
        

Document Based Question: Were the colonists justified in 

declaring their independence from England? 

Document A:  John Dickinson's Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer, were written in protest to the 

passage of the Townshend Duties. Dickinson was a Philadelphia lawyer.  This is an excerpt from his 

defense of the legal rights of free-born Englishmen (1768).  

There is [a] late act of Parliament, which seems to me to be 

. . . destructive to the liberty of these colonies, . . . that is the act for 

granting duties on paper, glass, etc. It appears to me to be 

unconstitutional.  

 

The Parliament unquestionably possesses a legal authority to regulate 

the trade of Great Britain and all its colonies. Such an authority is 

essential to the relation between a mother country and its colonies and 

necessary for the common good of all. He who considers these provinces 

as states distinct from the British Empire has very slender notions of 

justice or of their interests. We are but parts of a whole; and therefore 

there must exist a power somewhere to preside, and preserve the 

connection in due order. This power is lodged in the Parliament, and we 

are as much dependent on Great Britain as a perfectly free people can 

be on another.  

Document B: Benjamin Franklin, Testimony Against the Stamp Act (1766).  Franklin, acting as 

Pennsylvania’s Ambassador to England, provided the following testimony in Parliament regarding to 

the passage of the Stamp Act in 1765. 

Q. Do you think it right that America should be protected by this country and pay no part of the expense?  

A. That is not the case. The colonies raised, clothed, and paid, during the last war, near 25,000 men, and spent many millions.  

Q. Where you not reimbursed by Parliament?  

A. We were only reimbursed what, in your opinion, we had advanced beyond our proportion, or beyond what might reasonably be 

expected from us; and it was a very small part of what we spent. Pennsylvania, in particular, disbursed about 500,000 pounds, and the 

reimbursements, in the whole, did not exceed 60,000 pounds. . . .  

Q. Do you think the people of America would submit to pay the stamp duty, if it was moderated?  

A. No, never, unless compelled by force of arms. . . .  

Q. What was the temper of America towards Great Britain before the year 1763?  

A. The best in the world. They submitted willingly to the government of the Crown, and paid, in all their courts, obedience to acts of 

Parliament. . . .  

Q. What is your opinion of a future tax, imposed on the same principle with that of the Stamp Act? How would the Americans receive it?  

A. Just as they do this. They would not pay it.  

 



Q. Have not you heard of the resolutions of this House, and of the House of Lords, asserting the right of Parliament relating to America, 

including a power to tax the people there?  

A. Yes, I have heard of such resolutions.  

Q. What will be the opinion of the Americans on those resolutions?  

A. They will think them unconstitutional and unjust.  

Q. Was it an opinion in America before 1763 that the Parliament had no right to lay taxes and duties there?  

A. I never heard any objection to the right of laying duties to regulate commerce; but a right to lay internal taxes was never supposed to 

be in Parliament, as we are not represented there. . . .  

Q. Did the Americans ever dispute the controlling power of Parliament to regulate the commerce?  

A. No.  

Q. Can anything less than a military force carry the Stamp Act into execution?  

A. I do not see how a military force can be applied to that purpose.  

Q. Why may it not?  

A. Suppose a military force sent into America; they will find nobody in arms; what are they then to do? They cannot force a man to take 

stamps who chooses to do without them. They will not find a rebellion; they may indeed make one.  

Q. If the act is not repealed, what do you think will be the consequences?  

A. A total loss of the respect and affection the people of America bear to this country, and of all the commerce that depends on that 

respect and affection.  

Q. How can the commerce be affected?  

A. You will find that, if the act is not repealed, they will take very little of your manufactures in a short time.  

Document C:  Paul Revere’s engraving of the Boston Massacre (1770).  Not long after the arrival of 

British troops in Boston, soldiers opened fire on an unruly crowd of Boston colonists killing five and 

wounding six.  Paul Revere reproduced the event in the engraving below. 

 



Document D: 

 

Document E: Excerpt from Thomas Paine’s Common Sense (1776) 

I have heard it asserted by some, that as America has flourished under her former connection with Great 

Britain, the same connection is necessary towards her future happiness . . . Nothing can be more fallacious 

than this kind of argument. We may as well assert that because a child has thrived upon milk, that it is never 

to have meat, or that the first twenty years of our lives is to become a precedent for the next twenty. But even 

this is admitting more than is true; for I answer roundly that America would have flourished as much, and 

probably much more, had no European power taken any notice of her. The commerce by which she hath 

enriched herself are the necessaries of life, and will always have a market while eating is the custom of 

Europe…. 

But Britain is the parent country, say some. Then the more shame upon her conduct. Even brutes do not 

devour their young, nor savages make war upon their families. Wherefore, the assertion, if true, turns to her 

reproach . . . Europe, and not England, is the parent country of America. This new World hath been the asylum 

for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from EVERY PART of Europe. Hither have they fled, not 

from the tender embraces of the mother, but from the cruelty of the monster; and it is so far true of England, 

that the same tyranny which drove the first emigrants from home, pursues their descendants still . . . we claim 

brotherhood with every European Christian, and triumph in the generosity of the sentiment. 

Document F: Excerpt from Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (1776) 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. — That to 

secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of 

the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of 

the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles 

and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and 

Happiness…..The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, 

all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts 

be submitted to a candid world. 

Document G: Excerpt from Loyalist Charles Inglis’ The True Interest of America Impartially Stated 

(1776) 

By a reconciliation with Britain, a period would be put to the present calamitous war, by which so many lives 

have been lost, and so many more must be lost, if it continues. This alone is an advantage devoutly to he 

wished for. This Paine says- "The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, Tis time to part." I think 

they cry just the reverse. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries-It is time to be reconciled; it 

is time to lay aside those animosities which have pushed on Britons to shed the blood of Britons; it is high 

time that those who are connected by the endearing ties of religion, kindred and country, should resume their 

former friendship, and be united in the bond of mutual atfection, as their interests are inseparably united.  



1. By a Reconciliation with Great-Britain, Peace - that fairest offspring and gift of Heaven - will be 

restored. In one respect Peace is like health; we do not sufficiently know its value but by its absence. 

What uneasiness and anxiety, what evils, has this short interruption of peace with the parent-state, 

brought on the whole British empire! Let every man only consult his feelings - I except my antagonist 

- and it will require no great force of rhetoric to convince him, that a removal of those evils, and a 

restoration of peace, would be a singular advantage and blessing.  

2. Agriculture, commerce, and industry would resume their wonted vigor. At present, they languish and 

droop, both here and in Britain; and must continue to do so, while this unhappy contest remains 

unsettled.  

3. By a connection with Great-Britain, our trade would still have the protection of the greatest naval 

power in the world. England has the advantage, in this respect, of every other state, whether of 

ancient or modern times. Her insular situation, her nurseries for seamen, the superiority of those 

seamen above others-these circumstances to mention no other, combine to make her the first 

maritime power in the universe---such exactly is the power whose protection we want for our 

commerce. To suppose, with our author, that we should have no war, were we to revolt from 

England, is too absurd to deserve a confutation. I could just as soon set about refuting the reveries of 

some brain-sick enthusiast. Past experience shews that Britain is able to defend our commerce, and 

our coasts; and we have no reason to doubt of her being able to do so for the future.  

4. The protection of our trade, while connected with Britain, will not cost a fiftieth part of what it must 

cost, were we ourselves to raise a naval force sufficient for this purpose.  

Document H: Excerpt from John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690) 

"... whenever the Legislators endeavour to take away, and destroy the Property of the People, or to reduce them 

to Slavery under Arbitrary Power, they put themselves into a state of War with the People, who are thereupon 

absolved from any farther Obedience, and are left to the common refuge which God hath provided for all men 

against force and violence. ... [Power then] devolves to the People, who have a Right to resume their original 

Liberty, and, by the Establishment of a new Legislative (such as they shall think fit) provide for their own Safety and 

Security, which is the end for which they are in Society." 


