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CHAPTER 4
The British Colonies in the
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•What variations in commercial activity could someone traveling from Maine to Georgia expect to find?

• In which region did new immigrants seem to have the best economic choices?

Community and Work in Colonial Society

*What was the outcome of changes in New England society?

*Why did colonists in the Chesapeake and Lower South choose to shift from indentured servants to slaves as their primary labor force? What choices and constraints did African Americans face in slavery?

*What was distinctive about life in the Middle Colonies?

*What expectations led most immigrants to the backcountry?

Reason and Religion in Colonial Society

•What political and personal expectations arose from Enlightenment philosophy?

•What were the significant outcomes of the Great Awakening?

Government and Politics in the Mainland Colonies

•What constrained a colonial governor's exercise of royal power?

•What was the outcome of the struggle for power between the colonial assemblies and the colonial governors?

North America and the Struggle for Empire

•What did Europeans and American Indians expect to gain from diplomacy and warfare in North America?

•How did the outcome of the French and Indian War affect people in North America?

INTRODUCTION 

In 1748, a European traveler named Peter Kalm ar​rived in Philadelphia, one of his many stops in the colonies. Like tourists in every century, Kalm jot​ted down his impressions while traveling. Unlike most travelers, however, he chose to publish his diary. His Travels in North America is filled with remarkable details on how eighteenth-century Americans lived and worked.

Kalm was clearly impressed with Pennsylva​nia's "City of Brotherly Love," whose "fine ap​pearance" and "agreeable situation" rivaled much older European cities. He attributed Philadelphia's sudden rise to prominence to the liberty that its residents enjoyed. Men and women from distant lands chose to undertake difficult journeys there not to become rich but so that they might reside in a city where everyone lived secure in his rights and enjoyed the fruits of his labors.

Few of the European elite were influenced by such glowing reports of colonial life. They contin​ued to think of the colonies as a crude backwater. But Kalm's report and others stirred the hearts of many less prosperous Europeans. Faced with the constraints of poverty, religious persecution, or po​litical oppression, they marveled at accounts of colonial liberty and prosperity. Thousands chose to emigrate to the British mainland colonies.

Emigrants found distinct regional variations in the colonies. To the north, where land and climate constrained agriculture, New Englanders had cre‑

Expectations 

Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

ated a commercially oriented society. Their cities and towns were filled with wealthy merchants, im​poverished widows, struggling dockworkers, and ambitious shopkeepers. In the more fertile Middle Colonies, comfortable family farms were common, but vast estates worked by tenant farmers could be found in New York's Hudson valley. In the Chesa​peake and Lower South, a planter aristocracy dom​inated social and political life. There a growing slave labor force contradicted Kalm's reports of a land of liberty and opportunity. The struggling frontiersmen and embattled Indians of the back-country that stretched from Pennsylvania south​ward likewise did not fit well with Kalm's colonial portrait. The outcome of these regional patterns of life was a complex, contradictory society that even an observant visitor such as Kalm could not fully grasp.

British colonial policy and rivalries among Eu​ropean powers for territory and control of trade placed constraints on all the colonists (see Map 4.1). Wars among Britain, France, and Spain disrupted the lives of most colonists and cast a long shadow from Maine to Georgia.


The British Transatlantic Communities of Trade

British America did not have a single, unified econ​omy. The mainland colonies consisted of five dis​tinctive regional economies: four along the Atlantic coast and a subsistence society along the western edge of settlement. To the south, the sugar islands of the Caribbean made up a sixth regional economy.


Regions of Commerce

The sugar-producing islands of the West Indies were the brightest jewels in the British colonial crown. Spain had first laid claim to these islands,

subsistence Supported by the minimum amount of food and other resources necessary to sustain life.

From Settlements to Societies

1690 John Locke publishes Two Treatises on Government

1690s Sharp increase in slave importation

1696 English colonial administration reorganized

1701 Yale College founded 
1702 Queen Anne's War begins

1715 Colonists defeat Creek and Yamasee Indians of Georgia

1734 Great Awakening begins in New England


1739 Stono Rebellion in South Carolina

1754 Great War for Empire (French and
Indian War) begins

1759 British capture Quebec

1760 George III becomes king of Great Britain

1763 Treaty of Paris ends Great War for Empire

Paxton Boys revolt in Pennsylvania

1771 Carolina Regulator movement defeated

but by the eighteenth century the British flag flew over St. Kitts, Barbados, Nevis, Montserrat, and Ja​maica. On each island, British plantation owners built fabulous fortunes on the sugar and molasses produced by African slaves. While the absentee planters lived in luxury in England, black slaves lived and died—in staggering numbers—on the islands.

Few mainland colonists enjoyed the wealth of the "Sugar Interest." Still, the planters of South Carolina and Georgia amassed considerable for​tunes by growing rice in the coastal lowlands. Planters profited also by growing indigo, which was used to make a blue dye. Like the sugar planters, Carolina and Georgia rice growers made their fortunes from the forced labor of African slaves, but the mainland planters never became permanent absentee landowners.

Tobacco continued to dominate the economy of the eighteenth-century Chesapeake. Beginning about 1700, however, overproduction locally and Mediterranean competition caused tobacco prices to fall. Many tidewater planters chose crop diver​sification. They began producing wheat and other grains for export. One outcome was a westward


shift in tobacco production to the area along the Potomac, the James River valley, and the pied​mont. Tobacco remained the biggest export of the mainland colonies.

The New England regional economy depended far less than the Lower South and the Chesapeake did on Britain as an export market. Except in the Connecticut River valley where tobacco was grown, rocky soil constrained New Englanders from large-scale farming. They therefore concen​trated on fishing, logging, shipbuilding, and trad​ing. These colonists found a market for dried fish and timber in the West Indies, but New England's greatest profits came from its extensive shipping network. New Englanders carried colonial exports

absentee landowner An estate owner who collects profits through farming or rent but does not live on the land or help cultivate it.

tidewater Low coastal land drained by tidal streams.

piedmont Land lying at the foot of a mountain range.
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( MAP 4.1 The European Empires in Eighteenth-Century America This map shows the colonization of the Americas and the Philippines by three rival powers. It is clear from the map why British colonists felt vulnerable to attack by Britain's archenemies, France and Spain, until British victory in the Great War for Empire in 1763.

across the Atlantic and distributed foreign goods and British-manufactured products to the colonies. The regional emphasis on shipping made New Englanders the rivals of British merchants rather than useful sources of profit for the mother country.

The middle colonies of New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania combined trade and farming. The heart of the region's commerce was wheat pro​duction. These colonists benefited from the steady rise of wheat prices during the eighteenth century. Trade was equally important in this mixed re​gional economy. Ships carried grain and flour as exports and brought back British manufactured goods and luxury items through the region's two major port cities, New York and Philadelphia. By 1775, Philadelphia was the second-largest city in the British Empire.

Inland from the coastal farms, towns, and cities was a sparsely settled backcountry that was farmed by European immigrants, former servants, or landless sons from older communities. These settlers struggled for survival. Even if they could grow a marketable crop, they lacked the means to get that crop to market. Thus a subsistence econ​omy ran from Maine to inland Carolina.

The Cords of Commercial Empire

Colonists traded with many European nations and their colonies. Salt, wine, and spices reached colonial tables from southern Europe. Sugar, rum, molasses, and cotton came to them from the West Indies. But the deepest and broadest channels in the transatlantic trade were those that connected the mother country and the colonies. The British purchased over half of all the crops and furs that the colonists produced for market and supplied the colonists with 90 percent of their imported goods.

The mainland colonies were also bound to each other by trade, despite a deserved reputation for endless rivalries. New Englanders might exchange insults with Pennsylvanians, but in the shops and on the wharfs, Pennsylvania flour and Massachu​setts mackerel changed hands in a lively and prof​itable commerce. Domestic trade was greater in volume, although lower in value, than all foreign trade in this eighteenth-century world.

Community and Work in Colonial Society

Visitors to eighteenth-century America could see enormous physical differences as they traveled from the carefully laid-out towns of New England into the isolated rural worlds of the plantation South. If they were observant, they would see cul​tural differences as well. Although political loyal​ties and economic exchanges linked the colonists, they lived and worked in societies that had some striking differences.

New England Society and Culture

In the early eighteenth century, New England's sea​port towns and cities grew steadily in size and eco​nomic importance. The growing role of commerce in New England produced a shift from a Puritan to what became known as a "Yankee" culture in the eighteenth century. Economic competition and the pursuit of wealth replaced older, communal values. Still, certain traditions remained, including the con​cern for the creation and maintenance of public in​stitutions, such as schools and colleges. As early as 1647, the Massachusetts government had ordered towns with fifteen families or more to support an elementary school through local taxes. Literacy was consequently widespread, even among women. In 1636, in the Bay Colony's first decade of existence, Harvard College was established to educate the sons of the local elite. In 1701, Yale College was es​tablished in Connecticut. Whether Puritan or Yan​kee, New England sustained local newspapers, publishers, and a vibrant intellectual life.

Even in more traditional New England villages, changes were evident. In the eighteenth century, the scarcity of land in the oldest communities sent younger sons whose prospects for inheriting land were slim or nonexistent away from their localities in search of opportunities. They ventured to rela​tively undeveloped areas of New England such as Maine and New Hampshire, or to the commercial cities of the region. Inequalities of wealth and po​litical power increased, as poor widows and land​less young men sought employment and some​times public charity in Boston or Salem. Aware that

good land was scarce, eighteenth-century immi​grants generally avoided New England.

Planter Society and Slavery

Southern society, like New England, changed slowly but dramatically between the early seven​teenth century and the middle of the eighteenth century. By the 1680s, improved economic condi​tions in England halted the steady flow of inden​tured servants to the Chesapeake tobacco fields (see Individual Choices: James Revel, page 72). At about the same time, the English established their control over the African slave trade. The outcome was a dramatic shift in the tobacco labor force from white servants to enslaved Africans.

Although Africans had been brought to Virginia as early as 1619, black workers remained few until late in the seventeenth century. The legal differ​ence between black and white servants was vague until the 1660s. Although some black servants were then being held for life terms, their children were still considered free. In 1662, Virginia made slavery a hereditary condition by declaring that "all children born in this country shall be held bond or free according to the condition of the mother." This natural increase of slaves was sup​plemented by slaves imported by England's Royal African Company, which broke the Dutch monop​oly on the slave trade in the 1680s. The price of slaves dropped dramatically. By 1700, 13 percent of the Chesapeake population was black. At the end of the colonial period, 40 percent of Virginians were of African-American descent.

Colonists who could not afford slaves were at an economic disadvantage. Unable to compete with the planter elite, poorer Virginians and Mary​landers moved west. New immigrants, merchants, and skilled craftspeople avoided the Chesapeake because of the lack of opportunities there and com​petition from slave labor. Few towns or cities de​veloped in the region. The Chesapeake remained a rural society, dominated by a slaveowning class made prosperous by the labor of African-American men, women, and children.

If tobacco provided a comfortable life for an eighteenth-century planter, rice provided a luxuri​ous one. The Lower South, too, was a plantation


society, dominated by the rice growers of coastal Carolina and Georgia. This planter elite concen​trated their social life in elegant Charleston, where they moved each summer to avoid the heat, hu​midity, and unhealthy environment of their low​land plantations. With its beautiful townhouses, theaters, and parks, Charleston was the only truly cosmopolitan city of the South. Its prosperity rested on the backs of the majority of South Car​olina's population—black slaves.

Slave Experience and Slave Culture

A slave's experience of bondage began when African slavers, armed with European weapons, captured him or her. The slavers then marched this slave and other captives from the interior of Africa and delivered them to European ships anchored along the West African coast. Many slaves died on this forced march. Others committed suicide by leaping into the ocean as they were being canoed out to the waiting ships.

The transatlantic voyage, or middle passage, was a nightmare of death, disease, suicide, and sometimes mutiny. The packed ships were breed​ing grounds for scurvy, yellow fever, malaria, dysentery, smallpox, measles, and typhus. One crew member recorded hauling eight or ten dead slaves out of the hold every morning during a smallpox epidemic. "The flesh and skin peeled off their wrists when taken hold of," he wrote. About 18 percent of all the Africans who began the mid​dle passage died on the ocean.

Until the 1720s, most Chesapeake slaves worked alone or in small groups of two or three on tobacco farms. This isolation made both marriage and sus​taining a slave community almost impossible. Even on larger plantations, the steady influx of newly imported slaves made it difficult for African Americans to work together to create mutual sup​port in the early eighteenth century. Speaking dif​ferent languages, practicing different religions,

middle passage The crowded, often deadly voy​age in which indentured servants or slaves were transported across the Atlantic Ocean from Europe or Africa.

( This drawing shows the interior of the slave ship Vigi​lante. On board, 227 male slaves were confined to a 37​by-22-foot room, and 120 female slaves were crowded into a 14-by-19-foot room. The ceilings were less than 5 feet high. Although this was an 1822 slave ship captured off the coast of Africa by the British navy, the conditions shown here differed little from those described in the eighteenth century by slaves and by commentators on slavery. Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.

and attempting to survive under oppressive condi​tions, African-American slaves were able only slowly to create a sense of community. This com​munity gave meaning to and created a sense of identity within the slaves' world.

In the Lower South, slaves were concentrated on large plantations where they had limited contact with white society. This isolation gave them the op​portunity very early to create their own culture. Lo​cal languages that mixed English with a variety of African tongues evolved. Gullah, spoken on the Sea Islands off South Carolina and Georgia, remained a local dialect until the end of the nineteenth century.

For many slaves, the creation of a distinctive culture represented a form of resistance to slavery. African Americans also showed their resistance in other ways. Slaves challenged orders, broke tools, pretended sickness, stole supplies, and damaged property. Slaves of all ages ran away to the woods for a day or two or to the slave quarters of a neigh​boring plantation. African Americans understood


the odds against escape and sought to undermine the slave system rather than risk open rebellion.

Even so, white masters feared slave revolts. In the 1720s, rumors of revolts were thick in Virginia and South Carolina, although most of these plots existed only in the planters' imaginations. Despite the odds against success, some rebellions did oc​cur. The most famous, the Stono Rebellion, began near the Stono River, just south of Charleston, in 1739. About twenty slaves seized guns and killed several planter families. Other slaves joined the rebels as they headed south toward Spanish Florida and killed other white settlers. The Car​olina militias, however, soon caught up to the rebels and surrounded them. Ultimately every rebel was killed or put to death. Although the re​taliation against the rebels was quick and bloody, the Stono Rebellion struck deep fear into white planters for a long time thereafter.

The Urban Culture of the Middle Colonies

Small family wheat farms earned Pennsylvania its reputation as the "best poor man's country." Al​though tenant farmers and hired laborers were not unknown in eastern Pennsylvania, their numbers were much fewer than in neighboring New York, where great estates along the Hudson River mo​nopolized much of the colony's best farmland.

The region's distinguishing feature, however, was the dynamism of its two major cities, New York and Philadelphia. By 1770, Philadelphia's forty thousand residents made it the second-larg​est city in the British Empire, after London. In the same year, twenty-five thousand people crowded onto the tip of Manhattan Island in New York.

The attractions of a colonial city were powerful to a farmer's daughter or son. Cities offered a range of occupations and experiences that simply did not exist in the countryside. Young men could

Stono Rebellion Slave rebellion that occurred in South Carolina in 1739; it prompted the colony to pass harsh laws governing the movement of slaves and the capture of runaways.

INDIVIDUAL CHOICES

Choosing Between

Prison and Servitude

James Revel was one of the thousands of im​poverished men and women who made their way to London in the 1690s in search of work. But Revel found little there that gave him hope. Unemployment was high, competition for wages was fierce, and modest expectations of a decent life had given way to a desperate strug​gle to survive. Many of these landless, home​less, and poverty-stricken people turned to crime. Revel did likewise and was caught and imprisoned. English authorities offered him one more choice: he could sell himself and his labor for several years to a stranger in the colonies, or he could serve his long term in prison.

Revel was only one of thousands who had to make this fateful decision, but the fact that he recorded his choice—and that this record has survived—makes him unique. Revel tells his story in a remarkable autobiographical poem, which he wrote after surviving his term as an indentured servant in Virginia. He describes his life of crime, his capture, and his experiences in the Chesapeake tobacco colony. Whatever fears the 17-year-old boy had, nothing prepared him

seek training as apprentices in scores of trades ranging from blacksmithing to goldsmithing. The poorest might find work on the docks or as ser​vants, or they might go to sea.

Young women had more limited choices because few trades were open to them. Some might become dressmakers or milliners, but domestic service or prostitution were more likely. A widow or an un​married woman who had a little money could open a shop, set up a tavern, or run a boarding house.


Slavery was not common in New England or on the family farms of the middle colonies, but slaves

apprentice A person bound by legal agreement to work for an employer for a specific length of time in exchange for instruction in a trade, art, or business.

milliner A maker or designer of hats.

for the reality of a servant's life in America. He wrote about his arrival in Virginia:

At length a grim old man unto me came

He ask'd my trade, and likewise ask'd my Name: I told him I a Tin-man was by trade And not quite eighteen years of age I said. At last to my new master's house I came, All the town of Wicoccomoco call'd by name, Where my European clothes were took from me, Which never after I again could see. A canvas shirt and trowsers that they gave, With a hop-sack frock in which I was to slave: No shoes or stockings had I for to wear, Thus dressd into the field I next must go, Amongst tobacco plants all day to hoe, At day break in the morn our work began, And so held to the setting of the Sun.

Revel worked beside African slaves, whom he found more sympathetic and kind than the countryman who was his master. He describes the constraints that they shared in common:

We and the Negroes both alike did fare, Of work and food we had an equal share; But in a piece of ground we call our own,

The food we eat first by ourselves were sown, Six days we slave for our master's good, The seventh day is to produce our food. And if we offer for to run away,

For every hour we must serve a day: Much hardships then in deed I did endure, No dog was ever nursed so I'm sure, More pity the poor negroe slaves bestowed Than my inhuman brutal master showed.


Revel was in his thirties when his term of service ended. A free man, he chose to return to England rather than remain to seek his for​tune in the colonies. He clearly hoped that his choices in life would serve as a lesson to others:

At length my fourteen years expired quite, Which fill'd my very soul with fine delight To think I should no longer there remain, But to old England once return again.

My country men take warning e'er too late, Lest you should share my hard unhappy fate; Altho' but little crimes you here have done, Consider seven or fourteen years to come.


were used on New York City's docks as manual la​borers. The city also attracted free African-Ameri​can men and women who eked out a living as laborers, servants, and sailors. Only perhaps 5 per​cent of all colonial African Americans were free.

Life in the Backcountry

The population of the mainland colonies jumped from 225,000 in 1688 to over 2.5 million in 1775 (see

chapter opener map). Natural increase accounted for much of this growth, for over half of the colonists were under age 16 in 1775. But almost 650,000 white immigrants risked hunger, thirst, frost, heat, dampness, fear, and misery on the transatlantic voyage to start life over in eighteenth-century America. While some were pushed out of Europe by oppressive landlords, unemployment, and poverty, many were pulled toward the colonies by opportunities for landownership and

religious freedom. The majority found their way to the backcountry of the colonies.

The Scots-Irish and German Protestants who fled persecution by the tens of thousands in the first half of the eighteenth century saw their best opportunities in western Pennsylvania, Vir​ginia's Shenandoah valley, and the Carolina backcountry. Those were the favored destina​tions as well of the younger sons of the tidewater Chesapeake. For descendants of Puritan settlers, western New York and the sparsely settled re​gions of New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine beckoned. Many of these settlers were squatters who cleared a few acres of a promising piece of land and lay claim to it by their presence. A back-country family was likely to move several times before settling down.

Backcountry settlers frequently clashed with American Indians and the established political powers of their own colony over Indian policy. Eighteenth-century colonial governments pre​ferred diplomacy to military action, but western settlers wanted Indians pushed out of the way. Even when there was bloodshed between settlers and Indians, easterners were reluctant to spend tax money to provide protection to the inland re​gion. Consequently, western settlers sometimes took matters into their own hands, as they had in Bacon's Rebellion.

The revolt by Pennsylvania's Paxton Boys was the most dramatic episode of vigilante action in the eighteenth century. Pennsylvania's Quaker-dominated government expected settlers to live peacefully with local Indian tribes. Scots-Irish set​tlers did not share this expectation. When Indians responded to their provocations, the Scots-Irish demanded but did not get protection from the government. In 1763, frustrated settlers from Pax​ton, Pennsylvania, attacked a village of Con​estoga Indians who had done nothing to these white colonists. Hundreds of colonists from the Pennsylvania frontier joined the Paxton Boys' du​bious cause and marched on Philadelphia to press their demands for an aggressive Indian policy. The popular Benjamin Franklin met the Paxton Boys on the outskirts of the city and negotiated a truce. As a result of this vigilante uprising, Pennsylvania's government abandoned its long


commitment to peaceful relations with the Indi​ans and agreed to establish a bounty for Indian scalps.

In South Carolina, the conflict between old and new settlements similarly led to vigilante action; in North Carolina, it resulted in a brief civil war. South Carolina's lowland planters refused to pro​vide government for the backcountry. Although settlers in western South Carolina paid their taxes, their counties had no courts. The government sent no sheriffs either, allowing outlaws to prey on these communities. In the 1760s, backcountry set​tlers chose to "regulate" their own affairs. These Regulators pursued and punished backcountry outlaws, dispensing justice without the aid of courts or judges.

The Regulator movement in North Carolina was organized against corrupt local officials who had been appointed by the colony's slaveholding elite. These officials awarded contracts for building roads to their friends, charged exorbitant fees to register deeds and surveys, and set high poll taxes on voters. The legislature ignored backcountry de​mands for the removal of these officials. The out​come was a taxpayers rebellion. The governor squelched this rebellion by leading eastern militia​men into battle near the Alamance River in 1771. The governor's army of twelve hundred easily de​feated the two thousand poorly armed Regulators. He subsequently hanged six of the Regulator lead​ers. The conflict between Regulators and colonial governments left a bitter legacy for decades to come.

Scots-Irish Scottish settlers in northern Ireland, many of whom migrated to the colonies in the eighteenth century.

Paxton Boys Settlers from Paxton, Pennsylvania, who massacred Conestoga Indians in 1763 and then marched on Philadelphia to demand that the colonial government provide better defense against the Indians.

Regulators Frontier settlers in the Carolinas who protested their lack of representation in the colo​nial governments; they were suppressed by the government militia in North Carolina in 1771.

Reason and Religion in Colonial Society

Trade routes, language, and custom tied the eight​eenth-century colonial world to parent societies across the Atlantic. The flow of ideas and religious beliefs helped sustain a transatlantic community.

The Impact of the Enlightenment

At the end of the seventeenth century, a new intel​lectual movement called the Enlightenment arose in Europe. Enlightenment thinkers argued that reason, or rational thinking, rather than divine rev​elation, tradition, intuition, or established author​ity, was the true basis for reliable knowledge and human progress. The French thinkers known as philosophes—Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot, Buffon, and Montesquieu, to name a few—were the central figures of the Enlightenment. These philosophers, political theorists, and scientists believed that na​ture can provide for all human wants and that hu​man nature is basically good rather than flawed by original sin. Humans, they insisted, are capable of making progress toward a perfect society if they study nature, unlock its secrets, and carefully nur​ture the best human qualities in their children. This belief in progress became a central Enlightenment theme.

The colonial elite had the best access to these Enlightenment ideas. They were particularly drawn to the religious philosophy of deism and the politi​cal theory of the social contract. Deism is the belief that God created a rational universe that operates in accordance with logical, natural laws. Deists deny the existence of any miracles after Creation and reject the value of prayer in this rational uni​verse. Deism appealed to Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and other colonists who were intensely interested in science and scientific methods.

The most widely accepted Enlightenment ideas in the colonies were those of the seven​teenth-century English political theorist John Locke. In his Two Treatises on Government (1690), Locke argued that human beings are born with


certain natural rights that cannot be given or taken away. These include the rights of life, lib​erty, and property. Locke believed that govern​ment originates in a social contract designed to protect the people's natural rights against the powerful. Government is thus founded by the consent of the people and represents their inter​ests through an elected legislature. Locke went on to say that the people have a right to rebel if government violates their rights.

Religion and Religious Institutions

Eighteenth-century Americans became increas​ingly tolerant of religious differences as Protestant sects proliferated in the colonies. Colonists began to see religious toleration in a practical light. Toler​ation did not extend to everyone. No colony, even Maryland, allowed Catholics to vote or to hold elective office. And religious tolerance did not mean the separation of church and state. Estab​lished churches, supported by public taxes, were the rule in the southern colonies and in Massachu​setts and Connecticut.

The Great Awakening

Despite the spread of deism and religious tolera​tion, one of the most notable religious develop​ments in eighteenth-century America was the Great Awakening, a religious revival that swept

Enlightenment An eighteenth-century philo​sophical movement that emphasized the pursuit of knowledge through reason and refused to ac​cept ideas on the strength of religion or tradition alone.

deism The belief that God created the universe in such a way that no divine intervention is necessary for its continued operation.

social contract An agreement among members of an organized society, or between the government and the governed, which defines and limits the rights and duties of each.

established church The official church of a nation or state.

through the colonies. Charismatic preachers de​nounced the materialism and commercialism they saw growing around them and called for a revival of basic Calvinist belief.

The Great Awakening was based on a new ap​proach to preaching. Ministers "awakened" their audiences to the awful condition of their plight as sinners by preaching fiery sermons that vividly de​picted the fate of those who were doomed to the fires of hell. These awakeners condemned minis​ters who delivered dry, literary sermons for their "cold" preaching. This new style of preaching first appeared in New Jersey and Pennsylvania in the 1720s.

Probably the most famous of the awakeners was Jonathan Edwards, a Congregational minister who began a local revival in Northampton, Mas​sachusetts, in 1734. He roused terror in his listeners with such powerful sermons as "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God." Edwards compared mortals to spiders, dangling by a fragile thread over the deadly hellfire. The revival sparked by people like Edwards spread rapidly throughout the colonies, carried from town to town by wan​dering ministers.

The greatest awakener of all, however, was George Whitefield, an Anglican minister who came to the colonies in 1740. Crowds gathered to hear the young preacher wherever he went, from Charleston to Maine. Often the audience grew so large that Whitefield had to finish his service in a nearby field. His impact was electric. "Hearing him preach gave me a heart wound," wrote one colonist. Even Benjamin Franklin, America's most committed deist, was moved by Whitefield's ser​mons. By the end of a Whitefield sermon, his audi​ence was "crying to God for mercy."

The Great Awakening provoked tension and conflict. Many ministers were angered by the criti​cisms of their preaching and launched a counter​attack against the revivalists. Bitter fights within congregations and denominations developed over preaching styles and the worship service. Congre​gations split, and minority groups hurriedly formed new churches. Many awakened believers left their own denominations entirely, joining the Baptists, the Methodists, or the Presbyterians. Antirevivalists sometimes left their strife-ridden churches and became Anglicans. These religious


conflicts became intertwined with other, secular is​sues. For example, poor, "awakened" colonists ex​pressed hostility to their rich neighbors through a religious vocabulary that condemned luxury, dancing, and gambling.

The Great Awakening led to the establishment of new colleges. The complicated theological argu​ments between Old Lights (those who opposed the revivalism of the Awakening) and awakeners led the revivalists to found Rutgers, Brown, Princeton, and Dartmouth to prepare their clergy properly. One of the most important outcomes of the Great Awakening was also one of its least expected. All the debate, argument, and resistance to authority promoted a belief that protest was acceptable, not just in religious matters but in political matters as well.

Government and Politics in the Mainland Colonies

From a British perspective, colonial governments had been created largely for the convenience of handling the day-to-day affairs of a colony. The real authority for governing still lay in Great Britain. In the eighteenth century, however, colo​nial assemblies became increasingly powerful at the expense of colonial governors, who repre‑

charismatic Having a spiritual power or personal quality that stirs enthusiasm and devotion in large numbers of people.

Great Awakening Series of religious revivals char​acterized by fiery preaching that swept over the American colonies during the second quarter of the eighteenth century.

Jonathan Edwards Congregational minister whose sermons threatening sinners with damnation helped begin the Great Awakening.

George Whitefield British evangelist in the Great Awakening; he drew huge crowds during his preaching tours through the colonies.

denomination A group of religious congregations that accept the same doctrines and are united un​der a single name.

sented the king or the proprietor, and increased their control over local matters.

Imperial Institutions and Policies

In 1696, the British government reorganized its colonial administration and formed what became known as the Board of Trade. On paper, the Board of Trade had responsibility for most aspects of colonial administration. In practice, it was simply an advisory board. Authority over the colonies thus remained divided. For example, an admiralty board, not the Board of Trade, had the authority to enforce trade regulations.

Parliament's policy for colonial administration in the eighteenth century was largely one of be​nign neglect. This meant that most regulations would be enforced loosely, if at all, as long as the colonies remained loyal in military and economic matters. As long as colonial raw materials contin​ued to flow into British hands and the colonists continued to rely on British manufactured goods, benign neglect suited the British government.

Benign neglect did not mean that the colonists were free to do exactly as they pleased. Intense political conflicts had arisen in the first half of the eighteenth century over the constraints royal authority placed on the power of the colonial assemblies.

Local Colonial Government

The mainland colonies were strikingly similar in the structure and operation of their governments. Each had a governor, usually appointed by the king or proprietor. (The governor was elected in Connecticut and Rhode Island.) Each colony had a council, usually appointed by the governor, though sometimes elected by the assembly, that served as an advisory body to the governor. Each also had an elected representative assembly with lawmaking and taxing powers.

The governor's powers were impressive in the​ory. He alone could call the legislature into session, and he had the power to dismiss it. He could veto any act that it passed. He had the sole power to ap​point and dismiss all government officials. He made all land grants, oversaw all aspects of colo​

nial trade, and conducted diplomatic negotiations with the Indians. He was commander in chief of the colony's military forces. Armed with such exten​sive powers, the man who sat in the British colonial governor's seat ought to have been obeyed.

On closer look, however, much of the gover​nor's authority evaporated. First, he was not free to act on his own because he was bound by a set of instructions written back in Great Britain by the Board of Trade. Second, the governor's skills and experience were often limited. Few men in the prime of their careers wanted to be sent 3,000 miles from Great Britain to the provinces. Governorships therefore often went to bureaucrats who were ei​ther old and incompetent or young and inexperi​enced. Third, most governors served too briefly to learn how to govern a particular colony effectively. Often they did not want to be in the colonies and were willing to surrender much of their authority to the local assembly in exchange for a calm, un​eventful, and profitable term in office.

Colonial governors also lacked the patronage to grease the wheels of colonial assemblies. The kings of Great Britain had learned that political favors could buy political loyalty in Parliament. By mid-century, over half of Parliament held Crown offices or had received government contracts. Colonial governors had few such favors to hand out.

The greatest constraint on the governor, how​ever, was the fact that the assembly paid his salary. Governors who challenged the assembly soon en​countered unaccountable delays in the payment of their salaries. Compliant governors were rewarded with cash or land grants.

While the governors realized that their great powers were less than they seemed, assemblies learned how to broaden their powers. They gained the right to elect their own speaker of the assembly and to make their own procedural rules governing

benign neglect The British policy of lax enforce​ment of most regulations on the American colonies as long as the colonies remained loyal and were a source of economic benefit.

bureaucrat A government official, usually non​elected, who is rigidly devoted to the details of administrative procedure.

the operation of the assembly. They also increased their power of the purse over taxation and the use of revenues.

Colonial political leaders had several advan​tages besides the governor's weaknesses. They came from a small social and economic elite that was regularly elected to office. Although from 50 to 80 percent of adult free white males in a colony could vote, few met the high property qualifica​tions to hold office. The elite also benefited from the deference or respect shown by lesser folks to​ward the well educated and wealthy. Thus genera​tions of fathers and sons from elite families domi​nated colonial political offices. These men knew each other well. Although they fought among themselves for positions and for power, they could effectively unite against outsiders like a governor.

Conflicting Views of the Assemblies

The king and Parliament expected local assemblies to raise taxes, to pay government salaries, and to maintain bridges and roads. To the colonists, this set of expectations indicated acceptance of two lev​els of government. One level was the central gov​ernment in Great Britain, which created and exe​cuted imperial policy. The other level was the various colonial governments, which managed lo​cal domestic affairs. The colonists regarded both levels of government as legitimate.

The British did not agree. They saw only one government ruling a vast empire. British leaders did not believe the colonial governments had ac​quired any share of the British government's sov​ereign power. They viewed colonial assemblies as inferior to Parliament and as having no real authority.

North America and the Struggle for Empire

During the seventeenth century, most of the vio​lence and warfare in colonial America arose from struggles between Indians and colonists or from


disputes between colonists. After 1688, however, the most persistent danger to colonial peace came from fierce rivalries among the French, the Span​ish, and the British. Between that date and 1763, these European powers waged five bloody and costly wars that ultimately spilled over into the colonies. These wars left their mark on every gen​eration of colonists, for periods of peace were short and the shadow of war hung over colonial society until Britain's major triumph in 1763.

Indian Alliances and Rivalries

From the earliest days of settlement, many Indian tribes had formed alliances with European colonists for a variety of motives. The long alliance between the Wampanoags and the Pilgrims had helped the tribe fend off its enemies. Although this alliance had unraveled during King Philip's War, other seventeenth-century alignments remained intact. The Huron-dominated confederacy (see Map 4.2) and the French continued to find a strong bond in the profits from the fur trade. Like many eastern Indians, the Hurons were also increasingly dependent on European manufactured goods and weapons. The Iroquois, bitter rivals of the Hurons over access to the Great Lakes fur trade, formed a similar strategic alliance with the British. Con​sisting of the Mohawks, Senecas, Onondagas, Oneidas, Cayugas, and Tuscaroras, the Iroquois League enjoyed an advantage over other Indians in resisting expansion because of its strength in numbers and in organization.

In the South, the Creek Confederacy and the British established common ground for agreement. The two parties established a trade in deerskins

deference Yielding to the judgment or wishes of another person, usually seen as a social superior.

Iroquois League An American Indian confederacy in New York, originally composed of the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca peoples; in 1722 the Tuscaroras joined the confederacy.

Creek Confederacy An American Indian confed​eracy made up of the Creeks and various smaller southeast tribes.
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( MAP 4.2 The Indian Confederacies This map shows the three major Indian military and political coalitions—the Huron, Iroquois, and Creek confederacies. Unlike the squabbling British mainland colonies, these Indian tribes understood the value of military unity in the face of threats to their land and safety and the importance of diplomatic unity in negotiating with their European allies.

and in captive Indians, whom the Creeks sold as slaves to South Carolinians. The Creeks later joined the British in attacks on Spanish Florida and helped capture runaway slaves. Land-hungry colonists severed the alliance when they attacked the Creeks and the Yamasees in 1715. The defeated Creeks moved west, while the Yamasees sought Spanish protection in Florida. When European ri​valries led to warfare, southern tribes often sided with the French or Spanish to recover lost tribal lands.

The Great War for Empire

Between 1688 and 1763, the rivalry among Spain, France, and Great Britain produced five bloody


and costly wars. No matter why or where these wars began, colonists were drawn into them. The first four of these wars did little to change the map of Europe. The fifth changed the map of the world.

In the 1740s, as the population explosion in British America sent thousands of settlers westward, the French began to build trading posts and forts in the Ohio valley. The neutral zone between the two empires shrank, and in 1754 the fifth and most dra​matic war among the European rivals began: the Great War for Empire, known in the colonies as the French and Indian War. That year, a young Virginia planter and militia officer, Major George Washing​ton, led an expedition against Fort Duquesne, the newest French garrison in the Ohio valley. When Washington was badly defeated, colonial leaders at​tempted to organize a unified defense. The colonial assemblies, however, proved too jealous of their in​dependence to approve this Albany Plan of Union.

By 1755, British and French armies were battling in America. The conflict soon involved every major European power and spread to the Caribbean, the Philippines, Africa, and India. The war in North America did not go well for the British initially. Led by General Louis Joseph Montcalm, French and Indian forces by 1757 controlled western and central New York and were threatening Albany and New England.

At that critical juncture William Pitt became Britain's prime minister. Pitt committed the British treasury to the largest war expenditures the nation had ever known and then assembled the largest military force that North America had ever seen: twenty-five thousand colonial troops and twenty-four thousand British regulars. In September 1759, General James Wolfe led this army in a daring at​tack on Quebec. After scaling the steep cliffs that

French and Indian War A war in North America (1754-1763) that was part of a worldwide struggle between France and Great Britain; it ended with France's defeat.

Albany Plan of Union A proposal that the colonies form a union with a representative gov​ernment and an army; Benjamin Franklin drafted it in 1754, but it was never ratified by the colonies.

protected the walled city, Wolfe's army met Mont-calm's in front of the city on the Plains of Abraham. Both generals died in this short but decisive battle won by the British. Within five days, Quebec had surrendered.

In 1760, Montreal fell to the British. The French governor subsequently surrendered the whole of New France, effectively ending the war in North America. The fighting continued elsewhere until 1763. French hopes had risen briefly when Spain enlisted as their ally in 1761, but British victories in India, the Caribbean, and the Pacific squelched any expectations the French had. The Treaty of Paris (1763) established the supremacy of the British Empire. The reign of George III, which began in 1760, had started in glory.

The Outcomes of the Great War for Empire

At the peace table, the map of the world was re​drawn. The French Empire shriveled. Nothing re​mained of New France but St. Pierre and St. Miquelon, two tiny islands between Nova Scotia and Newfoundland used by French fishing fleets. The only other remnants of the French Empire in the Western Hemisphere were the sugar islands of Guadeloupe, Martinique, and St. Domingue. Great Britain's sugar interest did not want to add these islands to the British Empire, for they would then be competitors in the British market. Across the At​lantic, France lost trading posts in Africa. On the other side of the world, the French presence in India vanished. The Treaty of Paris dismantled the French Empire but left France and its borders intact.

The victorious British did not escape unharmed. Their government was now deeply in debt and faced new problems in managing and protecting its greatly enlarged empire.

The American colonists lit bonfires and staged parades to celebrate their victory, but the war left scars. The British military had been arrogant to​ward provincial soldiers, had arbitrarily seized colonial goods, and had quartered British soldiers at colonial expense. The resentments were not one-sided. British officials could not understand howthe colonists could continue trading with the en​emy in wartime. Suspicion, resentment, and a growing sense of difference were the unexpected outcomes of a glorious victory.

Treaty of Paris Treaty that ended the French and Indian War in 1763; it gave all of French Canada and the Spanish Floridas to Great Britain.

S U M M A R Y 

Expectations 

Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

Each colonial region developed its own unique culture and society in response to varying regional constraints. New England life was centered on the family and community. The men and women of the small farming communities there were expected to live godly and harmonious lives. No single relig​ious tradition bound the colonists of the southern or middle regions together. The choice to focus on cash crops led to the rise of a planter elite in the Chesapeake and the Lower South. In those regions, choices and opportunities were great for those who controlled the labor of others, especially of en​slaved African Americans. The Middle Colonies developed a lively urban culture. Most people who immigrated to British North America after 1700, however, chose to settle in the backcountry, where there were greater opportunities.

Intellectual life in the eighteenth century changed dramatically as Enlightenment ideas en​couraged reliance on reason. Colonial elites chose to adopt John Locke's theory of natural rights as well as skepticism about religious dogma. The Great Awakening exposed an opposing intellectual

current. Revivalist George Whitefield and other evangelicals carried the religious revival through​out the colonies. "Awakeners" challenged all au​thority except the individual spirit, and many colonists chose to embrace those beliefs.

A similar challenge to authority spread to poli​tics and imperial relations. Colonial assemblies chose to assert their own claim to power against appointed governors and other British officials.

Strains in the relationship between colonial assem​blies and imperial officers ran deep.

Rivalries among Spain, France, and Great Britain produced five major wars between 1688 and 1763 whose outcome damaged their empires. French power diminished greatly; Spain was put on the de​fensive. Despite their sweeping victory in the Great War for Empire, the British were forced to go deeply into debt and to face a new challenge to their empire.
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James Revel


This illustration of a young man shackled in a leg brace and handcuffs and sitting in a bare prison cell in 1728 suggests why James Revel chose to serve his sen�tence as an indentured servant rather


than in jail. Marshalsea Prison, 18th c. print. Fotomas Index Public Library.








