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1. I was obliged to take more than common pains to instruct myself in 

everything which relates to our Colonies.  

2. Something of this sort seemed to be indispensable; in order, amidst so 

vast a fluctuation of passions and opinions, to concenter my thoughts; 

to ballast my conduct; to preserve me from being blown about by 

every wind of fashionable doctrine. I really did not think it safe, or 

manly, to have fresh principles to seek upon every fresh mail which 

should arrive from America.  

3. To determine…  these great questions with a firm and precise 

judgement, I think it may be necessary to consider distinctly the true 

nature and the peculiar circumstances of the object which we have 

before us. Because after all our struggle, whether we will or not, we 

must govern America, according to that nature, and to those 

circumstances; and not according to our own imaginations; nor 

according to abstract ideas of right; by no means according to mere 

general theories of government, the resort to which appears to me, in 

our present situation, no better than arrant trifling.   

4. There is… a… consideration concerning this object, which serves to 

determine my opinion on the sort of policy which ought to be pursued 

in the management of America…. I mean its Temper and Character.  

5. In this Character of the Americans, a love of Freedom is the 

predominating feature which marks and distinguishes the whole: and 

as an ardent is always a jealous affection, your Colonies become 

suspicious, restive, and untractable, whenever they see the least 

attempt to wrest from them by force, or shuffle from them by chicane, 

what they think the only advantage worth living for.  

6. This fierce spirit of Liberty is stronger in the English Colonies 

probably than in any other people of the earth; and this from a great 

variety of powerful causes; which, to understand the true temper of 

their minds, and the direction which this spirit takes, it will not be 

amiss to lay open somewhat more largely.  

7. First, the people of the Colonies are descendants of Englishmen. 

England, Sir, is a nation, which still I hope respects, and formerly 
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adored, her freedom. The Colonists emigrated from you when this part 

of your character was most predominant; and they took this bias and 

direction the moment they parted from your hands. They are therefore 

not only devoted to Liberty, but to Liberty according to English ideas, 

and on English principles. Abstract Liberty, like other mere 

abstractions, is not to be found.  Liberty inheres in some sensible 

object; and every nation has formed to itself some favourite point, 

which by way of eminence becomes the criterion of their happiness.  

8. It happened, you know, Sir, that the great contests for freedom in this 

country were from the earliest times chiefly upon the question of 

Taxing. Most of the contests in the ancient commonwealths turned 

primarily on the right of election of magistrates; or on the balance 

among the several orders of the state. The question of money was not 

with them so immediate. But in England it was otherwise. On this 

point of Taxes the ablest pens, and most eloquent tongues, have been 

exercised; the greatest spirits have acted and suffered. They took 

infinite pains to inculcate, as a fundamental principle, that in all 

monarchies the people must in effect themselves, mediately or 

immediately, possess the power of granting their own money, or no 

shadow of liberty can subsist.  

9. The Colonies draw from you, as with their life-blood, these ideas and 

principles. … Liberty might be safe, or might be endangered, in 

twenty other particulars, without their being much pleased or alarmed. 

Here they felt its pulse; and as they found that beat, they thought 

themselves sick or sound.  

10. I do not say whether they were right or wrong in applying your 

general arguments to their own case. It is not easy indeed to make a 

monopoly of theorems and corollaries. The fact is, that they did thus 

apply those general arguments. 

11. If anything were wanting to this necessary operation of the form of 

government, religion would have given it a complete effect.  Religion, 

always a principle of energy, in this new people is no way worn out or 

impaired; and their mode of professing it is also one main cause of 

this free spirit.  

12. The people are protestants; and of that kind which is the most adverse 

to all implicit submission of mind and opinion. This is a persuasion 

not only favourable to liberty, but built upon it. I do not think, Sir, that 

the reason of this averseness in the dissenting churches, from all that 

looks like absolute government, is so much to be sought in their 

religious tenets, as in their history. Every one knows that the Roman 



  

Catholick religion is at least coeval with most of the governments 

where it prevails; that it has generally gone hand in hand with them, 

and received great favour and every kind of support from authority. 

The Church of England too was formed from her cradle under the 

nursing care of regular government. But the dissenting interests have 

sprung up in direct opposition to all the ordinary powers of the world; 

and could justify that opposition only on a strong claim to natural 

liberty.  

13. All protestantism, even the most cold and passive, is a sort of dissent. 

But the religion most prevalent in our Northern Colonies is a 

refinement on the principle of resistance; it is the dissidence of 

dissent, and the protestantism of the protestant religion.  The Colonists 

left England when this spirit was high, and in the emigrants was the 

highest of all; and even that stream of foreigners, which has been 

constantly flowing into these Colonies, has, for the greatest part, been 

composed of dissenters from the establishments of their several 

countries, and have brought with them a temper and character far from 

alien to that of the people with whom they mixed. 

14. There is, however, a circumstance attending these Colonies, which, in 

my opinion … makes the spirit of liberty still more high and haughty. 

… It is, that in Virginia and the Carolinas they have a vast multitude 

of slaves. Where this is the case in any part of the world, those who 

are free, are by far the most proud and jealous of their freedom. 

Freedom is to them not only an enjoyment, but a kind of rank and 

privilege. … I do not mean, Sir, to commend the superior morality of 

this sentiment, which has at least as much pride as virtue in it; but I 

cannot alter the nature of man. The fact is so; and these people of the 

Southern Colonies are much more strongly, and with an higher and 

more stubborn spirit, attached to liberty, than those to the North-ward. 

Such were all the ancient commonwealths; such were our Gothick 

ancestors; such in our days were the Poles; and such will be all 

masters of slaves, who are not slaves themselves. In such a people, the 

haughtiness of domination combines with the spirit of freedom, 

fortifies it, and renders it invincible.  

15. Permit me, Sir, to add another circumstance in our Colonies, which 

contributes no mean part towards the growth and effect of this 

untractable spirit. I mean their education. In no country perhaps in the 

world is the law so general a study. The profession itself is numerous 

and powerful; and in most provinces it takes the lead. The greater 

number of the Deputies sent to the Congress were Lawyers. But all 



  

who read, (and most do read,) endeavour to obtain some smattering in 

that science. I have been told by an eminent Bookseller, that in no 

branch of his business, after tracts of popular devotion, were so many 

books as those on the Law exported to the Plantations.  

16. General Gage marks out this disposition very particularly in a letter on 

your table. He states, that all the people in his government are 

lawyers, or smatterers in law; and that in Boston they have been 

enabled, by successful chicane, wholly to evade many parts of one of 

your capital penal constitutions. …when great honours and great 

emoluments do not win over this knowledge to the service of the state, 

it is a formidable adversary to government. If the spirit be not tamed 

and broken by these happy methods, it is stubborn and litigious.  

17. This study renders men acute, inquisitive, dexterous, prompt in attack, 

ready in defence, full of resources. In other countries, the people, 

more simple, and of a less mercurial cast, judge of an ill principle in 

government only by an actual grievance; here they anticipate the evil, 

and judge of the pressure of the grievance by the badness of the 

principle. They augur misgovernment at a distance; and snuff the 

approach of tyranny in every tainted breeze.  

18. The last cause of this disobedient spirit in the Colonies is hardly less 

powerful than the rest, as it is not merely moral, but laid deep in the 

natural constitution of things.  Three thousand miles of ocean lie 

between you and them. No contrivance can prevent the effect of this 

distance in weakening government. Seas roll, and months pass, 

between the order and the execution; and the want of a speedy 

explanation of a single point is enough to defeat a whole system.  

19. You have, indeed, winged ministers of vengeance, who carry your 

bolts in their pounces to the remotest verge of the sea. But there a 

power steps in, that limits the arrogance of raging passions and furious 

elements, and says, So far shalt thou go, and no farther. Who are you, 

that you should fret and rage, and bite the chains of Nature? Nothing 

worse happens to you than does to all nations who have extensive 

Empire; and it happens in all the forms into which Empire can be 

thrown. In large bodies, the circulation of power must be less vigorous 

at the extremities.  

20. Nature has said it. The Turk cannot govern Aegypt, and Arabia, and 

Curdistan, as he governs Thrace; nor has he the same dominion in 

Crimea and Algiers, which he has at Brusa and Smyrna. Despotism 

itself is obliged to truck and huckster. The Sultan gets such obedience 

as he can. He governs with a loose rein, that he may govern at all; and 



  

the whole of the force and vigour of his authority in his centre is 

derived from a prudent relaxation in all his borders. Spain, in her 

provinces, is, perhaps, not so well obeyed as you are in yours. She 

complies too; she submits; she watches times. This is the immutable 

condition, the eternal Law, of extensive and detached Empire. 

21. I do not mean to commend either the Spirit in this excess, or the moral 

causes which produce it. Perhaps a more smooth and accommodating 

Spirit of Freedom in them would be more acceptable to us. Perhaps 

ideas of Liberty might be desired, more reconcileable with an 

arbitrary and boundless authority. Perhaps we might wish the 

Colonists to be persuaded, that their Liberty is more secure when held 

in trust for them by us, as their guardians during a perpetual  minority, 

than with any part of it in their own hands. The question is, not 

whether their spirit deserves praise or blame; but—what, in the name 

of God, shall we do with it?  

22. What monsters have not been generated from this unnatural 

contention! … [T]he humours of the people there, finding all passage 

through the legal channel stopped, with great violence broke out 

another way.  

23. Some provinces have tried their experiment, as we have tried ours; 

and theirs has succeeded. They have formed a Government sufficient 

for its purposes, without the bustle of a Revolution, or the 

troublesome formality of an Election.  Evident necessity, and tacit 

consent, have done the business in an instant. So well they have done 

it, that Lord Dunmore (the account is among the fragments on your 

table) tells you, that the new institution is infinitely better obeyed than 

the antient Government ever was in its most fortunate periods.  This 

new Government has originated directly from the people; and was not 

transmitted through any of the ordinary artificial media of a positive 

constitution.  It was not a manufacture ready formed, and transmitted 

to them in that condition from England.  

24. We wholly abrogated the antient Government of Massachuset. We 

were confident that the first feeling, if not the very prospect of 

anarchy, would instantly enforce a compleat submission. The 

experiment was tried. A new, strange, unexpected face of things 

appeared. Anarchy is found tolerable. A vast province has now 

subsisted, and subsisted in a considerable degree of health and vigour, 

for near a twelvemonth, without Governor, without public Council, 

without Judges, without executive Magistrates.  



  

25. To prove that the Americans ought not to be free, we are obliged to 

depreciate the value of Freedom itself; and we never seem to gain a 

paltry advantage over them in debate, without attacking some of those 

principles, or deriding some of those feelings, for which our ancestors 

have shed their blood.  

26. To change the Spirit as inconvenient, by removing the causes… is 

attended with great difficulties, some of them little short, as I 

conceive, of impossibilities. 

27. You cannot station garrisons in every part of these deserts. If you 

drive the people from one place, they will carry on their annual 

Tillage, and remove with their flocks and herds to another. Many of 

the people in the back settlements are already little attached to 

particular situations. Already they have topped the Appalachian 

mountains. From thence they behold before them an immense plain, 

one vast, rich, level meadow; a square of five hundred miles. Over 

this they would wander without a possibility of restraint; they would 

change their manners with the habits of their life; would soon forget a 

government by which they were disowned; would become Hordes of 

English Tartars; and pouring down upon your unfortified frontiers a 

fierce and irresistible cavalry, become masters of your Governors and 

your Counsellors, your collectors, and comptrollers, and of all the 

Slaves that adhered to them. Such would, and, in no long time, must 

be, the effect of attempting to forbid as a crime, and to suppress as an 

evil, the Command and Blessing of Providence, Encrease and 

Multiply. Such would be the happy result of the endeavour to keep as 

a lair of wild beasts, that earth, which God, by an express Charter, has 

given to the children of men. 

28. Much mischief we may certainly do. The power inadequate to all other 

things is often more than sufficient for this. I do not look on the direct 

and immediate power of the Colonies to resist our violence as very 

formidable. In this, however, I may be mistaken. But when I consider, 

that we have Colonies for no purpose but to be serviceable to us, it 

seems to my poor understanding a little preposterous, to make them 

unserviceable, in order to keep them obedient.  

29. It is, in truth, nothing more than the old, and, as I thought, exploded 

problem of tyranny, which proposes to beggar its subjects into 

submission. But remember, when you have completed your system of 

impoverishment, that nature still proceeds in her ordinary course; that 

discontent will encrease with misery; and that there are critical 

moments in the fortune of all states, when they who are too weak to 



  

contribute to your prosperity, may be strong enough to complete your 

ruin.  

30. The temper and character which prevail in our Colonies, are, I am 

afraid, unalterable by any human art. We cannot, I fear, falsify the 

pedigree of this fierce people, and persuade them that they are not 

sprung from a nation in whose veins the blood of freedom circulates.  

31. The language in which they would hear you tell them this tale would 

detect the imposition; your speech would betray you. An Englishman 

is the unfittest person on earth, to argue another Englishman into 

slavery.  I think it is nearly as little in our power to change their 

republican Religion, as their free descent; or to substitute the Roman 

Catholick, as a penalty; or the Church of England, as an 

improvement. The mode of inquisition and dragooning is going out of 

fashion in the Old World; and I should not confide much to their 

efficacy in the New. The education of the Americans is also on the 

same unalterable bottom with their religion. You cannot persuade 

them to burn their books of curious science; to banish their lawyers 

from their courts of laws; or to quench the lights of their assemblies. 

32. But let us suppose all these moral difficulties got over. The Ocean 

remains. You cannot pump this dry; and as long as it continues in its 

present bed, so long all the causes which weaken authority by distance 

will continue.  “Ye gods, annihilate but space and time, And make 

two lovers happy!” was a pious and passionate prayer; but just as 

reasonable, as many of the serious wishes of very grave and solemn 

politicians.  

33. All government, indeed every human benefit and enjoyment, every 

virtue, and every prudent act, is founded on compromise and barter. 

We balance inconveniences; we give and take; we remit some rights, 

that we may enjoy others; and we choose rather to be happy citizens, 

than subtle disputants. … But, in all fair dealings, the thing bought 

must bear some proportion to the purchase paid. None will barter 

away the immediate jewel of his soul. 

34. In every arduous enterprize, we consider what we are to lose, as well 

as what we are to gain; and the more and better stake of liberty every 

people possess, the less they will hazard in a vain attempt to make it 

more. These are the cords of man. 

35. Man acts from adequate motives relative to his interest; and not on 

metaphysical speculations. Aristotle, the great master of reasoning, 

cautions us, and with great weight and propriety, against this species 



  

of delusive geometrical accuracy in moral arguments, as the most 

fallacious of all sophistry.  

36. They complain, that they are taxed without their consent; you answer, 

that you will fix the sum at which they shall be taxed. That is, you 

give them the very grievance for the remedy. You tell them indeed, 

that you will leave the mode to themselves. I really beg pardon: it 

gives me pain to mention it; but you must be sensible that you will not 

perform this part of the compact. For, suppose the Colonies were to 

lay the duties, which furnished their Contingent, upon the importation 

of your manufactures; you know you would never suffer such a tax to 

be laid. You know, too, that you would not suffer many other modes 

of taxation. 

37. The whole is delusion from one end to the other. … Refined policy 

ever has been the parent of confusion; and ever will be so, as long as 

the world endures. … Hitherto we have invited our people, by every 

kind of bounty, to fixed establishments. We have invited the 

husbandman to look to authority for his title. We have taught him 

piously to believe in the mysterious virtue of wax and parchment.  … 

I have in general no very exalted opinion of the virtue of Paper 

Government. … Obedience is what makes Government, and not the 

names by which it is called. 

38. Who has said one word on this labyrinth of detail, which bewilders 

you more and more as you enter into it? Who has presented, who can 

present you with a clue, to lead you out of it? 

39. You ought not, in reason, to trifle with so large a mass of the interests 

and feelings of the human race. You could at no time do so without 

guilt; and be assured you will not be able to do it long with impunity.  
 


