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The Stamp Act – Background 

 
The French and Indian War – Results 

Summary  

When the French and Indian War, and its 

European counterpart, the Seven Years War, 

officially came to a close with the Treaty of Paris in 

1763, North America was divided territorially 

between the British and Spanish. Britain had 

driven the French from the continent, and 

extended its land claims west to the Mississippi 

River. It seemed that British holdings in North 

America and all over the world were more secure 

than ever, but there were signs of trouble brewing 

in the American colonies. The French had been 

driven from the continent by a coalition of Britons, 

colonists, and Native Americans. However, once 

peace was restored, this three-pronged alliance 

showed signs of crumbling.  

One source of conflict arose between the colonial 

and British soldiers. In Britain, it was widely 

assumed that the professional troops sent to the 

colonies deserved full credit for British victory in 

the war. In reality, about 40 percent of the regular 

soldiers who served in the war enlisted in 

America. American soldiers complained constantly 

during and after the war that British public 

opinion drastically underestimated America's part.  

British soldiers, for their part, bemoaned the 

ineptitude of the colonial troops. They claimed the 

colonials were useless in battle and had no real 

sense of duty, tending to return home, even in the 

midst of a campaign, when their terms were up or 

they were not paid on time. Colonial troops 

denied these charges, and complained of British 

arrogance and contemptuousness in dealings with 

the colonials.  

British troops also quarreled with colonial civilians, 

who were often reluctant to provide food and 

shelter to the British, and consistently complained 

of the troops' poor behavior. Pennsylvania 

Quakers, as pacifists, voted against appropriating 

funds for the war effort, and Massachusetts and 

New York also took a stand against the quartering 

of British troops in their colonies. British 

Parliament, and King George III, viewed these 

actions as antagonistic to the British effort to 

defend imperial territories.  

Another major area of contention was taxation. 

The colonies had profited greatly form the war. 

Military contracts and expenditures by British 

troops had meant a large inflow of British 

currency. Trade flourished, and many American's 

traded with the French West Indies. This trade 

was illegal in peace time, and seen as morally 

reprehensible during a war against the French, but 

it proved very profitable. Meanwhile, the British 

national debt had climbed from 72 million pounds 

before the war to 132 million at its end. To pay 

down this debt, Britain instituted a land tax at 

home, and imposed excise tax on many commonly 

traded goods.  

However, the colonists felt burdened as well. 

During the war, prosperous colonists had 

developed a taste for imported goods. In fact, the 

annual value of British imports to the colonies had 

doubled. Once the wartime economic boom 

ended, many Americans went into debt trying to 

maintain their middle-class lifestyle. Colonial 

debts to Britain grew rapidly, and many began to 

suspect that the British were intentionally plotting 

to enslave the colonists economically.  

Commentary  

The conflict between British and colonial soldiers 

was indicative of the evolving attitudes of the two 

regions toward one another. The colonies began 

to associate all things British with arrogance and 

condescension, and the British viewed Americans 

as inept, irresponsible, and primitive. The colonial 

units in the war were involved primarily in support 

roles, providing reserve forces in battles and 

holding British forts. This way, the more highly 

trained British professionals could lead the 

offensive against the French. Despite their 

separation of duties, the troops interacted often 

enough to decide that they disliked each other, 

and each side registered frequent complaints 

about the other.  

The conflict of soldiers and civilians highlighted a 

major complaint of the colonists throughout the 

period of time leading up to the revolution. The 

colonists were perpetually wary of British 

meddling in colonial affairs, and saw the military 

as the primary on-site actors in this effort. Fearing 

the installation of standing armies, the colonies, 

throughout their histories, had been reluctant to 

supply and house British troops. During the French 

and Indian War this reluctance caused King 

George and the Parliament to question the loyalty 

of some colonies and led the British government 

to commit even more strongly to keeping a strong 

British hand in colonial business.  

The issue of taxation was one that would drive a 

wedge between the colonies and their mother 



country from this time until the end of the 

revolution. In Britain, citizens were forced to pay 

exorbitant taxes on land and traded goods in 

order to support Britain's skyrocketing debt. These 

citizens looked across the ocean to see the 

colonists not pulling anywhere close to equal 

weight, even though the colonists had been the 

primary beneficiaries of the war. Colonists 

continued to assert their freedom from taxation 

and reminded British rulers that they had not 

called for the war. Still, even though many 

Americans went through hard times because of 

the collapse of the wartime boom, the colonists 

could not deny the facts. The colonial debt totaled 

2 million pounds to Britain's 132 million. In fact, 

just the interest charges on Britain's debt cost the 

empire 4 million pounds per year. Still, the 

colonists railed against taxation.  

Emerging after the war was a new dynamic in 

Anglo-American relations. The British sought to 

control their colonial possessions more tightly, 

and sent greater numbers of officials to America, 

imposed regulations on trade, and restricted 

territorial expansion to this effect. The colonies, 

on the other hand, wished to be free to govern 

themselves, to trade as they desired, and to 

expand into the West. The French and Indian war 

was hailed as a victory for Britain in its attempt to 

control its colonies, but the conditions 

immediately after the war's close set the stage for 

a widening rift rather than the maintenance of 

affable relations.  

The Sugar Act 
Summary 

In 1764 Parliament passed the Sugar Act, with the 

goal of raising 100,000 pounds, an amount equal 

to one-fifth of the military expenses in North 

America. The Sugar Act signaled the end of 

colonial exemption from revenue-raising taxation. 

Previous acts, such as the long-standing 

Navigation Acts, had been passed as protectionist 

measures, regulating trade to boost the economy 

of the British Empire as a whole. Under the 

Navigation Acts, taxes were paid by British 

importers alone, rather than the colonists, and 

brought in just 1,800 pounds in 1763, compared 

with a cost of 8,000 pounds just to enforce the 

acts.  

The Sugar Act lowered the duty on foreign-

produced molasses from six pence per gallon to 3 

pence per gallon, in attempts to discourage 

smuggling. The act further stipulated that 

Americans could export many commodities, 

including lumber, iron, skins, and whalebone, to 

foreign countries, only if they passed through 

British ports first. The act also placed a heavy tax 

on formerly duty- free Madeira wine from 

Portugal.  

The Sugar Act complicated trade for American 

shippers by requiring them to fill out a number of 

confusing forms in order to legalize their 

shipments. If even the smallest technicality was 

not attended to, ships' captains could have their 

entire cargo seized. Further, the act could be 

employed in some cases regarding local trade 

along the east coast, and in many cases put 

unrealistic restrictions on this trade.  

In addition to a restriction of trade, many colonists 

felt the Sugar Act constituted a restriction of 

justice. The act allowed customs officials to 

transfer smuggling cases from colonial courts with 

juries to juryless vice- admiralty courts in Halifax, 

Nova Scotia. Until 1768, vice-admiralty judges 

were awarded five percent of all confiscated cargo 

and ships, a clear incentive to come to a guilty 

verdict. The vice-admiralty courts also reversed 

traditional judicial ideology, by burdening the 

defendant with the task of disproving the charge 

of smuggling rather than assuming innocence until 

guilt was proven.  

British Prime Minister George Grenville ordered 

the navy to enforce the Sugar Act, and it did so 

vigorously. Still colonists continued to smuggle 

molasses until 1766, when the duty on foreign 

molasses was lowered to one penny. The Sugar 

Act provided the British treasury with about 

30,000 pounds per year between 1766 and 1775, 

a substantial source of income.  

Nine provincial legislatures in America protested 

the passage of the Sugar Act, but seven of these 

objected on narrow grounds. Though many 

colonists objected to the act's revenue-raising 

taxation and regulation, opposition was minor, 

due to a lack of organization and the hesitancy of 

the legislatures to take a stand against Parliament.  

Commentary  

The Sugar Act was one of the first tangible signs of 

Britain's intent to gain tighter control over colonial 

trade. Parliament predicted that if shippers had to 

stop at British ports en route to other destinations 

they would be more likely to purchase imperial 

goods to bring back with them to the colonies, and 

thus boost Britain's flailing economy. Parliament 

imagined it could further collect a great amount in 

revenue and discourage smuggling by lowering the 

duties. Parliamentary leaders reasoned that with 



the duty set at three pence, colonists would be 

less likely to smuggle than they had been when 

the duty was six pence, and thus more likely to 

pay, leading to a higher income for the British 

treasury. However, American smugglers had 

grown accustomed to paying one and a half pence 

per gallon of molasses to customs agents to look 

the other way, and continued this practice until 

1776, when the duty was lowered to a penny, less 

than the amount smugglers had been paying in 

bribes. Meanwhile, the high tax on imported 

Madeira wine from the Azores and other 

Portuguese territories created a smuggling 

operation where none had existed before. 

Importing duty-free Portuguese wine had been a 

lucrative business for importers up until the 

passing of the Sugar Act, and they would not let it 

go easily.  

The Sugar Act was another step in the direction of 

a strong British hand in colonial life. To the 

colonists, greater regulation of trade was not 

simply an economically restricting measure, but 

one which expanded the sphere of British 

involvement in the everyday activities of the 

colonists. The Sugar Act provided additional 

instances in which the writs of assistance might be 

employed. Further, the clause requiring shipping 

of many commodities through Britain struck many 

colonists as a symbol of Parliament's desire to 

strengthen both economic and governmental ties 

with the colonies while they strove to be free from 

British involvement.  

Moreover, the Sugar Act seemed to many, in its 

methods of enforcement and adjudication, 

another defiance of the rights of Englishmen, 

namely, the right to a fair trial in front of a jury of 

one's peers. Not only did the Sugar Act provide for 

the relocation of trials from the colonies to 

Halifax, Nova Scotia, far from the setting in which 

infractions had taken place, it also allowed trials 

without a jury, in which the judge had a clear 

incentive to convict and the defendant was 

assumed to be guilty. This outraged many colonial 

leaders. However, most colonists were hesitant to 

claim that the Sugar Act was unconstitutional, 

because it seemed to be merely an amendment of 

the Molasses Act of 1733. Additionally, the tax 

burden fell most heavily upon Massachusetts New 

York, and Pennsylvania. While other colonies 

agreed that the Sugar Act was undesirable, they 

had less of an incentive to take a strong stand 

against Parliament, and organized opposition was 

never mounted.  

The Stamp Act 

Summary  

Despite the revenue raised by the Sugar Act, 

Britain's financial situation continued to spiral out 

of control. In 1765, the average taxpayer in 

England paid 26 shillings per year in taxes, while 

the average colonist paid only one- half to one and 

a half shillings. Prime Minister Grenville thought 

that the American colonists should bear a heavier 

tax load. To this end, Parliament passed the Stamp 

Act in March 1765. The act required Americans to 

buy special watermarked paper for newspapers 

and all legal documents. Violators faced juryless 

trials in vice-admiralty courts, just as under the 

Sugar Act. Grenville optimistically predicted 

revenues of between 60,000 and 100,000 pounds.  

William Pitt was the colonies' greatest defender in 

England. He argued that the colonies could not be 

taxed without representation in Parliament. 

Grenville and his followers claimed that they 

agreed with Pitt, and that the colonies were 

represented in Parliament, even though they did 

not elect any of the members. The Prime Minister 

claimed that Americans shared the same status as 

many British males, who did not have enough 

property to be granted the vote, or who lived in 

certain large cities that had no seats in Parliament. 

He claimed that all of these people were "virtually 

represented" in Parliament. The theory of virtual 

representation held that the members of 

Parliament did not only represent their specific 

geographical constituencies, but rather that they 

took into consideration the well-being of all British 

subjects when deliberating on legislation. 

Grenville further argued that Americans were not 

exempt from taxation, as many claimed, simply 

because they elected their own assemblies which 

legislated for and taxed the colonies. He 

compared colonial assemblies to Scottish town 

councils, claiming that they only exercised as 

much power as was granted to them by 

Parliament.  

This position clashed directly with the contention 

of many colonists that their assemblies exercised 

legislative powers equal to those of the House of 

Commons in Britain. To many colonists, the Stamp 

Act seemed to represent all of the problems of 

Anglo-American relations. Moreover, it affected 

every one of the thirteen colonies equally, and 

every rank in society, since all colonists would at 

some time find reason to draw up a legal 

document such as a will, or to buy a newspaper. 

Throughout the colonies, town meetings and 



colonial assemblies heard violent demonstrations 

against the Stamp Act. Colonial agents in London 

and petitions from colonial legislatures warned 

against passage, but Parliament dismissed the 

petitions without even granting them a hearing.  

In late May 1765, Patrick Henry persuaded the 

Virginia House of Burgesses to adopt several 

strongly worded resolutions. The Virginia 

Resolves, as they were known, were passed on 

May 30, 1765, and denied Parliament's right to tax 

the colonies under the Stamp Act. Word of 

Henry's resolutions spread throughout the 

colonies, taking on certain dramatic 

embellishments in many cases, and by the end of 

the year, eight other colonial legislatures had 

adopted similar positions.  

Commentary  

Unlike the Sugar Act, which was an external tax 

(i.e. it taxed only goods imported into the 

colonies), the Stamp Act was an internal tax, 

levied directly upon the property and goods of the 

colonists. Internal taxes had far wider effects. 

While external taxes were paid primarily by 

merchants and ship captains, internal taxes, 

especially the Stamp Act, were not so 

discriminatory. Anyone who made a will or bought 

a newspaper would pay the tax on paper. The 

colonies had never been taxed internally by Britain 

before, and had traditionally taxed themselves 

through their colonial assemblies. Taxation was a 

primary function of the self-government to which 

the colonists so passionately clung. The Stamp Act 

refuted the claim to a measure of self-

government, painting the colonies not as an entity 

in a loosely bound federation centered in London, 

but rather as an extension of the British nation, 

subject to Parliamentary legislation and taxation.  

The Stamp Act forced colonists to consider the 

issue of Parliamentary taxation without 

representation. Few colonists agreed with 

Grenville that they were virtually represented. 

Though most admired and respected Parliament, 

few imagined it represented their needs. They 

claimed that the theory that members of 

Parliament concerned themselves with the needs 

of all British subjects was not valid. In the common 

colonial view, unless a legislator shared, to some 

extent, the interests of his constituents, he could 

not be expected to consider their welfare. Since 

the needs of the American colonists differed 

substantially from the needs of inhabitants of 

England, they feared that were Parliament 

permitted to legislate for the colonies its members 

would be easily persuaded to vote against the 

Americans' best interest, especially if England 

stood to gain. It seemed to many that this was 

precisely what had happened in the case of the 

Stamp Act.  

Colonists conceded that as they were British 

subjects, Parliament did reserve limited powers of 

legislation over them. They believed that 

Parliament could standardize legal protocol 

throughout the Empire in the interest of granting 

all subjects access to royal justice. The colonists 

also accepted the role that in the interest of broad 

economic goals Parliament had to play in the 

regulation of trade throughout the Empire, and 

even accepted that this regulation might at some 

times prove disadvantageous to the colonies. 

Further, they acknowledged the need for loyalty 

to the crown and considered their responsibility to 

defend the Empire in time of war undeniable. 

However, they insisted that in all other ways they 

should be self-governed--that colonial assemblies 

alone could tax the colonists, and that in return 

they would not interfere with laws that regulated 

the empire's trade. James Otis expressed the core 

of the American argument at a Boston town 

meeting in the spring of 1765. He said "by [the 

British] Constitution, every man in the dominion is 

a free man: that no parts of His Majesty's 

dominions can be taxed without consent: that 

every part has a right to be represented in the 

supreme or some subordinate legislature."  

Colonial Opposition to the Stamp Act  

Summary  

In late summer 1765, a group of Boston artisans, 

shopkeepers, and businessmen formed a group 

known as the Loyal Nine to oppose the Stamp Act. 

The Loyal Nine planned to lead the public in 

forcing stamp distributors, who alone could collect 

money for stamped paper, to resign before taxes 

were due on November 1, 1765.  

Bostonians were in the habit of congregating in 

large groups to express themselves politically. On 

certain festival days it was not uncommon for 

large crowds from the North End and South End of 

the city to converge upon each other, throwing 

stones and whatever else they could find, and 

engaging in rowdy fistfights. The Loyal Nine, in an 

effort to harness the power of both groups, 

oversaw a truce between the two groups, which 

were united under the leadership of a South End 

shoemaker, Ebeneezer MacIntosh.  



On the morning of August 14, 1765, Bostonians 

awoke to find an effigy of stamp collector Andrew 

Oliver hanged from a tree. Oliver did not take the 

hint to resign immediately, so at dusk, MacIntosh 

led several hundred men in destroying a new 

building that Oliver owned. At this point the Loyal 

Nine disappeared, and the mob moved on without 

their controlling influence. They demonstrated 

outside Oliver's house, "stamping" his effigy to 

pieces. They then ransacked his house, destroying 

it. Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson 

arrived with the sheriff driving off the mob with a 

barrage of stones. Oliver resigned.  

Violence was contagious in the colonies. Twelve 

days later, Hutchinson's home was destroyed as 

well. Violence next struck in Newport, Rhode 

Island, where a crowd organized by local 

merchants grew beyond control. The crowd 

burned effigies and destroyed the homes of three 

stamp distributors, and then turned against the 

merchants. A sailor named John Webber assumed 

control, and threatened to destroy the merchants' 

homes and warehouses if they did not pay an 

enormous sum. He was caught and jailed before 

any destruction took place.  

Political dissent became organized quickly. Groups 

calling themselves the Sons of Liberty formed 

throughout the colonies to control the widespread 

violence. They directed violent demonstrations 

against property rather than individuals, and 

ensured that no one was killed. They forbade their 

followers to carry weapons, and used military 

formations to maneuver large crowds. On October 

7, 1765, representatives of nine colonial 

assemblies met in New York City, at the Stamp Act 

Congress. The colonies agreed widely on the 

principles that Parliament could not tax anyone 

outside of Great Britain, and could not deny 

anyone a fair trial, both of which had been done in 

the American colonies.  

By late 1765, most stamp distributors had 

resigned, and legal and business proceedings only 

continued because the colonial legislatures 

threatened to withhold the salaries of those in a 

position to halt them. By the end of 1765, almost 

every colony was functional, without stamped 

paper.  

By this point, social and political elites had 

assumed leadership of the colonial opposition to 

the Stamp Act. On October 31, 1765, New York's 

merchants decided to boycott British goods, and 

they were soon joined by other cities. This move 

put the British economy, which exported about 40 

percent of its manufactures to America, in 

considerable danger. Soon Britain's businessmen 

were clamoring for the repeal of the Stamp Act.  

In mid 1765, the Marquis of Rockingham had 

succeeded Prime Minister Grenville. He hesitated 

to advocate repeal and offend the House of 

Commons, which was outraged and resentful of 

colonial resistance. However, led by William Pitt, 

support for repeal grew. In March 1766 

Parliament finally repealed the Stamp Act, and 

passed the Declaratory Act, which stated that 

Parliament had the authority to legislate for the 

colonies in all cases.  

 

Commentary  

It was not surprising that Boston emerged as the 

center of resistance to the Stamp Act. In 1765, 

Bostonians were not living particularly well. The 

port city, which relied on trade, had been 

substantially hurt by British restrictions--more so 

than other cities in the colonies. Moreover, in 

1760 the city suffered a great fire that burned 

nearly 200 warehouses down and left ten percent 

of the city's population homeless. By 1765, the 

city had still not completely recovered. The 

majority of the population blamed British policy 

for the continued hard times that followed the 

French and Indian War. Additionally, the Boston 

town meeting was known for its somewhat radical 

views on self-government. Many of the most 

vociferous critics of Parliament, including James 

Otis and Samuel Adams, lived in Boston.  

It is therefore understandable that the first 

demonstrations against the British took place in 

Boston. It is also understandable that the primary 

feature of the so-called Stamp Act crisis, organized 

political action, would have risen up in Boston. 

The formation of the Loyal Nine was the first step 

on a road to what would eventually become 

unified thinking and action spanning the colonies. 

Without organization, violence would have been 

without direction, as it was in the incident in 

Rhode Island. The Loyal Nine took the first step in 

channeling the power of the people, uniting two 

groups that would otherwise have been 

antagonistic toward each other, and directing that 

energy against a common foe. This sort of 

coalition building would prove crucial in the years 



to come as political leaders went about uniting the 

thirteen distinctive colonies in resistance.  

From its beginnings in the Loyal Nine, grass-roots 

political organization took on even more 

sophistication with the leadership of the Sons of 

Liberty. Now, instead of simply pointing the 

masses in the right direction, the movement had 

goals, and the Sons of Liberty took distinct and 

successful measures to achieve those goals. Also, 

they exhibited a firm control over their followers 

that demonstrated an acute knowledge of social 

and political realities. For instance, they did not 

want to alienate elites with overly violent and 

disorganized mob tactics. Therefore they used the 

utmost discipline and did not permit their 

followers to carry guns. Knowing the value of 

martyrs, they decided early on that the only lives 

lost during the resistance would be American.  

Without the organization of the Sons of liberty, 

elites would never have bought into the 

resistance. However, seeing that the masses were 

capable of controlled political expression, 

politicians and businessmen alike decided that 

they should join the opposition and lead it to an 

even more sophisticated, more publicly visible 

plane. These elites reigned in the scattered 

demonstrations of the masses, fearing that 

passion and turmoil would lead the opposition to 

an early death. It was the actions of the elites, 

most notably the boycott of British goods, which 

in the end led Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act.  

Because the Declaratory Act's wording was vague, 

colonists chose to interpret it to their advantage. 

They saw it as a way for Parliament to save face 

after the Stamp Act had failed, and did not 

consider it to be a threat. However, Parliament 

chose to interpret the act broadly, to mean that 

the colonies could not claim exemption from any 

Parliamentary measure, including taxation. This 

fundamental disagreement would be the source of 

much future disagreement.  

Despite the difficulties of 1765, most colonists 

soon put the year's strife behind them, and 

thanked king and Parliament for repealing the 

Stamp Act. The vast majority of the colonists still 

felt a deep emotional loyalty to Britain, but after 

1765, they viewed the government in London with 

a higher level of scrutiny.  

Adapted from  

http://www.sparknotes.com/history/american/pre

revolution/summary.html 


