities necessary for those individuals
who exercised authority, and specified the proper relationship
ol citizens to authority and authority to citizens. For colonists
on the outermost peripheries of the British polity, the need to
identify with—to have some direct link to—this sacred order,
(lie yearning for incorporation into a central system of values
and institutions that transcended and gave more general mean-
iy to their own peripheral and particular existence, was over-
powering. Their very distance from the center, their acute sense
ol being so far removed from the “vital zone” of authority in
Wiitain, and the intensities of local pressures toward the de-
velopment of autochthonous—and hence unlegitimated—values,
liubits of actions, and institutions combined to make the colo-
nists unusually dependent upon Britain for evaluative stan-
ilurds and models of behavior. So much weight did the authority
ol the metropolis carry in the colonies that, as Franklin also
wippested in his Examination, those individuals in the colonies
who were or were thought to be “closely and positively” con-
nected through institutional or personal ties to Britain auto-
muatically enjoyed a “‘special status.” Moreover, as the colonies
tame more and more into the ambit of British life during the
viphteenth century and came to feel considerably closer to the
center of authority, the “locus of the sacred,” the extent of their
dlependence increased because their closer proximity to the
tenter made them feel their remoteness from it and their
position as outsiders far more compellingly than did their
lorebears.27

Hiitain also served the colonies as a source of pride and self-

Shils, “Centre and Periphery,” in Logic of Personal Knowledge,
11 auqs Edward A. Tiryakian, “A Model of Societal Change and Its Lead
Hdicntors,” in Samuel Z. Klausner, ed., The Study of Total Societies (New
Vil 1y6y), 82; Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change (Boston, 1966),
(v lied Weinstein and Gerald M. Platt, The Wish to be Free: Society,
Fovihe, and Value Change (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 196q), 5-6; Jack P.
Cavene, “Search for Identity: An Interpretation of the Meaning of Selected
Fatteine of Social Response in Eighteenth-Century America,” Journal of
Sl History, 1T (1970), 189—220; and “Examination of Franklin,” in
Livene, ed,, Golonies to Nation, 73.
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esteem as well as of moral authority. To have a share, if often
largely only a peripheral share, in the achievements of Britain
during the eighteenth century—in the internal civil achieve:
ments following the Glorious Revolution and the external eco-
nomic and military achievements represented by the enormous
expansion of foreign trade and the overwhelming victory over
the French and Spanish in the Seven Years’ War—was an exhila-
rating experience that operated to heighten British patriotism
in the colonies and to strengthen still further the psychological
bonds between them and Britain.?® Thus, whatever the weak-
nesses of British coercive power and whatever the objectionable
conditions attached to the utilitarian benefits offered the colo-
nies by the connection with Britain, Britain had enormously
powerful normative resources with which to bind the colonies
to it.

But these resources were not, of course, so powerful as to be
able to bind the colonies to Britain under any conditions.
Strong as it was, the colonial attachment to Britain, it is now
abundantly clear, was conditional. If it was true, as John Dick-
inson later remarked, that the “Dependence” of the colonists
could not “be retained but by preserving their affections,” it
was also true, as he so strongly emphasized, that “their affec-
tions” could not “be preserved, but by treating them in such a
manner, as they think consistent with Freedom and Justice.”?
If to British authorities the parent-child metaphor meant that
the colonies were to be dependent and subordinate, to the colo-
nists it meant that Britain was to be nurturant and protective—
not primarily in the limited sense that the British government
was expected to provide bounties and other specific economic
encouragements to the colonists or to protect them against at-
tack by rival European powers. Such benefits, especially the
promise of defense, certainly continued to be important to
the colonies at least until after the British victories in North
America and the West Indies during the Seven Years’ War. Far

28. On the increasing British patriotism, see Max Savelle, Seeds of Lib-
erty: The Genesis of the American Mind (Seattle, 1965), 553-583.

29. Dickinson to William Pitt, Dec. 21, 1765, in Edmund S. Morgan, ed.,

Prologue to Revolution: Sources and Documents on the Stamp Act Crisis,
1764-1766 (Chapel Hill, 1959), 119.
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more important, however, was the nurturance and protection
txpected by the colonists in a much larger sense: the sense in
which they expected Britain to provide a favorable political
aidl economic climate in which they could pursue with a mini-
mum amount of anxiety their own, specifically colonial and in-
ividual, ends, while it also continued to provide a praiseworthy
twample by which they could measure their own achievements.

I'o provide such a standard of measurement British authorities
hid to behave toward the colonies in accordance with certain
leepscated and pervasive beliefs about the limits of legitimate
political action that had become integral and sacred compo-
nents of colonial political culture as it had gradually taken
lipe during the first century and a half of settlement. Trace-
(hle primarily to the social and political thought of the civic
liimanists of the Italian Renaissance and secondarily to native
I'nplish sources including the writings of common lawyers such
i hir Edward Coke or the religious literature generated by the
Iiplish Reformation, these beliefs and the system of social and
pulitical perceptions they composed had been transmitted to
ilie colonies largely through the rich social and political litera-
(e that poured forth from English presses after 1640. Perhaps
hieciause they were so far removed from the center of power
within the empire, the colonists, as Bernard Bailyn has dem-
vistrated, seem to have found the literature of opposition, the
wittings of those resident Britons who were also on the outside,
Cipecially attractive. But it is probably somewhat misleading to
diaw (oo sharp a distinction between opposition and “main-
dtcum thought, and it is possible to argue that in its essentials
UL ition thought was, at least after the Glorious Revolution,
0 Luge extent really only a more pure, intense, and uncom-
juomsing version of the same central ideas that animated
watistream: thought. To be sure, there were very important
dillerences in emphases and bitter disagreements over the mean-
i and tendency of particular political and social develop-
s cmphases and disagreements that were carried over to
sl veproduced in the colonies as they were or were not appro-
i bate tospecific local conditions. But there was a hard core of
dihallenped beliefs that was common to all major variants
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of Anglo-American political and social thought and formed the
central premises for an emerging colonial perceptual system;
and, in all probability, that they were unchallenged—that ther\c
simply were no competing ideas about any of these fundamental
postulates of social and political life—is what primarily accounts
both for their almost universal acceptance among the colo:
nists and for their enormous determinative power in shaping
the colonists’ interpretations of political actions and social
behavior. i
This hard core of belief, this social and political perceptual
system, has been so fully described by Bernard Bailyn, Caroline
Robbins, Isaac Kramnick, and J. G. A. Pocock that it requires
only a brief summary here.® Proceeding from the assumptions
that all men were by nature imperfect creatures who could not
withstand the temptations of power and luxury and that power
and luxury were corrupting and aggressive forces whose natural
victims were liberty and virtue, this system of ideas stressed the
omnipresent dangers to society and the polity from corruption
by luxury and power, respectively. It emphasized the necessity
for virtue, personal independence, disinterestedness, and devo-
tion to the public welfare by rulers and the importance of a
balanced government by which the various constituent com-
ponents of the polity would keep a constant check upon one
another as the only device by which liberty could be preserved
and the polity prevented from degenerating into some vicious
species of tyranny. Because all societies were thought to be
highly susceptible to internal decay through moral corruption,
any seeming rise in the incidence of hedonistic behavior, any
sign of increasing luxury or vice, was a source of grave concern,
a harbinger of certain decline and extinction; because the ideal
was for the polity to remain in a perpetual and unchanging
30. Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 1-159, and Origins of American Politics,
14-58; Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonuwealthman:
Studies in the Transmission, Development, and Circumstances of English
Liberal Thought from the Restoration of Charles II until the War with
the Thirteen Colonies (Cambridge, Mass., 1959); Kramnick, Bolingbroke and
His Circle; and J. G. A. Pocock, “Civic Humanism and Its Role in Anglo-
American Thought” and “Machiavelli, Harrington, and English Political

Ideologies in the Eighteenth Century,” in Politics, Language and Time:
Essays on Political Thought and History (New York, 1971), 80-147.
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state of equilibrium, virtually all change was by definition
malignant and had to be resisted. This system of ideas thus
taught people to explain any deviation from the existing po-
litical situation, especially those that seemed somehow to be
inimical to one’s fundamental interests or to the manifest prin-
tiples of the constitution, as the probable result of a conspiracy
ol corrupt men in power to subvert liberty in behalf of their
own selfish designs.

Ilausible enough to people out of power in Britain itself,
wich an explanation was extraordinarily persuasive to the in-
hubitants of distant colonies who were not only far removed
ftom the point at which decisions were made but did not par-
(icipate to any significant degree in the system that made them.
I'he simple fact of distance between Britain and the colonies
thus created an underlying propensity towards distortion within
(e imperial-colonial relationship that made it absolutely cru-
cial that British authorities always act in accord with the tra-
ditional imperatives of Anglo-American political culture in
their relations with the colonies.®! If Britain had a nurturant
abligation to help the colonies become and remain British (in
the sense of encouraging them to abide by those imperatives),
Wiitish authorities first had to make certain that they kept
themselves so.

Ihut the voluntary attachment of the colonies to Britain de-
punicled upon something far more fundamental than the careful
wlicrvation by British authorities of these traditional impera-
tivin 1t depended as well upon their willingness not to violate
i lisie substructure of expectations among the colonists that
(s imperatives were thought to protect. For the colonists,
thiis substructure, which had gradually taken shape over the first
i1 years of colonization, had come to constitute a kind of sa-
vl il not entirely explicit, moral order, the preservation of
which was felt to be absolutely essential to the continuation of
i justand, therefore, acceptable—relationship between Britain
il the colonies. The most obvious and explicit element in this
silitiucture of expectations was that the imperial government

i 0 counne, distance also made colonial behavior equally liable to dis-
ftioe by imperial authorities.
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would not in any way violate the sanctity of the elected lower
houses of assembly and other institutions and symbols of self-
government and authority in each colony, institutions and sym-
bols that, as we remarked earlier, had come to assume such
extensive authority within the colonies that they, rather than
Parliament, had long since come to be regarded by the colonists
as the most immediate and primary guardians of their rights
and property.®?

A second and extremely elusive component of this substruc-
ture of implicit operating assumptions was the expectation
that the imperial government would place as few impediments
as possible in the way of the colonists’ free pursuit of their own
social and economic interests. Indeed, when one looks closely
at so many aspects of colonial political behavior—at the selective
nature of colonial compliance with the navigation acts; the
kinds of situations that produced collective violence; the spe-
cific content of political disputes, both internal and external;
the character of most legislation; and the unapologetically self-
interested behavior of so many individuals—when one studies
all of these aspects of colonial political life he comes away with
a strong impression that there was a very sharp disjuncture be-
tween the ways men talked about political society and sought to
legitimate political activity, on the one hand, and the ways they
assumed political society would—and ought to—work, on the
other. For what emerges from an examination of colonial po-
litical behavior is an implicit conception of political society
that is much less concerned with the primacy of the general
welfare or the other classic imperatives of Anglo-American po-
litical culture than with the protection and facilitation of group
interests and individual enterprise. What the actions of the
colonists seemed to assume, in fact, is that political society was
a human device not only, in the conventional sense, for the
maintenance of orderly relations among the men who com-
posed it and for the protection of its members from their own
and others’ human frailties but also, and probably consider-

32. See Greene, Quest for Power, and “Political Mimesis,” AHR, LXXV
(1969-1970), 337-360.
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\hly more important, for the protection of the individual’s
jproperty in his land, goods, and person, in which one’s prop-
¢ity in person included the right of striving, of pursuing (as

well as protecting) one’s interests, of seeking to alter one’s
plice on the scale of economic well-being, social status, or
political power.

I'he critical point about such a conception is that it assigns
(1 political society no more authority over the individual and
(o the individual no more obligation to political society than
in ubsolutely necessary to make sure that others have the same
lie¢dom as he has. Political society is, thus, still regulative and
nepative as it had been in more traditional conceptions; but
it in also facilitative and positive in that it encourages—at the
viry least, by not in any way inhibiting—the individual to
pneoccupy himself with his own goals without forcing him to
I much concerned with the social well-being of the com-
munity as a whole. The presumed tendency of individuals
who live in a political society operating on such assumptions
i lor them to subordinate the welfare of the community to the
puitsuit of self-interest or at least to exaggerate the mormal
tendency for individuals to define the welfare of the com-
Wity in terms of their own interests.?

I'his is not to suggest that colonial behavior was free from
(he usual imperatives of the traditional status or organic con-
(eption of political society, imperatives that placed very heavy
ciiphasis upon the obligations of citizens to put the welfare of
tlie community as a whole before any personal considerations.
()11 the contrary, in the colonies, as in every other contemporary
\Wetern society, such imperatives dominated explicit thinking
(it social and political relations. As was the case in Britain
il clsewhere, however, the power of such ideas derived pri-

wianily out of men’s needs to legitimate their actions—to them-
“lven us well as to others—by conceiving of and presenting them
{4t (o1 tnin time-honored and publicly sanctioned forms and out

4 I this discussion, I have drawn heavily on the ideas of C. B. Mac-
(i, Ihe Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (Oxford, 1962),

(L iy 1’71
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of the absence of a more accurately descriptive and publicly
acceptable alternative terminology. The traditional imperatives
were, in any case, often not descriptive of behavior or of the
conception of political society implicit in that behavior.?4

In terms of the present discussion, however, the important
points are that, however much—or little—restraint these tradi-
tional imperatives may have imposed upon the colonists’ be-
havior within their own societies, they exercised virtually none
upon their behavior within the larger political society of the
empire as a whole and that there was a deeply ingrained ten-
dency within colonial society to judge the appropriateness of
any political measure, especially those originating with the im-
perial government, in terms of how it did or did not facilitate the
pursuit of group and individual interests within the colonies.
To whatever degree they disapproved of self-oriented behavior
in a specifically colonial context, they found it fully acceptable
in the larger arena of imperial affairs. For one thing, of course,
what seemed to imperial officials to be patently self-interested
behavior by colonists might very well have been in the best
general interests of a particular colony and therefore have ap-
peared to the colonists as a selfless example of community-
mindedness. But more important, the wide latitude in the pur-
suit of their own colonial and individual ends enjoyed by the
colonists during their first century and a half and especially
during and immediately after Walpole’s tenure conditioned
them to think of their connection with Britain as an instru-

34. The extent to which the traditional imperatives were so descriptive
varied enormously from one colony to another, and they everywhere existed
in a state of tension with the more individualistic sense of political society
I have been describing. The strength of community sentiment as revealed
by the extent to which the traditional imperatives had been internalized
may furnish one means for classifying the divergent political societies of
the colonies and pinpointing the differences among them. We might, for
instance, attempt to arrange colonial societies along a spectrum running
from more to less community orientation, and such a device might enable
us to identify more clearly shifts in the nature and orientation of political
life within those societies. By taking an awareness of this tension into the
study of other aspects of colonial social development, perhaps especially
into the study of law and justice, one might also be able to identify more
clearly those aspects of colonial life that contributed to make this indi-
vidualistic conception of political society so powerful.
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mentality through which they might profitably seek those
ends.3s

A third, related, and even more elusive component of this
inplicit structure of expectations was the assumption that the
imperial government would not interfere with the capacity of
the colonists as individuals to maintain their personal au-
tonomy. One possible approach to this subject—and, given the
present state of analysis, any approach must necessarily be
highly tentative and speculative—is through a consideration
ol the possible social and psychological meaning, on both the
cultural and personal levels, of the colonists’ heavy emphasis
upon virtue and independence as the central mandates of in-
dividual behavior. In the conventional usage of the day, virtue
meant the voluntary observance of the recognized standards
ol right conduct, while independence implied exemption from
(I external control or support. Of course, these two mandates
were integral parts of the British, as well as the colonial, value
watem and were given especially great stress by the “country”
upposition both during Walpole’s ministry and earlier.®® But
tliey may have been given a greater emphasis in the colonies,
for, whereas in Britain they served an essentially defensive
piirpose (that is, in a psychological sense, as ego protective), in
thie colonies their function was both defensive and adaptive.?
Ivom the very first days of settlement, the challenges of the
\tnerican environment had put a high value upon initiative
il self-control. Wilderness conditions and later the lack of
many of the traditional restraints and supportive social insti-
tutions that the colonists had had in England had early forced

i, Nee, for example, the claim of the New York General Assembly in
{00 16y in its petition against the Grenville program that “a Freedom to
diive all kinds of Traffick in a Subordination to, and not inconsistent with,
the Meitish ‘Trade; and an Exemption from all Duties in such a Course of
¢ siiierce, 18 humbly claimed by the Colonies, as the most essential of all
(i 1ights to which they are intitled, as Colonists from, and connected, in
e common Bond of Liberty, with the uninslaved Sons of Great-Britain,”
e Marpgan, ed,, Prologue to Revolution, 11-12.

(1 See Pocock, “Machiavelli, Harrington, and English Political Ideologies
U the Bighteenth Century,” in Politics, Language and Time, 104-147.

(/1 his distinction between defensive and adaptive is implied in Wein-
sl wid Platt, Wish to be Free, 7-19.
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men to rely heavily upon their own resources.?® Mastery of
environment, in other words, had to an unusual degree re-
quired mastery of self, and full mastery of self in turn required
that a man have both virtue—freedom from one’s own passions
—and independence—freedom from the passions and/or- con-
trol of others. In the colonies, therefore, the extent of a man’s
personal autonomy was thus the measure both of his virtue
and independence and, more important, of his capacity to
maintain self-control and to manipulate—or adapt to—his en-
vironment: that is, to act as every man was suppbsed to act in
that society. As such, personal autonomy was absolutely crucial
to the maintenance of a man’s self-esteem, for any threat to
his autonomy from either internal or external sources was
also a threat to his ability to function effectively in his environ-
ment and, therefore, by definition degrading and corrosive of
his self-esteem. For maintaining their own self-control, for pre-
serving their own virtue, the colonists were entirely responsible
as individuals, though their deep dependence upon Britain for
normative standards and their excessive fears of hedonistic
behavior clearly did not bespeak complete confidence in their
abilities for doing so.*® With regard to maintaining their in-
dependence—their ability to act without external controls—
on the other hand, the colonists shared responsibility with
British authorities, and there was always a possibility that those
authorities might impose restraints that by striking at the
colonists’ autonomy as individuals would threaten their ego
capacities (as defined by their ability to control themselves and
manipulate their environment) and thereby call forth large-
scale personal anxiety, guilt, shame, and feelings of inadequacy
that could only be overcome by a manly resistance to those re-
straints. The implicit expectation of the colonists was thus that
the British government would continue to provide a stable
external background that would not call into question their
accustomed autonomy, their ability—so crucial to their self-
esteem and their continuing capacity to function as successful

38. On this point, see Cremin, Admerican Education, passim.
39. See Greene, “Search for Identity,” Jour. Soc. Hist., III (1970), 189—220.
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individuals in colonial society—to act in accordance with the
imandates of virtue and independence.

I'le voluntary attachment of the colonists to Britain thus
depended, we can now see, to a large extent upon a set of im-
plicit expectations about imperial behavior towards the colo-
iy, expectations that proceeded from the assumptions that it
wis the moral obligation of the mother country to provide
nurfurance and protection for the colonies. What nurturance
il protection had come to mean for the colonists—the specific
tentral components of the mother country’s moral obligations
to-them—were: first, that the imperial government would not
iidermine in any serious way the colonists’ self-esteem as de-
lined by their capacity as individuals to act effectively (that is,
with o high degree of autonomy) in the colonial environment;
weond, that it would interfere as little as possible with their
ihility to pursue whatever purposeful activity seemed to them
i he in their best interests; third, that it would respect the

iictity ol the local self-governing institutions on which they
dipended for the immediate protection of the property, in
piison as well as in goods, they had acquired as a result of that
wiivity; and, fourth, that in its dealings with the colonies it
would continue to manifest respect for all of those central im-
jitatives of Anglo-American political culture that were thought
by Foplishmen everywhere to be essential for the preservation
ul liberty and property.

Il cluster of implicit expectations on the part of the
colonists suggested a conception of the imperial-colonial con-
tection that was fundamentally different from that held by
it authorities. The divergency is most clearly revealed in
the hflferent meanings attached to the parent-child metaphor in
Wit and in the colonies, in the explicit British emphasis
dpen the disciplinary implications of the metaphor and the
todunial stress upon the nurturant and facilitative. The British

(0 i thiese points, see the New York Petition to the House of Commons,
f 0t in Morgan, ed., Prologue to Revolution, 13. In putting to-
¢other this dienssion I have drawn heavily on conversations with Fred

Wilhietn
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emphasis implied a relationship of perpetual dependency of
the colonies upon the mother country, while the colonial sug-
gested an eventual equivalence. This continuing discrepancy
between competing and potentially conflicting ideas about the
character of the imperial-colonial relationship was, of course,
closely connected to the discrepancy discussed earlier between
imperial theory and colonial reality. During the century from
1660 to 1760, the colonies had acquired an increasing compe-
tency as a result of certain fundamental and irreversible strugcs
tural changes in virtually every sphere of colonial life, changes
that brought about a significant decrease in the degree of the
colonists” actual dependence upon—and, correspondingly, ob-
ligations to—Britain. Though the perpetuation of the market
structures that had been worked out within the empire during
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries was, from the
colonists’ point of view, highly desirable and though the colo-
nists continued to rely heavily upon Britain for various norma-
tive resources, the one essential need the colonists had for Brit-
ain by 1750 was protection against Britain’s powerful European
rivals, France and Spain; and this decrease in colonial depen-
dence and decline in colonial obligations rendered traditional
imperial theories about what the colonies should be largely
inappropriate to existing conditions in the colonies.

The existence of these two related and overlapping discrep-
ancies, the one between imperial theory and colonial reality
and the other between imperial and colonial ideas about the
nature of the imperial-colonial connection, was thus the es-
sential precondition that gave the British Empire a latent
potential for revolution through the middle decades of the
eighteenth century. I say latent potential because these dis-
crepancies had first to be clearly defined and their implications
fully explored before they could actually become sufficiently
dysfunctional to cause the disruption or disintegration of the
empire. Indeed, the irony is that, so long as they were only
dimly perceived and not explicitly confronted, these discrep-
ancies actually functioned as an essential—probably the es-
sential—component of stability with the empire, because they
permitted the colonists to exercise a considerable amount of
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iitonomy without requiring imperial officials explicitly to
ihandon their traditional notions about the character of the
ciipire. So long as the imperial government did not attempt to
icmove these discrepancies by enforcing those notions or acting
i a sustained or systematic way upon them, the potential for
iy large-scale revolt by the colonies was not extremely high.*!

I'his is not to say, of course, that these discrepancies were not
i themselves productive of considerable strain and anxiety on
hoth sides of the Atlantic. The intermittent attempts by im-
perial authorities to establish closer supervision over the colo-

iies, attempts that dated back to 1660 and even earlier, had

piven rise to frequent and repeated demands by colonists for
ame explicit arrangement that would have provided them
with considerable autonomy in both the political and economic
realims and afforded them full protection against the awesome
mipht of the imperial government. For the British, there was
Jdwiys the fear that these irrepressible and undisciplined little
comnmonwealths” in America would sooner or later acquire
the wherewithal to become “independent” of their “Mother
I inpdom.” 2 These fears were fed not merely by the facts of
‘olonial behavior but by the very logic of the parent-child
wietaphor, for that logic suggested that the colonies, like chil-
dien, would eventually reach their maturity and become in-
dependent, The metaphor, the very terms in which the im-
prinlcolonial connection was perceived and discussed, thus
“iounaged fears of colonial independence in Britain and, in
Al puobability, unconscious wishes for independence in the

s fes 40

\ihough there is no doubt that these anxieties helped to

(1 Lo oa tuller discussion of these points, see Greene, Great Britain and
Literican Colonies, xxxi-x1vii.
(. Bee (bid,, xxxi-xlvii, 267-271.
{1 “uppestions of such fantasies are in Benjamin Franklin, “Observations
{ uening the Increase of Mankind, Peopling of Countries, etc.” 1751, in
f oo W Labaree, ed., The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, IV (New Haven,
;uyq and Lewis Evans, “A Brief Account of Pennsylvania in a
Lot o Machard Peters, Esq., in Answer to Some Queries of a Gentleman
U b 1yne MS, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. On
(e paible presence and meaning of such fantasies in similar situations,
S Weliatein and Platt, Wish to be Free, 35.
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generate a latent distrust between the colonies and Britain,
neither that distrust nor the fears that lay behind and supported
it could become an active cause of disruption between Britain
and the colonies so long as the delicate and uneasy accommoda-
tion that had been worked out under Walpole continued to
obtain. That it would not obtain was by no means predictable.
The accommodation had, in the first place, been based upon
the pragmatic, if only half-conscious, recognition that a union
of entities with differing interests and goals could most easily
be maintained by muting, by not calling attention to, the dif-
ferences; and, given the overall economic success of the empire
under Walpole, only the most compelling reasons could have
been expected to produce a change in tactics by his successors.
Perhaps even more important than Walpole’s sense that ac-
commodation rather than confrontation was the best strategy to
preserve the colonists’ attachment to Britain was the fact that,
at the same time the tensions created by the two fundamental
discrepancies in the imperial-colonial relationship may have
been encouraging the development of suppressed fantasies of
independence among the colonists, they were also operating
to reinforce a powerful yearning for dependence, a yearning
rooted in the psychological dependence of the colonists upon
Britain for their normative standards and their strong and
habitual ties of allegiance and affection. That dependence and
those ties were so strong as to prevent the colonists from ever
permitting whatever unconscious fantasies they may have had
about equivalence and independence from becoming conscious,
codified wishes.#* The British Empire in the 1740s and 17508
thus manifested a classic crisis of authority between parents
and children with all of the potential conflicts such a crisis
implies. But it was still a latent crisis.

Given the potential for dysfunction produced by these two
discrepancies in the imperial-colonial relationship, there was a
strong possibility that some serious, if probably inadvertent,
transgression of the existing moral order as it was conceived by
one party or the other would shatter it beyond repair. But the
important point is that such a transgression was necessary be-

44. Weinstein and Platt, Wish to be Free, 34-35.
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lore any of the preconditions we have been describing could
hecome causes of revolution or imperial disintegration. Some
structural conditions had pointed the colonists toward equiva-
lence and independence and, in doing so, had undermined the
(1aditional bonds between Britain and the colonies and made
the relationship relatively fragile. But these preconditions did
no more than make the creation of a dysfunctional situation
possible. Whether or not and when such a situation would be
cicated would be determined by other kinds of intervening

CHLLISES,

v

What began the process by which the old British Empire
iquired for the first time a marked susceptibility to disinte-
priation or revolution, what, in fact, was the salient precondi-
iion of the American Revolution, was the decision by colonial
withorities in Britain to abandon Walpole’s policy of accommo-
dation and to attempt to bring the colonies under much more
i1 controls.®s This decision was taken, not abruptly in 1763,
il traditionally been supposed, and not even in 1759, as
Heinhard Knollenberg has recently argued, but gradually in
ihe decade beginning in 1748.46 Neither this general decision
wor the many specific policy decisions of which it was composed
runntituted any sharp ideological break with the past. On the
vontiary, they merely represented another attempt to imple-
wient the traditional goals of English colonial policy as they
il heen worked out following the Restoration, to act in ac-
cond with the guiding assumptions behind the British concep-
ol the meaning of the parent-child metaphor. But the situ-
iionn differed markedly from the one that had obtained during
(i Mestoration or in the decades immediately following the
 dorions Revolution, the two periods during which similarly

(i, Ihe temarks in this section are based upon extensive research into
et alonial Office Papers and other relevant private and public records on
Bt calonial policy from 1745 to 1759. This research was conducted in
e sminer of 196y and intermittently thereafter. Precise citations will

“ily b provided for quotations. Portions of this section are adapted from
(e ntduction to my Great Britain and the American Colonies, xli—x1v.

(i oo Bernhard Knollenberg, Origin of the American Revolution:

Lap 106 (New York, 1960).
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systematic attempts had been made. The differences arose out
of the conjoint facts that the colonies were infinitely more com.
petent and correspondingly less dependent upon Britain, as
we explained earlier, and that the attempt followed a long
period of over a quarter of a century during which the imperial
government appeared to have abandoned most of the goals it
suddenly once again seemed bent upon achieving. Thus, what-
ever ideological continuity there may have been between post-
1748 and pre-1748 policy, there was a radical discontinuity in
both the tactics of imperial policy and in the quality of im-
perial-colonial relations.

The explanation for this fundamental change in the tone
and direction of British policy towards the colonies is to he
found in three separate conditions, one long-run and two short-
run. The long-run condition, which, in all probability, was by
far the most important, was the extraordinary territorial, demo-
graphic, and economic growth of the colonies discussed earlier,
At least since the 169os, British officials had intermittently ex-
pressed the fear that the colonies might one day seek to throw
off their dependency on Britain, set up their own manufactures,
and become economic rivals rather than subordinate and com-
plementary partners with Britain, goals, they implied, that
were probably the secret ambition of many colonials. By lend-
ing increasing plausibility to this fear at the same time that it
raised the importance of the colonies to the British economy
to a point at which the maintenance of control over the colonics
seemed to be absolutely crucial to the continued prosperity and
power of the British nation, the phenomenal growth of the
colonies seems to have been an ever-growing source of anxiety
within the British political nation throughout the middle dec-
ades of the eighteenth century. Indeed, in all probability, there
was a direct correlation between the increasing economic and
strategic worth of the colonies to Britain and the amount of
anxiety—much of it still existing only on a semiconscious and
implicit level—among British officials over the possible loss of
imperial control over the colonies. The extent to which such
anxiety actually impinged upon British consciousness and un-
derlay the redirection of British policy towards the colonies may
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lie pauged by a significant rise in the frequency and urgency of
explicit expressions of fears of colonial independence within
imperial circles during the late 1740s and the 1750s. Much
luter, during the Stamp Act crisis, an anonymous American
wiiter protested “the jealous and baseless supposition, formed
un the other side of the water, that the colonists want only a
lavorable opportunity of setting up for themselves. This charge
iainst us hath for many years been kept a going in Britain,
with such diligence and management,” he complained, “that
the minds of the people there are almost universally embittered
Against us.”4” Though this writer did not even sense the deep-
wated anxiety that underlay these charges, he was correct in his
perception that they were everywhere manifest: in official posi-
tion papers prepared by the Board of Trade, in correspondence
lwtween imperial officials and royal governors, in speeches in
the House of Commons, and in a proliferating number of tracts

hoth published and unpublished—on the state of the colonies
il the need for reforms in their administration.

Il the rapid growth of the colonies with the consequent in-
(toane in their value to Britain was the single most important
jiecondition behind the shift in British policy beginning in
the lute 1740s, there were two short-run conditions that, in
connbination, accounted for its timing. The first was the end of
thie v1a ol internal domestic political instability in Britain that
Ll hegun in 1739 and was intensified by the vigorous com-
jwtition for power through the mid-1740s following the fall of
Wi Mobert Walpole in 1742. Having already won the con-
lidene of George IT and wooed many opposition leaders to the
Wle ol the government, Henry Pelham finally managed to re-
fie peace to the body politic” and establish his regime on

. sl parliamentary basis” as a result of the government’s
seeiwhielming victory in the elections of 1747. “For the next
Wi years ... the stability characteristic of Walpole’s ministry
i e senith was again the salient feature of English govern-
st and this freedom from domestic distractions along with
the conclusion of the War of the Austrian Succession in 1748

| \ letter from a Plain Yeoman,” May 11, 1765, in Morgan, ed.,
Fialugue (o Revolution, n3.
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meant that British political leaders were freer than at any by showing signs of a vigor it had not demonstrated since the \‘ ¢

time since the mid-1730s to devote significant attention to the
colonies.*®

An even more important short-run condition that helped to
determine the timing of this shift in policy and that itself con-
tributed to intensify the growing anxiety and heightened sense
of urgency that lay behind it was the simultaneous eruption
of a series of severe political and social disturbances in many
of the colonies. During the late 1740s and early 1750s, there
were so many problems of such vast proportions in so many
colonies that the empire seemed to authorities at a distance in
London to be on the verge of disintegration. Violent factional
disputes had thrown New Jersey into civil war, put an end to
all legislative activity in New Hampshire and North Carolina,
and seriously weakened the position of the royal administration
in Jamaica, Bermuda, and New York. From New York, South
Carolina, New Jersey, Bermuda, Jamaica, North Carolina, and
New Hampshire—from all of the royal colonies except Massa-
chusetts, Virginia, Barbados, and the Leeward Islands—gover-
nors complained that they were powerless to carry out imperial
directions against the opposition of local interests and the ex-
orbitant power of the local lower houses of assembly. From
Bermuda there came reports that the status of the king’s gover-
nor had sunk so low that one member of the assembly had even
offered a reward for his assassination. So desperate was the
situation throughout all the colonies that it became exceed-
ingly difficult for imperial authorities to maintain their illusion
of control over them.

The conjunction between the growing realization in Britain
of the value of the colonies and the corresponding fear of the
long-term implications of their rapid expansion, on the one
hand, and the reestablishment of domestic political stability
in Britain and the shattering of the imperial illusion of control,
on the other, are thus the main reasons for the redirection of
British policy beginning in the late 1740s. The Board of Trade
had responded to the urgency of the situation as early as 1745

48. John B. Owen, The Rise of the Pelhams (London, 1957), 316-320.

carlier decades of the century, but it was not until 1748, when
I.ord Monson, the president of the Board, died and the W'ar of
the Austrian Succession was concluded, that the systematic at-
(ention called for by the situation was actually given to colonial
allairs. When the duke of Newcastle proposed to replace the
casual Monson with his brother-in-law, the duke of Leeds, who
wanted “some office which required little attendance and less
application,” the duke of Bedford, then in charge of the‘ colo-
iies as secretary of state for the Southern Department, reminded

 Newcastle in a piece of classic understatement that it would

live been “Highly improper, considering the present Situa-
(ion of things, to have a nonefficient Man at the head of that
toard.” 4 What was needed, Bedford implied, and what they
abtained in the person of George Dunk, earl of Halifax, was
. man of energy and ambition who would give to colonial
problems the attention they required. ;
Under the guidance of Halifax, who continued in office until
/01, the Board of Trade systematically set about the task of
lioring up imperial authority in the colonies. It presided over
\ iajor effort to strengthen the defenses of the British colonies
\Wainst French Canada by turning Nova Scotia, hitherto only
. nominal British colony inhabited almost entirely by neutral
il even hostile French, into a full-fledged British colony.
AMich more important, it prepared a series of long reports on
(he difliculties in most of the major trouble spots in the colonies,
il the recommendations in these reports clearly revealed that,
A opite the long era of accommodation and easy administration
e the advent of Walpole, the members of the Board and
wihier colonial officials had not altered their long-standing con-
ptions about the proper relationship between the mother
~uunitry and the colonies and that they were intent upon en-
{iicing the traditional, but hitherto largely unachieved, goals
ul Wiitish colonial policy. Except for the Nova Scotia enter-
(i ise, which received strong backing from the administration

i Au quoted by Oliver M. Dickerson, American Colonial Government
10y (Cleveland, 1912), 39.
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and large sums of money from Parliament, none of the Board'y
recommendations received the necessary support from the ad-
ministration, though colonial affairs did receive far more at-
tention from the Privy Council and administration than they
had in the past few decades.®® However desperate the situation
in the colonies might appear to those best informed about it,
existing procedures were too cumbersome and the preoccupa-
tion with domestic matters too great to permit effective action
on most colonial problems. In part to remedy this situation,
Halifax pushed very hard to have himself appointed a separate
secretary of state with broad jurisdiction and full responsibility
lor the colonies. Although he failed in this effort because of the
opposition of George II and the two older secretaries of state, he
did succeed in securing enlarged powers for the Board of Trade
in April 1752,

Armed with its new powers, the Board embarked upon an
¢ven more vigorous campaign to bring the colonies under closer
imperial control. It established a packet-boat system to provide
more regular communications with the colonies, urged each of
the toyal governors to secure a comprehensive revisal of the
laws of his colony and to send home copies of all public papers
promptly, revived ancient demands for. settling a permanent
revenue in those colonies that had not already voted one, in-
sisted upon the inclusion of suspending clauses in an ever-wider
variety ol colonial laws, vigorously denounced any efforts by the
colonial lower houses that seemed in any way to threaten the
prerogative of the crown, issued a number of restrictive royal
instructions, and enjoined the governors “strictly to adhere to
your instructions and not to deviate from them in any point but
upon evident necessity justified by the particular Circumstances
of the case,’ 5!

Although the Board of Trade’s programs were greeted in
many places with enthusiasm by royal officeholders and others

hoo John W, Wilkes, 4 Whig in Power: The Political Career of Henry
Pelham (Evanston, T11., 1964), 200-205.

it Board of ‘T'rade to governors, June g, 1752, C.O. 324/5/318-323, Pub-
e Record Ofhee,
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who had long been alarmed by the imbalance of the colonial
tonstitutions in favor of the representative assemblies, they
were, in general, adamantly opposed by the lower houses and
uther powerful local interest groups, whose members considered
them a violation of the traditional relationship between mother
rountry and colonies as it had gradually been worked out over
thie previous century and, in many instances, an attack upon the
tutablished constitutions of the colonies. Even with its enlarged
iithority and its new assertiveness, the Board could not ef-
lectively meet such opposition. The Board could and did intimi-
date the governors into a strict observance of their instructions,
Lt that only reduced their room for maneuver when they
necded all the latitude possible to accomplish the impossible
tunky assigned to them. Thus, the Board succeeded in its ob-
jretives only in New Hampshire, where Gov. Benning Went-
warth had put together a powerful political combination that
muonopolized all political power and stifled opposition, and in
the new civil governments in Nova Scotia and Georgia, where
the Board took extraordinary pains “to check all Irregulari-
tion and unnecessary Deviations from the Constitution of the
Muther Country in their Infancy.”5? By the time the outbreak
ul the Seven Years’ War forced it to suspend its reform activi-
tien i 1756, the Board had realized that its general campaign
win i lailure. Especially in the older colonies on the continent,
tnperial control was not much greater in 1756 than it had been
clphit years earlier. Unable to accomplish its objectives with the
pueiopative powers at its command, the Board increasingly had
Lieen diiven to threaten the intervention of Parliament, and in
VY. the House of Commons actually did intervene for the

fieet time in the domestic affairs of a colony when it censured the
Jiinica Assembly for making extravagant constitutional claims

while resisting instructions from the Board.

Cullectively, the efforts of Halifax and his colleagues between

1 e 156 represented a major reversal in the tone and

inlity of imperial behavior toward the colonies. The full

ie [Juhn Pownall], “General Propositions . . . ,” Shellburne Papers, LXI,
Wai gin William: L. Clements Library, Ann Arbor, Mich.
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magnitude and nature of the change can perhaps only be fully
illustrated by a detailed study of imperial-colonial relations
during these years. But its general character and thrust are
patently clear: it amounted to a shift on the part of imperial
authorities from a posture toward the colonies that was essen-
tially permissive to one that was basically restrictive, from a
traditional reliance upon normative and affectual resources for
the maintenance of British control over the colonies to a de-
pendence upon coercion. These years witnessed the revival or
development and the attempted imposition of a whole series of
specific policies that violated or threatened to violate in one
way or another fundamental aspects of the implicit structure
of colonial expectations about the nature of the imperial-
colonial relationship and the proper modes of imperial be-
havior towards the colonies. The vast majority of those policies
that colonials found so objectionable between 1759 and 1776
were, in fact, either worked out or proposed in one form or
another during these years, and attempts were actually made
to implement many of them.

Although the program of reform between 1748 and 1756
engendered among the colonists considerable individual, group,
and local dissatisfaction with specific aspects of imperial be:
havior, it obviously did not create a general malaise that
brought the colonists to the brink of rebellion or otherwise
create a significant predisposition towards revolution on the
part of the colonists. The impact of most of its particular com-
ponents was too local to invite a general or collective opposition,
and the program as a whole was sufficiently scattered and con-
tingent as to conceal from those not at or near the center of
colonial administration, as well as from most subsequent his
torians, its full depth and general character. The result was
that most of the program could be interpreted by the colonists
as simply additional episodes in the continuing efforts of the
imperial administration, “except in some short and shining
Periods, to establish,” in John Dickinson’s words, “a Prerogative
in America quite different from that in Great Britain.” Such
efforts and the “invidious Distinction” they sought to create
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hetween Englishmen in the colonies and those at home had
ilways been a source of “Uneasiness” among the colonists. But
thiey could scarcely be regarded as new and may even have come
(o seem less threatening than they had been fifty or a hundred
yeurs carlier when the colonists had had less experience in
toping with them.%

In terms of the causal significance of this change in posture
il policy for the American Revolution, the fact that it yielded
only minimal results is certainly equally as important as the
luct that it was undertaken in the first place and much more
tnportant than the isolated and transitory pockets of discontent
it created among the colonists. For the abject failure of most
ul the components of this early effort at reform served both to
hieighten imperial fears that the colonies would sooner or later
uet completely out of hand and to increase—almost to the point
ol absession—imperial determination to secure tighter control
sver the colonies and to channel the colonists” expansive ener-
pien into forms of endeavors more acceptable to Britain. More
peciheally, this general lack of success had two results of
sinnentous implications for the future. First, it helped to
ptsnde many powerful figures in the British political nation
it the successlul exertion of British control over the colonies
woulibtequire much more than the kinds of ad hoc and piece-
meal solutions that had been attempted between 1748 and
tonh Hhe widespread sentiment for a more comprehensive and

ey program of reform was manifest in a number of new
puiponads by imperial officials and would-be imperial statesmen

ke g and just after the war for, in the words of Malachy
Saatietliwayt i ygy, “astrict and speedy inquiry [by Parlia-
| (o remedy [colonial] disorders before they grow too
ditinate, wied to put the government and trade of all our
caliiies o o pood and sound a state, that every one may
Bave i due share of nutriment, and thereby be the better
Bt i dhisposed for the uses and benefit of the whole body
Pl evpecially of Great-Britain, their head, mother, and

0 Bk bsen o P, Dec, g, 176g, in Morgan, ed,, Prologue to Revolu-

B e Bieene, "Political Mimesis,” AHR, LXXV (1969-1970), 387-360.
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protectress.” 3 The second result, as Postlethwayt’s statement
suggests, was to convince imperial officials that any such recon-
struction would have to be undertaken by Parliament, because
“no other Authority than that of the British Parliament,” as
a writer later suggested in 1763, would “be regarded in the
colonys or be able to awe them into acquiescence.” %

v

It is thus primarily because of the conclusions drawn from the
experience by the British political nation, rather than because
of the many specific local and largely unconnected grievances
they created among the colonists, that the reforms of the years
1748 to 1756 and the fundamental redirection of British policy
that they represented must be given a central place in the causal
pattern of the Revolution. This is not to suggest that a revolu-
tion was logically inevitable after 1748 or 1756 or that under
different conditions imperial officials might not have subse-
quently changed their posture and policies toward the colonies,
It is to say that the experience of imperial officials with the re-
form program between 1748 and 1756 made a severe disruption
within the empire highly probable and that the empirical con-
ditions that obtained thereafter only served to confirm the con-
clusions already drawn from the earlier experience and to keep
imperial officials firmly on a reformist course.

Although the Seven Years’ War forced the temporary aban-
donment of the reform program, the war experience only in.
tensified the impulses that had lain behind it, as the weakness
of British authority over the colonies was more fully exposed
than ever before. Throughout the war, aggressive lower houses
openly used the government’s need for defense funds to pry
still more authority away from the governors; many colonial
traders flagrantly violated the navigation acts, in many cases
with the implicit connivance of the colonial governments ancd
even of imperial customs officials; and many of the colonial

54. Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce
([London], 1757), I, 373. I have supplied the italics.

5. “Hints Respecting the Civil Establishment in Our American Col
onies,” [1763], Shelburne Papers, LXIX, 508, Clements Lib.
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leprislatures failed to comply with imperial requisitions for men
il money for the war effort—even with the promise of reim-
Lursement by Parliament.58 The war experience thus reinforced
preexisting imperial fears of loss of control over and potential
iivalry from the colonies, deepened their suspicions that the
(ulonists harbored secret desires for independence, and intensi-
fiedl their determination for reform. As soon as the British and
‘ulonial armies had defeated the French in Canada in 1759 and
iy6o and colonial support for the war effort was no longer
vital, imperial authorities, as Bernhard Knollenberg has shown
i such rich detail, undertook a variety of new restrictive mea-
wites to bolster imperial authority over the colonies.’” But Knol-
lenberg was incorrect in thinking that the impulse behind these
measures was new. The shift from a permissive to a restrictive
policy, from the traditional reliance upon the colonists’ affec-
tiuns and allegiance to Britain to a dependence upon coercion
(s keep the colonies bound closely to Britain, had already oc-
urred during the critical yeass from 1748 to 1756. The new
measines of 1759 to 1764 were merely a renewal and an exten-
i1 of the earlier reform program.

It they were an extension within a significantly different—
il far more fragile—context. The war had been a liberating
il (puychologically) reinforcing experience for the colonists.
{ 1t 0 much of the war was fought on American soil and that
(lie Writish government made such an enormous effort to defend
(I tolonies contributed to an expanded sense of colonial self-
{wiportance. Moreover, the colonists’ own substantial con-
(ihtion to the war effort functioned not only to raise their

1 esteem as individuals but to give them as collective groups,
e of having a closer and more integral relationship to the

entral institutional and value systems in Britain. The war
thetehy produced a surge of British patriotism among the colo-
iists andl, as Richard Koebner has implied, created among them
I iplitened expectations for a larger role within the empire,
' %o 1homas C. Barrow, Trade and Empire: The British Customs
Cbe in Colonial America 1660-1775 (Cambridge, Mass., 1967}, 1834-185,
il Lawience H. Gipson, The British Empire before the American Revo-
[t (Caldwell, Tdaho, and New York, 1936-1969), VI-VIIL
L uollenherg, Origins of the American Revolution.
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a role that would raise the status of the colonies from depen-
dence upon to at least a near equivalence with the mother
country.5® By contrast, the war left many members of the British
political nation with feelings of bitterness and resentment
towards the colonists and a determination to restore them to a
proper state of dependence. Having incurred an enormous debt
and a heavy tax burden in defense of the colonies and having
had exaggerated reports of American opulence and the low
level of taxation in the colonies,?® they regarded colonial fail-
ures to comply with royal requisitions and other examples of
resistance to or violations of imperial regulations as evidences
of extreme ingratitude that could not go unremarked, lest such
excessive behavior rob Britain of the large investment it had
made in protecting and securing the colonies.

If the experience of the war caused the expectations of men
on opposite sides of the Atlantic about the relationship between
Britain and the colonies in the postwar world to veer off in
such different directions, the war itself altered the very struc-
ture of that relationship. As Lawrence H. Gipson has argued,
the expulsion of the French and Spanish from eastern North
America removed the need for the last absolutely essential nur-
turing element the British had to offer the mainland colonies
—protection against the French and Spanish—and thereby pre-
sumably removed a major, if by no means the most powerful,
remaining block that had helped to keep whatever fantasies the
colonists may have had about equivalence and independence in
an unconscious and unarticulated state.®® What has not been
so clearly perceived, and what would seem to have been far
more important, is that by destroying their rivals and thus
making it less necessary to pacify the colonies, the British vic-

58. Koebner, Empire, 105-165.

59. See The Power and Grandeur of Great-Britain Founded on the
Liberty of the Colonies (Philadelphia, 1768), 7. That the tax burden of the
colonies may not have been so low, especially in terms of available liquid
resources, has recently been suggested by Marvin L. Michael Kay in a case
study of North Carolina: “The Payment of Provincial and Local Taxes
in North Carolina, 1748-1771,” WMQ, gd Ser., XXVI (1969), 218-240.

60. Lawrence H. Gipson, “The American Revolution as an Aftermath of

the Great War for Empire, 1754-1763,” Political Science Quarterly, LXV
(1950), 86—104.
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iy left imperial authorities with a much freer hand to go
Jiad with their program of colonial reform. Moreover, for
(e first time during and after the war, the British had signifi-
Luni coercive resources in the colonies in the form of a large
imnber of royal troops. By giving them an excessive confidence
i their ability to suppress potential colonial opposition, the
piescnce of these troops may well have made imperial officials
It cautious in dealing with the colonies than they had been
i tlecade earlier.

I combination, the psychological consequences and struc-
tuial changes produced by the war made the relationship be-
{wien Britain and the colonies much more volatile than it had
L hefore the war. The colonists now had heightened expecta-
(s about their position in the empire and less need for
Wiitnin's protection, while British officials were bitter about
ilonial behavior during the war, more determined than ever
i biing the colonies under closer control, persuaded that they
woulid have to use the authority of Parliament to do so, and
psessed of an army to back them up if it should be needed.
{ iven this set of converging conditions, it was highly predic-
(il that British officials in the 1760s would take some action,
juuliibly even by bringing parliamentary authority to bear
A the colonies in new, unaccustomed, and hence, for the
colonniat, illegitimate ways, that could be interpreted by the

Cdonists as a fundamental violation of the existing relation-
i between them and Great Britain.
I lw Gaenville program, of course, did precisely that. The
dpr At and the associated reforms in the navigation system
Siniddiaiely followed by the Stamp Act seemed to the colonists

i b ainintolerable breach of traditional relationships within
S cipiie, a sharp and deadly assault upon some of the most
Sieid components of the customary moral order as the colo-
ists bl come to perceive it. This program, along with the
Soiie ciinis produced by the Stamp Act, did in fact alter the

qudiny aned character of imperial-colonial relations profoundly.

I Iy lat ol the imperial reform measures to affect equally all
ub e colonies at once, the Stamp Act forced the colonists to
Wbttty more tully than ever before some of the major am-
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biguities and sources of strain within the imperial-colonial
connection and even to restructure their perceptions of that
relationship as it had existed in the past. From the new per:
spective supplied by the Grenville program, they began to re:
define their situation in a way that permitted them to interpret
as grievances things that had previously gone unremarked and
to regard components of the earlier ad hoc imperial reform pro:
gram as part of a comprehensive assault upon the existing
moral order that had been in progress for some time.5! Thiy
new perspective not only made the colonists hypersensitive (o
any subsequent violations of that moral order but also, as
Bernard Bailyn has shown so clearly, created a strong predis
position to distort as violations a variety of imperial behaviors
that were not in fact violations with the result that, although
the colonists actually misinterpreted such behaviors, they be:
came grievances anyway because they were regarded as such.™
Moreover, because the Stamp Act could be interpreted as at
least a partial withdrawal of affection by the parent state, if
permitted the colonists to raise to the level of consciousness
and internalize whatever preexisting hostile wishes they may
have had toward Britain and thereby to legitimate aggressive
actions against the imperial government.

For the British political nation, on the other hand, the in:
tensity of colonial opposition during the Stamp Act crisis only
confirmed their long-standing suspicions that the colonists
wanted nothing more than “to throw off all dependance and
subjection.” % How else could a community that was commit:
ted to the beliefs that Parliament was omnipotent and sover:
eignty indivisible interpret such an outrageous challenge to
parliamentary authority? The consequences of such a develop:
ment were almost too abhorrent to contemplate. The separa:
tion of the colonies would inevitably mean, many people

61. On how the Stamp Act crisis reshaped the colonists’ perception ol
the past, see Christopher Gadsden’s remarks in a letter to , Dec, 8,
1765, in Richard Walsh, ed., The Writings of Christopher Gadsden (Cor
lumbia, S.C., 1966), 67.

62. Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 55-159.

63. Anti-Sejanus to London Chronicle, Nov. 28-30, 1765, in Morgan, e,
Prologue to Revolution, 100.
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(i hit, that Britain would “dwindle and decline every day in
it trade, whilst they thrive and prosper exceedingly” so that
Wiitons would “run away as fast as they can from this country
i that, and Old England” would “become a poor, deserted,
Jdi plorable kingdom,” reéduced to impotence and robbed of its
juiwer by children of its own nurture.® Clearly, imperial au-
thuities had been right in the impulse that had animated them
Aiiie 1748: the colonies had to be brought under tighter control.
Over the past decade, it has become modish to dismiss colo-
iial fears of conspiracy as they developed between 1763 and
{70 i simple paranoia arising out of a particular culturally
cumiditioned mind set. But insofar as it implies that there
Wit 1o real substance to these fears, such an interpretation is
“iionly deficient. Clearly, the kind of conspiracy many colo-
wiete thought existed did not: there was no secret combination
Al power hungry ministers seeking to destroy liberty in Ameri-
. Wince 1748, however, there had been an unmistakable and
Luntinuing effort by imperial authorities to bring the colonies
Jider tighter regulation, an effort to implement—by various
[ al coercion, if necessary—an older conception of what the
ulinies ought to be at a point when the colonies no longer
weeded the kind of resources the British could offer in return
f culonial acceptance of that conception. Given the colonists’
Lstiary expectations about the nature of the imperial-
uloiial relationship, this effort, and its many specific compo-
Wenite seemed to the colonists—and was in fact—a fundamental
ik upon the extant moral order within the empire as they
Cieived of that order. In view of the “utter neglect paid by
i Siate o nation of Great Britain to these Settlements,” of
J telutive laxity of imperial controls prior to 1748, Britain’s
Auent efforts at reform, at the assertion of “an absolute
Uindon aver the Colonies,” could only be interpreted by
Wity colonists as oppressive and self-serving, as undeniable

i el Ploughshare” to London Chronicle, Feb. 20, 1766, and Anti-
Slaus o London Chronicle, Jan. 23, 1766, ibid., 103, 131. On the im-
{taiie ol the beliels in the omnipotence of Parliament and the indi-

Ll ol soverelgnty in shaping British behavior between 1765 and 1776,
e Plunge of Lemmings,” So. Atlan. Qtly., LXVII (1968), 141-175.
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evidence that Britain had never had much genuine affection
for or interest in the colonies “until they grew into maturity
and opulence,” whereupon they finally attracted “not her love,
but her avarice, and in consequence the imposition of her Ma«
ternal Authority.” % In this situation, the parent-child meta:
phor, “so long applyed to Great Britain and her Colonys,” came
to be seen by the colonists in the years after 1765, not as a
reference of affection, but as a degrading and absurdly inap-
propriate symbol of subjection.®

VI

The assumption behind this essay has been that any satis:
factory analysis of the causes of the American Revolution has
to consider not only the nature and content of colonial opposi-
tion to Britain after 1768 but also the long-term conditions that
made the imperial-colonial relationship, however satisfactory
it may have seemed on the surface, so fragile; and we must also
consider when and why British authorities altered their tradi-
tional posture towards the colonies. What I have tried to sug:
gest is that the change in posture began in the late 1740s and
that the explanation for it is to be found primarily in the dra-
matic rise of the economic importance of the colonies to Britain
and the attendant fears within the British political nation that
the colonies would shake off their dependence and leave Britain
to sink slowly back into its former undifferentiated state among
the nations of western Europe. Fed by developments in the
1750s and 1760s, these fears underlay British behavior through-
out the years of controversy from 1763 to 1776. Ironically, as so
often happens in the affairs of men, the measures taken by
imperial authorities to prevent these fears from coming true
helped to bring about the very thing they most wished to
prevent.

65. The quotations are from [Edward Long], “Tract against Taxing the
Colonies,” [ca. 1769], Long Papers, Additional Manuscripts 22680, foly,
18-22, British Museum.

66. George Mason to the Committee of London Merchants, June 6, 1760,
in Morgan, ed., Prologue to Revolution, 158-159.
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Violence

AND THE

American Revolution

by
RICHARD MAXWELL BROWN¥

\. Americans we approach the great Revolutionary bicen-
\ il with a solemnity arising not merely from national pride
{4t 1o genuine conviction that the American Revolution
4t tie ol the most progressive events in the history of the hu-
Wil 1ace. We are mindful that the American Revolution and
(i tounding Fathers have been an inspiration for liberty-
[l people all over the world. To the extent that democratic
yuveininent has flourished in the world since 1776 much, very
st i due to the American Revolution. The main historical
Suiifiance of the American Revolution to all peoples of the
i s well as ourselves has been a positive one. Studying the

" {o0 iltieal readings of the original version of this essay I wish to
Jik Fralessors William W. Abbot, Winthrop D. Jordan, and Richard
\ oo Although T have profited much from their comments, they

L0l ot necessarily agree with the interpretations presented in this re-

{0 ceeon of the essay. In fact, in a lengthy commentary Professor Abbot

Lol il ablyrejected the original version, and I expect that .he
(44 dssend lrom the current one. I am grateful, too, for the perceptive
L0 o cditing of this essay by Stephen G. Kurtz and James H. Hutson.
"0 tioois that might occur are, of course, entirely my own.
(8]
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