
The Empire Under Strain
by Alan Brinkley

This reading is excerpted from Chapter Four of Brinkley’s American History: A Survey (10th ed.).  I 
wrote the footnotes.  If you use the questions below to guide your note taking, please be aware that 
several of the questions have multiple answers.

Study Questions
1. Why did Britain bring its policy of “salutary neglect” to a close after 1763?
2. Why did Britain issue the Proclamation of 1763, and why did colonists oppose it?
3.  Why did Americans resist British efforts to impose more control over the British colonies?
4.  Why did the Stamp Act particularly infuriate American colonists?
5.  How did the Stamp Act bring Americans together?  Why did Britain repeal it?
6.  Why did Charles Townshend think his “Townshend Duties” would be tolerated by colonists?
7.  What effect did the “Boston Massacre” have on colonial opinion?  Why?

As late as the 1750s, few Americans saw any reason to object to their membership in the British 
Empire.  The imperial system provided them with many benefits: opportunities for trade and 
commerce, military  protection, political stability.  And those benefits were accompanied by few 
costs; for the most part, the English government left the colonies alone.  While Britain did 
attempt to regulate the colonists’ external trade [through laws called the Navigation Acts], those 
regulations were usually so laxly administered that they could be easily circumvented.1...

By the mid-1770s, however, the relationship between the American colonies and their British 
rulers had become so strained, so poisoned, so characterized by suspicion and resentment that the 
once seemingly unbreakable bonds of empire were ready to snap.  And in the spring of 1775, the 
first shots were fired in a war that would ultimately win America its independence.

A LOOSENING OF TIES
After... [the French and Indian War] Parliament... passed new laws supplementing the original 
Navigation Acts and strengthening the mercantilist program—laws restricting colonial 
manufactures, prohibiting paper currency, and regulating trade.  On the whole, however, the 
British government remained uncertain and divided about the extent to which it ought to interfere 
in colonial affairs.  The colonies were left, within broad limits, to go their separate ways....

THE NEW IMPERIALISM
[After the French and Indian War,] England found itself truly at peace for the first time in more 
than fifty  years.  But the difficult experiences of the previous decade had convinced many 
English leaders that they could no longer govern their empire as casually  as they had in the past.  
Saddled with enormous debts from the many years of fighting, England was desperately in need 
of new revenues from its empire.  Responsible for vast  new lands in the New World, the imperial 
government could not long avoid expanding its involvement in international affairs.

1 This is the British policy sometimes termed “salutary neglect.”



Burdens of Empire
With the territorial annexations of 1763, the area of the British Empire was suddenly  twice as 

great as it had been, and the problems of governing it were thus considerably more complex.  
Some argued that the empire should restrain rapid settlement in the western territories.  To allow 
Europeans to move into the new lands too quickly, they  warned, would run the risk of stirring up 
costly conflicts with the Indians....

At the same time, the government in London was running out of options in its effort to find a 
way to deal with its staggering war debt...  The necessity of stationing significant numbers of 
British troops on the Indian border after 1763 was adding even more to the cost of defending the 
American settlements.  And the halfhearted response of the colonial assemblies to the war effort 
had suggested that in its search for revenue, England could not rely on any cooperation from the 
colonial governments.  Only a system of taxation administered by  London, the leaders of the 
empire believed, could effectively meet England’s needs....

The British and the Tribes
The western problem was the most urgent.  With the departure of the French, settlers and traders 
from the English colonies had begun immediately to move over the mountains and into the upper 
Ohio Valley.  The Indians of the region objected to this intrusion into their land and commerce, 
and an alliance of tribes, under the Ottawa chieftain Pontiac, struck back.  To prevent  an 
escalation of the fighting that might threaten western trade, the British government issued a 
ruling—the Proclamation of 1763—forbidding settlers to advance beyond a line drawn along 
the Appalachian Mountains....

In the end... the Proclamation of 1763... was almost completely  ineffective.  White settlers 
continued to swarm across the boundary and to claim lands farther... into the Ohio valley.  

The Colonial Response
The [British government] soon moved to increase its authority  in the colonies in more direct 
ways.  Regular British troops would now be stationed permanently  in America; and under the 
Mutiny Act of 1765 the colonists were required to assist  in provisioning and maintaining the 
army....  Colonial manufacturing was to be restricted, so that it would not compete with the 
rapidly expanding industry of Great Britain.

The Sugar Act of 1764, designed in part to eliminate the illegal sugar trade between the 
continental colonies and the French and Spanish West Indies, raised the duty  on sugar....  It also 
established new vice-admiralty courts in America to try  accused smugglers—thus depriving them 
of sympathetic local juries....

The new imperial program was an effort to reapply to the colonies the old principles of 
mercantilism.  And in some ways, it proved highly effective.  British officials were soon 
collecting more than ten times as much annual revenue from America as before 1763.  But the 
new policies created many more problems than they solved....

Northern merchants believed they would suffer from restraints on their commerce, from the 
closing of opportunities for manufacturing, and from the increased burden of taxation.  Settlers in 



the northern backcountry resented the closing of the West2 to land speculation and fur trading.  
Southern planters,3 in debt to English merchants, feared having to pay additional taxes and losing 
their ability to ease their debts by speculating in western land.  Professionals—ministers, 
lawyers, professors, [etc.]—depended on merchants and planters for their livelihood and... shared 
their concerns about the effects of English law.  Small farmers, the largest group in the colonies, 
believed they would suffer from increased taxes and from the abolition of paper money, which 
had enabled them to pay their loans.  Workers in towns opposed... restraints on manufacturing....

Whatever the economic consequences of the British government’s programs, the political 
consequences were—in the eyes of the colonists, at  least—far worse....  Anglo-Americans were 
accustomed (and deeply attached) to very broad powers of self-government; and the colonists 
were determined to protect those powers....  By attempting to circumvent the colonial assemblies, 
raise extensive revenues directly  from the public... the British government was challenging the 
basis of colonial political power: control over public finance.  Home rule, therefore, was not 
something new and different that the colonists were striving to attain.  It was something old and 
familiar that they desired to keep....

STIRRING OF REVOLT
By the mid 1760s... a hardening of positions had begun in both England and America that would 
bring the colonies into increasing conflict with the mother country....  The result was  a series of 
events that, more rapidly than anyone could imagine, shattered the English Empire in America.

The Stamp Act Crisis
Even if he had tried, [British] Prime Minister [George] Grenville could not have devised a better 
method for antagonizing and unifying the colonies than the Stamp Act of 1765....  [T]he new tax 
fell on all Americans, of whatever section, colony, or class....  Merchants and lawyers were 
obliged to buy stamps for ships’ papers and legal documents.  Tavern owners, often the political 
leaders of their neighborhoods, were required to buy stamps for their licenses.  Printers... had to 
buy stamps for their newspapers and other publications....

What made the law obnoxious to the colonists was not so much its immediate cost as the 
precedent it seemed to set.  In the past, Americans had rationalized4  the taxes and duties on 
colonial trade as measures to regulate commerce, not raise money....  The Stamp Act, however, 
they  could interpret in only one way.  It  was a direct attempt by England to raise revenue in the 
colonies without the consent of the colonial assemblies.  If this new tax passed without 
resistance, the door would be open for more burdensome taxation in the future.

[In Virginia, Patrick] Henry  introduced a set of resolutions declaring that Americans 
possessed the same rights as the English, especially the right to be taxed only by their own 
representatives; that Virginians should pay no taxes except  those voted by the Virginia 
assembly....

2 Brought about by the Proclamation of 1763.
3 A planter is someone who owns a plantation.
4 Another good word to look up if you aren’t sure what it means.



In Massachusetts... James Otis persuaded his fellow members of the colonial assembly to call 
an intercolonial congress for action against the new tax.  In October 1765, the Stamp Act 
Congress met in New York with delegates from nine colonies and decided to petition the king 
and the two houses of Parliament.  Their petition conceded that Americans owed to Parliament 
“all due subordination,” but it denied that the colonies could rightfully be taxed except through 
their own provincial assemblies.

Meanwhile in several colonial cities mobs began taking the law into their own hands.  During 
the summer of 1765 serious riots broke out up and down the coast, the largest  of them in Boston.  
Men belonging to the newly organized Sons of Liberty terrorized stamp  agents and burned the 
stamps.  The agents, themselves Americans, hastily resigned; and the sale of stamps in the 
continental colonies virtually ceased....

But the crisis subsided, largely  because England backed down.  The authorities in London 
did not relent because of the resolutions,... the petitions,... or the riots....  They changed their 
attitude because of economic pressure.  Even before the Stamp Act, many New Englanders had 
stopped buying English goods to protest the Sugar Act of 1764.  Now the colonial boycott 
spread, and the Sons of Liberty intimidated those colonists who were reluctant to participate in it.  
The merchants of England, feeling the loss of much of their colonial market, begged Parliament 
to repeal the Stamp Act....

On March 18, 1766, Parliament repealed it....  On the same day, to satisfy [British people 
who wanted to emphasize British power over the colonies], Parliament passed the Declaratory 
Act, asserting Parliament’s authority over the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.”  In their 
rejoicing over the repeal of the Stamp Act, most Americans paid little attention to this sweeping 
declaration of power....

The Townshend Program
To... raise revenues in the colonies, [new British minister Charles] Townshend...5  levied new 
taxes (known as the Townshend Duties) on various goods imported to the colonies from England
—lead, paint, paper, and tea.  The colonists could not logically  object to taxation of this kind, 
Townshend reason, because it met standards they themselves had accepted.  Benjamin Franklin... 
had long argued for the distinction between “internal” and “external” taxes and had denounced 
the stamp duties as internal taxation.  Townshend... was... imposing duties on what he believed 
were clearly external transactions....

The new duties were no more acceptable to Americans than the stamp tax.  Townshend might 
call them external taxes, but colonial merchants and, indirectly, colonial consumers would have 
to pay them.  Their purpose, Americans believed, was the same as that of the Stamp Act: to raise 
revenue from the colonists without their consent.  

The Massachusetts Assembly took the lead in opposing the new measures by  circulating a 
letter to all the colonial governments urging them to stand up against every tax, external or 
internal, imposed by Parliament.  [When a British government official threatened colonial 
assemblies that condemned the Townshend Duties,] the other colonies... promptly rallied to the 
support of Massachusetts.

5 The “h” is silent: It is pronounced TOWNS-end.



The Boston merchants—accustomed, like all colonial merchants, to loose enforcement of the 
Navigation acts...—were indignant, and they took the lead in organizing another boycott.  In 
1768, the merchants of Philadelphia and New York joined them in a nonimportation agreement, 
and later some southern merchants and planters also agreed to cooperate....

Late in 1767, Charles Townshend suddenly died....  The question of dealing with colonial 
resistance... fell, therefore, to the new prime minister, Lord North.  Hoping to break the 
nonimportation agreement and divide the colonists, Lord North secured the repeal of all the 
Townshend Duties except the tax on tea in March 1770.

The Boston Massacre
...Before news of the repeal reached America, an event in Massachusetts raised colonial 
resentment to a new level of intensity.  The colonists’ harassment of [customs officials] in Boston 
had grown so intense that the British government had placed four regiments of regular troops 
inside the city.  The presence of the “redcoats” was a constant affront to the colonists’ sense of 
independence and a constant reminder of what they considered British oppression....  There was 
particular tension between the redcoats and Boston laborers.  Many British soldiers, poorly  paid 
and poorly  treated by the army, wanted jobs in their off-duty hours; and they  competed with local 
workers in an already tight market.  Clashes between them were frequent.

On the night of March 5, 1770, a few days after a particularly  intense skirmish between 
workers at a ship-rigging factory and British soldiers who were trying to find work there, a mob 
of dockworkers, “liberty boys,” and others began pelting the sentries at the customs house with 
rocks and snowballs.  Hastily, Captain Thomas Preston of the British regiment lined up several of 
his men in front of the building to protect it.  There was some scuffling; one of the soldiers was 
knocked down; and in the midst  of it  all, apparently, several British soldiers fired into the crowd, 
killing five people....

This murky  incident, almost  certainly  the result of panic and confusion, was quickly 
transformed by local resistance leaders into the “Boston Massacre”—a graphic symbol of British 
oppression and brutality.  The victims became popular martyrs; the event became the subject of 
such lurid (and inaccurate) accounts as the widely circulated pamphlet Innocent Blood Crying to 
God from the Streets of Boston.  A famous engraving by  Paul Revere, widely reproduced and 
circulated, portrayed the massacre as a carefully  organized, calculated assault on a peaceful 
crowd.  A jury of Massachusetts colonists found the British soldiers guilty  of manslaughter and 
sentenced them to a token punishment.  Colonial pamphlets and newspapers, however, convinced 
many Americans that the soldiers were guilty  of official murder.  Year after year, resistance 
leaders marked the anniversary of the massacre with demonstrations and speeches.    The leading 
figure in fomenting public outrage over the Boston Massacre was Samuel Adams, the most 
effective radical in the colonies.  Adams (a distant cousin of John Adams, second president of the 
United States)... attracted increasing support.  In 1772, he proposed the creation of a “committee 
of correspondence” in Boston to publicize the grievances against England throughout the colony.  
He became its first head.  Other colonies followed Massachusetts’s lead, and there grew up a 
loose network of political organizations that kept the spirit of dissent alive through the 1770s.


