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THE DECLARATION OF THE UNITED
COLONIES: AMERICA’S FIRST JUST WAR
STATEMENT

Eric Patterson' and Nathan Gill?

"Robertson School of Government, Regent University, Virginia, USA; 2Department of Politics,
Hillsdale College, Michigan, USA

Was the American War for Independence just? In July 1775, a full year before the Declaration of
Independence, the colonists argued that they had the right to self-defense. They made this
argument using language that accords with what we can broadly call classical just war thinking,
based, inter alia, on their claim that their provincial authorities had a responsibility to defend the
colonists from British violence. In the 1775 Declaration of the United Colonies, written two months
after British troops attacked colonial citizens, such arguments are made. This essay carefully looks
at the historical context of the 1775 Declaration, the arguments made by the colonists, and the
philosophical and theological underpinnings of those claims, and concludes that the colonists
made a compelling argument commensurate with just war thinking.

Key Worps: American Revolution, American War for Independence, just war theory, jus ad
bellum, self-defense, Declaration of Rights and Grievances, just cause

Introduction

Was the American War for Independence just? Academic debates over this question
continue, but the American colonists of the late eighteenth century believed that the fate
of their society could depend on the answer to it. This essay contends that the colonists
were correct: the war was just. More specifically, we mean ‘just’ in two ways that will be
discussed in this essay. First, the colonists were writing in the context of the contemporary
milieu of the political and religious thinking on authority and rebellion (notably in the
Calvinist tradition). Second, because much of today’s discussion of the issue applies the
contemporary just war framework, specifically jus ad bellum, to the colonists’ arguments,
we will carefully look there as well with a specific focus on the arguments made a full year
before the 1776 Declaration of Independence.

In the July 1775 Declaration of the United Colonies on the Causes and Necessity of
Taking up Arms, also known as the Declaration of the United Colonies (see appendix),’
penned by the Second Continental Congress, colonial statesmen left us a document that
clearly articulates a classical just war approach. By ‘classical’ just war thinking we simply
mean a focus on long-recognized jus ad bellum categories such as legitimate authority, just
cause and right intention, as well as the fundamental right of self-defense. The Declaration
argues first and foremost that the war was forced on the colonists. They were only fighting,
it contends, because their English and natural rights to life, liberty and property were in
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E. PATTERSON & N. GILL

danger of being destroyed. But although there has been a long scholarly consensus that a
war truly fought in self-defense is nearly always just, the Declaration’s case is also aligned
with other stipulations of classical jus ad bellum. It asserts, for example, that, by virtue of
their charters, the British constitution and the principles of natural law, the colonial
assemblies have ‘legitimate authority’ to resist Parliament’s aggression. The Declaration
also argues that the colonists have a ‘just cause’ since they are defending their birthright as
Englishmen and human beings; it shows that they are taking up arms with ‘right intent’ —
at this juncture in 1775 they were, after all, not seeking independence or revolution. They
were merely seeking to restore the authority that their colonial assemblies had enjoyed for
more than a century.

Thus, a full year before the Declaration of Independence of July 1776, the Declaration
of the United Colonies laid out a rationale for self-defense consistent with classical just war
theory. This essay begins with an extensive overview of the historical context in the period
leading up to 1775. This paves the way for a consideration of the Declaration in context
and considers its relative obscurity in the scholarly literature; the essay then elucidates the
just war arguments made in the document. We conclude that these arguments are
contextually appropriate and aligned with just war thinking — and that what ultimately
became the American War for Independence was manifestly and demonstrably a just war.

The Historical Backdrop: 150 Years of Self-Government

From their settlement, Britain’s colonies in America enjoyed a significant degree of autonomy
- they were, in fact, founded at the expense of private individuals rather than the British
government (Morgan 1992: 9). In return for taming a wilderness for the glory and profit of a
distant monarch, the colonists obtained charters from the Crown that ‘forever’ granted
Americans the same ‘Liberties ... and Immunities ... as if they had been ... born, within this
our Realm of England’ (The First Charter of Virginia 1606). Anthony McFarlane observes that
this was a ‘practical expedient’. ‘If English colonists were to be attracted to the Americas, they
had to be afforded ... the same rights that they enjoyed at home’ (McFarlane 1994: 193).
Perhaps the most important English right was freedom from taxes levied without consent
(Greene 2011: 95). The colonists understood their assemblies to be sovereign internally, while
Parliament, in the interest of the empire, could regulate their external commerce (Gould
2000: 123-125).

By the middle of the seventeenth century, technical ambiguities in this legal
relationship encouraged Britain to attempt to redefine it to her advantage, despite colonial
resistance. However, the historical evidence indicates that no consensus emerged. In fact,
Crown and Parliament (excepting the later Stuarts) often accepted the colonial view of this
relationship.? In the Navigation Act of 1660 and similar enactments, Parliament limited
itself to regulating the colonies’ external commerce, ‘disregarding repeated suggestions
from royal Governors and other British officials ... that ... taxes be laid’ (Knollenberg 2002:
147). Parliament in 1649 was obliged to acknowledge that only the House of Burgesses
could tax Virginians (Hyneman & Lutz 1983: 77-79). Even Charles I, whose imperial policies
were rebuked following 1688, recognized the right of Rhode Island and Connecticut to
govern themselves (McFarlane 1994: 196).

In the mid-1680s, James Il tried to unite all the New England colonies under the
direct control of the Crown (Greene 2011: 13). The charters of New York and Massachusetts
were denied legal status, and the colonists of New England were subjected to the
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DECLARATION OF THE UNITED COLONIES

‘Absolute and Arbitrary’ rule of the King’s deputy, Edmund Andros.> Andros not only tried
to levy taxes without the assemblies’ consent; he went so far as to impose Anglican
observances on fiercely Puritan Massachusetts. Brendan McConville (2006: 35, 38) observes
that this ‘institutional architecture’ forced on the colonies by the Stuart monarchs
‘effectively denied any role, voice, or honor for most colonial leaders’.

With the accession of William and Mary following the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688,
the Stuarts’ colonial policies were seemingly repudiated (Greene 2011: 47-48), and the
English government officially recognized its dependence on the consent of the peoples’
representatives (Gould 2000: 15). The colonists naturally assumed that their own struggles
to ‘[tame] the royal governors ... as Parliament tamed the King’ were now vindicated
(Morgan 1992: 9). They were, after all, unrepresented in the Parliament that now declared
all Englishmen immune from arbitrary taxation.*

They were quickly disappointed. As little as nine years later, the Board of Trade
recommended that Parliament bring the colonies directly under the control of the Crown.
Although this was never attempted, similar actions were threatened when the New York
legislature refused to cooperate with its royal governor (Greene 2011: 42-43). Even more
threatening to colonial ideas of sovereignty were the White Pine Acts, which directly
regulated how Americans used their own property (Maier 1991: 20-21). The old consensus
that the colonies were sovereign internally but subject to Parliament externally, was
breaking down in England. By the 1760s ‘[tthe common presumption in England, wholly
unexamined, was that all was clear in the colonial relation’ and that the colonies were
completely subject to Parliament’s jurisdiction (Middlekauff 2005: 28).

Britain justified intrusions into colonial affairs with an innovative theory of
sovereignty. Monarchs had granted the colonial charters before 1688, when the Glorious
Revolution returned many of the Crown'’s prerogatives to Parliament (Gould 2000: 15-16).
Now that Parliament embodied much of what had once been the Crown’s will - the
concept of the ‘King-in-Parliament’ - it also took over the Crown'’s responsibility for the
colonies (Greene 2011: 50, 35-66). Thus, representing the collective will of the entire
empire, Parliament’s authority was ‘final, unqualified and indivisible’ (Bailyn 1982: 200).

In effect, this meant that Parliament could now approve of colonial policies in the
place of the Crown, and was in no way bound by legal immunities that previous monarchs
had granted (Kammen 1970: 31). There could be no constitutional boundaries, then,
around the will of Parliament (Maier 1991: 186-187) — not even chartered rights promised
to the colonists ‘forever, ‘any statute ... to the contrary notwithstanding’.’ Indeed, Greene
(2011: 39) writes, ‘[tlhe constitution became precisely what Parliament said it was’. William
Pym argued that by virtue of this authority ‘the British parliament can at any time set aside
all the charters that have ever been granted’ if those charters cease to serve the ‘general
good'®

Although British officials such as Lord Camden, the Duke of Newcastle, William Pitt
and Edmund Burke vehemently disagreed with such assertions, their voices were
overcome by the force of circumstances. When Britain lapsed into recession following
the Seven Years War, Parliament put its theory of sovereignty to the test by passing the
first direct tax on Americans’ internal commerce: the Sugar Act (Morgan 1992: 15-17).
Bernhard Knollenberg (2002: 140) observes that Parliament made ‘no effort’ to make this
‘revolutionary measure’ acceptable to the colonists. The act was passed with ‘surprising
ease ... considering that the Americans were unrepresented in Parliament ... which took
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its beginnings from the right of the people to be taxed only by their representatives. No
one reminded the members of this old right...” (Middlekauff 2005: 64).

Other taxes and regulations soon followed in the Currency and Stamp Acts.
Legislators preparing these laws ‘spurned’ American petitions (Maier 1991: 53), and did
not consult colonial agents (Knollenberg 2002: xxiii). As a result, these regulations severely
restricted the carrying trade on which many colonies depended. Ships transporting goods
to market now had to file a detailed invoice of their merchandise with the nearest customs
office, whether a few dozen, or a few hundred miles distant. The merchants’ vessels could
be searched or even seized at the officer's discretion (Knollenberg 2002: 166). These
regulations, Knollenberg (2002: 170) writes, ‘were accompanied by a ... depression of
exceptional severity in most of the mainland colonies’. Unlike their British cousins, the
colonists now had to pay two sets of taxes: those imposed by Parliament and those levied
by their own colonial assemblies.”

At the time, Adam Smith acknowledged that these taxes sacrificed colonial
commerce to Britain’s mercantile interests (Kammen 1970: 125). Even the British secretary
of state, Lord Dartmouth, was astonished at what he considered Parliament’s illegal
provision (Maier 1991: 231) that admiralty courts were now empowered to summon
suspects to trial far from their homes - a significant expense — where juries were likely to
be hostile (Morgan 1992: 20). In effect, he believed, this denied the English right to trial by
jury (Barger 1965: 77-78).

Given the novelty of these taxes and the severity of the economic crisis that they
provoked, the Americans’ response was loud rhetoric but measured action. Although
isolated violence occurred, this was widely condemned by colonial leaders and news-
papers. Generally speaking, protests were remarkably orderly and peaceful (Maier 1991:
52-53, 63-75, 114). Clergymen enjoined loyalty to the laws and displayed reluctance about
transforming America’s cause into a holy war (Endy 1985: 16-17). It is true that Jonathan
Mayhew, Samuel West, John Tucker and other influential ministers interpreted Scriptural
passages like Romans 13 so as to support the right of resistance, but they also took great
pains to make clear that these passages imposed duties of obedience on subjects® A
typical example of this is Samuel West's claim that ‘the same principles which oblige us to
submit to government do equally oblige us to resist tyranny..."” (Hyneman & Lutz 1983:
412)"° Moreover, Steven M. Dworetz (1990: 156) shows that these interpretations were not
driven by revolutionary ideology but were, in fact, the result of a long exegetical
tradition."®

What was the basis of this resistance theology? In brief, the clergy followed Romans
13 that the state’s foremost purpose was to provide political order. At this time period, this
was a widely accepted view in the Lutheran, Anglican (of all stripes) and Reformed
traditions. It is the Reformed tradition, however, that was most influential on this point in
the colonies, whether in the Congregational churches in the North or among diverse
religious constituencies (such as Presbyterians) in Virginia. The basic question, where what
became the Reformed tradition differed from Lutheranism (and later influenced many
Puritan-style Anglicans in the colonies) had to do with the appropriate response of citizens
to a king who neglected his responsibility to provide political order because the regime
had become a tyranny. This Reformed thinking on resistance - citing (some would say
inaccurately) John Calvin, but far more developed in Peter Martyr Vermigli (who advocated
resistance), John Ponet’s A Short Treatise on Political Power (he supported tyrannicide), John
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Knox, and several that followed - argued that resistance was justified — even morally
required in some cases - if the national political authority became corrupt and tyrannical.

The appropriate body to take such action, it was generally argued, was intermediate
political authorities (e.g. chartered colonial governments) acting within the rule of law to
preserve the security, rights and freedom of the citizens. As Jack Greene (2012) and others
have argued, many of the clergy were supportive of the notion, supported by many
thinkers especially in Virginia and Massachusetts, that the colonial charters and represent-
ative governments of the colonies fulfilled this role. Furthermore, the clergy (alongside
other citizens like Adams, Franklin, Jefferson and Otis) were not simply making a theoretical
argument, but were responding to the contra-Hobbesian writings on the social contract
and good government of their day. Most notable among these were John Locke’s Second
Treatise on Government (1689) and Emer de Vattel's Law of Nations, which argued that
government existed for good purposes with an end toward peace and the betterment of
the citizenry, not just to stave off a brutish existence in the state of nature.

To be more specific, the most potent of these sermons was Jonathan Mayhew’s
1750 ‘Discourse Concerning the Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to Higher
Authorities’. This sermon was printed and reprinted numerous times in the colonies and in
London; John Adams famously said that everyone had read it in the colonies. Mayhew
begins:

Let us now trace the apostle’s reasoning in favor of submission to the higher powers, a
little more particularly and exactly. For by this it will appear, on one hand, how good and
conclusive it is, for submission to those rulers who exercise their power in a proper
manner: And, on the other, how weak and trifling and unconnected it is, if it be supposed
to be meant by the apostle to show the obligation and duty of obedience to tyrannical,
oppressive rulers in common with others of a different character. (Mayhew 1750,
emphasis in original)

Mayhew distinguishes between the moral duty of the Christian to submit to lawful
authority, and the citizen’s duty toward ‘lawless, unreasonable’ tyranny:

those who resist a reasonable and just authority, which is agreeable to the will of God, do
really resist the will of God himself; and will, therefore, be punished by him. But how does
this prove, that those who resist a lawless, unreasonable power, which is contrary to the
will of God, do therein resist the will and ordinance of God? (Mayhew 1750)

Consequently, Mayhew argues:

Thus, upon a careful review of the apostle’s reasoning in this passage, it appears that his
arguments to enforce submission, are of such a nature, as to conclude only in favor of
submission to such rulers as he himself describes; i.e., such as rule for the good of society,
which is the only end of their institution. Common tyrants, and public oppressors, are not
entitled to obedience from their subjects, by virtue of anything here laid down by the
inspired apostle. (Mayhew 1750, emphasis in original)

This lays the groundwork for action against ‘tyrants and public oppressors’. Mayhew's
argument goes on at length, but clearly articulates a rationale that became increasingly
part of the colonial consciousness: the purpose of government was the common good and
that citizens, working with established political authorities at the local and state level, had a
moral duty to resist tyranny.

11
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These facts help to qualify the claims made in some prominent studies, such as that
by Calhoon (1989), that the mob rule that resulted from colonial resistance caused many
prominent citizens to become Loyalists. Pauline Maier (1991: 286) goes so far as to suggest
that ‘at most 20 per cent, and perhaps much less, of the white population, retained its
loyalty to Britain’. This is a departure from older estimates that tended to accept John
Adams’ calculation that this number was as high as one-third of the colonial population
(Marina 1976). Maya Jasanoff's recent work on American loyalism, however, reinforces
Maier's conclusion, and argues that Loyalists acted from a much wider array of motivations
than is often portrayed. Despite this varied background, the number of those who
maintained loyalty to Britain was relatively insignificant (Jasanoff 2011: 6-8, 188-189,
346-347).

The Stamp Act Congress exemplified the colonists’ moderation. The delegates’
solutions were defensive in nature: a boycott of British goods, a declaration and petitions
protesting Parliament’s taxes, all to be sent to Britain. These documents made clear what
the colonies had maintained since their founding: the colonies were subordinate to Britain,
and accepted Parliamentary authority over their external affairs as they had for over a
century of trade regulations. However, they maintained that no power could justly deprive
them of their rights as Englishmen to be tried by a jury of their peers and to be exempt
from taxation without representation (Morgan 1992: 26-27).

British writers like Thomas Whately responded by arguing that the Americans were,
in fact, represented in Parliament and were thus subject to taxes levied by that body
(Gould 2000: 119). Like the Americans, Whately asserted, many Englishmen did not vote
directly for their representatives, but their interests were ‘virtually’ represented in
Parliament nonetheless. Moreover, Parliament’s power was supreme within the empire
and could not be resisted without undermining the foundations on which the Glorious
Revolution had been justified (Hammond et al. 2007: 166-170).

The British argument for virtual representation — an argument that historian Edmund
S. Morgan (1992: 20) memorably characterized as ‘specious nonsense’ — was considered
tenuous, not only by British contemporaries like Adam Smith, but even by prominent
Loyalists such as Thomas Hutchinson, who were aware that there was a significant
divergence between English and American interests. Michael Kammen’s (1970: 124-128)
analysis provides evidence that this divergence was real, and that the colonies’ lack of
actual representation caused a systematic isolation of North American interests during the
debates between 1760 and 1770. Nor was this a new phenomenon. Since 1733, regulations
like the Molasses Act had had the effect of penalizing American merchants and enriching
British mercantile interests elsewhere (McFarlane 1994: 236).

In addition, colonial writer Daniel Dulany pointed out that the argument for virtual
representation raised ‘rotten boroughs’ and other idiosyncrasies to the level of normativity.
Surely these were defects, not proof that virtual representation was justifiable (Hammond
et al. 2007: 177-182). Whately’s justifications seemed increasingly insufficient for control-
ling the lives, liberties and properties of several million colonists who had no direct voice in
Parliament.

The colonists also employed the latest in natural law theory to support their cause. If
Parliament could legally ignore their charters, they could legally ignore Parliament. In 1766,
citing John Locke, Wollaston and others, Richard Bland reminded his audience that the first
colonists had possessed a natural right to emigrate, and had crossed the Atlantic at their
own expense. The Crown, therefore, had no right to require that they obtain charters.
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Either the colonists voluntarily and conditionally consented to the charters, or the charters
were unjustly imposed (Hyneman & Lutz 1983: 75). If the colonists had consented, they
could withdraw their consent if Britain violated the charters.'' These arguments for the
natural right of emigration and property acquisition followed the natural law philosophy of
Locke, and a long consensus in international law as interpreted by Hugo Grotius and Emer
de Vattel.'?

By 1766, the complaints of British merchants led the administration to deem the
stamp tax ‘detrimental to the commercial interests of the kingdom’ and to repeal the
Stamp Act.'® Legislators once again ignored colonial petitions (Weslager 1970: 238-239),"
however, and issued the Declaratory Act, in which, Morgan (1992: 62) comments wryly, the
‘members of Parliament assured themselves that they had [authority over colonial
legislatures] by announcing that they had it'. Despite principled disagreement with this
expression of Parliament’s supreme authority, however, the repeal of the stamp tax was
enough to placate the colonists (Maier 1991: 145).

A brief period of calm followed. In 1767, however, Parliament passed legislation that
seemed to bear out arguments that virtual representation did not adequately take
American interests into account. The Townshend Acts raised import duties on Americans at
the same time that the overall financial burden on Englishmen was diminished
(Middlekauff 2005: 155-156). They also increased the number of British officials in America
and directed that their salaries come from Britain, ensuring their loyalty to the Crown
(Morgan 1992: 34).

Although these taxes were justified as a way of making the colonies share the
burden of the Seven Years War, Middlekauff (2005: 157) observes that their provisions did
little to raise an actual revenue - a fact that seemed to lend credence to colonial fears of
conspiracy. The British army in North America, according to Knollenberg, was actually
increased, rather than decreased, after the Seven Years War, raising doubts that the
ministry’s intention was to simply defend the empire. It is likely, he argues, that Parliament
sought to station additional troops in North America, if not to provide a means for greater
coercion of the colonists, then to shift the expense of maintaining the army from the British
and onto the American taxpayers (Knollenberg 2002: 76-87).

As the new set of taxes and discriminatory military policies revealed, it was becoming
increasingly evident that ‘[t]he interests of Americans, especially in taxation, were apt to be
the opposite of Englishmen’s and wholly incapable of expression through virtual
representation’ (Morgan 1992: 25). The colonists, now paying taxes to both Parliament
and their local assemblies, responded to these threats in a measured fashion as before
(Maier 1991: 124-125), answering tax with boycott. This time, John Dickinson gave voice to
the colonists’ old case that Parliament could regulate the colonies’ trade, but could not tax
them directly because of their charter and English rights."®

Many of the customs officers sent to enforce the Townshend Acts were labeled ‘a
rapacious band of bureaucrats’ who ‘exploit[ed] [the law] ... to the utmost’ and ‘used ...
technicalities in a deliberately capricious manner to trap colonial merchants’. The officers
could haul the accused into juryless courts on little evidence, frequently costing the
merchant as much as a new ship in court fees, whether he was convicted or not (Morgan
1992: 37-38). Even governor Thomas Hutchinson, a prominent Loyalist, believed that the
officers would ‘starve’ without ‘bribery and corruption’ (Middlekauff 2005: 67).

The customs officers requested military reinforcements to protect them even though
they had not yet experienced any threats, unnecessarily escalating tensions on both sides
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(Morgan 1992: 39). When they arrived in 1768, ‘such an embarrassing calm prevailed that
no ... use could be found for the troops at all’ and half of the troops departed for Halifax.
That the other half remained increased colonial suspicions that they had not been sent
merely to keep the peace (Morgan 1992: 46-47). These fears seemed to be confirmed
when British soldiers responded to a bombardment of snowballs and ice with a volley of
bullets, killing five Bostonians and wounding six others (Maier 1991: 194-195). This incident
is well known for John Adams’ willingness to defend the soldiers in court. However, what is
arguably most remarkable of all, given the hysteria that followed,'® is the fact that local
leaders successfully ensured that the soldiers involved received a fair trial, despite both
pressure from Britain to exonerate them and pressure from the radicals in Boston to
condemn them (Zobel 1970: 285-298).

In April 1770, Parliament again bowed to economic pressure and repealed the
Townshend Acts. There followed three years of relative calm, even though Parliament
maintained its claims of sovereignty and kept the customs officers where they were. This
time the calm ended when Parliament tried to revive the ailing East India Company. The
resulting 1773 Tea Act, ‘an extreme case of shortsighted discrimination against ...
Americans’ (Morgan 1992: 58-59), gave the Company a monopoly on tea importation in
North America (Knollenberg 2002: 102-105). A group of peers in the House of Lords
condemned the act as ‘part of a design, long since formed ... for enlarging the influence of
the Crown..."."”

Boston was the only city whose government was willing to risk a political crisis and
ordered that the tea be landed (Ramsay [ca. 1789] 1990: 92). Middlekauff writes that the
colonists believed that they had no choice but to resist. To accept the Company’s tea
would mean yielding the point they had contested so far, and consenting to Parliament’s
right to abolish their charter rights and tax them without their consent (Middlekauff 2005:
227). The result was the Boston Tea Party. Although this effort was spearheaded by radicals
associated with Samuel Adams, Pauline Maier (1991: 276) contends that it was ‘a model of
justified forcible resistance upon traditional criteria’. Tension ran higher during this crisis
than at any point in the dispute so far, and although the radicals destroyed the Company's
entire shipment of tea, remarkably they did not damage the Company’s ships or any other
private property.

Britain’s response was unprecedented in its severity. Dismissing petitions from
Massachusetts, Parliament passed the Coercive Acts of 1774. These acts ‘struck at the very
roots of local self-government long enjoyed in Massachusetts...” (Knollenberg 2002: 125).
They shut down Boston’s harbor, revoked Massachusetts’ royal charter, prohibited town
meetings, gave the governor a wide array of emergency powers, and allowed him to
quarter troops on Bostonians’ private property. The Quebec Act gave the colonies’ western
lands to Canada. Even more alarming to the American colonists, it placed the Canadians
under a Crown-appointed governor who was empowered to rule without an elected
assembly, ‘[confirming] colonial fears that the crown was intent on infringing their
freedom’ (McFarlane 1994: 259). These acts, wrote a London resident to Samuel Adams, ‘so
incensed the [British] People that they declared for America, and imprecated every
Anathema upon it, if it should submit to the late Act...” (quoted in Maier 1991: 248).

Even at this juncture, with troops boarded in private homes in Boston, and
Massachusetts’ economy and government at the mercy of Parliament, the colonists
responded cautiously. Delegates to the First Continental Congress asked for little more
from Britain than the Stamp Act Congress had ten years before. Although military training
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was recommended as a defensive measure, an army was not yet created. Congress merely
stated the colonies’ willingness to assent to Parliamentary regulation of their external
commerce, appealed to the British people for support, proposed another boycott, outlined
a list of Parliament’s constitutional violations, and petitioned the King for a redress of
grievances (Knollenberg 2002: 173-195). This petition to George Ill declared: ‘We wish not a
diminution of the prerogative .... Your royal authority over us ... we shall always carefully
and zealously support and maintain.”'®

These petitions were, as in every previous case, effectively ignored by the British
ministry (Knollenberg 2002: 206). A petition from the merchants of London in favor of the
colonists’ cause was evaded by resort to Parliamentary procedure. Similar petitions from
major English cities like Bristol, Glasgow, Norwich, Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham,
Wolverhampton and others met an identical fate. Even the re-emergence of Lord Chatham
from retirement was unable to affect deliberation (Ramsay [ca. 1789] 1990: 138-140).
‘Proposals for conciliation ... failed: although influential voices called for concessions, the
response from Lord North and King George Ill was uncompromising’ (McFarlane 1994: 260).
Congress finally received a conciliatory offer from Britain in 1775, but because it simply
reiterated the principles of the Declaratory Act, it was rejected (Morgan 1992: 67).

It was at this impasse that war finally erupted, following British General Gage's
attempt to seize colonial munitions in the Massachusetts countryside. Shortly thereafter,
the Second Continental Congress was convened. Although ‘[tlhese men convened when
enthusiasm for war raged throughout the colonies’ (Middlekauff 2005: 284), delegates
refused to authorize revolution, committing themselves to resistance until a settlement
could be forged. They created a defensive army and issued two documents in early July
1775 - the Declaration of the Causes and Necessities of Taking up Arms and the Olive
Branch Petition - in a final bid for negotiation (Morgan 1992: 69).

The Declaration of the Causes and Necessities of Taking up Arms (see appendix),
penned primarily by conservative delegate John Dickinson, was a declaration of self-
defense. It laid out a history of British oppression and once again made the colonists’ long-
established legal case that Parliament’s jurisdiction over the colonies was external, not
internal. It contended that the colonists were fighting because of British provocation, ‘not
for glory or for conquest’, but ‘in defense of the freedom that is our birthright’ and ‘for the
protection of our property’. Crucially, it promised Britain that the colonists would lay down
their arms as soon as aggression ceased (Boyd 1950: 51-73).

One of the Declaration’s main purposes, according to Julian P. Boyd (1950: 70-72),
was providing incentive for the King to take the Congress’s Olive Branch Petition seriously.
As in the 1774 Petition to the King, the Congress in this petition professed their loyalty to
the Crown and blamed present misunde