
The roots of American Revolution 

 

     Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, British colonists had formed a large and prosperous settlement 

along the eastern coast of North America. When George III became king of Great Britain in 1760, his 

North American colonies were growing. During the 1700s, Britain’s 13 North American colonies grew 

in population, thrived on trade with the nations of Europe, and a new sense of identity was growing in 

the colonists’ minds. By the mid-1700s, each of the 13 colonies had its own government, and people 

were used to a great degree of independence. Colonists saw themselves less as British and more as 

Virginians or Pennsylvanians. However, they were still British subjects and were expected to obey 

British law.  

     In 1651, the British Parliament passed a trade law called the Navigation Act. This and successive 

trade laws prevented colonists from selling their products to any country except Britain. In addition, 

colonists had to pay high taxes on imported French and Dutch goods. Nevertheless, Britain’s policies 

benefited both the colonies and the motherland. Britain bought American raw materials for low prices 

and sold manufactured goods to the colonists. And despite various British trade restrictions, colonial 

merchants also thrived. Such a spirit of relative harmony, however, soon would change. 

     In 1754, war erupted on the North American continent between the English and the French. France 

claimed the ownership of Canada and Louisiana (the latter was named for the French King, Louis XIV 

and included all the lands drained by the Mississippi river). In the middle of the 18th century, most of 

the forests and plains of both these areas were still unexplored by Europeans. The French claim to own 

them was based upon journeys made in the previous century by two famous explorers: Samuel de 

Champlain (who set up trading posts which   grew later into the cities of Quebec and Montreal) and 

René La Salle (explored the valley of Mississippi and reached the Gulf of Mexico) The French claim 

of Louisiana worried both the British government and the American colonists as it would stop them 

from moving westwards. 

     In 1756, Britain and France began fighting the Seven Years War, known to Americans as the 

French and Indian war (The name stems from the fact that numerous Native American tribes fought on 

the French side.) Britain was victorious and the war was ended by the peace of Paris, which was 

signed in 1763. France gave up its claim to Canada and to all of North America east of the Mississippi 

River. The victory, however, only led to growing tensions between Britain and its colonists. In order to 

fight the war, Great Britain had run up a huge debt. Because American colonists benefited from 

Britain’s victory, Britain expected the colonists to help pay the costs of the war. In 1765, Parliament 

passed the Stamp Act. According to this law, colonists had to pay a tax to have an official stamp put 

on wills, deeds, newspapers, and other printed material. In 1767, the British placed new taxes on tea, 

paper, paint, and various goods that the colonies imported from abroad. American colonists were 

outraged. They had never paid taxes directly to the British government before. Colonial lawyers 

argued that the stamp tax violated colonists ‘natural rights, and they accused the government of 



“taxation without representation.” In Britain, citizens consented to taxes through their representatives 

in Parliament. The colonists, however, had no representation in Parliament. Thus, they argued they 

could not be taxed.       

      Over the next decade, conflicts between the two sides increased. Some colonial leaders favoured 

independence from Britain. In 1773, British government imposed ban on production of tea in the 13 

colonies and imposed the 3rd  tax on tea and forced the colonies to buy 17 million pounds of unsold tea 

of British East India Company to overcome the losses. In December, a group of colonists dumped a 

large load of British tea into Boston Harbor. George III, infuriated by the “Boston Tea Party,” as it 

was called, ordered the British navy to close the port of Boston. 

     In September 1774, all the colonies except Georgia sent representatives to Philadelphia to form the 

first Continental Congress and discuss their unhappy state and draw their future policy against the 

atrocious British imperial power. The Congress met again on May 10, 1776, in the State House in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. It is now called Independence Hall. The Second Continental Congress 

decided many important things:  

- Completely break away from Great Britain.  

  

- Officially put the colonies in a state of defence.  

 

- Form an army called the American Continental Army.  

 

- Congress officially appointed George Washington as commander-in-chief of the army.  

 

- Decided to print paper money. 

 

     The American Revolution had begun. The Second Continental Congress was one of the most 

important government meetings in the history of the United States of America. It appointed a 

committee, headed by Thomas Jefferson, a landowner and lawyer from Virginia, to prepare a 

document outlining the colonies’ grievances against the king and explaining their decision to break 

away. The Declaration of Independence was adopted on July 4, 1776. The 4th of July has since been 

celebrated as America’s Independence Day. Thomas Paine supports the argument for separation in a 

pamphlet called Common Sense, which sold 100,000 copies. Paine discussed two main points in his 

pamphlet: Independence as the will of people, Revolution as the device of liberty and happiness. 

     In the Treaty of Paris, which was signed in September 1783, Britain officially recognised her 

colonies as an independent nation. The 13 American colonies became the 13 United States of America 

in 1783. The treaty granted all of North America from Canada in the north to Florida in the south, and 

from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi River.  Shortly after declaring their independence, the 13 

individual states recognized the need for a national government. All 13 states ratified a constitution in 

1781. This plan of government was known as the Articles of Confederation. The Articles established 

the United States as a republic, a government in which citizens rule through elected representatives. 



These Articles of Confederation provided for a union, but were extremely loose and fragile: no 

Constitution, no common currency, no national military force, little centralized control over foreign 

policy, no national system for imposing and collecting taxes, differences between Federalist and Anti-

federalist, economic Weakness, powers and election of president, and slavery. 

The American Constitution: 

     The Articles of Confederation established only one body of government, the Congress. Each state, 

regardless of size, had one vote in Congress. Passing new laws was difficult because laws needed the 

approval of 9 of the 13 states. These limits on the national government soon produced many problems. 

Several states issued their own money. Some states even put tariffs on goods from neighbouring states. 

New Constitution Colonial leaders recognized the need for a strong national government. In February 

1787, Congress approved a Constitutional Convention to revise the Articles of Confederation. The 

Constitutional Convention held its first session on May 25, 1787. The 55 delegates were experienced 

statesmen who were familiar with the political theories of Locke, Montesquieu, and Rousseau. 

Although the delegates shared basic ideas on government, they sometimes disagreed on how to put 

them into practice. For almost four months the delegates argued over important questions. Who should 

be represented in Congress? How many representatives should each state have? The delegates’ 

deliberations produced not only compromises but also new approaches to governing. Using the 

political ideas of the Enlightenment, the delegates created a new system of government:  the Federal 

System in which power was divided between national and state governments. They established three 

separate branches—legislative, executive, and judicial. This setup provided a system of checks and 

balances, with each branch checking the actions of the other two. For example, the president received 

the power to veto legislation passed by Congress. However, the Congress could override a presidential 

veto with the approval of two-thirds of its members. The delegates signed the new Constitution on 

September 17, 1787. 

     The Bill of Rights  

     These conventions were marked by sharp debate. Supporters of the Constitution were called 

Federalists. They argued in their famous work, the Federalist Papers, that the new government would 

provide a better balance between national and state powers. Their opponents, the Antifederalists, 

feared that the Constitution gave the central government too much power. They also wanted a bill of 

rights to protect the rights of individual citizens. In order to gain support and approval, the Federalists 

promised to add a bill of rights to the Constitution. Congress formally added to the Constitution the ten 

amendments known as the Bill of Rights. These amendments protected such basic rights as freedom of 

speech, press, assembly, and religion. Many of these rights had been promoted by Voltaire, Rousseau, 

and Locke. The Constitution and Bill of Rights marked a turning point in people’s ideas about 

government. They expressed an optimistic vision that reason and reform could reign and that progress 

was unavoidable.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


