Other Writings

62. A Summary View of the Rights of
British America (1774)

ResoLVED, that it be an instruction to the said deputies, when assembled
in General Congress, with the deputies from the other states of British
America, to propose to the said Congress, that an humble and dutiful ad-
dress be presented to his Majesty, begging leave to lay before him, as
Chief Magistrate of the British empire, the united complaints of his Maj-
esty’s subjects in America; complaints which are excited by many unwar-
rantable encroachments and usurpations, attempted to be made by the
legislature of one part of the empire, upon the rights which God, and
the laws, have given equally and independentally to all. . ..

To remind him that our ancestors, before their emigration to America,
were the free inhabitants of the British dominions in Europe, and pos-
sessed a right, which nature has given to all men, of departing from the
country in which chance, not choice, has placed them, of going in quest
of new habitations, and of there establishing new societies, under such
laws and regulations as, to them, shall seem most likely to promote public
happiness. That their Saxon ancestors had, under this universal law, in
like manner, left their native wilds and woods in the North of Europe,
had possessed themselves of the Island of Britain, then less charged with
inhabitants, and had established there that system of laws which has so
long been the glory and protection of that country. Nor was ever any
claim of superiority or dependence asserted over them, by that mother
country from which they had migrated: and were such a claim made, it is
believed his Majesty’s subjects in Great Britain have too firm a feeling of
the rights derived to them from their ancestors, to bow down the
sovereignty of their state before such visionary pretensions. And it is
thought that no circumstance has occurred to distinguish, materially, the
British from the Saxon emigration. America was conquered, and her
settlements made and firmly established, at the expense of individuals,
and not of the British public. Their own blood was spilt in acquiring

lands for their settlement, their own fortunes expended in making that

settlement effectual. For themselves they fought, for themselves they con-
quered, and for themselves alone they have right to hold. . . .
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That the exercise of a free trade with all parts of the world, possessed
by the American colonists, as of natural right, and which no law of their
own had taken away or abridged, was next the object of unjust encroach-
ment. . . . History has informed us, that bodies of men as well as of
individuals, are susceptible of the spirit of tyranny. A view of these acts
of Parliament for regulation, as it has been affectedly called, of the
American trade, if all other evidences were removed out of the case,
would undeniably evince the truth of this observation... . . But, that we
do not point out to his Majesty the injustice of these acts, with intent to
rest on that principle the cause of their nullity; but to show that experi-
ence confirms the propriety of those political principles, which exempt
us from the jurisdiction of the British Parliament. The true ground on
which we declare these acts void, is, that the British Parliament has no
right to exercise authority over us. . . .

Not only the principles of common sense, but the common feelings of
human nature must be surrendered up, before his Majesty’s subjects
here, can be persuaded to believe, that they hold their political existence
at the will of a British Parliament. Shall these governments be dissolved,
their property annihilated, and their people reduced to a state of nature,
at the imperious breath of a body of men whom they never saw, in
whom they never confided, and over whom they have no powers of
punishment or removal, let their crimes against the American public be
ever so great? Can any one reason be assigned, why one hundred and
sixty thousand electors in the island of Great Britain, should give law to
four millions in the States of America, every individual of whom is equal
to every individual of them in virtue, in understanding, and in bodily
strength? Were this to be admitted, instead of being a free people, as we
have hitherto supposed, and mean to continue ourselves, we should sud-
denly be found the slaves, not of one, but of one hundred and sixty
thousand tyrants; distinguished, too, from all others, by this singular cir-
cumstance, that they are removed from the reach of fear, ‘the only
restraining motive which may hold the hand of a tyrant. . . .

That we next proceed to consider the conduct of his Majesty, as hold-
ing the Executive powers of the laws of these States, and mark out his
deviations from the line of duty. By the Constitution of Great Britain, as
well as of the several American States, his Majesty possesses the power
of refusing to pass into a law, any bill which has already passed the
other two branches of the legislature. . . . Yet this will not excuse the
wanton exercise of this power, which we have seen his Majesty practice
on the laws of the American legislature. For the most trifling reasons, and
sometimes for no conceivable reason at all, his Majesty has rejected laws
of the most salutary tendency. The abolition of domestic slavery is the
great object of desire in those colonies, where it was, unhappily, intro-
duced in their infant state. But previous to the enfranchisement of the
slaves we have, it is necessary to exclude all further importations from
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Africa. Yet our repeated attempts to effect this, by prohibitions, and by
imposing duties which might amount to a prohibition, having been hith-
erto defeated by his Majesty’s negative: thus preferring the immediate
advantages of a few British corsairs, to the lasting interests of the Amer-
ican States, and to the rights of human nature, deeply wounded by this
infamous practice. Nay, the single interposition of an interested individ-
ual against a law was scarcely ever known to fail of success, though, in
the opposite scale, were placed the interests of a whole country. That
this is so shameful an abuse of a power, trusted with his Majesty for
other purposes, as if, not reformed, would call for some legal restric-
tions. . . .

That these are our grievances, which we have thus laid before his
Majesty, with that freedom of language and sentiment which becomes a
free people claiming their rights as derived from the laws of nature, and
not as the gift of their Chief Magistrate. Let those flatter, who fear: it is
not an American art. To give praise where it is not due might be well
from the venal, but would ill beseem those who are asserting the rights
of human nature. They know, and will, therefore, say, that Kings are the
servants, not the proprietors of the people. . . . This, Sire, is the advice of
your great American council, on the observance of which may perhaps
depend your felicity and future fame, and the preservation of that har-
mony which alone can continue, both to Great Britain and ‘America, the
reciprocal advantages of their connection. It is neither our wish nor our
interest to separate from her. We are willing, on our part, to sacrifice
everything which reason can ask, to the restoration of that tranquillity
for which all must wish. On their part, let them be ready to establish
union on a generous plan. Let them name their terms, but let them be
just. Accept of every commercial preference it is in our power to give,
for such things as we can raise for their use, or they make for ours. But
let them not think to exclude us from going to other markets to dispose
of those commodities which they cannot use, nor to supply those wants
which they cannot supply. Still less, let it be proposed, that our prop-
erties, within our own territories, shall be taxed or regulated by any
power on earth, but our own. The God who gave us life, gave us liberty
at the same time: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them.
This, Sire, is our last, our determined resolution. And that you will be
pleased to interpose, with that efficacy which your earnest endeavors
may insure, to procure redress of these our great grievances, to quiet the
minds of your subjects in British America against any apprehensions of
future encroachment, to éstablish fraternal love and harmony through
~ the whole empire, and that that may continue to the latest ages of time;
is the fervent prayer of all British America. '




