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      A REVOLUTION FOUGHT FOR RIGHTS

A misconception exists that the American revolution was caused by the harsh taxation of the English colonies. Tyranny is often cited as the primary factor leading to the American independence movement from Britain. In reality the revolution was one of principle.  The colonist's main grievance was the loss or infringement of their God given rights, not the least, their right to representation in government.   

To best understand this revolution fought for rights it is important to understand the English heritage of the colonies and their familiarity with the tradition of a republic or representative democracy.  The colonists were loyal British subjects with a history of self-government on a local level as evident by the town councils, charters, and colonial court systems.  Because of the isolation of the colonies from England and from other colonies, the colonists learned independence.  Hence the colonies were products not only of their heritage but also of their environment.

Colonization of the new world was established by private investment for the purposes of English mercantilism.  Mercantilism was designed to enhance English economy and power by using the colonies as markets for surplus manufactured goods and for purposes of exploitation of raw materials found in colonial territories. Mercantilism was in theory designed to increase England's wealth at the expense of her colonies.

To implement mercantilism, the Navigation Acts were passed providing that goods sent from the colonies to England go in British vessels manned by English crews. These goods were to be shipped to England only and imports to colonies had to be brought to England’s' ports first.  However these acts established between 1651 and 1663 were not rigidly enforced until the end of Salutory Neglect in 1763.  This period of one hundred years allowed the colonies to develop their commercial base, and to develop trade within the colonies and with other nations.

Because of these economic freedoms, when the British reorganized after the French and Indian War, new regulations regarding the west aroused protest.  The Proclamation of 1763 ordered colonists to remain east of the Alleghenies.  The Quebec Act of 1774 extended the Quebec boundary to the Ohio River.  Colonists felt both acts violated colonial charters and their personal liberties of settlement.

Soon after, a number of laws were enacted to make the colonies pay for their administration and "defense" during the French and Indian War.  These acts included the Sugar Act (1764), the Currency Act (1764), the Stamp Act (1765) and the Mutiny Act (1765).  Although designed for the purposes of raising revenue and cutting costs of colonial defense, these laws were perceived as an infringement of colonist's rights to representation in government matters. 

In direct support of the revolutionary issue being one of rights and representation and not taxation is the Sugar Act.  This act actually reduced the duty on foreign molasses.   (The intent of the British government was to discourage smuggling).  Yet this act met with resistance and rioting because of the colonist's perceptions.  The Mutiny Act was another affront to colonist's rights.  This law required the quartering of soldiers on the general population without compensation.  It is easy to understand how this act created resentment and paved the way for confrontation such as the Boston Massacre.   The Declaratory Act in response to colonial resistance asserted the British "right" to tax the colonists at will.  Many colonists disagreed.

The protests by the colonists took the form of non-importation, non-consumption and violence against royal officials.  Often these boycotts cost the colonists more than the British taxation would have.  

As the British exercised their mercantilist "rights" to tax and govern the colonies through an increased number of acts, a noted change in the colonist’s perceptions and actions became evident.  In 1750 the colonists were loyal British subjects.  During the French and Indian War many fought along with the British.  In 1671 the Writs of Assistance (search warrants to stop smuggling of goods) were tolerated by the colonists.  However, with the Proclamation of 1763 and the Quebec Act the colonists started to question the British actions.  The Sugar Act was the first measure in which representation on tax legislation became an issue to dispute. this resulted in rioting.  The Stamp Act reinforced the representation question, however, most colonists remained loyal.  The Mutiny and Declatory Acts created further anger and resentment.  In the 1770's colonist response became one of direct confrontation and destruction of British property (Tea Parties, Gaspee Affair). In response to the Townshend Acts of 1767 (tax on external goods), the colonists took action in the form of a boycott.    Separatists became more vocal through communications such as the Committees of Correspondence and eventually the First Continental Congress of the colonies adjourned to send a list of grievances to the King and Parliament.  However, separation even at this time was seen as a last resort by majority of the population.  

British troops killing colonial militia at Lexington was the final blow to the continuance of American colonization under English rule.  The British action was nothing less than a desperate method to forcibly control the colonists through might.  Where laws and taxation had failed to control the colonists it was hoped that military force might.

One final support that the American Revolution was a revolution of rights is the Declaration of Independence.  Within this document there is only one mention of taxation.  The issues of rights, consent of the people governed and establishment of a government designed to protect individual liberties are the primary issues of the entire document.  The declaration asserts the rights of the colonists to be free and to establish a new government.

The events leading to the revolution are numerous.  They clearly point to the important issues of self-governance, representation within government, free market competition and the belief in God given rights.  Certainly the revolution was an economic revolution.  However, taxation and economic factors were secondary issues.  Maintenance of the political ideologies and liberties of the colonists were the fundamental issues of the American Revolution.
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