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Edmund Burke’s speech on conciliation with
the American Colonies, House of Commons,
March 22, 1775

We are called upon again to attend to Amer-
ica; to attend to the whole of it together; and 
to review the subject with an unusual de-
gree of care and calmness.

Surely it is an awful subject, or there is 
none so on this side of the grave. When I 
first had the honor of a seat in this House, 
the affairs of that continent pressed them-
selves upon us as the most important and 
most delicate object of parliamentary at-
tention. My little share in this great de-
liberation oppressed me. I found myself a 
partaker in a very high trust; and having no 
sort of reason to rely on the strength of my 
natural abilities for the proper execution of 
that trust, I was obliged to take more than 
common pains to instruct myself in ev-
erything which relates to our Colonies. I 
was not less under the necessity of forming 
some fixed ideas concerning the general 
policy of the British Empire. Something of 
this sort seemed to be indispensable, in or-
der, amid so vast a fluctuation of passions 
and opinions, to concenter my thoughts; 
to ballast my conduct; to preserve me from 

being blown about by every wind of fash-
ionable doctrine. I really did not think it 
safe or manly to have fresh principles to 
seek upon every fresh mail which should 
arrive from America.

At that period I had the fortune to find 
myself in perfect concurrence with a large 
majority in this House.  Bowing under that 
high authority, and penetrated with the 
sharpness and strength of that early im-
pression, I have continued ever since in my 
original sentiments without the least devi-
ation. Whether this be owing to an obsti-
nate perseverance in error, or to a religious 
adherence to what appears to me truth and 
reason, it is in your equity to judge.

To restore order and repose to an Em-
pire so great and so distracted as ours, is 
merely in the attempt an undertaking that 
would ennoble the flights of the highest 
genius, and obtain pardon for the efforts 
of the meanest understanding. Struggling 
a good while with these thoughts, by de-
grees I felt myself more firm. I derived, at 
length, some confidence from what in oth-
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er circumstances usually produces timidity. 
I grew less anxious, even from the idea of 
my own insignificance. For, judging of what 
you are by what you ought to be, I persuaded 
myself that you would not reject a reason-
able proposition because it had nothing but 
its reason to recommend it. On the other 
hand, being totally destitute of all shadow 
of influence, natural or adventitious, I was 
very sure that if my proposition were futile 
or dangerous — if it were weakly conceived 
or improperly timed, there was nothing ex-
terior to it of power to awe, dazzle, or delude 
you. You will see it just as it is, and you will 
treat it just as it deserves. 

The proposition is peace. Not peace 
through the medium of war; not peace to 
be hunted through the labyrinth of intri-
cate and endless negotiations; not peace 
to arise out of universal discord, fomented 
from principle, in all parts of the Empire; 
not peace to depend on the juridical deter-
mination of perplexing questions, or the 
precise marking the shadowy boundaries of 
a complex government. It is simple peace, 
sought in its natural course and its ordi-
nary haunts. It is peace sought in the spirit 
of peace, and laid in principles purely pa-
cific. I propose, by removing the ground of 
the difference, and by restoring the former 
unsuspecting confidence of the Colonies in the 
mother country, to give permanent satisfac-
tion to your people; and, far from a scheme 
of ruling by discord, to reconcile them to 
each other in the same act, and by the bond 
of the very same interest, which reconciles 
them to British government.

My idea is nothing more. Refined pol-
icy ever has been the parent of confusion, 
and ever will be so long as the world en-
dures. Plain good intention, which is as 
easily discovered at the first view as fraud is 

surely detected at last, is (let me say) of no 
mean force in the government of mankind. 
Genuine simplicity of heart is a healing 
and cementing principle. My plan, there-
fore, being formed upon the most simple 
grounds imaginable, may disappoint some 
people when they hear it. It has nothing to 
recommend it to the pruriency of curious 
ears. There is nothing at all new and capti-
vating in it. It has nothing of the splendor of 
the project which has been lately laid upon 
your table by the noble lord in the blue rib-
bon.  It does not propose to fill your lobby 
with squabbling colony agents, who will re-
quire the interposition of your mace at ev-
ery instant to keep the peace among them. It 
does not institute a magnificent auction of 
finance, where captivated provinces come 
to general ransom by bidding against each 
other, until you knock down the hammer, 
and determine a proportion of payments 
beyond all the powers of algebra to equalize 
and settle.

The capital leading questions on which 
you must this day decide, are these two: 
First, whether you ought to concede; and, sec-
ondly, what your concession ought to be.

On the first of these questions we have 
gained, as I have just taken the liberty of 
observing to you, some ground. But I am 
sensible that a good deal more is still to be 
done. Indeed, sir, to enable us to determine 
both on the one and the other of these great 
questions with a firm and precise judg-
ment, I think it may be necessary to con-
sider distinctly the true nature and the pe-
culiar circumstances of the object which we 
have before us; because, after all our strug-
gle, whether we will or not, we must govern 
America according to that nature and to 
those circumstances, and not according to 
our imaginations; not according to abstract 
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ideas of right; by no means according to 
mere general theories of government, the 
resort to which appears to me, in our pres-
ent situation, no better than arrant trifling. 
I shall therefore endeavor, with your leave, 
to lay before you some of the most material 
of these circumstances in as full and as clear 
a manner as I am able to state them.

The first thing that we have to consid-
er with regard to the nature of the object, 
is the number of people in the Colonies. 
I have taken for some years a good deal of 
pains on that point. I can by no calculation 
justify myself in placing the number be-
low two millions of inhabitants of our own 
European blood and color, besides at least 
five hundred thousand others, who form no 
inconsiderable part of the strength and op-
ulence of the whole. This, sir, is, I believe, 
about the true number. There is no occa-
sion to exaggerate, where plain truth is of so 
much weight and importance. But whether 
I put the present numbers too high or too 
low, is a matter of little moment Such is the 
strength with which population shoots in 
that part of the world, that, state the num-
bers as high as we will, while the dispute 
continues, the exaggeration ends. While we 
are discussing any given magnitude, they 
are grown to it. While we spend our time in 
deliberating on the mode of governing two 
millions, we shall find we have two millions 
more to manage. Your children do not grow 
faster from infancy to manhood, than they 
spread from families to communities, and 
from villages to nations.

I put this consideration of the present 
and the growing numbers in the front of 
our deliberation; because, sir, this con-
sideration will make it evident to a blunt-
er discernment than yours, that no partial, 
narrow, contracted, pinched, occasional 

system will be at all suitable to such an ob-
ject. It will show you that it is not to be con-
sidered as one of those minima which are 
out of the eye and consideration of the law; 
not a paltry excrescence of the State; not a 
mean dependent, who may be neglected 
with little damage, and provoked with lit-
tle danger. It will prove that some degree of 
care and caution is required in the handling 
of such an object; it will show that you ought 
not, in reason, to trifle with so large a mass 
of the interests and feelings of the human 
race. You could at no time do so without 
guilt; and, be assured, you will not do it long 
with impunity. 

I have in my hand two accounts: one 
a comparative state of the export trade of 
England to its Colonies as it stood in the 
year 1704, and as it stood in the year 1772; 
the other a state of the export trade of this 
country to its Colonies alone, as it stood in 
1772, compared with the whole trade of En-
gland to all parts of the world, the Colonies 
included, in the year 1704. They are from 
good vouchers; the latter period from the 
accounts on your table, the earlier from an 
original manuscript of Davenant, who first 
established the inspector-general’s office, 
which has been ever since his time so abun-
dant a source of parliamentary information.

The trade to the Colonies, taken on the 
export side at the beginning of this century, 
that is, in the year 1704, stood thus:

Exports to North America
and the West Indies £ 483,265
To Africa 86,665

Total £ 569,930
In the year 1772, which I take as a mid-

dle year between the highest and lowest of 
those lately laid on your table, the account 
was as follows:
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To North America
and the West Indies £ 4,791,734
To Africa 866,398
To which, if you add the 
export trade from Scot-
land, which had in 1704 no 
existence 364,000

Total £ 6,022,132
From five hundred and odd thousand, it 

has grown to six millions. It has increased 
no less than twelvefold. This is the state of 
the Colony trade, as compared with itself at 
these two periods, within this century; and 
this is matter for meditation. But this is not 
all. Examine my second account. See how 
the export trade to the Colonies alone in 
1772 stood in the other point of view, that is, 
as compared to the whole trade of England 
in 1704.

The whole export trade of 
England, including that to 
the Colonies, in 1704 £ 6,509,000
Exported to the Colonies 
alone, in 1772 6,024,000
Difference £ 485,000

The trade with America alone is now 
within less than £500,000 of being equal 
to what this great commercial nation, En-
gland, carried on at the beginning of this 
century with the whole world! If I had tak-
en the largest year of those on your table, it 
would rather have exceeded.

But, it will be said, is not this Ameri-
can trade an unnatural protuberance, that 
has drawn the juices from the rest of the 
body? The reverse. It is the very food that 
has nourished every other part into its 
present magnitude. Our general trade has 
been greatly augmented, and augmented 
more or less in almost every part to which 

it ever extended, but with this material dif-
ference, that of the six millions in 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) consid-
erably more than a third of the whole. This 
is the relative proportion of the importance 
of the Colonies of these two periods; and all 
reasoning concerning our mode of treating 
them must have this proportion as its basis, 
or it is a reasoning weak, rotten, and so-
phistical.

Mr. Speaker, I can not prevail on myself 
to hurry over this great consideration. It is 
good for us to be here. We stand where we 
have an immense view of what is, and what 
is past. Clouds, indeed, and darkness, rest 
upon the future. Let us, however, before we 
descend from this noble eminence, reflect 
that this growth of our national prosperity 
has happened within the short period of 
the life of man. It has happened within six-
ty-eight years. There are those alive whose 
memory might touch the two extremities. 
For instance, my Lord Bathurst might re-
member all the stages of the progress. He 
was in 1704 of an age at least to be made to 
comprehend such things. He was then old 
enough “acta parentum jam legere et quae sit 
poterit cognoscere virtus”. Suppose, Sir, that 
the angel of this auspicious youth, fore-
seeing the many virtues which made him 
one of the most amiable, as he is one of the 
most fortunate men of his age,  had opened 
to him in vision, that when, in the fourth 
generation, the third prince of the House 
of Brunswick had sat twelve years on the 
throne of that nation, which, by the happy 
issue of moderate and healing councils, was 
to be made Great Britain, he should see his 
son, lord chancellor of England, turn back 
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the current of hereditary dignity to its foun-
tain, and raise him to a higher rank of peer-
age, while he enriched the family with a new 
one. If, amid these bright and happy scenes 
of domestic honor and prosperity, that an-
gel should have drawn up the curtain, and 
unfolded the rising glories of his country, 
and while he was gazing with admiration on 
the then commercial grandeur of England, 
the genius should point out to him a little 
speck, scarce visible in the mass of the na-
tional interest, a small seminal principle 
rather than a formed body, and should tell 
him:

Young man, there is America — which at this day 
serves for little more than to amuse you with 
stories of savage men and uncouth manners; yet 
shall, before you taste death, show itself equal to 
the whole of that commerce which now attracts 
the envy of the world. Whatever England has been 
growing to by a progressive increase of improve-
ment, brought in by varieties of people, by suc-
cession of civilizing conquest and civilizing set-
tlements in a series of seventeen hundred years 
you shall see as much added to her by America in 
the course of a single life.

If this state of his country had been fore-
told to him, would it not require all the san-
guine credulity of youth, and all the fervid 
glow of enthusiasm, to make him believe it? 
Fortunate man, he has lived to see it! For-
tunate indeed, if he lived to see nothing to 
vary the prospect and cloud the setting of 
his day!

Excuse me, sir, if turning from such 
thoughts, I resume this comparative view 
once more. You have seen it on a large scale; 
look at it on a small one. I will point out to 
your attention a particular instance of it in 
the single province of Pennslyvania. In the 
year 1704 that province called for £11,459 
in value of your commodties, native and 
foreign. This was the whole. What did it 

demand in 1772? Why nearly fifty times as 
much; for in that year the export to Penn-
sylvania was £507,909, nearly equal to the 
export to all the Colonies together in the 
first period.

I choose, sir, to enter into these minute 
and particular details, because generalities, 
which, in all other cases are apt to heighten 
and raise the subject, have here a tendency 
to sink it. When we speak of the commerce 
with our Colonies, fiction lags after truth; 
invention is unfruitful, and imagination 
cold and barren.

I pass to the Colonies in another point 
of view – their agriculture. This they have 
prosecuted with such a spirit, that, be-
sides feeding plentifully their own grow-
ing multitude, their annual export of grain, 
comprehending rice, has, some years ago, 
exceeded a million in value. Of their last 
harvest I am persuaded they will export 
much more. At the beginning of the centu-
ry, some of these Colonies imported corn 
from the mother country. For some time 
past the old world has been fed from the 
new. The scarcity which you have felt would 
have been a desolating famine, if this child 
of your old age, with a true filial piety, with 
a Roman charity, had not put the full breast 
of its youthful exuberance to the mouth of 
its exhausted parent.

As to the wealth which the Colonies have 
drawn from the sea by their fisheries, you 
had all that matter fully opened at your bar. 
You surely thought those acquisitions of 
value, for they seemed even to excite your 
envy; and yet, the spirit by which that en-
terprising employment has been exercised, 
ought rather, in my opinion, to have raised 
your esteem and admiration. And pray, sir, 
what in the world is equal to it? Pass by the 
other parts, and look at the manner in which 
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the people of New England have of late car-
ried on the whale fishery. While we follow 
them among the tumbling mountains of 
ice, and behold them penetrating into the 
deepest frozen recesses of Hudson’s Bay 
and Davis’ Straits — while we are looking for 
them beneath the arctic circle, we hear that 
they have pierced into the opposite region 
of polar cold — that they are at the antipo-
des, and engaged under the frozen Serpent 
of the south. Falkland Island, which seemed 
too remote and romantic an object for the 
grasp of national ambition, is but a stage 
and resting-place in the progress of their 
victorious industry.

Nor is the equinoctial heat more dis-
couraging to them than the accumulated 
winter of both the poles. We know that while 
some of them draw the line, and strike the 
harpoon on the coast of Africa, others run 
the longitude, and pursue their gigantic 
game along the coast of Brazil. No sea but 
what is vexed by their fisheries. No climate 
that is not witness to their toils. Neither the 
perseverance of Holland, nor the activity of 
France, nor the dexterous and firm sagacity 
of English enterprise, ever carried this most 
perilous mode of hard industry to the extent 
to which it has been pushed by this recent 
people — a people who are still, as it were, 
but in the gristle, and not yet hardened into 
the bone of manhood. When I contemplate 
these things — when I know that the Colo-
nies 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 way to perfection — when I reflect 
upon these effects — when I see how profit-
able 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 rigor relents. I par-
don something to the spirit of liberty.

I am sensible, sir, that all which I have 
asserted in my detail is admitted in the 
gross; but that quite a different conclusion 
is drawn from it. America, gentlemen say, 
is a noble object. It is an object well worth 
fighting for. Certainly it is, if fighting a peo-
ple be the best way of gaining them.

First, sir, permit me to observe, that the 
use of force alone is but temporary. It may 
subdue for a moment, but it does not re-
move the necessity of subduing again; and a 
nation is not governed which is perpetually 
to be conquered.

My next objection is its uncertainty. 
Terror is not always the effect of force; and 
an armament is not a victory. If you do not 
succeed, you are without resource; for, con-
ciliation failing, force remains; but, force 
failing, no further hope of reconciliation 
is left. Power and authority are sometimes 
bought by kindness but they can never be 
begged as alms by an impoverished and de-
feated violence.

A further objection to force is, that you 
impair the object by your very endeavors to 
preserve it. The thing you fought for is not 
the thing which you recover; but depreci-
ated, sunk, wasted, and consumed in the 
contest. Nothing less will content me than 
whole America. I do not choose to consume 
its strength along with our own, because 
in all parts it is the British strength that I 
consume. I do not choose to be caught by 
a foreign enemy at the end of this exhaust-
ing conflict, and still less in the midst of it. 
I may escape; but I can make no insurance 
against such an event. Let me add, that I do 
not choose wholly to break the American 
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spirit, because it is the spirit that has made 
the country.

These, sir, are my reasons for not enter-
taining that high opinion of untried force, 
by which many gentlemen, for whose sen-
timents in other particulars I have great re-
spect, seem to be so greatly captivated.

But there is still behind a third con-
sideration concerning this object, which 
serves to determine my opinion on the sort 
of policy which ought to be pursued in the 
management of America, even more than 
its population and its commerce — I mean 
its temper and character. In this charac-
ter of the Americans a love of freedom is the 
predominating feature, which marks and 
distinguishes the whole; and, as an ardent 
is always a jealous affection, your Colonies 
become suspicious, restive, and untracta-
ble, whenever they see the least attempt to 
wrest from them by force, or shuffle from 
them by chicane, what they think the only 
advantage worth living for. This fierce spirit 
of liberty is stronger in the English Colo-
nies, probably, than in any other people of 
the earth, and this from a variety of pow-
erful causes, which, to understand the true 
temper of their minds, and the direction 
which this spirit takes, it will not be amiss 
to lay open somewhat more largely.

First, the people of the Colonies are de-
scendants of Englishmen. England, sir, is 
a nation which still, I hope, respects, and 
formerly adored her freedom. The Colo-
nists emigrated from you when this part of 
your character was most predominant;  and 
they took this bias and direction the mo-
ment they parted from your hands. They 
are, therefore, not only devoted to liberty, 
but to liberty according to English ideas and 
on English principles. Abstract liberty, like 
other mere abstractions, is not to be found. 

Liberty inheres in some sensible object; 
and every nation has formed to itself some 
favorite point which, by way of eminence, 
becomes 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.

Religion, always a principle of ener-
gy, in this new people is no way worn out 
or impaired; and their mode of professing 
it is also one main cause of this free spir-
it. The people are Protestants; and of that 
kind which is the most averse to all implicit 
submission of mind and opinion. This is 
a persuasion not only favorable to liberty, 
but built upon it. I do not think, sir, that the 
reason of this averseness in the dissenting 
churches from all that looks like absolute 
government, is so much to be sought in 
their religious tenets, as in their history. 
Everyone knows that the Roman Catholic 
religion is at least coeval with most of the 
governments where it prevails; that it has 
generally gone hand in hand with them; 
and received great favor and every kind of 
support from authority. The Church of En-
gland, too, was formed from her cradle un-
der the nursing care of regular government. 
But the dissenting interests have sprung 
up in 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 depended on 
the powerful and unremitted assertion of 
that claim. All Protestantism, even the most 
cold and passive, is a kind of dissent.

But the religion most prevalent in our 
northern Colonies is a refinement on the 
principle of resistance; it is the dissidence 
of dissent and the Protestantism of the 
Protestant religion. This religion, under 
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a variety of denominations, agreeing in 
nothing but in the communion of the spir-
it 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.

Sir, I can perceive by their manner that 
some gentlemen object to the latitude of this 
description, because in the southern Colo-
nies the Church of England forms a large 
body, and has a regular establishment. It is 
certainly true. There is, however, a circum-
stance attending these Colonies, which, 
in my opinion, fully counterbalances this 
difference, and makes the spirit of liberty 
still more high and haughty than in those 
to the northward. 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 their freedom. 
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, among 
them, like something that is more noble 
and liberal. I do not mean, sir, to command 
the superior morality of this sentiment, 
which has at least as much pride as virtue in 
it; but I can not alter the nature of man. The 
fact is so; and these people of the southern 
Colonies are much more strongly, and with 
a higher and more stubborn spirit, attached 
to liberty than those to the northward. Such 
were all the ancient commonwealths; such 
were our Gothic ancestors; such, in our 
days, were the Poles, and such will be all 

masters of slaves, who are not slaves them-
selves. In such a people the haughtiness 
of domination combines with the spirit of 
freedom, fortifies it, and renders it invin-
cible.

Permit me, sir, to add another circum-
stance in our Colonies, which contributes 
no mean part toward the growth and effect 
of this untractable spirit — I mean their ed-
ucation. In no country perhaps in the world 
is the law so general a study. The profession 
itself is numerous and powerful; and in 
most provinces it takes the lead. The great-
er number of the deputies sent to Congress 
were lawyers. But all who read, and most 
do read, endeavor to obtain some smatter-
ing in that science. I have been told by an 
eminent bookseller, that in no branch of 
his business, after tracts of popular devo-
tion, were so many books as those on the 
law exported to the Plantations. The Colo-
nists have now fallen into the way of print-
ing them for their own use. I hear that they 
have sold nearly as many of Blackstone’s 
Commentaries in America as in England. 
General Gage marks out this disposition 
very particularly in a letter on your table. 
He states that all the people in his govern-
ment are lawyers, or smatterers in law; and 
that in Boston they have been enabled, by 
successful chicane, wholly to evade many 
parts of one of your capital penal constitu-
tions. The smartness of debate will say that 
this knowledge ought to teach them more 
clearly the rights of legislature, their obli-
gations to obedience, and the penalties of 
rebellion. All this is mighty well. But my 
honorable and learned friend  on the floor, 
who condescends to mark what I say for an-
imadversion, will disdain that ground. He 
has heard, as well as I, that when great hon-
ors and great emoluments do not win over 
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this knowledge to the service of the State, it 
is a formidable adversary to government. If 
the spirit be not tamed and broken by these 
happy methods, it is stubborn and litigious. 
Abeunt studia in mores.

This study renders men acute, inquisi-
tive, dexterous, prompt in attack, ready in 
defense, full of resources. In other coun-
tries, 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 principle. They augur misgovern-
ment 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 powerful than 
the rest, as it is not merely moral, but laid 
deep in the natural constitution 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 sin-
gle point is enough to defeat the whole sys-
tem. You have, indeed, “winged ministers” 
of vengeance, who carry your bolts in their 
pouches to the remotest verge of the sea. 
But there a power steps in that limits the 
arrogance of raging passion and furious el-
ements, and says: “So far shalt thou go, and 
no farther.” Who are you, that should fret 
and rage, and bite the chains of nature?

Then, sir, from these six capital sources 
of descent, of form of government, of reli-
gion in the northern Provinces, of manners 
in the southern, of education, of the re-
moteness of situation from the first mover 
of government — from all these causes a 
fierce spirit of liberty has grown up. It has 

grown with 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 En-
gland, which, however lawful, is not rec-
oncilable to any ideas of liberty, much less 
with theirs, has kindled this flame, that is 
ready to consume us.

The question is not whether their spir-
it deserves praise or blame. What, in the 
name of God, shall we do with it? You have 
before you the object, such as it is, with all 
its glories, with all its imperfections on its 
head. You see the magnitude, the impor-
tance, the temper, the habits, the disorders. 
By all these considerations we are strongly 
urged to determine something concerning 
it. We are called upon to fix some rule and 
line for our future conduct, which may give 
a little stability to our politics, and prevent 
the return of such unhappy deliberations as 
the present. Every such return will bring the 
matter before us in a still more untractable 
form. For, what astonishing and incredi-
ble things have we not seen already? What 
monsters have not been generated from 
this unnatural contention?

Sir, if I were capable of engaging you 
to an equal attention, I would state that, as 
far as I am capable of discerning, there are 
but three ways of proceeding relative to this 
stubborn spirit which prevails in your Col-
onies and disturbs your government. These 
are: to change that spirit, as inconvenient, 
by removing the causes; to prosecute it as 
criminal; or to comply with it as necessary. 
I would not be guilty of an imperfect enu-
meration. I can think of but these three. 
Another has, indeed, been stated — that of 
giving up the Colonies; but it met so slight a 
reception, that I do not think myself obliged 
to dwell a great while upon it. It is nothing 
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but a little sally of anger, like the forward-
ness of peevish children, who, when they 
can not get all they would have, are resolved 
to take nothing.

The temper and character which prevail 
in our Colonies are, I am afraid, unalterable 
by any human art. We can not, I fear, falsify 
the pedigree of this fierce people, and per-
suade them that they are not sprung from 
a nation in whose veins the blood of free-
dom circulates. The language in which they 
would hear you tell them this tale would 
detect the imposition. Your speech would 
betray you. An Englishman is the unfittest 
person on earth to argue another English-
man into slavery. 

I think it is nearly as little in our pow-
er to change their republican religion as 
their free descent; or to substitute the Ro-
man Catholic as a penalty, or the Church of 
England as an improvement. The mode of 
inquisition and dragooning is going out of 
fashion in the Old World, and I should not 
confide much to their efficacy in the new. 
The education of the Americans is also on 
the same unalterable bottom with their re-
ligion. You can not persuade them to burn 
their books of curious science; to banish 
their lawyers from their courts of law; or to 
quench the lights of their assemblies, by re-
fusing to choose those persons who are best 
read in their privileges. It would be no less 
impracticable to think of wholly annihilat-
ing the popular assemblies in which these 
lawyers sit. The army, by which we must 
govern in their place, would be far more 
chargeable to us; not quite so effectual; and 
perhaps, in the end, fully as difficult to be 
kept in obedience.

But let us suppose all these moral dif-
ficulties got over. The ocean remains. You 
can not pump this dry; and as long as it 

continues in its present bed, so long all the 
causes which weaken authority by distance 
will continue.

Ye gods! annihilate but space and time,
And make two lovers happy!

was a pious and passionate prayer, but 
just as reasonable as many of these serious 
wishes of very grave and solemn politicians.

If, then, sir, it seems almost desperate to 
think of any alternative course for changing 
the moral causes (and not quite easy to re-
move the natural) which produce the prej-
udices irreconcilable to the late exercise of 
our authority, but that the spirit infallibly 
will continue, and, continuing, will produce 
such effects as now embarrass us, the second 
mode under consideration is to prosecute 
that spirit in its overt acts as criminal.

At this proposition I must pause a mo-
ment. The thing seems a great deal too big 
for my ideas of jurisprudence. It should 
seem, to my way of conceiving such matters, 
that there is a very wide difference in reason 
and policy between the mode of proceed-
ing on the irregular conduct of scattered 
individuals, or even of bands of men, who 
disturb order within the State, and the civil 
dissensions which may, from time to time, 
on great questions, agitate the several com-
munities which compose a great empire. It 
looks to me to be narrow and pedantic to 
apply the ordinary ideas of criminal justice 
to this great public contest. I do not know 
the method of drawing up an indictment 
against a whole people. I can not insult and 
ridicule the feelings of millions of my fel-
low creatures, as Sir Edward Coke insulted 
one excellent individual at the bar.  I am not 
ripe to pass sentence on the gravest public 
bodies, intrusted with magistracies of great 
authority and dignity, and charged with the 
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safety of their fellow citizens, upon the very 
same title that I am. I really think that, for 
wise men, this is not judicious; for sober 
men, not decent; for minds tinctured with 
humanity, not mild and merciful.

Perhaps, sir, I am mistaken in my idea 
of an empire, as distinguished from a single 
state or kingdom. But my idea of it is this: 
that an empire is the aggregate of many 
states, under one common head, whether 
this head be a monarch or a presiding re-
public. It does, in such constitutions, fre-
quently happen (and nothing but the dis-
mal, cold, dead uniformity of servitude can 
prevent its happening) that the subordinate 
parts have many local privileges and im-
munities. Between these privileges and the 
supreme common authority, the line may 
be extremely nice. Of course, disputes — 
often, too, very bitter disputes, and much 
ill blood, will arise. But, tho every privilege 
is an exemption, in the case, from the or-
dinary exercise of the supreme authority, 
it is no denial of it. The claim of a privilege 
seems rather, ex vi termini, to imply a supe-
rior power; for to talk of the privileges of a 
state or of a person who has no superior, is 
hardly any better than speaking nonsense.

Now, in such unfortunate quarrels 
among the component parts of a great po-
litical union of communities, I can scarcely 
conceive anything more completely impru-
dent than for the head of the Empire to in-
sist that, if any privilege is pleaded against 
his will or his acts, that his whole authority 
is denied; instantly to proclaim rebellion, 
to beat to arms, and to put the offending 
Provinces under the ban. Will not this, sir, 
very soon teach the Provinces to make no 
distinctions on their part? Will it not teach 
them that the government against which a 
claim of liberty is tantamount to high trea-

son, is a government to which submission 
is equivalent to slavery? It may not always 
be quite convenient to impress dependent 
communities with such an idea.

We are, indeed, in all disputes with the 
Colonies, by the necessity of things, the 
judge. It is true, sir; but I confess that the 
character of judge in my own cause is a thing 
that frightens me. Instead of filling me with 
pride, I am exceedingly humbled by it. I can 
not proceed with a stern, assured, judicial 
confidence, until I find myself in something 
more like a judicial character. I must have 
these hesitations as long as I am compelled 
to recollect that, in my little reading upon 
such contests as these, the sense of man-
kind has at least as often decided against 
the superior as the subordinate power. Sir, 
let me add, too, that the opinion of my hav-
ing some abstract right in my favor would 
not put me much at my ease in passing sen-
tence, unless I could be sure that there were 
no rights which in their exercise under cer-
tain circumstances, were not the most odi-
ous of all wrongs, and the most vexatious of 
all injustice. Sir, these considerations have 
great weight with me, when I find things so 
circumstanced that I see the same party at 
once a civil litigant against me in point of 
right and a culprit before me: while I sit as 
criminal judge on acts of his whose moral 
quality is to be decided on upon the merits 
of that very litigation. Men are every now 
and then put, by the complexity of human 
affairs, into strange situations; but justice 
is the same, let the judge be in what situa-
tion he will.

In this situation, let us seriously and 
coolly ponder. What is it we have got by all 
our menaces, which have been many and 
ferocious? What advantage have we derived 
from the penal laws we have passed, and 
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which, for the time, have been severe and 
numerous? What advances have we made 
toward our object by the sending of a force 
which, by land and sea, is no contemptible 
strength? Has the disorder abated? Noth-
ing less. When I see things in this situation, 
after such confident hopes, bold promises, 
and active exertions, I can not, for my life, 
avoid a suspicion that the plan itself is not 
correctly right.

If, then, the removal of the causes of this 
spirit of American liberty be, for the greater 
part, or rather entirely, impracticable; if the 
ideas of criminal process be inapplicable, 
or, if applicable, are in the highest degree 
inexpedient, what way yet remains? No way 
is open but the third and last — to comply 
with the American spirit as necessary, or, 
if you please, to submit to it as a necessary 
evil.

If we adopt this mode, if we mean to 
conciliate and concede, let us see, of what 
nature the concessions ought to be. To as-
certain the nature of our concession, we 
must look at their complaint. The Colonies 
complain that they have not the character-
istic mark and seal of British freedom. They 
complain that they are taxed in Parliament 
in which they are not represented. If you 
mean to satisfy them at all, you must satisfy 
them with regard to this complaint. If you 
mean to please any people, you must give 
them the boon which they ask; not what 
you may think better for them, but of a kind 
totally different. Such an act may be a wise 
regulation, but is no concession, whereas 
our present theme is the mode of giving 
satisfaction.

The question with me is, not whether 
you have a right to render your people mis-
erable, but whether it is not your interest 

to make them happy. It is not what a law-
yer tells me I may do, but what humanity, 
reason, and justice tell me I ought to do. Is 
a politic act the worse for being a gener-
ous one? Is no concession proper but that 
which is made from your want of right to 
keep what you grant? Or does it lessen the 
grace or dignity of relaxing in the exercise 
of an odious claim, because you have your 
evidence-room full of titles, and your mag-
azines stuffed with arms to enforce them?

Such is steadfastly my opinion of the 
absolute necessity of keeping up the con-
cord of this Empire by a unity of spirit, tho 
in a diversity of operations, that, if I were 
sure the Colonists had, at their leaving this 
country, sealed a regular compact of ser-
vitude; that they had solemnly abjured all 
the rights of citizens; that they had made a 
vow to renounce all ideas of liberty for them 
and their posterity to all generations, yet I 
should hold myself obliged to conform to 
the temper I found universally prevalent in 
my own day, and to govern two millions of 
men, impatient of servitude, on the prin-
ciples of freedom. I am not determining 
a point of law. I am restoring tranquillity, 
and the general character and situation of a 
people must determine what sort of govern-
ment is fitted for them. That point nothing 
else can or ought to determine.

My idea, therefore, without consider-
ing whether we yield as matter of right, or 
grant as matter of favor, is to admit the peo-
ple of our Colonies into an interest in the Con-
stitution, and, by recording that admission 
in the journals of Parliament, to give them 
as strong an assurance as the nature of the 
thing will admit, that we mean for ever to 
adhere to that solemn declaration of sys-
tematic indulgence.
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One fact is clear and indisputable. The 
public and avowed origin of this quarrel 
was on taxation. This quarrel has, indeed, 
brought on new disputes on new questions, 
but certainly the least bitter, and the fewest 
of all, on the trade laws. To judge which of 
the two be the real radical cause of quarrel, 
we have to see whether the commercial dis-
pute did, in order of time, precede the dis-
pute on taxation. There is not a shadow of 
evidence for it. Next, to enable us to judge 
whether at this moment a dislike to the 
trade laws be the real cause of quarrel, it is 
absolutely necessary to put the taxes out of 
the question by a repeal. See how the Amer-
icans act in this position, and then you will 
be able to discern correctly what is the true 
object of the controversy, or whether any 
controversy at all will remain. Unless you 
consent to remove this cause of difference, 
it is impossible, with decency, to assert that 
the dispute is not upon what it is avowed to 
be. And I would, sir, recommend to your 
serious consideration, whether it be pru-
dent to form a rule for punishing people, 
not on their own acts, but on your conjec-
tures. Surely it is preposterous at the very 
best. It is not justifying your anger by their 
misconduct, but it is converting your ill will 
into their delinquency.

You will now, sir, perhaps imagine that 
I am on the point of proposing to you a 
scheme for representation of the Colonies 
in Parliament. Perhaps I might be inclined 
to entertain some such thought, but a great 
flood stops me in my course. Opposuit na-
tura. I can not remove the eternal barriers 
of the creation. The thing in that mode I do 
not know to be possible. As I meddle with 
no theory, I do not absolutely assert the 
impracticability of such a representation; 
but I do not see my way to it; and those who 

have been more confident have not been 
more successful. However, the arm of pub-
lic benevolence is not shortened, and there 
are often several means to the same end. 
What nature has disjoined in one way wis-
dom may unite in another. When we can not 
give the benefit as we would wish, let us not 
refuse it altogether. If we can not give the 
principal, let us find a substitute. But how? 
Where? What substitute? 

Fortunately I am not obliged for the 
ways and means of this substitute to tax my 
own unproductive invention. I am not even 
obliged to go to the rich treasury of the fer-
tile framers of imaginary commonwealths; 
not to the Republic of Plato, not to the 
Utopia of More, not to the Oceana of Har-
rington. It is before me. It is at my feet.

And the dull swain
Treads daily on it with his clouted shoon.

I only wish you to recognize, for the the-
ory, the ancient constitutional policy of this 
kingdom with regard to representation, as 
that policy has been declared in acts of Par-
liament; and, as to the practise, to return to 
that mode which a uniform experience has 
marked out to you as best, and in which you 
walked with security, advantage, and honor, 
until the year 1763.

My resolutions, therefore, mean to es-
tablish the equity and justice of a taxation 
of America, by grant and not by imposition. 
To mark the legal competency of the Colony 
assemblies for the support of their govern-
ment in peace, and for public aids in time of 
war. To acknowledge that this legal compe-
tency has had a dutiful and beneficial exercise; 
and that experience has shown the benefit of 
their grants, and the futility of parliamentary 
taxation as a method of supply.
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The conclusion is irresistible. You can 
not say that you were driven by any necessi-
ty to an exercise of the utmost rights of leg-
islature. You can not assert that you took on 
yourselves the task of imposing Colony tax-
es, from the want of another legal body, that 
is competent to the purpose of supplying 
the exigencies of the State without wound-
ing the prejudices of the people. Neither is 
it true that the body so qualified, and having 
that competence, had neglected the duty.

The question now on all this accumu-
lated matter, is — whether you will choose 
to abide by a profitable experience, or a 
mischievous theory; whether you choose to 
build on imagination or fact; whether you 
prefer enjoyment or hope; satisfaction in 
your subjects or discontent.

The Americans will have no interest 
contrary to the grandeur and glory of En-
gland, when they are not oppressed by the 
weight of it; and they will rather be inclined 
to respect the acts of a superintending leg-
islature, when they see them the acts of 
that power which is itself the security, not 
the rival, of their secondary importance. In 
this assurance my mind most perfectly ac-
quiesces, and I confess I feel not the least 
alarm from the discontents which are to 
arise from putting people at their ease; nor 
do I apprehend the destruction of this Em-
pire from giving, by an act of free grace and 
indulgence, to two millions of my fellow 
citizens, some share of those rights upon 
which I have always been taught to value 
myself.

It is said, indeed, that this power of 
granting, vested in American assemblies, 
would dissolve the unity of the Empire, 
which was preserved entire, altho Wales, 
and Chester, and Durham were added to it. 
Truly, Mr. Speaker, I do not know what this 

unity means, nor has it ever been heard of, 
that I know, in the constitutional policy of 
this country. The very idea of subordination 
of parts excludes this notion of simple and 
undivided unity. England is the head, but 
she is not the head and the members, too. 
Ireland has ever had from the beginning 
a separate, but not an independent legis-
lature, which, far from distracting, pro-
moted the union of the whole. Everything 
was sweetly and harmoniously disposed 
through both islands for the conservation of 
English dominion and the communication 
of English liberties. I do not see that the 
same principles might not be carried into 
twenty islands, and with the same good ef-
fect. This is my model with regard to Amer-
ica, as far as the internal circumstances of 
the two countries are the same. I know no 
other unity of this Empire than I can draw 
from its example during these periods, 
when it seemed to my poor understanding 
more united than it is now, or than it is like-
ly to be by the present methods.

A revenue from America transmitted 
hither — do not delude yourselves — you 
never can receive it — no, not a shilling. We 
have experienced that from remote coun-
tries it is not to be expected. If, when you 
attempted to extract revenue from Bengal, 
you were obliged to return in loan what you 
had taken in imposition, what can you ex-
pect from North America? for certainly, if 
ever there was a country qualified to pro-
duce wealth, it is India; or an institution 
fit for the transmission, it is the East India 
Company. America has none of these apti-
tudes. If America gives you taxable objects 
on which you lay your duties here, and gives 
you, at the same time, a surplus by a foreign 
sale of her commodities to pay the duties on 
these objects which you tax at home, she has 
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performed her part to the British revenue. 
But with regard to her own internal estab-
lishments, she may, I doubt not she will, 
contribute in moderation; I say in moder-
ation, for she ought not to be permitted to 
exhaust herself. She ought to be reserved to 
a war, the weight of which, with the enemies 
that we are most likely to have, must be con-
siderable in her quarter of the globe. There 
she may serve you, and serve you essential-
ly. 

For that service, for all service, whether 
of revenue, trade or empire, my trust is in 
her interest in the British Constitution. My 
hold of the Colonies is in the close affection 
which grows from common names, from 
kindred blood, from similar privileges, and 
equal protection. These are ties which, tho 
light as air, are as strong as links of iron. Let 
the Colonies always keep the idea of their 
civil rights associated with your govern-
ment; they will cling and grapple to you, and 
no force under heaven will be of power to 
tear them from their allegiance. But let it be 
once understood that your government may 
be one thing, and their privileges another; 
that these two things may exist without any 
mutual relation; the cement is gone; the co-
hesion is loosened; and everything hastens 
to decay and dissolution.

As long as you have the wisdom to keep 
the sovereign authority of this country as 
the sanctuary of liberty, the sacred temple 
consecrated to our common faith; wherever 
the chosen race and sons of England wor-
ship Freedom, they will turn their faces to-
ward you. The more they multiply, the more 
friends you will have. The more ardently 
they love liberty, the more perfect will be 
their obedience. Slavery they can have any-
where. It is a weed that grows in every soil. 
They may have it from Spain; they may have 

it from Prussia; but, until you become lost 
to all feeling of your true interest and your 
natural dignity, freedom they can have 
from none but you. This is the commodity 
of price, of which you have the monopoly. 
This is the true Act of Navigation, which 
binds to you the commerce of the Colonies, 
and through them secures to you the wealth 
of the world. Deny them this participation 
of freedom, and you break that sole bond 
which originally made, and must still pre-
serve, the unity of the Empire. Do not en-
tertain so weak an imagination as that your 
registers and your bonds, your affidavits 
and your sufferances, your cockets and your 
clearances, are what form the great securi-
ties of your commerce. Do not dream that 
your letters of office, and your instructions, 
and your suspending clauses, are the things 
that hold together the great contexture of 
this mysterious whole. These things do not 
make your government. Dead instruments, 
passive tools as they are, it is the spirit of 
the English communion that gives all their 
life and efficacy to them. It is the spirit of 
the English Constitution, which, infused 
through the mighty mass, pervades, feeds, 
unites, invigorates, vivifies every part of the 
empire, even down to the minutest mem-
ber.

All this, I know well enough, will sound 
wild and chimerical to the profane herd of 
those vulgar and mechanical politicians, 
who have no place among us; a sort of peo-
ple who think that nothing exists but what 
is gross and material, and who, therefore, 
far from being qualified to be directors of 
the great movement of empire, are not fit 
to turn a wheel in the machine. But to men 
truly initiated and rightly taught, these rul-
ing and master principles, which, in the 
opinion of such men as I have mentioned, 
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have no substantial existence, are in truth 
everything and all in all. Magnanimity in 
politics is not seldom the truest wisdom; 
and a great empire and little minds go ill 
together. If we are conscious of our situ-
ation, and glow with zeal to fill our place 
as becomes our station and ourselves, we 
ought to auspicate all our public proceed-
ing on America with the old warning of the 
Church,  sursum corda! We ought to elevate 
our minds to the greatness of that trust to 
which the order of Providence has called 
us. By adverting to the dignity of this high 
calling, our ancestors have turned a sav-
age wilderness into a glorious empire, and 
have made the most extensive and the only 
honorable conquests not by destroying, but 
by promoting, the wealth, the number, the 
happiness of the human race. Let us get an 
American revenue as we have got an Amer-
ican empire. English privileges have made 
it all that it is; English privileges alone will 
make it all that it can be.


