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HIST 151 – Essay 2: “A Wise and Salutary Neglect”


Over the course of one hundred and fifty years, the British North American colonies contributed significantly to the wealth of the British Empire. In a mutually beneficial relationship, the colonies provided the mother country with valuable raw materials and a market for British manufactured goods; in return, Britain purchased the raw materials from the colonies while providing the colonists with relatively cheap finished goods. A series of Navigation laws codified this exclusive relationship between Britain and its colonies, to the exclusion of other nations and foreign colonies; however, because of the natural prosperity of Britain’s colonial empire, these laws went largely ignored or unenforced. Despite active violations of the navigation laws both sides profited handsomely; indeed, many believed that the lack of enforcement served as a prime factor in the booming commercial success of the North American colonies. Though the laws had been in place for well over one hundred years and most acknowledged Parliament’s authority to legislate trade policy, the non-enforcement policy allowed the colonies to operate independently of Britain and become used to exercising a large degree of self-control; as such, the colonists forged a unique American identity.  

But by the 1760s, Britain, experiencing a dramatic increase in its national debt, decided to reorganize its imperial empire, strictly enforce the Navigation Acts, and place greater responsibility on the colonists for financing the defense of the British North American colonies, decisions that greatly contributed to the hostility between the colonies and mother country. Not everyone in Britain agreed with this parliamentary policy change to force the colonies into submission. One opponent of the new policy was parliamentarian Edmund Burke, who sympathized with the colonists’ grievances against the government of King George III. In his “Speech for the Conciliation with the Colonies” delivered in the House of Commons on March 22, 1775, an address one observer says “ranks high in the annals of political oratory—and futility,”
 Burke asserted, “That I know that the colonies 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 profitable 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.”
 Less than a month later, the American Revolutionary War began.
Mercantilism and Political Crisis in England


Among the many reasons for exploring and settling the New World, economic factors and the enrichment of the mother nations figured prominently.  This rationale found its greatest expression in the economic system known as mercantilism.  This was a process in which all business activity existed to serve the state. As such, the state directed all economic activities within its borders, as well as any colonial possessions, toward the general welfare of the nation as a whole; thus, private profit was subordinated to the public good.  Today, we would call this type of system economic nationalism or protectionism.  Mercantilist policies attempted to maximize exports and minimize imports, which in turn would increase national wealth.  The colonies, in this rigid economic system, supplied the mother country with raw materials, such as lumber, tar, hemp, and tobacco, for the production and distribution of manufactured products.  Moreover, the mercantilist system later demanded that the colonies purchase finished products from and sell its raw materials only to the mother country.  In other words, the New England colonies could only purchase finished goods from England while anything produced in New England could be sold only in England, rather than other New World colonies, such as the West Indies, which may have been willing to pay a higher price.  

For most of the colonial era, this system mutually benefited both the colonies and the mother country.  It provided the colonies with a permanent market for their goods and supplied them with manufactured products at reasonable prices.  However, as the colonies grew and became more prosperous they increasingly found the concept of the mercantilist system offensive to their principles of economic liberty and an infringement on their political rights, despite the fact that the mercantilist regulations went largely unenforced. As long as each side prospered from the system, nobody wanted to interfere with that prosperity. But eventually, this principle, what Burke called “salutary neglect,” would give way to a more stringent enforcement as the British colonies began a vigorous trade with neighboring foreign colonies while the British government sought new methods of financing an increasingly burdensome national debt.
  
Edmund Burke was not the only British public official who opposed the hardline approach toward the colonists. Robert Walpole, Britain’s Prime Minister for much of the first half of the eighteenth century agreed, saying that leaving the colonies alone would allow them to flourish. Part of this “salutary neglect” occurred naturally. The distance between North America and Europe resulted in limited communication and an inability to effectively enforce the mercantilist system. What’s more, the unappreciated importance of the colonies and internal politics distracted British officials from enforcing these policies more strictly.  But later, the effort to strictly enforce the mercantilist system and the subsequent opposition to it by the colonists would be a major stimulus to the American independence movement and a prime cause of the American Revolution.


Another factor contributing to British neglect in their New World empire was the numerous political crises that engulfed the island nation for much of the seventeenth century.  When Charles (Stuart) I came to power in 1625 he immediately conflicted with Parliament and promptly dismissed it.  He proceeded to rule without the legislative body for eleven years until Parliament, weary of Charles’s monarchical abuses of power, raised an army against the crown.  England engaged in Civil War for the next seven years, a conflict that concluded with Charles losing his head and the establishment of a Puritan republic in 1649.  In reality, it was a military dictatorship under the rule of Oliver Cromwell who took the title Lord Protectorate.  The Protectorate was largely driven by the charismatic personality of its leader and following Cromwell’s death in 1658, England restored the monarchy but with a series of well defined limitations on its power.  Charles II ascended the throne in 1660, and seemed to work well with Parliament, at first; however, Charles, like his father, possessed Catholic sympathies and eventually conflicted with the English legislature.  What’s more, Charles also attempted to strictly enforce the mercantilist system that led to conflict with the English colonies.


During the Protectorate under Cromwell, England initiated legislation to enforce the mercantilist system in the colonies.  With the restoration of the monarchy, those policies were consolidated under the Navigation Acts.
  These series of laws sought to direct colonial trade into channels profitable to England by forbidding colonial trade except in ships owned by England and manned by English crews, and prohibiting transportation from the colonies of certain items to any place other than England or English colonies.  Additionally, the Navigation Acts required all European and Asiatic goods to the colonies pass through English ports, where a custom duty would be collected.
  The prime objective of these laws epitomized the mercantilist system and required the economic activities of the colonies to directly benefit the English government.  They dictated to the colonists what they could and could not make or trade, and with whom they could and could not trade.


One of the targets of the English Navigation Acts was the Netherlands.  In the mid-seventeenth century, the Dutch possessed the largest merchant marine fleet and controlled the trans-Atlantic lumber trade.  They had established a fort at New Netherlands on the mid-Atlantic coast, which served as a base for their fur trade and conducted a lively tobacco trade with the colony of Virginia.  With continuous violations of the Navigation Acts, Charles II engaged the Dutch in the second of three Anglo-Dutch wars in 1665 in an attempt to expel the Dutch from the New World.  As an incentive, the king offered the colony of New Netherlands to his brother James, the Duke of York.  James promptly raised an army and easily took control of New Netherlands, immodestly renaming it New York.


Though the Atlantic Ocean presented a serious obstacle to enforcement of the Navigation Acts, the colonists did not protest as long as they prospered from them.  In time, however, they resented being told what to produce and with whom to trade and soon began a vigorous smuggling campaign with the other New World colonies, a clear violation of the Acts.  In response, Charles decided to cancel all the colonial charters in New England and began the process of creating a supercolony called the Dominion of New England out of the eight northern colonies (five New England colonies plus New York and East and West Jersey) under the turbulent leadership of Sir Edmund Andros. Seizing direct control of the colonies, Charles, in 1679, granted New Hampshire its own charter, removing it from Massachusetts; in 1684, in response to Massachusetts’s continued resistance to the Navigation Laws, he revoked the colony’s charter completely.  Additionally, Plymouth colony became part of Massachusetts and the colony of New Haven was incorporated into Connecticut.  These imperial actions also terminated the privilege of electing the colonial governors from the colonists and granted the English monarch significant influence over the colonies’ economic, as well as religious, affairs.  What’s more, crown officials in the colonies established a new vice-admiralty court in Boston, which meant to strictly enforce the Navigation Acts with violators being tried without the right of the case being heard by a jury.
 In short, “under the Dominion of New England representative government had ceased to exist” and the Church of England was given preeminence in many of the colonies.
  Despite Charles’s death in 1685, his brother and successor James II completed Charles’s plan, maintaining the strict economic and political policies in British America; he even contemplated placing all of the British colonies completely under the crown’s control.  But when James, an overt Catholic, bore a son, the English nobility feared the prospects of a Catholic dynasty on the British throne.  In response to these domestic events, the English nobility orchestrated a bloodless revolution in 1688.  Known as the Glorious Revolution, James, his wife and young son fled to France, and the English Parliament offered the English throne to William of Orange and his Protestant wife Mary, the brother-in-law and sister of James respectively. William, who sought to bring England into a war against France, gladly accepted but was force to submit to significant additional limitations on the monarchy’s power.


The Glorious Revolution of 1688-89 was a godsend for the colonies.  While William (a German) and Mary focused on the volatile events in Europe, the colonies experienced a period of relative peace.  Increase Mather, father of Cotton Mather and one of the greatest Puritan ministers in New England, traveled to England to argue the colonists’ case before the monarchy.  He persuaded the king to dissolve the Dominion of New England and grant the colonies new charters with a significant amount of independence. Over the next seventy-five years colonial population proliferated and the colonies grew and prospered economically.  Though the Navigation Acts became “largely self-enforcing as the colonial and imperial economic interests converged,”
 this period also widened the emerging political and cultural gulf between the colonies and the mother country and allowed the colonies develop a sense of solidarity and eventually find common cause as Americans.  

Proprietary Colonies


The American colonies that were established following the restoration of the monarchy (Charles II in 1660) were largely proprietary colonies.  This meant that the king granted large tracts of land in the New World to proprietors, or private individuals, who assumed almost complete authority over the land, although the extent of this authority varied from colony to colony.  The proprietor owned all the land and, depending on the agreement reached with the king, exercised a significant amount of government control over the colony.  Above all, proprietors hoped to become rich by selling or renting the land to immigrants.  Most settlers to North America emigrated from northern Europe, principally Wales, Scotland, or England; however, later Germany, France, and Scandinavia provided America with thousands of settlers. In addition, a dynamic internal migration within the colonies provided new opportunities for both native born colonists as well as immigrants.  

The proprietary colonies, in order for mutual survival, cooperated with the crown colonies; this had the effect of blurring the cultural, ethnic, and religious differences among the various settlers.  It was an Americanizing process that witnessed the Old World culture adapt to the New World environment.  An example of this process was the colony of Maryland.  Founded in 1634, Maryland was established when Charles I granted George Calvert, a Catholic known as Lord Baltimore, ten million acres of land around the Chesapeake Bay.  Calvert was given complete powers of government and named the colony Maryland in honor of Queen Mary, the wife of Charles I.  Life in Maryland was a struggle at first; however, help from New England and Virginia spared Maryland the struggles and starvation suffered by the New World’s original settlers.  Tobacco also became Maryland’s cash crop and thus, while Catholics and Protestants fought each other in Europe, the Catholic colony in America became closely aligned with Anglican Virginia.  In 1648, Maryland’s colonial assembly passed the Toleration Act
 that granted freedom of worship for all Christians, the first law of its kind anywhere in the world.  This close economic association between Maryland and Virginia, Puritan New England’s assistance to the Catholic colony, and the Toleration Act helped remove religion as a barrier to colonial cooperation, especially during the Revolutionary period, and advanced the concept of religious freedom in the New World.


During the latter portion of the seventeenth century, New York was the most important colony in terms of its economic impact on the New World.  Its numerous ports and its geographic middle-ground between New England to the north and Maryland and Virginia to the south permitted New York to become a leader in inter-colonial commerce as well as trade between the Old and New Worlds.  Dutchman Kiliaen van Rensselaer originally founded an agricultural settlement in 1629, and established New Netherlands as a colony of large agrarian estates.  However, it was poorly organized and the colonial officials were unable to offer much resistance when the Duke of York seized it in 1665 and made it a permanent feature of the British Empire ten years later.  The loss of New Netherlands largely removed the Dutch from New World economic affairs.  In October 1683, New York’s representative assembly established the Charter of Liberties,
 which granted to all inhabitants the traditional English political and civil liberties, such as trial by jury and representative government.  Closely related to New York, not only culturally and historically, but also geographically, was New Jersey.  Originally part of New York, the Duke of York transferred a portion of the colony between the Delaware and Hudson Rivers—New Jersey—to two proprietary friends in 1664.  Divided into East and West Jersey, it was united as a royal colony in 1702 with a representative government while the proprietors retained their property rights.
  


Farther to the south, Carolina received a charter in 1663 with a governor and representative assembly.  While many of Carolina’s settlers engaged in subsistence farming, the regions’ primary cash crop was rice, which flourished in the region’s wet lowlands. By the middle of the 18th century, the colony’s settlers also began to grow indigo, a blue dye product that was in great demand by England’s clothing industry. Other settlers moved south and settled Charles Town (renamed Charleston in 1783) in 1680.  The area in southern Carolina had probably the most diverse of all the colonial populations.  Originally settled by New Yorkers, Puritans, and Virginians, it later included Barbadians, Huguenots (French Protestants), English Scots, and black slaves.  Wealthy landowners controlled its government and established the Fundamental Constitution of Carolina.
  This document created a governmental structure that matched property distribution—the governor and upper house represented the large landowners and the lower house represented the lower classes.  Comprising what would eventually become North and South Carolina and Georgia, Carolina’s lower classes soon became impatient with these restrictions and in 1729, royal governments were established for the separate colonies of North and South Carolina with the governor and council appointed by the king and the assembly elected by landowners.


The colony of Pennsylvania, the most religiously diverse of all the pre-revolutionary colonies, may be the most interesting of the original thirteen colonies.  Founded by Quaker William Penn in 1680, Pennsylvania—an area of land west of the Delaware River between New York and Maryland—was actually granted to the Penn family as repayment of a debt by Charles II to Admiral William Penn, the colony’s founder’s father and good friend of the king.  Charles honored his friend by naming the land Pennsylvania, or “Penn’s woodlands.”  The younger Penn settled Pennsylvania as a Quaker colony and sought to inaugurate a Holy Experiment by creating “a Free Colony for all Mankind that should go hither.”
 A “haven for persecuted people, the colony would be political and religious refuge with “no privileged church, no tax-supported religious establishment,” even for the founding Quakers.
 Pennsylvania’s settlers established the City of Brotherly Love at Philadelphia, which within one hundred years would become the cosmopolitan center of cultural and religious diversity in the American colonies.  Later, numerous religious sects and denominations populated the religiously free Pennsylvania and, combined with its economic prosperity and dramatic population growth, helped the colony become “the Keystone State of American religious history. . . Within the borders of no other state was so much American church history anticipated or enacted.”
 

A “paradoxical man [who] combined an elite status with a radical religion,”
 William Penn adopted the Quaker philosophy that occupied the radical fringe of Puritanism; de-emphasizing the Scriptures, it asserted that all humans possessed an Inner Light that represented God’s saving grace and salvation.  They wore plain, out of date clothing and refused to honor anyone, especially the king.  They opposed all wars and refused to pledge oaths of allegiance of any kind, believed in a strict separation between church and state and advocated religious freedom for all denominations.  The Quakers, believing all forms of coercion sinful, were also the first colonial group to oppose slavery.  As part of the Pennsylvania charter, Penn had to temper some of his Quaker religious doctrines.  Charles II required enforcement of the Navigation Acts and submission of all colonial laws to the king for approval; the colony also had to grant appeals to the king from Pennsylvania courts and permit Anglican ministers to freely perform religious services.  Penn agreed to these stipulations and served as the colony’s first governor.  He established the Frame of Government
 that placed legislative power in a council and an assembly that was elected by freeholders (property owners).  The council was the more powerful of the two and was given the sole authority to initiate legislation.

Pennsylvania became a very successful and prosperous colony; it attracted numerous settlers with its fertile land for farming and unlimited religious freedom.  However, members of the assembly, who represented the majority of the colony’s population, resented not having the right to initiate legislation; in addition, Penn frequently permitted incompetent friends to served as governor in his absence.  Thus in 1701, Pennsylvania established the Charter of Privileges
 that eliminated the council from the legislative process and established a unicameral legislature, the only British colony with a single legislative body.  In addition, after a long standing and unresolved feud between Quakers in the north and non-Quakers in the south the new government gave the “Lower Counties” of Newcastle, Sussex and Kent a separate representative assembly under Pennsylvania’s governor.  These counties later formed the colony of Delaware.
  But by the end of the seventeenth century, Penn, who put virtually all his time and money into the colony and helping others, found himself in severe debt.  He returned to England in 1701, and landed in debtor’s prison.  Receiving no relief, he died a pauper in 1718.


The last of the original colonies was one founded initially as a buffer zone to defend British North America’s southern border from Spanish Florida to the south and Indian tribes to the southwest.  The utopian dream of General James Oglethorpe, Georgia was established as a paradise for the deserving but unfortunate poor; it was advertised as a haven for those willing to work hard in search of wealth and prosperity.  In 1732, Oglethorpe received a royal charter for twenty-one years.  Each immigrant received fifty acres of land, tools, and supplies for one year.  The colony forbade slavery, land sales, and consumption of alcohol; however, influences from the neighboring colonies, primarily the Carolinas, made the original vision and mission of Georgia virtually impossible to fulfill.  Ironically, the slave-free Georgia colony actually strengthened slavery in the Carolinas by “closing an escape hatch [to Spanish Florida] that invited both flight and rebellions.”
 Moreover, as slavery became stronger and more entrenched in the Carolinas, it became more and more difficult to keep it out of Georgia. After nearly twenty years of confusion, chaos, and corruption, the trustees of the colony admitted defeat in 1751 and allowed slavery and alcohol to enter Georgia; the following year, they canceled the charter completely and turned the colony over to the king.


By the mid-eighteenth century, the British North American colonies (the colonies that would eventually comprise the original thirteen colonies that would unite into the United States of America) were prospering economically and politically.  They all, in one way or another, benefited from the mercantilist system and they all had representative assemblies in which voter qualifications were substantially more liberal than in any European nation.  In fact, the British North American colonies possessed more political freedom and economic liberty than anywhere else in the world.  However, throughout the century Europe regularly erupted into warfare that frequently spilled over to the New World, and though these events had the effect of maintaining a close alliance between the colonists and British authorities, these conflicts also created new sources of tension.

Colonial Wars


Following its defeat of the Dutch in the second half of the seventeenth century, Britain’s main rivals for European (and New World) supremacy were the France and Spain.  In the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a series of European wars ensued that eventually gave Britain control of the seas and much of the New World.  King William’s War (War of the League of Augsburg in Europe), from 1689 to 1697, and Queen Anne’s War (War of Spanish Succession in Europe), from 1702 to 1713, pitted the British against the French and their Indian allies in North America.  The Treaty of Utrecht, which concluded the second of these wars recognized England’s claim to the Hudson Bay and Nova Scotia.
  After a period of uneasy peace, warfare erupted again with King George’s War (War of Austrian Succession in Europe) from 1740 to 1748.  This war originated with the unusually named War of Jenkins’ Ear, in which British merchant Captain Robert Jenkins had his ear severed by Spanish sailors who had boarded his ship. Jenkins, desperately seeking war with Spain, carried his ear around in a jar and even displayed it before Parliament seeking to initiate a war with Spain to gain revenge for this assault. Jenkins got his wish when a war between England and France developed into a larger conflict involving Spain in the New World.
 Though little territorial changes occurred in the New World as a result of this conflict, England, with the help and sacrifice of American colonists, captured Cape Breton Island, a small island off the coast of Nova Scotia that contained the militarily strategic fortress of Louisbourg.  But during the treaty negotiations, British negotiators returned the island to France, a concession that outraged the colonists and contributed to the perception that British big wigs in London considered the Americans second class citizens within the British Empire. This seemingly unimportant negotiating ploy added to the slowly, but steadily, developing colonial hostility to British authority.


By the mid-eighteenth century, as a result of colonial and continental conflicts, the colonies were well established and operating under mature governmental structures.  For the most part, they still pledged loyalty to the British crown, but there was evidence of cracks in the allegiance that bound the colonists to the mother country.  Most of the colonists, by the third or fourth generation, had been born in North America and had never seen England or the Old World; in many cases, the colonists had become fully rooted into the unique American civilization and had no concept European society.  They established their own culture and customs, developed their own historical heritage and political values based on representative government.  To be sure, these customs and ideals were rooted in the English model, but sufficient differences and variations existed that, if pushed hard enough, could easily transcend into rebellion and even a desire for outright independence.  In the New World, there was a leveling effect—a sense of equality—that did not exist in England or anywhere else in Europe; virtually everyone worked the land to prosper. This instilled in the colonists the impression that they were a unique people and a permanent fixture in Western Civilization.  They established an economic and social system that, while helping the mother country prosper, also contributed to their own prosperity and their own unique identity.  Soon they would want more political control over their economic prosperity.  

Colonial Economics


Throughout the colonial era, the Americans had established prosperous, yet diverse, economies.  The northern colonies such as New England and New York engaged primarily in small-scale farming but also developed primitive levels of commerce, trade, and some manufacturing.  The colonies to the south, such as Virginia, the Carolinas and Maryland, prospered in larger scale agriculture growing crops, such as hemp, indigo, a variety of fruits and vegetables and, of course, tobacco.  The middle colonies of Pennsylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey established a combination of agriculture, commerce, and trade.  As a result, none of the colonies became self-sufficient; rather, they became dependent on each other and/or Britain for their survival.  Accordingly, this colonial interdependence forged bonds of union as the attachment between the colonies and England loosened.  Paradoxically, as the interwoven economies of the North and the South developed along their separate paths, this diversity, while promoting unity during the eighteenth century, would contribute to another conflict in the nineteenth century—the American Civil War.


But the road to this economic success proved to be a difficult one.  As we have seen, the early years in the Chesapeake region were nasty and brutish; it was a haven for disease and other unpredictable natural elements.  As such, decreased life expectancy typified existence in Virginia.  But the Chesapeake climate was very hospitable to tobacco and it soon became the region’s cash crop despite the difficult effort required to raise it.  Tobacco farming was very labor intensive and the region’s natural reproduction of the population was insufficient to provide that labor.  At the time, slaves were too costly an investment and the native Indian population proved unsuitable for the work.  Thus, the answer to the labor shortage came in the form of indentured servants, the surplus of displaced farmers in England or, in many cases, convicted criminals who agreed to terms of service in the colonies in return for an all expenses paid transoceanic voyage to America.  

Indentured servitude was the first primary form of labor in the British colonies.  The individual who paid for the servant’s trip received fifty acres of land and the servant was obligated to work the master’s land for a set period of time, typically seven years.  The life of an indentured servant was a hard but hopeful one—hopeful that sometime in the future the servant would become free and own his own plot of land.  In many cases, however, the elements interfered with that vision.  Knowing that he possessed the servant’s labor for only a limited period of time, the master worked the servant mercilessly in order to obtain from him the most work possible before his term expired.  Most indentured servants were single young men who were subject to the whims of their master and the landowners.  This combination provided a recipe for a rebellion that finally occurred in 1676.  In the early 1670s Virginia governor William Berkeley, over the objections of many colonists, befriended the Indians in order to secure a monopoly in the fur trade.  Small frontier farmers and recently freed indentured servants wanted the colonial government to deal firmly with the natives in order to eliminate the likelihood of Indian attacks, as well as to provide additional land for settlement.  Moreover, the Virginia assembly had disenfranchised (taken away the vote) most landless individuals. Thus, freed indentured servants with no land had no voice in the colony’s political future. In 1676, the situation exploded in Bacon’s Rebellion.
  

Nathaniel Bacon, a relatively well-off planter, led a revolt of poor frontiersmen against Virginia’s wealthy planters, government officials, and Indians, killing many of them.  The rebels even burned much of Jamestown.  After initial paralysis, Governor Berkeley crushed the uprising, which completely lost its focus when Bacon died of disease in the midst of the revolt.  Bacon’s Rebellion was the largest popular rising in the colonies prior to the American Revolution.  But while Virginia’s poor had reason to be envious and angry with the landowners, “the rebellion produced no real program of reform, no ideology, not even any revolutionary slogans.  It was a search for plunder, not for principles.  And when the rebels had redistributed whatever wealth they could lay their hands on, the rebellion subsided almost as quickly as it had begun.”
  

However, Bacon’s Rebellion had much more significant long-term implications.  The previous decades had witnessed more and more indentured servants receiving their freedom.  This trend was bound to continue as more servants fulfilled their terms of service; but the limitations of available land could not guarantee that all the servants would become independent farmers.  Since most of the rebellion’s supporters and participants came from the former servitude class, it prompted the planters to seek a less troublesome labor source.  Virginia’s wealthy did not relish the prospect of having a large population of free but landless, single, young, untamed, rebellious, and armed white men in their midst.  One solution was to extend the length of servitude, thereby preventing servants from gaining freedom for as long as possible.  However, this was only a short-term solution and would still eventually result in the continued proliferation of large numbers of landless young, white men.  Black slavery provided the permanent resolution to this serious political as well as economic problem.
  

The Rise of Black Slavery

Free black Africans lived in relative peace in early Virginia; race did not seem to be a disqualifying factor for attaining the rights of an Englishmen in the New World.  However, following Bacon’s Rebellion and the decision to resort to black slavery as the primary source of labor, Virginia began to restrict the liberties of those who did not have the proper badge (or color) of freedom.  As Edmund Morgan puts it, the solution settled upon “put an end to the process of turning Africans into Englishmen.  The rights of Englishmen were preserved by destroying the rights of Africans.”
  Furthermore, following the establishment of chattel (“chattel” is a form of the word “cattle”) slavery, planters used the race issue to gain the support of poor, non-slaveholding, and (in some cases) landless whites.  In successfully dividing society by race, poor white men, by virtue of skin color, had more in common with the richest plantation owner than with any black man and that commonality tended to blur the economic differences between the upper and lower classes within the white community.  What’s more, the division of Virginia society on the basis of race instantly placed poor white men on a higher social plane than any black man.  “With the [white] freedman’s expectations, sobriety, and status restored, he was no longer a man to be feared.  That fact, together with the presence of a growing mass of alien slaves, tended to draw the white settlers closer together and to reduce the importance of the class difference between yeoman farmer and large plantation owner.”
   
Slavery was originally a solution to an economic problem; however, it transformed into a political and social institution of racial control and discrimination in order to unite poor whites with wealthy plantation owners.  As Edmund Morgan concludes, “slavery, more than any other single factor, made the difference [that] enabled Virginia to nourish representative government in a plantation society, slavery transformed the Virginia of Governor Berkeley to the Virginia of Jefferson, slavery made the Virginians dare to speak a political language that magnified the rights of freemen, and slavery, therefore, brought Virginians into the same commonwealth political tradition with New Englanders.” And in what may be the greatest paradox in all of American history, Morgan adds, “The very institution that was to divide North and South after the Revolution may have made possible their union in a republican government”
  But in the meantime and extending all the way to the American Civil War, this sense of racial unity established poor white farmers who never owned a single slave as perhaps the strongest supporters of the southern slave system.

African slavery is unquestionably the darkest blot on American history.  Over 10 million slaves were brought from Africa to the New World over the course of three centuries.  Of these, over 400,000 came to North America.  By 1670, there were 2000 in the colony of Virginia working primarily in the tobacco fields.  Within ten years, slaves outnumbered servants among the new immigrants to the colonies.  By 1700, less than twenty-five years after Bacon’s Rebellion, black slavery had become the primary form of labor in the colony.
  For the next one hundred years, the flow of slaves dramatically increased.  Several reasons account for the dependence on slave labor in the New World.  First, as we have seen, Bacon’s Rebellion forced the political and economic elites to find a less troublesome labor force.  (Ironically, despite the perception of the black slave as passive and submissive, slave owners constantly were in mortal fear of slave revolts.)  Second, steadily increasing wages in England slowed the flow of immigrants and indentured servants to America, forcing the colonists to look elsewhere for cheap workers.  Third, especially in the southern colonies where tobacco was the primary cash crop, many landowners sought to find others to do the very difficult, back-breaking, and menial labor of maintaining and harvesting the fields.  Slaves served this purpose.

  Most of the New World slaves came from the west coast of Africa.  While slave traders and plantation owners were directly responsible for the degradation of the black race, African tribal chiefs share an equal responsibility in their countrymen’s demise.  Warring African tribes captured members of enemy tribes and sold them as slaves to European traders.  Many Europeans from a variety of countries, as well as numerous colonists, prospered handsomely from the overseas slave trade.  When the slaves arrived on the North American shores they were sold at slave auctions at northern and southern ports, such as Boston, Newport (Rhode Island), Charleston, and Baltimore.  Within time some slaves gained their freedom either through self-purchase or manumission (the process of a master voluntarily freeing his slaves); in some rare cases, former slaves, such as Anthony Johnson, became slaveholders.  But with the proliferation of slavery in the colonies, especially in the South, slave codes were established to maintain order and complicity.  Teaching slaves to read or write was strictly prohibited; in the slaveholder’s mind, the only good slave was an ignorant slave, one that had no thought or ideas of freedom.  The objective was to instill contentment and docility in the slaves.  They were permitted to attend church; however, the preacher’s philosophy had to endorse the positive aspects of human bondage as well as the Biblical origins and support of slavery. (One myth that many Southern slaveowners came to accept as truth was the black race descended from Noah’s son Ham, whose progeny were condemned to slavery for dishonoring his father.
)  But conversion to Christianity by slaves, while viewed as freedom from sin and assurance of eternal life, did not qualify them for physical freedom or equality with white Christians.  Thus, American slavery became a hereditary institution; most slaves were forced to resign themselves to the fact that they and their children would spend their existence on earth in perpetual bondage.
  

Slavery in the British North American colonies was most severe in the deep South due primarily to the emphasis on agriculture, the difficulty of the work, and the hot, humid climate.  As the slave population increased through natural reproduction (the only instance on record in which a slave population increased naturally), they managed to cope with their difficult situation by creating a stable and distinctive slave culture.  A mixture of religious—both native African and Christian—custom and speech produced a unique and very strong African-American culture.  But like the second, third, and fourth generations of original New World settlers, African-Americans came to view America as their home, despite the wretched conditions of human bondage.  They helped build the nation through their forced labor and had visions of someday sharing in the fruits of that labor.
  This, however, should not imply that slaves passively accepted their degraded status.  There were many slave revolts during the pre-Revolutionary era, though rebellions in the British North American colonies did not compare in frequency, size, or intensity as those in the Caribbean or South America.  A 1712 revolt in New York City involved about twenty-five slaves while the 1739 Stono Rebellion in South Carolina comprised fifty to one hundred slaves and resulted in the death of thirty colonists.  Consequently, actual slave rebellions or, more significantly, the fear of rebellions contributed in part to the implementation of the harsh slave codes.

Southern Colonial Society

Of all the North American regions, the southern colonies, where most slaves existed, closely resembled the hierarchical class structure of Europe.  Southern society possessed a series of social classes that defined one’s wealth and status.  The planter class comprised the highest order in the South and was known as the American version of an aristocratic class.  The Fitzhughs, Lees, and Washingtons were some of the most famous and powerful families of this assemblage.  As a group, they were small but politically potent, lived on vast landed estates, and possessed gangs of slaves, in some cases several hundred or thousand.  While they dominated most of the governmental positions, they also worked very hard to build their plantations.  But once established, the planter would engage in leisure activities or government service and turn over the day-to-day work of the plantation to an overseer, who was in charge of the slaves.

The second class, the largest in southern society, consisted of numerous small farmers. They owned modest plots—five to ten acres—and may have owned one or two slaves, although most were too poor to own a slave.  These farmers engaged in subsistence agriculture and did not participate in the large production of cash crops; however, many of them entertained visions of one day entering the elite planter class.  This group aligned themselves with the wealthy planters to support the slave system well into the nineteenth century and would supply the bulk of the soldiers in the Confederate army during the American Civil War.   

The third group consisted of landless whites.  These were former servants who had failed to obtain any land of their own.  It was this group who, to a large extent, initiated and supported Bacon’s Rebellion.  Since most white southerners desired to own a plot of land and the wealthy class sought to eliminate the propertyless among their race, this group decreased in size and influence during the seventeenth and into the eighteenth centuries; however, they still presented a serious source of class resentment and possible rebellion.  Not surprisingly, roaming bands of armed, young, single males with no property tended to be potential rabble-rousers.  But by the revolutionary era, the white servant and landless population had decreased to the point that they were insignificant to the growth and development of southern society.
At the bottom of southern society’s class structure was the slave.  As discussed previously, slaves were forcibly confined to society’s basement with virtually no chance of rising.  In many cases, slave families were broken up at slave auctions and, with the perpetuity of the slave system, reunification was highly unlikely. Another dark blot on the American slave system was miscegenation between female slaves and the slave owner or male members of the household. In many cases, these relationships resulted in mulatto children who were considered slaves since they assumed the status of the mother. This had the effect of naturally increasing the slave population; thus, with the increasing number of slaves and the decreasing number of servants and landless whites, the slave system took on a whole new perspective.  Slavery was more than just a labor force, black bondage and racism became entrenched in the American culture and constituted a vital ingredient of southern society.

This class structure in the South remained, for the most part, intact until the American Civil War.  Predominantly an agrarian society, very few large cities existed in the South; in fact, its largest city, Baltimore, was so close to the North that it was sometimes difficult to determine if it was a northern or southern town.  Only the existence of slaves classified it as a southern city.  The South had a small professional class that developed slowly but had no real intention of expanding beyond its own regional borders.  It had virtually no manufacturing or industrial production to speak of, even into the nineteenth century when the North was steadily moving toward industrialization, as any excess capital was poured back into slave investment.  As such, southern society revolved around the great plantations that were widely spread apart across a very rural region of the country.

New England Colonial Society

By contrast, life in New England took a very different course.  The region’s cool water and moderate temperature made life better than in the South; life expectancy increased and the inhabitants suffered less from disease.  New Englanders migrated as families and the family unit served as the center of the region’s life.  Ironically, family significance and stability and increased life expectancy tended to retard the rights for women.  In the South, the low life expectancy of the male population forced women to take a more active role in the affairs of the plantation; this was not necessary in New England as the man frequently lived as long as his wife and was considered by all to be the leader of the household. 

Life in New England centered on small villages and family farms.  Puritanism—with its vertical and horizontal covenants—and enemies—the French, Dutch, and Indians—gave them a sense of purpose and unity.  Their towns grew in a more orderly fashion—legally chartered with the land distributed to proprietors.  Towns with more than fifty families were required to provide elementary education to the children.  Education was a high priority for New Englanders; the majority of adults could read and write.  Harvard College was established in 1636 (by way of comparison, the first college established in the South was Virginia’s William and Mary College in 1693), and served as a training ground primarily for the clergy until the end of the revolutionary period.  Ministers were the primary and most honored leaders of New England’s towns and villages.  The church members ran their own affairs—congregational style—and this religious democracy, by the revolutionary era, led to the most mature form of political democracy in the colonies—the town hall forum.  Not coincidentally, most of the revolutionary leaders stemmed from the unique, yet very dissimilar, societies of slavery-dominated Virginia and Puritan-dominated New England.

However, not all was well with New England.  The period of the Great Migration, from 1620 to 1650, saw tens of thousands of Puritans travel to Massachusetts Bay and the surrounding colonies.  By the third and fourth generation, the population had sufficiently increased to the point that many were forced to settle in outlying areas bringing more and more settlers into contact with hostile Indian tribes.  This clash of cultures and values made conflict inevitable. As Alan Taylor writes, “As a result of their mobile way of life, Indians acquired few material possessions, and they shared what they had. They owned only what they could readily carry through their annual cycle of shifting encampments: some clothing and their wooden and stone tools.” The Puritans placed a much greater emphasis on permanent settlement, respected private property, and valued the prosperity that accompanied hard work. Indeed, many Indians considered the Puritans “enslaved by their property and their longings for more,” and considered their lifestyle liberating.
 Thus, this philosophical conflict culminated in the Pequot War in 1637, which resulted in the virtual destruction of the Pequot Indian tribe.  The most serious Indian threat to New Englanders occurred in 1675 when Metacom, known to the colonists as King Philip, organized a tribal coalition to oppose white territorial expansion.  Indian warriors during King Philip’s War terrorized the settlers for nearly two years—in some cases killing entire colonial families, including women and children—before the colonial authorities finally suppressed them.
 

In addition to the difficulties with the natives, the influence of ministers and religious instruction declined as more and more settlers moved further away from the main towns and into the frontier regions.  As discussed previously, by the third quarter of the seventeenth century a serious spiritual backsliding plagued New England.  Though the New England establishment had adopted the Cambridge Platform in 1646, which reinforced the traditional orthodox belief in church membership and congregationalism, church membership continued to decline to seriously low levels.  The children of the original settlers, due either to lack of commitment or indifference, could not meet the strict requirements to become church members.  Under the governmental structure of New England, this decline in church membership also resulted in a critical decrease in participation in civil government.  To respond to this crisis, ministers resorted to a new form of sermon—the jeremiad.  Named for the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah who pleaded with the Israelites to mend their evil ways and obey God, the jeremiad is a sermon in which the parishioners are admonished and scolded for their disobedience and urged to return to spiritual purity.  Ministers warned the people of the impending doom if they, individually and corporately, continued down their same sinful path of spiritual declension. Finally, in 1662, Puritan leaders admitted defeat and approved the Half-way Covenant, which lowered the requirements for church membership and, by extension, political participation.

Compared to the original settlers, the Half-way Covenant and the jeremiad demonstrated the difficulty the Puritan leaders had in maintaining the religious vitality and enthusiasm of the third and fourth generation of New England’s inhabitants.  It also indicated the ability of the leadership to change, albeit reluctantly, with changing times.  Eventually, strict religious purity was sacrificed for a wider religious participation.  However, the Half-way Covenant or fire and brimstone sermons did not solve all the problems of declension.  As spiritual degeneration continued, ministers intensified their lamentations and admonitions to their parishioners, and the jeremiad became almost “a major literary genre.”
  

As a result of relaxed membership standards, Puritan churches eventually became open to all, which had the effect of graying the distinction between the saints and sinners.  Later, the Puritan churches increasingly resembled a traditional church establishment by implementing a more centralizing structure, such as the Saybrook Platform
 in Connecticut.  Established in 1708, the Saybrook Platform was a diverse consociation of the congregational churches that contained disciplinary powers; additionally, it was a regional alliance of ministers and a colony-wide general association of ministerial delegates.  This new structure was a desperate attempt by the establishment to resist the liberalizing efforts in American religion and maintain the New England Way in spiritual affairs and church doctrine.

One event of the seventeenth century that in popular literature seems to reinforce the negative stereotype of Puritanism was the Salem Witch Trials.  Salem was a Puritan colony founded in the late 1620s by John Endicott just prior to the arrival of John Winthrop and the founding of Massachusetts Bay.  (It was also the colony whose church was pastored by Roger Williams before he was banished to Rhode Island.)  In the 1690s, the religious leaders of Salem believed some older women had bewitched a few young girls, one of who was named Tituba who, in turn, accused others of being in league with the devil.  An ensuing “witch hunt” accepted evidentiary testimony in court that would never have been permitted in a modern court in the United States.  A particularly disturbing aspect of this episode was the role played by the leading theologian in America at the time, Cotton Mather. Mather “argued that spectral evidence should be accepted” and his moral authority persuaded Massachusetts’s political leaders to permit this questionable evidence. As a result of Mather’s “weighty influence, innocent people died.”
 In the end, nineteen allegedly crazed women along with two dogs also suspected of being possessed were executed.  
The witch trials indicated the anxiety of many religious traditionalists.  Afraid of the spiritual declension and backsliding that had taken place over the previous decades, the witch trials and the subsequent terror were an effort to find a scapegoat for social and religious resentments.  This is not to deny the fact that there may have been some possessed witches in New England—there were—however, community leaders used the occasion to deal with other, much larger issues occurring at the time that fell well beyond the bounds of a few witch-possessed girls.
  

Overall, the New England way of life was one of industry, frugality, and ingenuity; by contemporary standards, the colonists lived a humble, but comfortable life.  New England was less ethnically mixed than the South, and the availability of land prevented obvious displays of class or social distinction; there was a sense of equality that, at the time, existed nowhere else in the world.  The New England colonists combined farming with hunting, fishing, and raising livestock, an endeavor that required pasture land and brought them into further conflict with the Indians.  They also supplemented this activity with a lively timber industry and commerce. But the majority of the people were farmers, although the soil was difficult and not conducive to large-scale farming.  Hence, slavery did not prosper on New England’s small farms. While slaves did serve as domestic servants or apprentice assistants, the institution never developed into the fundamental cultural foundation as it did in the South. Thus, New England demonstrated that slavery was not a necessary pre-requisite to establishing a rights-based, self-governing society founded on the principles of liberty, freedom and equality before the law. 
Puritanism, in addition to the New England climate and soil, created colonists who were energetic, purposeful, stern, stubborn, self-reliant, and resourceful.  They still believed in the vision of a “city upon a hill” and viewed themselves as God’s chosen people; thus they developed a Yankee ingenuity that furthered that mission.  What’s more, New Englanders acquired a conscience that instilled in them a committed idealism—a proud national trait.  It is not a coincidence that virtually all of the social reform movements of a later period, including the anti-slavery crusade, originated in the New England.  But by the eighteenth century, New England, while seeking to retain its religious roots, was in the process of remaking itself into an economic as well as spiritual colony.  In short, the region was undergoing a transformation “from Puritan to Yankee.”
  The combination of these two New England characteristics—a strong religious and political heritage, and economic independence—would eventually lead directly to a permanent rupture between the colonists and their British overlords.
Non-British Population in British North America


While the separate regions of the English North American colonies established their unique features, customs, and values, British subjects comprised the vast majority of the population, nearly sixty percent out of the estimated 1.6 million in 1760.
  These colonists brought English values and ways of thinking in a variety of fields—economics, culture, religion, and especially politics.  However, between 1770 and 1775, English immigration to the British colonies dropped dramatically—80,000—compared to the 350,000 who had made the trans-Atlantic voyage during the previous century. What’s more, of these 80,000 immigrants, 50,000 of them were felons sent to the colonies “as an alternative to execution.”
  This policy, along with future changes in the empire’s political and economic treatment of the colonists would contribute to the colonial leaders’ sense of being treated as second-class citizens by the mother country. 

While English immigration to America declined during the first three quarters of the 18th century, other ethnic groups arrived in much greater numbers, which tended to blur this distinct British landscape and permanently altered American civilization.  The largest non-English group to migrate to America during this period was the Scots-Irish.  Comprising about seven percent of the population, the Scots-Irish came to America beginning in the early eighteenth century, totaling about 145,000 by 1775. Comprised of Lowland Scots, who most assimilated to English ways, Highland Scots, who sought to escape English persecution, and Ulster Scots, who were from Northern Ireland, the Scot-Irish found common cause in America.
  The Scots-Irish were superb frontiersmen and it is primarily due to their pioneering efforts that the westward advance away from the Atlantic seaboard occurred during the eighteenth century.  However, the Scots-Irish were also pugnacious, lawless, and individualistic.  They also settled primarily in Pennsylvania and protested Quaker leniency toward the Indians.  It was largely a band of young Scots-Irish men, resentful of the government’s tolerance of the natives, who led the armed march of the Paxton Boys on Philadelphia in 1764, resulting in numerous deaths.  What’s more, they also led the Regulator movement in North Carolina, which protested the domination of the eastern elites in that colony.  Another important quality that characterized the Scots-Irish was their virulently fierce anti-British passion.  Their hatred of anything British stemmed mainly from past persecution in England and Ireland; however, this hostility would play a vital role when the time came for the colonies to rebel against the British crown.
 
 The second largest non-English group to migrate to America during the 18th century was 100,000 Germans.  Though they tended to settle in homogenous groups and retain their language and Old World customs, the Germans made a significant contribution to American society and development, engaging in farming and in skilled craftsmen trades.  Fleeing religious persecution, economic oppression and war, they constituted six percent of the population by the beginning of the Revolutionary War in 1775.  Germans for the most part, practiced Lutheranism and settled primarily in Pennsylvania, William Penn’s haven of religious freedom and tolerance whose population exploded from 18,000 in 1700 to over 120,000 fifty years later.
  Consequently, they made up approximately one-third of the colony’s population.  It is from the German word “Deutsch,” from which we derive the term “Pennsylvania Dutch.”


Other non-British European groups constituted another five percent of the colonial population.  These included French Huguenots, Welsh, Dutch, Swedes, Jews, Irish, and Swiss.  The Huguenots were French Protestants, many of them Calvinists.  When King Louis XIV, in 1685, revoked the Edict of Nantes (giving French Protestants religious freedom) many non-Catholic French men and women fled to the New World to escape impending religious persecution.   The many other ethnic groups, especially the Jews, fled the wars and religious persecution of the Old World.  However, the one common factor that would eventually unite these diverse groups was their lack of firm loyalty to the British crown, a dynamic British officials in Europe would be slow to recognize.  Despite their small numbers, they contributed significantly to the revolutionary process.  


The largest non-English group in the thirteen colonies was black Africans, whose immigration numbers topped 1.5 million during the 18th century, more than three times the number of free immigrants.
  Although the vast majority of this African immigration went to the British West Indies, not the American mainland, Africans constituted approximately twenty percent of the population within the thirteen colonies that would eventually revolt against British rule. Ninety percent of the black population resided south of Pennsylvania; indeed, forty percent of Virginia’s population and nearly two-thirds of South Carolina’s population was comprised of slaves,
 population demographics that raised serious concerns about slave unrest and the potential for rebellions. The fact that the southern plantation system depended on slave labor contributed enormously to this concentration of blacks in the South and created the historic black-white composition that still exists in that region.  Of all the Africans in the South, the vast majority (about ninety percent) lived in slavery; free blacks in the South quickly migrated to non-slaveholding areas to avoid the threat of kidnapping and being either returned to or forced into bondage.  Black slaves had to reconcile themselves to the likelihood that they would never emerge from their degraded condition and that they would never achieve political or social equality with whites.  This wide cultural, societal, political, and economic separation of the slave from the rest of society resulted in the continued creation of their own African American culture in language, religion, customs, and traditions.


The mixing of these non-English ethnic groups created the foundations for a unique American national identity different from anything in Europe.  The fusion of these different ethnicities and religions also created an American character unlike anything in the world.  “E Pluribus Unum,” the Great Seal of the United States suggested by Jefferson, Franklin, and John Adams is Latin for “out of many, one.”  In other words, out of many groups—ethnic and racial, religious and cultural—one nation, under God, based on a common idea was created.  New England was the least ethnically mixed; however, outside this largely homogeneous English region about fifty percent of the population was non-English.  This diversity, and the unique features that each group brought to the New World, combined with the idealism and national conscience of the New Englander, created the mindset that eventually developed into an explosive revolutionary spirit. The “struggle to make a nation out of our many communities [or ethic populations] is what much of American history is all about. . . . National unity could not be imposed by a powerful central authority but had to develop out of mutual respect for Americans of different backgrounds.”
 Of course, it would take over one hundred years for black Americans to experience anything resembling social and political equality. 

But this ethnic diversity did not immediately create an atmosphere of harmony and good will.  There were several characteristics that naturally attached the American colonists to their British cousins in Europe. With the exception of New Englanders, who were primarily Congregationalist, most of the English immigrants to the New World were members of the English, or Anglican, church.  Since New Englanders did not welcome religious diversity and were less than friendly toward the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, these settlers moved to New York and the western parts of Pennsylvania.  In addition, since New York was not very hospitable to Germans, they also settled in western Pennsylvania.  Thus, many Anglicans of English descent and Scotch-Irish immigrants eventually streamed down along the Allegheny and Appalachian frontier line into western Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia.  This movement created sectional divisions between east and west along ethnic and religious lines as well as in economics and politics.  With these divisions, most Englishmen in England, in addition to many colonists, believed colonial unity in opposition to the mother country was impossible.  However, those who believed this failed to heed Benjamin Franklin’s admonition: “when I say such an union of the colonies is impossible I mean without the most grievous tyranny and oppression.”
  Once the British authorities gave them a sufficient reason, the American colonists would settle the differences among themselves and unite to combat a common enemy who presented a much more serious threat to their liberties.


A distinct feature of colonial American society, one that set it apart from England and European continent, was its leveling effect—the creation of an egalitarian society in which no hereditary hierarchical structure or privileged class existed.  The accessibility of abundant and cheap land was the primary contributor to this condition.  There was no titled nobility and, with the obvious exception of the slaves, no pauperized underclass.  Efforts to rid the colonies of privileged traditions, such as primogeniture (the custom of the oldest son receiving all the family possessions upon the father’s death), permitted much more opportunity for property ownership.  Small farmers predominated, and a small class of skilled artisans soon developed a foundation on which industry and manufacturing developed.  There were some unskilled laborers, and while a few became very wealthy from humble origins, Horatio Alger
 rags to riches stories were not the norm.  As the available land dwindled and was subdivided between heirs, the size of farms decreased; excess workers were forced to hire out as wage laborers or move West.

Features of American Society


Among the non-farmers in colonial America, the clergy was the most honored profession.  Possessing the highest prestige, its members were the best-educated and viewed as community leaders, more so than even the elected civil leaders.  In the early colonial period, education was geared toward a career in the ministry, but eventually it encompassed a wide variety of specialized professions.   Contrarily, physicians, during this period, were not held in high esteem.  Smallpox and diphtheria were two common fatal contemporary diseases.  Bleeding (the process of opening a vein and allowing the “diseased” blood to flow out of the body) was the favored—and most fatal—form of treatment. What’s more, the anti-septic techniques of Dr. Joseph Lister were still over a century away; thus, infection, both natural and inadvertent transmission, led to the death of thousands. Physicians, for the most part, did not cure disease; rather, they merely treated the patient by making the death process as comfortable as possible.  Lawyers were commonly regarded as noisy windbags or troublemakers.  (Some things have not changed in over two hundred years.)  The esteem of lawyers rose, however, as the people began to appreciate the valuable legal expertise they provided against obtrusive governmental authority.  On many occasions they defended the rights of ordinary colonists against the British crown.  Some of the most famous and patriotic colonists, such as James Otis, Patrick Henry and John Adams, came from the legal class.


The leading colonial industry in eighteenth century America was agriculture; it involved over ninety percent of the population.  In Virginia and Maryland, tobacco was the leading crop; in the middle colonies grain, potatoes, and maize grew in abundance; in the Deep South rice, indigo, and later cotton, were the primary agricultural products. In New England, fishing was the main industry, while commercial ventures and land speculation provided quick roads to wealth.  Manufacturing was of secondary importance, although a modest variety of small enterprises developed, of which lumbering was the most important.  Almost no manufacturing developed in the South; most wealthy southerners invested nearly all their available capital in land and slaves, and the plantation slavery system provided absolutely no incentive to improve or develop a manufacturing industry or even improve agricultural techniques.  The establishment of colonial naval stores that sold tar, pitch, rosin and turpentine helped the British maintain mastery of the seas.  While much of the colonial economic activity with Britain aided both sides, the British still attempted to retain a monopoly on colonial trade.  In 1733, Parliament, seeking to enforce the Navigation laws, passed the Molasses Act,
 which sought to halt North American trade with the French West Indies.  A forerunner of the economic clash during the revolutionary era, this law was an indication that all was not well between the colonists and Great Britain and signaled the potential for an impending imperial crisis.


One of the obstacles to economic development in the colonies was transportation. In 1700, no roads, as we understand them today, existed to link the major cities.  Dirt thoroughfares were deficient and dangerous; they tended to be dusty in the summer and muddy quagmires in the winter and rainy seasons.  The North American continent, however, was linked by vast arteries of internal bays, rivers, and streams. Thus, waterways became the most important method of transportation and resulted in the establishment and development of many towns and villages along the continent’s main water routes. By the mid-1700s, as the internal transportation system gradually improved, an inter-colonial postal system was established.  Although it may at first appear to be an insignificant event, this postal system was another of the many factors that served to unite the colonies.

Religion in British North America


At first glance, the wide diversity in religious denominations among the thirteen colonies was an element that could possibly hinder a sense of national unity.  In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, religious toleration was not a widely accepted principle; from the perspective of most European nations, competing religions within a nation constituted a separate state within the nation and posed a threat to national unity and social order.  As such, political leaders viewed religion as a tool for social control; to permit a wide variety of religions was the equivalent of social and political anarchy.  In North America, however, this religious diversity paradoxically worked not only to unify and promote a sense of national cooperation among the thirteen colonies, but also to establish religious toleration and freedom as a defining principle and basic tenet of the United States of America.  


In eighteenth century North America, two official denominations existed:  the Anglican Church served as the established church in North and South Carolina, Georgia, Maryland, Virginia and parts of New York; and Congregationalism, with the exception of Rhode Island, dominated the New England region. While only a minority of the people belonged to the “established” churches, the whole community—members and non-members alike—contributed to the support of the church and its clergy. Anglicanism was less rigid and more cultured than New England’s Congregationalism; however, it was a major source of royal authority and loyalty in the colonies.  But the fears over the establishment of an American Anglican bishopric fomented the first ideas of rebellion in the colonies against Anglicanism, not only among Congregationalists and other non-Anglicans, but also among some Anglicans.  In America, colonists were slowly merging together and offering their loyalties to each other rather than to their religions or the mother country.
 

Congregationalism instinctively challenged British authority; indeed, Puritanism had been established as a faith in opposition to Anglicanism.  Its ministers became increasingly involved in political issues and sedition freely flowed from the pulpits.  In fact, during the early years of the revolutionary era, ministers were the strongest supporters of resistance to the British authorities.  “In America, resistance to oppression had been a favorite topic in Yankee pulpits for more than a century. . . As George III and his ministers relentlessly increased the pressure calculated to bring the Colonists to their knees, the rhetoric from American pulpits also increased.”
  In fact, “Ministers who ‘belched from the pulpit’ the most furious attacks upon the mother country were revered as Christian philosophers and applauded by their congregations.”  The prospects of the establishment of an Anglican bishop in the American colonies were enough for most colonial clergy to “prefer the company of Indians and rattlesnakes to that of bishops.”

Jonathan Edwards and the Great Awakening

An event of enormous significance to the development of the revolutionary spirit—in fact, it has been argued that without it the American Revolution would have been impossible—was the First Great Awakening.
  The Great Awakening was a period of tremendous spiritual and religious rejuvenation; it was a time in which tens of thousands of people re-dedicated their lives to a more pious, spiritual lifestyle.  This new religious consciousness was caused, in part, by a general decline in the piety of the Puritan churches, as well as an alarming increase in Anglican influence in the American colonies.  Elaborate theological doctrines, the compromising efforts (such as the Half-way Covenant) to liberalize membership qualifications, liberal ideas (such as the notion that humans were not predestined and the rejection of Original Sin), and Arminianism (the belief that free will and good works determined one’s eternal fate) were just a few of the causes of the Great Awakening.  Moreover, centralizing efforts, such as the Saybrook Platform in Connecticut, had failed to maintain religious purity and spiritual passion.  

This effort to reform and revive religious purity originated in the 1730s, with Jonathan Edwards serving as the Awakening’s most intellectual and endearing advocate.  Edwards had an illustrious family history.  He was related to the Winthrops and Mathers on his father’s side, and Thomas Hooker on his mother’s side.  His grandson, Aaron Burr, would become vice president of the United States.  Edwards’s maternal grandfather was the powerful Solomon Stoddard, Edwards’s predecessor as pastor of the Northampton church in Connecticut for over fifty years.  As “pope” of Connecticut, Stoddard criticized the worldliness of Boston and the relaxed moral standards of the era; however, he provided leadership in liberalizing the qualifications for church membership and supported a church hierarchy on a national basis, two doctrines his grandson would reject.
  
Edwards is considered one of America’s greatest theologians.  He possessed a burning religious righteousness; it was his “self-appointed task to capture the essence of Calvinism and explain it in a way that was compatible with the best thought of the age.”
   He opposed the belief that good works guaranteed salvation; rather, one’s salvation, in his view, depended completely on God’s grace.  Edwards was a master of the jeremiad; his fire and brimstone sermons detailed the landscape of hell and the eternal torments of the damned.  In his most famous sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” Edwards struck fear in the hearts and minds of his listeners, claiming that hell was “paved with the skulls of unbaptized children.”  Demonstrating human weakness and depravity in the eyes of God, Edwards preached that “the God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked.  His wrath toward you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of nothing else but to be cast into the fire.”

The most famous and successful of the Great Awakening ministers was George Whitfield.  Originally trained in the law, Whitfield underwent a conversion experience and dedicated his life to converting others to Christ.  He was an orator of unmatched skill; it has been documented that his revival meetings resulted in the mass conversion of thousands of people at a time.  An indication of his influence in American religious history can be gleaned from the opinion of future evangelist Charles Haddon Spurgeon who said of Whitfield, “He lived. Other men seemed to be only half-alive; but Whitefield was all life, fire, wing, force.”
 Whitfield traveled from town to town and village to village trumpeting the message of human helplessness and divine omnipotence.  Preaching orthodox Puritan theology, he asserted that humans were completely dependent on the merciful grace of God and humans possessed absolutely no ability whatsoever to save themselves.  The conversion process was characterized by a very emotional experience, with groaning, shrieking, and rolling on the snow-covered ground.  

But not everyone accepted this newfound religious excitation.  Religious traditionalists, known as the Old Lights, while welcoming the return to religious and spiritual piety, opposed the democratization of religion and the overly emotional outpouring of the conversion experience.  They rejected the theatrical antics of the “uneducated,” at least in a formal sense, revivalists and regarded them as self-serving, self-promoting charlatans rather than true spiritual men.  Others supported the secularization and individualism that had evolved in New England over the previous century and rejected the revivalist efforts to return to the days of traditional Calvinism.  Defenders of the Great Awakening, known as the New Lights, championed the emotional aspect in revitalizing American religion.  It resulted in the founding of the Baptist denomination in America, which would eventually become the largest Protestant denomination in America.

The Great Awakening was the “first truly mass movement in America” and had tremendous impact on colonial American development in several respects, not only in the religious realm, but also in the political sphere. Although it was a religious and not a political movement, as William Bennett points out, “People who had already rejected the authority of powerful clergy tied to the British monarchy were more likely to reject as well the power of royal officials.”
 The Awakening’s emphasis on direct, emotional spirituality seriously undermined the older clergy; thus it had a democratizing effect on religion in that it lessened the emphasis on education and erudition and broke down some of the formality of the established denominations.  Furthermore, this democratization and decline in the prestige and status of the ordered clergy effectively advanced the American tendency toward opposing the established authority.
  
Second, it spawned many different religious denominations.  America’s embrace of religious freedom stems in part from the many different denominations that emerged during this religious revival and the need for those denominations to cooperate with and tolerate each other in order to survive.  Ironically, the Awakening advanced religious liberty by increasing the number of religious denominations and promoting competition among the American churches.
  
Third, it encouraged missionary work among the Indians and slaves.  Edwards, following his dismissal from the Northampton church when a majority of his congregation rejected his brand of Puritanism, worked among the Indians before he died from a smallpox vaccination.   What’s more, it was the Great Awakening years during which much of the Christianization of American blacks occurred and, combined with their African heritage, formed a unique brand of African American religion.  
Fourth, the Great Awakening spurred the founding of “new light” educational centers such as Princeton, Dartmouth, Brown, and Rutgers, from which many of the young revolutionary minds developed.  Finally, the Great Awakening was the first spontaneous mass movement of the American people; as such, when the revolutionary era came, the colonists looked to it as a model for organizing a mass of diverse people.  The religious revival also helped break the sectional boundaries and demonstrated the commonality of the colonies.  The Great Awakening affected all segments of the thirteen colonies and helped Americans develop a growing sense that they were a single people, united by a common history and shared experiences.  
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