American Government

Towards Independence….

First read the following excerpts and underline anywhere that the colonists claim to have rights.  Then with your group, reread the excerpts and answer the questions that follow.  You must interpret the documents, not simply copy from the text.

Resolutions of the Stamp Act Congress – October 19, 1765

The members of this Congress, sincerely devoted, with the warmest sentiments of affection and duty to His Majesty’s person and Government, inviolably attached to the present happy establishment of the Protestant succession, and with minds deeply impressed by a sense of the present and impending misfortunes of the British colonies on this continent; having considered as maturely as time will permit the circumstances of the said colonies, esteem it our indispensable duty to make the following declaration of our humble opinion, respecting the most essential rights and liberties of the colonists and of the grievances under which they labour, by reason of several late Acts of Parliament.

I. That his Majesty’s subjects in these colonies, owe the same allegiance to the Crown of Great Britain, that is owing from his subjects born within the realm, and due subordination to that august Body the Parliament of Great Britain.

II. That his Majesty’s liege subjects in these colonies, are entitled to all the inherent rights and liberties of his natural born subjects within the kingdom of Great Britain…

V. That the only representatives of the people of these colonies, are persons chosen therein by themselves and that no taxes ever have been, or can be constitutionally imposed upon them, but by their respective legislatures…

XIII. That it is the right of the British subjects of these colonies, to petition the King, or either House of Parliament.

Lastly, that it is the indispensable duty of these colonies, to the best of sovereigns, to the mother country, and lastly to themselves, to endeavor by a loyal and dutiful address to his Majesty, and humble applications to both Houses of Parliament, to procure the repeal of the Act for granting and applying certain stamp duties, of all clauses of any other act of any other Acts of Parliament, whereby the subject of Admiralty is extended as aforesaid and of the other late Acts for the restriction of American commerce.

Declaration and Resolves of the First Continental Congress – October 1774

[The document begins with our reasons for writing it]

…And whereas, Assemblies have been frequently dissolved, contrary to the rights of free people, when they attempted to deliberate on grievances; and their dutiful, humble, loyal, and reasonable petitions to the crown for redress, have been repeatedly treated with contempt, by His Majesty’s ministers of state…

The good people of the several Colonies…for asserting and vindicating their rights and liberties, declare, 

· That the respective colonies are entitled to the common law of England, and more especially to the great and inestimable privilege of being tried by the peers of their vicinage

· That they have the right to peaceably assemble, consider their grievances, and petition the King; and all that prosecutions….for the same are illegal.

[They go on to criticize each of the Intolerable Acts one by one at length]

To these grievous acts and measures Americans cannot submit, but in hopes that their fellow subjects in Great Britain will, on a revision of them, restore us to that state in which both countries found happiness and prosperity, we have for the present only resolved to pursue the following peaceable measures: 1st to enter into a non-importation, non-consumption, and non-exportation agreement or association. 2nd to prepare an address to the people of Great Britain, and a memorial to the inhabitants of British America. 3rd to prepare a loyal address to his Majesty, agreeable to resolutions already entered into.

Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms – July 6, 1775

If it was possible for men, who exercise their reason to believe, that the divine Author of our existence intended a part of the human race to hold an absolute property in, and an unbounded power over others…the inhabitants of these colonies might at least require some evidence from the Parliament of Great Britain some evidence that this dreadful authority had been granted to that body.  But a reverence for our Creator…and the dictates of common sense, must convince those who reflect on the subject, that government was instituted to promote the welfare of mankind and ought to be administered for the attainment of that end…

These devoted colonies were judged to be in such a state, as to present victories without bloodshed, and all the easy emoluments of statutable plunder.  The uninterrupted tenor of their peaceable and respectable behavior from the beginning of colonization, their dutiful, zealous, and useful services during the war…could not save them.  

[The colonists go on to explain the steps they know Britain is taking against the colonies, like sending armies to control the revolt.]

In our own native land, in defence of the freedom that is our birthright, and which we ever enjoyed until the late violation of it – for the protection of our property, acquired solely by the honest industry of our forefathers and ourselves, against violence actually offered, we have taken up arms.  We shall lay them down when hostilities cease on the part of the aggressors…

With a humble confidence in the mercies of the supreme and impartial Judge and ruler of the Universe, we most devoutly implore his divine goodness to protect us happily through this great conflict, to dispose of our adversaries to reconciliation on reasonable terms, and thereby to relieve the empire from the calamities of civil war.





By order of Congress






John Hancock
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Towards Independence….

Questions - Answer the following on a separate piece of paper as a group.

1. What rights do the colonists claim in the three documents? List at least four.

2. Did the colonists already possess these rights?  Why or why not?  (opinion/knowledge)
3. Where do we find the above rights today? (opinion/knowledge)
4. What are the colonists talking about doing in the last paragraph of the “Declaration and Resolves of the Fist Continental Congress?”  How will they make England listen to their desires?
5. In the first paragraph of the “Declaration of the Causes…” what philosopher’s ideas are being supported?  What was/were his ideas?
6. How are the last paragraph of the “Declaration and Resolves” and the second paragraph of the “Declaration of the Causes” related? (Who are they talking to?  What are they offering?)
7. How is the tone of the writing different between the first and last excerpt?  Give examples.

8. What do you think the prospects for peace were at the time of the writing of the “Declaration of the Causes?”  Had we come too far? Was revolution inevitable?  (knowledge/opinion but related to the tone of the reading)
9. Do you think the colonists truly hoped we could have “reconciliation on reasonable terms?”  Why or why not?  (knowledge/opinion but related to the tone of the reading)
