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To Bryan Fairfax 

Mount Vernon, August 24, 1774 ... In truth, persuaded as I am, that you have read 
all the political pieces, which compose a large share of the [Virginia] Gazette at this 
time, I should think it, but for your request, a piece of inexcusable arrogance in me, 
to make the least essay towards a change in your political opinions; for I am sure r 
have no new lights to throw upon the subject, or any other arguments to offer in 
support of my own doctrine, than what you have seen; and could only in general 
add, that an innate spirit of freedom first told me, that the measures, which admin
istration hath for some time been, and now are most violently pursuing, are repug
nant to every principle of natural justice; whilst much abler heads than my own 
hath fully convinced me, that it is not only repugnant to natural right, but subver
sive of the laws and constitution of Great Britain itself, in the establishment of which 
some of the best blood in the kingdom hath been spilt. Satisfied, then, that the acts 
of a British Parliament are no longer governed by the principles of justice, that itis 
trampling upon the va luable rights of Americans, confirmed to them by charter 
and constitution they themselves boast of, and convinced beyond the smallest 
doubt, that these measures are the result of deliberation, and attempted to be car
ried into execution by the hand of power, is it a time to trifle, or risk our cause upon 
petitions, which with difficulty obtain access, and afterwards are thrown by with 
t]le utmost contempt? Or should we, because heretofore unsuspicious of design, 
and then unwilling to enter into disputes with the mother country, go on to bear 
more, and forbear to enumerate our just causes of complaint? For my own part, r 
shall not undertake to say where the line between Great Britain and the colonies 
should be drawn; but I am clearly of opinion, that one ought to be drawn, and our 
rights clearly ascertained. I could wish, I own, that the dispute had been left to pos
terity to determine, but the crisis is arrived when we must assert our rights, or sub
mit to every imposition, that can be heaped upon us, till custom and use shall make 
us as tame and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary sway. 

QUESTIONS roR READING AND DISCUSSION 

1. 	 Why did Wilshington believe the cri sis had arrived, that "the cause of Bos
ton. . is and ever will be considered the cause of America"? 

2. 	 Did Washington agree with everything that patriots had done in Boston? Why 
or why not? 

3. 	Washington argued that the colonis ts "must assert our rights" or else become 
"as tame and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such arbitrary 
sway" To what extent did Washington's experiences as a slaveholder impel 
him toward .he rebellion rather than restrain him from joining it? 

DOCUMENT 6-5 

Edmund Burke Urges Reconciliation with 
the Colonies 

Edllllllld Bllrke, Ii lendlllg IIlelllber oj the British Par/iall/cllt, arglled forcefully that at
tellipts to coerce the Nortll American colol1ies to COli/ply l('itll taxatioll alld other colonilll 
JcgulatiO/ls WelC III isg II ided. Bllrke poillted out thai British self-il/terest demanded cOl/cil
i(/tioll of tile coloi/ies, /lot coercioll, Jar reasollS he explailled ill his speech to Parliall/ent 
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excerpted below. Burke's speech illustmtes the displltes nlllong BI'itish leaders nbout h01(l 
best to govern the colollies, disputes thnt involved judglllel1ts about the d,amcter of the 
colollies, the British empire, nnd of liberty. 

Speech to Parliament, March 22, 1775 

(My) proposition is Peace, . , , It is simple Peace; sought in its natural course, 
and in its ordina ry haunts. It is Peace sought in the Spirit of Peace; and laid in 
p rinciples purely pacific. I propose, by removing the Ground of the difference, 
and by restoring the forlll er ul7su spectii1g collfiriellce of the Colollies ill tile Mother 
COLIn try, to give permanent satisfaction to your people; and, . , to recon cile them 
to each other in the same act, and by the bond of the very same interest which 
reconciles them to British Government. 

I mean to g ive peace. Peace implies reconciliation; and, where there has been 
a ma terial dispute, reconciliation does in a manne r always hnply concession on 
the one part or on the other, In this s tate of things I make no difficulty in affirm
ing that the proposal ought to originate from us .... Because after all our s trug
gle, whether we will or not, we mus t govern America, according to that nature, 
and to those circumstances; and not according to our own imaginations; nor ac
cording to abstract ideas of right; by no means according to mere general theories 
of government. 

The fir s t thing that we have to consider ... is the number of people in the 
Colonies. . I can by no calculation justify myself in placing the number below 
Two Millions of inhabitants of our own European blood and colour; besides at 
least 500,000 o thers, who fo rm no inconsiderable part of the strength and opu
lence of the whole, . , , Whilst we spend our time in deliberating on the mode of 
governing Two Millions, we shall find we have Millions more to manage, Your 
children do not grow faster from infancy to manhood, than they spread from fam
ilies to communities, and from villages to nations. 

But, . , the commerce of your Colonies 1S out of all proporti on beyond the 
numbers of the people, .. , The export trad e to the Colonies consists of three great 
branches, The African, which, terminating almost whoJJy in the Colonies, must be 
put to the acco unt of their commerce; the West Indian; a nd the North American. 
AJI these are so interwoven, that the attempt to separate them, would tear to pieces 
the contexture of the whol e; .. . in effec t they are, one trade, From Five Hundred 
and odd Thousand (pounds sterling in 1704], it has grown to Six Millions [pounds 
sterling by 1772], It has increased no less than twelve-fold . This is the s tate of the 
Colony trad e . .. . The trade with America alone is n ow within less than 500,000 
[pounds s terling) of being equal to what this great commercial nation, Eng land, 
carried on at the beginning of this century with the whole world I ... Our general 
trade has been greatly augmentedi .. , of the Six Millions which in the beginning 
of the century constituted the whole mass of our export commerce, the Colony 
trade was but one twelfth part; it is now (as a part of Sixteen Millions) consider
ably more than a third of the whole. 

Edmund Burke, Select Works of Edmulld Burke, all d Mis cellnl/eol/s Writillgs, 
eds, E. J. Payne and Francis Canavan (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, Inc., 1999). 
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When r contemplate these things; when I knolv that Ihe Colonies in general 
owe little or nothing to any care of ours, and that they are not squeezed into this 
happy form by the constraints of watchful and suspicious government, but that, 
through a wise and salutary neglect, a generous nature has been suffered to take 
her own \vay to perfection; when I reflect upon these effects, when I see how prof
itable they have been to us, I feel all the pride of power sink, and all presumption 
in the wisdom of human contrivances melt and die away within me. My rigour 
relents. I pardon something to the spirit of liberty. 

America. . is an object well worth fighting for. Certainly it is, if fighting a 
people be the best way of gaining them.... But I confess, possibly for want of 
this knowledge, my opinion is much more in favour of prudent management, 
than of force; considering force not as an odious, but a feeb le instrument, for pre
serving a people so numerous, so active, so growing, so spirited as this, in a prof
itable and subordinate connexion with us. . . Let me add, that I do not choose 
wholly to break the American spirit; because it is the spirit that has made the 
country. 

In this Character of the Americans, a love of Freedom is the predominating 
feature which marks and distinguishes the II'hole: and as an ardent is always a 
jealous affection, your Colonies become suspicious, restive, nnd un tractable, 
whenever they see the least attempt to wrest from them by force, or shuffle from 
them by [chicanery], what they think the only advantage worth living for. This 
fierce spirit of Liberty is stronger in the English Colonies probably than in any 
other people of the earth; ilnd this from a great variety of powerful causes. 

First, the people of the Colonies are descendants of Englishmen. England, 
Sir, is a nation, which still I hope respects, and formerly adored, her freedom. The 
Colonists emigrated from you when this part of your character was most pre
dominant; and they took this bias and direction the moment they parted from 
your hands. They are therefore not only devoted to Liberty, but to Uberty accord
ing to English ideas, and on English principles. Abstrilcl 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 be
comes the criterion of their happiness. 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.... 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 fundament,ll principle, that in all monar
chies the people lllllst in effect themselves, mediately or immediately, possess the 
power of granting their oll'n money, or no shadow of liberty can subsist. The 
Colonies draw from you, as with thcir life-blood, these ideas and principles. Their 
love of liberty, as with you, fixed ilnd attached on this specific point of taxing. 
Liberty might be safe, or might be endangered, in twenty other particulilrs, with
out their being much pleased or alarmed. Here t1ll~y felt its pulse; and as they 
found that beat, they thought themselves sick or sound. I do not say whether they 
were right or wrong in applying your general arguments to their own case. 
The fact is, that they did thus apply those gener,11 ilrguments; and your mode of 
governing them, whether through [leniency) or indolence, through wisdom or 
mistake, confirmed them in the imagin<1tion, tha t they, as well as you, had an in
terest in these com111on principles. 

They were further confirmed in this pleasing crror by the form of their 
provincial legislative assemblies. Their governments are popular in an high 
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degree; some are merely popular; in all, the popular representative is the mos t 
weighty; and this share of the people in their ordinary government never fails to 
inspire them with lofty sentiments, and with a strong aversion from whatever 
tends to deprive them of their chief importance. 

Religion, always a principle of energy, in thi s new people is no way worn 
out or impaired; and their mode of professing it is also one main cause of this 
free spirit. 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. . .. The dissenting interests have sprung 
up Ln direct opposition to all the ordinary powers of the world; and could justify 
that opposition only on a strong claim to natural liberty. Their very existence de
pended on the powerful and unremitted assertion of that claim. All protestantism, 
even the most cold and passive, is a sort of dissent. But the religion most preva
len t in our Northern Colonies is a refinement 011 the principle of resistance; it is 
the dissidence of dissent, and the protestanti sm of the protestant religion. This re
ligion, under a variety of d enominations agreeing in nothing but in the commu
nion of the spirit of liberty, is predominant in most of the Northern provinces; 
where the Church of England, notwithstanding its legal rights, is in reality no 
more than a sort of private sect, not composing most probably the tenth of the 
people. The Colonists left England when this spirit was high, and in the emi
grants 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 estilblishmen ts of their several countries, ilnd have brought 
with them a temper and character far from alien to that of the people with whom 
they mixed . . 

In the Southern Colonies the Church of England forms a large body, and has 
a regular establishment. . There is, however, a circumstance attending these 
Colonies, which, in my opinion, fully counterbalilnces this difference, and makes 
the spirit of liberty still more high and haughty than in those to the North-ward. 
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 the ir fre edom. Freedom is to them not only an enjoyment, 
but a kind of rank and privilege. Not seeing there, that freedom, as in countries 
where it is a common blessing, and as broad and general as the air, may be united 
with much abject toil, with great misery, with all the exterior of servitude, liberty 
looks, amongst them, like something that is more noble and liberaL 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 fac t 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 
. .. will be all masters of slaves, vvho are not slaves themselves. In such a people, 
the haughtiness of domination combines with the spirit of freedom, fortifies it, 
and renders it invincible ... 

Another circumstance in our Colonies ... contributes no mean part towards 
the growth and effect of this untractable spirit. I mean their education. In n o coun
try perhaps in the world is the law so general a study The profession itself is nu
merous and powerful; and in most provinces it takes the lead, The greater number 
of the Deputies sent to the Congress were Lawyers. But illl who read , (and most 
do read,) endeavour to obtain some smattering in that science. I have been told 
by an eminent Bookse ller, that in no branch of his business, after trilcts of popular 



114 READll\:C THE AMERICAN PAST 

devotion, were so many books as those on the Law exported to the Plantations. 

The Colonists have now fallen into the way of printing them for their own use. 

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 princi

ple. They augur misgovernment at a distance; and snuff the approach of tyranny 

in every tainted breeze. 


The last cause of this disobedient spirit in the Colonies is hardly less power
ful than the rest, as it is not merely moral, but laid deep in the natural constitu
tion 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. 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, Sofnr slwlt t!IOU 
go, nl1li Ilofnrtlier. Who are you, that you should fret and rage, and bite the chains 
of Nature? .... 

Then, Sir, from these six capital sources; of Descent; of Form of Government; 
of Religion in the Northern Provinces; of Manners in the Southern; of Education; 
of the Remoteness of Situation from the First Mover of Government; from all these 
causes a fierc e Spirit of Liberty has grown up. It has grown .\lith the growth of 
the people in your Colonies, and increased with the increase of their wealth; a 
Spirit, that unhappily meeting with an exercise of Power in England, which, how
ever lawful, is not reconcileable to any ideas of Liberty, much less with theirs, has 
kindled this flame that is ready to consume us. 

QUESTIONS FOR READING AND DISCUSSION 

1. 	 According to Burke, why was it wise for the British government to conciliate 
the American colonies? 

2. 	 What were the results of what Burke termed "salutary neglect"? Was neglect 
salutary for both the British and the Americans? 

3. 	 Why, according to Burke, was the colonists' "Spirit of Liberty" important for 
the British government to consider? How and vvhy did Americans' spirit of 
liberty arise? 

4. 	 What arguments might other British officials have used to criticize Burke's 
proposal? What might American colonial leaders have said about Burke's 
views? 

COMPARATIVE QUESTIONS ________________________ 

1. 	 How did Joseph Warren's arguments about colonial grievances compare with 
those expressed by George Washington, George Hewes, and Edmund Burke? 
How might VI/arren, Vllashington, and Hewes have responded to Burke's argu
ments about salutary neglect? 

2. 	 How might Washington, Warrell, Hewes, and Burke have interpreted the 
crowd actions that Peter Oliver criticized? 

3. 	 Fundamental assumptions about law, liberty, government, and society divided 
colonists. To what extent do the docllments in this chapter reveal those 
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