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Philosophes such as Voltaire considered England’s government the most progressive in Europe. 

The Glorious Revolution of 1688 had given England a constitutional monarchy. In essence, this 

meant that various laws limited the power of the English king. Despite the view of the 

philosophes, however, a growing number of England’s colonists in North America accused 

England of tyrannical rule. Emboldened by Enlightenment ideas, they would attempt to 

overthrow what was then the mightiest power on earth and create their own nation. 

 

Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, British colonists had formed a large and thriving settlement 

along the eastern shore of North America. When George III became king of Great Britain in 

1760, his North American colonies were growing by leaps and bounds. Their combined 

population soared from about 250,000 in 1700 to 2,150,000 in 1770, a nearly nine fold increase. 

Economically, the colonies thrived on trade with the nations of Europe. Along with increasing 

population and prosperity, a new sense of identity was growing in the colonists’ minds. By the 

mid-1700s, colonists had been living in America for nearly 150 years. Each of the 13 colonies 

had its own government, and people were used to a great degree of independence. Colonists saw 

themselves less as British and more as Virginians or Pennsylvanians. However, they were still 

British subjects and were expected to obey British law.  

 

In 1651, the British Parliament passed a trade law called the Navigation Act. This and 

subsequent trade laws prevented colonists from selling their most valuable products to any 

country except Britain. In addition, colonists had to pay high taxes on imported French and 

Dutch goods. Nonetheless, Britain’s policies benefited both the colonies and the motherland. 

Britain bought American raw materials for low prices and sold manufactured goods to the 

colonists. And despite various British trade restrictions, colonial merchants also thrived. Such a 

spirit of relative harmony, however, soon would change. 

 

In 1754, war erupted on the North American continent between the English and the French. As 

you recall, the French had also colonized parts of North America throughout the 1600s and 

1700s. The conflict was known as the French and Indian War. (The name stems from the fact 

that the French enlisted numerous Native American tribes to fight on their side.) The fighting 

lasted until 1763, when Britain and her colonists emerged victorious—and seized nearly all 

French land in North America. The victory, however, only led to growing tensions between 

Britain and its colonists. In order to fight the war, Great Britain had run up a huge debt. Because 

American colonists benefited from Britain’s victory, Britain expected the colonists to help pay 

the costs of the war. In 1765, Parliament passed the Stamp Act. According to this law, colonists 

had to pay a tax to have an official stamp put on wills, deeds, newspapers, and other printed 



material. American colonists were outraged. They had never paid taxes directly to the British 

government before. Colonial lawyers argued that the stamp tax violated colonists’ natural 

rights, and they accused the government of “taxation without representation.” In Britain, citizens 

consented to taxes through their representatives in Parliament. The colonists, however, had no 

representation in Parliament. Thus, they argued they could not be taxed. 

 

Over the next decade, hostilities between the two sides increased. Some colonial leaders favored 

independence from Britain. In 1773, to protest an import tax on tea, a group of colonists dumped 

a large load of British tea into Boston Harbor. George III, infuriated by the “Boston Tea Party,” 

as it was called, ordered the British navy to close the port of Boston. Such harsh tactics by the 

British made enemies of many moderate colonists. In September 1774, representatives from 

every colony except Georgia gathered in Philadelphia to form the First Continental Congress. 

This group protested the treatment of Boston. When the king paid little attention to their 

complaints, the colonies decided to form the Second Continental Congress to debate their next 

move.  On April 19, 1775, British soldiers and American militiamen exchanged gunfire on the 

village green in Lexington, Massachusetts. The fighting spread to nearby Concord. The Second 

Continental Congress voted to raise an army and organize for battle under the command of a 

Virginian named George Washington. The American Revolution had begun. 

 

The colonists had asked for the same political rights as people in Britain, they said, but the king 

had stubbornly refused. Therefore, the colonists were justified in rebelling against a tyrant who 

had broken the social contract. In July 1776, the Second Continental Congress issued the 

Declaration of Independence. This document, written by political leader Thomas Jefferson, was 

firmly based on the ideas of John Locke and the Enlightenment. The Declaration 

reflected these ideas in its eloquent argument for natural rights. “We hold these 

truths to be self-evident,” states the beginning of the Declaration, “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.” 

Since Locke had asserted that people had the right to rebel against an unjust ruler, 

the Declaration of Independence included a long list of George III’s abuses. The document 

ended by declaring the colonies’ separation from Britain. The colonies, the 

Declaration said, “are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown.” 

Success for the Colonists The British were not about to let their colonies leave without 

a fight. Shortly after the publication of the Declaration of Independence, the two 

sides went to war. At first glance, the colonists seemed destined to go down in quick 

defeat. Washington’s ragtag, poorly trained army faced the well-trained forces of the 

most powerful country in the world. In the end, however, the Americans won their war 

for independence. 

 

 



Several reasons explain the colonists’ success. First, the Americans’ motivation for fighting was 

much stronger than that of the British, since their army was defending their homeland. 

Second, the overconfident British generals made several mistakes. Third, time itself was on the 

side of the Americans. The British could win battle after battle, as they did, and still lose the war. 

Fighting an overseas war, 3,000 miles from London, was terribly expensive. After a few years, 

tax-weary British citizens called for peace. Finally, the Americans did not fight alone. Louis XVI 

of France had little sympathy for the ideals of the American Revolution. However, he was eager 

to weaken France’s rival, Britain. French entry into the war in 1778 was decisive. In 1781, 

combined forces of about 9,500 Americans and 7,800 French trapped a British army commanded 

by Lord Cornwallis near Yorktown, Virginia. Unable to escape, Cornwallis eventually 

surrendered. The Americans had shocked the world and won their independence. 


