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Stories of national origin provide conceptions of national identity
for the people who share them. They celebrate the charter events of a peo-
ple, enshrine particular historical episodes, and privilege specific historical
interpretations. People in the United States, by eulogizing stories of vio-
lence in their national origin, have effaced or oversimplified important non-
violent parts of their country’s early history. This may be due both to fasci-
nation with violence and to ignorance about nonviolent conflict, including
the lack of an analytical framework to identify its strategic successes.

From invocations of “the shot heard round the world,” to exclamations
of “don’t shoot until you see the whites of their eyes,” literature and legend
teach that armed resistance achieved US independence from Britain.
Movies such as Mel Gibson’s The Patriot (2000) going back to Disney’s
Johnny Tremain (1957) show that American men fought valiantly and vio-
lently to achieve their national freedom.1

This is compelling narrative and imagery: a discourse of national ori-
gins replete with dramatic violence, courageous patriots, and linear out-
comes. It locates itself in easily identified actions, discrete male leaders,
heroic rhetorical statements, and emotional commemorations of those who
gave their lives for liberty.

But consider an alternative scenario, one that extends longer in time,
includes more than only men, and reaches into the political, economic, and
cultural reality of American life. “A history of military operations . . . is not
a history of the American Revolution,” warned John Adams in 1815. “The
revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people, and in the union of
the colonies; both of which were substantially effected before hostilities
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commenced.” Thus, the real revolution was in the united actions of the
colonies in campaigns of resistance to British authority that took place be-
fore the war.2

John Adams’s evaluation can be substantiated in the October 1774 Con-
tinental Association—a program of nonimportation, nonconsumption, and
nonexportation combined with provisions for enforcement that utilized so-
cial ostracism and economic boycott. This was adopted by the First Conti-
nental Congress, which encouraged the formation of other extralegal com-
mittees that effectively assumed functions of government throughout the
colonies. Nonimportation caused the collapse of British imports in 1774–
1775: in New England their value dropped from £562,476 in 1774 to
£71,625 in 1775, in Virginia and Maryland from £528,738 to £1,921, and in
the Carolinas from £378,116 to £6,245. Even in New York, a Loyalist center,
imports fell. By early 1775, Americans had established hundreds of commit-
tees to enforce the Continental Association in direct opposition to British au-
thority. The balance of power shifted so that the provincial conventions and
committees now in fact governed most colonies. In reality, political inde-
pendence from Britain was evident before the Battles of Lexington and Con-
cord in April 1775.3

This independence had its roots in the decade of nonviolent struggle
from 1765 to 1775, notably in three specific campaigns: against the Stamp
Act of 1765, the Townshend Acts of 1767, and the Coercive Acts of 1774.
These resistance campaigns used such nonviolent means as extraordinary
petitions, protest marches, demonstrations, boycotts, and refusals to work.
When the British Crown levied taxes on certain imports, Americans organ-
ized campaigns to refuse to purchase them.

Other methods were also devised. Colonial merchants were ostracized
if they continued to import boycotted goods. Additionally, colonial activists
sometimes conducted regular business in violation of British law, by using
documents without tax stamps, by settling legal disputes without courts,
and by sending protest petitions to Britain without permission from the
royal governor. They also formed local, county, and provincial committees
to support, extend, and enforce resistance. In 1774 and 1775, many such
bodies assumed governmental powers, acting as extralegal authorities with
powers greater than the remnants of colonial royal government.

A Decade of Nonviolent Resistance

Until the 1774 Continental Congress, colonial nonviolent action was mainly
improvised. Colonists frequently did not have a clear idea of what was in-
volved in waging effective nonviolent struggle. They were at times con-
fused about which steps to take if a particular method was losing impact
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and often found it difficult to judge a campaign’s relative effectiveness. Yet
they were acutely aware that some methods were more effective than others
and acted on that. A review of the three campaigns of resistance between
1765 and 1775 provides a basis for assessing the nonviolent tactics and
strategies used by the resistance movement.

The Campaign Against the Stamp Act, 1765–1766

The Stamp Act, enacted in March 1765 and due to come into force in No-
vember, introduced direct taxation—a stamp duty on all legal documents
and various other printed materials. This provoked an open resistance cam-
paign that marked the beginning of the movement toward colonial self-
 government. Previously, complaints against British policies were voiced in
petitions to Parliament from the colonial legislatures and approved by the
royal governor. After the Stamp Act, opposition widened, including not
only petitions without executive approval for repeal of the law but colonial
refusal to pay the taxes, social and consumer boycotts against supporters of
the act, and nonimportation and nonconsumption of British goods.

The Massachusetts and Virginia legislatures passed resolutions against
the act while popular protests pressured Crown-appointed tax agents to
 resign—crowds hanged effigies of tax agents and confronted them at home.
During August 1765, actions against tax officials took place in Massachu-
setts, Connecticut, New York, Rhode Island, and Maryland. Philadelphia
merchant Charles Thompson informed his London friends that stamp offi-
cials throughout the thirteen colonies had resigned their offices.

Meanwhile several colonies were preparing the Stamp Act Congress for
October 1765. This innovative step in intercolonial cooperation produced a
statement of colonial rights and the proper limits of parliamentary authority.
Copies of the congressional proceedings were sent to every colony plus one
set to Britain as the united appeal of the American colonies.

By the time the Stamp Act went into effect on November 1, 1765, colo-
nial resistance was well under way. The Stamp Act Congress was meeting.
Newspapers, such as the Maryland Gazette, the Pennsylvania Gazette, and
the South Carolina Gazette, announced they would cease publication rather
than be boycotted for using stamps. Other papers, such as the New London
Gazette, the Connecticut Gazette, and the Boston Gazette, defied the Crown
by continuing to publish without stamps. The Newport Gazette, Boston
Post-Boy, and Pennsylvania Journal appeared anonymously without the ed-
itor or printer identified. Newspapers that remained open reported resis-
tance activities and, thereby, provided support for opposition to the act.

In parallel fashion, many courts were closed because lawyers would not
use stamps and judges would not proceed without them. Similarly, shipping
permits were supposed to be stamped. However, if no one would distribute
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or use the stamps, then ports would either have to close completely or open
and operate in defiance of the law.

Actions such as these effectively nullified the Stamp Act, but without
bringing about its repeal. That was achieved through nonimportation pacts
agreed by merchants in the three major port cities: Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia. On October 31, 1765, New York merchants pledged refusal to
import British goods until the tax was repealed. Philadelphia merchants fol-
lowed on November 7 and Boston on December 9. British merchants,
alarmed by these pacts, petitioned Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act.

While Parliament had expected Stamp Act revenues to yield £60,000 a
year, the total levied did not cover even half the expenses of printing: a
mere £3,292 in early 1766. Even before its repeal in March 1766, the Stamp
Act was a dead letter in the colonies. The people had discovered, in the
words of Governor Francis Bernard of Massachusetts, that “they have it in
their power to choose whether they will submit to this act or not.” Numer-
ous ports had reopened without using stamps while various local courts
conducted business in violation of British law. Repeal brought a degree of
calm to North America, but the colonists had experienced the power of non-
cooperation.4

The Campaign Against the Townshend Acts, 1767–1768

When Parliament passed the Townshend Acts in 1767, imposing duties on
imports such as glass, paint, paper, and tea, colonial activists again turned to
the weapon of nonimportation. For example, in Providence, Rhode Island, a
nonconsumption pact listed imports to be boycotted. Anyone disregarding
this was to be “discountenanced, in the most effectual, but decent and lawful
Manner.” Similarly in Newport, Rhode Island, local tailors charged less for
work on American-made cloth but extra for imported cloth.5

Initially, resistance was sporadic and, unlike the Stamp Act, the Town-
shend Acts went into effect on November 20, 1767, with no attempt to pre-
vent their enforcement until the following month when an essay by John
Dickinson galvanized a new campaign. In January 1768, the Massachusetts
House of Representatives petitioned the king for repeal of the Townshend
Acts and distributed a Circular Letter to all colonial assemblies hoping they
would back this call. These hopes were fulfilled. By the end of 1768, every
colonial assembly had petitioned the king challenging Parliament’s right to
levy taxes on the colonies.

While colonial assemblies acted on the Massachusetts letter, a move-
ment for nonimportation began. Planning commenced in Boston in March
1768, but no accord was reached until August 1. Later that month, New
York merchants signed a similar pact, adding that merchants who violated
it or refused to enroll should be boycotted and labeled “Enemies of Their
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Country.” Philadelphia merchants hesitated until February 1769, after
which a number of smaller ports followed. George Washington applauded
the prospect of a nonimportation campaign in Virginia. He told George
Mason that “we have already . . . proved the inefficacy of the addresses to
the throne and remonstrances to Parliament. How far, then, their attention
to our rights and privileges is to be awakened or alarmed, by starving their
trade and manufactures, remains to be tried.” Mason agreed on the potential
impact of nonimportation and suggested a related tactic: “It may not be
amiss to let the ministry understand that, until we obtain a redress of griev-
ances, we will withhold from them our commodities, and particularly re-
frain from making tobacco, by which the revenue would lose fifty times
more than all their oppression could raise here.”6

The Townshend Acts, except the duty on tea, were repealed in April
1770. When this news reached the American colonies, New York merchants
reduced the requirements of their nonimportation agreement and those of
Philadelphia and Boston followed suit, so ending the second major cam-
paign of resistance to British authority. Due to uneven and late implemen-
tation, it had been more limited than the Stamp Act campaign. Yet the non-
importation agreements succeeded in sharply reducing trade with Britain
and the lessons learned, such as the need for unified action to strengthen
colonial leverage, were applied to the later nonintercourse agreements of
1774–1775.

The Committees of Correspondence

In the period between 1770 and 1774, one vital development was the for-
mation of Committees of Correspondence for sharing information between
the colonies. By the end of December 1772, at the suggestion of the Boston
town meeting, such committees had been formed throughout Massachu-
setts. In March 1773, the Virginia House of Burgesses elected a standing
Committee of Correspondence and requested other colonial assemblies to
do likewise. An expanded network of correspondence committees through-
out the colonies was firmly in place by early 1774.

In May 1773 Parliament passed the Tea Act. Aiming to reassert British
imperial authority, this act essentially granted the East India Company a
monopoly on tea imports. Colonists planned to nullify the act by convinc-
ing tea agents to resign. Some resisters, however, took more direct action—
resulting in the Boston Tea Party of December 16, 1773—dumping dutied
tea into Boston harbor.

British reaction was swift and harsh. To punish the people of Massa-
chusetts for ten years of flaunting imperial authority, Parliament enacted a
series of measures known as the Coercive Acts. News of these reached the
colonies in May 1774 and immediately prompted resistance. A meeting of
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the Virginia House of Burgesses, which convened in defiance of the gover-
nor’s orders, called for an intercolonial congress. The Massachusetts House
proposed this should take place in September in Philadelphia. By the end of
August, every colony except Georgia had elected delegates, some in ex-
tralegal sessions prohibited by Crown-appointed governors.

As the congress neared, plans were readied in several colonies to rein-
stitute commercial sanctions. Support grew for economic resistance and
various localities enacted their own nonintercourse agreements. Resistance
organizations ranged from local through provincial to the intercolonial
level.

The First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia from September 5
through October 22, 1774, with delegates from every colony except Geor-
gia. It passed a series of resolutions articulating the colonies’ rights and
grievances and, on October 20, adopted the Continental Association, which
it called the “most speedy, effectual, and peaceable” measure. It was de-
cided that all imports from Britain, Ireland, and the West Indies should stop
on December 1, 1774, and they should be replaced with American-made
items. Additionally, should nonimportation not gain redress of grievances,
colonists would adopt what many felt was the most forceful commercial
weapon available—the nonexportation of items such as lumber, naval stores,
tobacco, and other raw materials. If needed, nonexportation would begin on
September 10, 1775.

The Continental Association did not simply call for economic resis-
tance, but also designed means to organize and enforce it. These provisions
were quickly implemented throughout the colonies, ostracizing those who
violated the association.

Colonial noncooperation throughout the resistance to the Coercive Acts
was not limited to a refusal to buy British goods, but extended to all royal
laws. Courts were closed, taxes refused, governors openly defied. Through-
out the colonies, extralegal provincial congresses were convened in 1774 and
early 1775 to oversee enforcement of the Continental Association. These “il-
legal” assemblies at the local, county, and provincial levels often assumed
legislative and judicial functions in executing the wishes of the Continental
Congress. As the conservative Rivington’s New York Gazetteer wrote in
February 1775, the association took “Government out of the hands of the
Governor, Council, and General Assembly; and the execution of laws out of
the hands of the Civil Magistrates and Juries.”7

Naturally, the Crown tried to counter. On November 18, 1774, George III
told Prime Minister Lord North that “the New England Governments are in a
State of Rebellion; blows must decide whether they are to be subject to this
Country or independent.”8 The issue for Parliament and George III was no
longer redress of grievances; the colonists had demonstrated the eclipse of
British authority and the Crown needed to restore its power. Consequently, in
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January 1775, Colonial Secretary Lord Dartmouth directed General Thomas
Gage to quell the heretofore nonviolent rebellion by arresting and impris-
oning leaders in Massachusetts. Gage took the offensive by attempting to
seize military stores at Concord where he clashed with colonists on April
19, 1775.

Organizations throughout the colonies were immediately confronted
with a decision: whether to follow the Massachusetts example and shift
strategy from nonviolent resistance to military force. Only seven colonies—
New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut in the
north; Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina in the south—had authorized
the organization of local militias prior to Lexington and Concord. And at
that, these militia groups were poorly trained and equipped and seen more
as protection against Indians and escaped slaves than as a defense against
the British. Nevertheless, in May 1775 the Second Continental Congress as-
sumed direction of the quickly developing military struggle, appointing
George Washington as commander in chief of the newly created Continen-
tal Army and requisitioning military supplies. Nonviolent methods were su-
perseded by violence as the primary means of struggle and the colonists
embarked on a military war that would last eight years.

Dynamics of the Nonviolent Struggle

In identifying the emergence and assessing the tactics and strategies of
resistance prior to May 1775, attention must be given to the movement’s
political and social dynamics. The gradual transformation of British North
America from colonies to an independent state involved five factors:

1. The collective expression of American political differences with
Britain and a concomitant sense of American identity;

2. The growth of organizations and institutions that articulated colonial
interests and argued against new British powers and controls;

3. Open resistance to specific acts of the British government;
4. Mass political and economic noncooperation with British authority;
and

5. The development of parallel institutions, particularly institutions of
government.9

Each of these factors was essential for effective opposition to the Crown
and instrumental in the revolutionary break from Britain. Collectively, they
also contributed to the development of the eventual governing structures in
the new United States. All of the components existed simultaneously through-
out the decade of resistance, though each developed to varying degrees at

The United States    305



different times. All five could be seen in the resistance to the Stamp Act, for
example, yet they were not fully maintained after that campaign. The
growth of organizations expressing American interests and the formation of
new parallel institutions was not rapid until after 1770. Thus, the con-
stituent parts of the process leading to independence were themselves de-
veloped and transformed in successive struggles, just as they contributed to
the final achievement of independence. Space only allows for illustrative
examples.

Political awareness of differences with Britain was crucial for the inde-
pendence movement. Colonists with diverse personal interests and back-
grounds slowly found themselves developing similar attitudes about the gov-
ernance of their colony and the larger relationship of the American colonies
to Britain. Common grievances and goals were identified in the Stamp Act
and later the Townshend Acts campaign, as British taxation was considered
an attack on colonial rights. In both cases, it was believed that members of
Parliament had either been duped by bad advice or were using their powers
improperly. Colonial Americans had no direct representatives in Parliament,
hence, the slogan “No taxation without representation.” By 1774–1775 colo-
nial experience with parallel American institutions and increasing suspicion
about the depth of British opposition moved many colonial Americans from
seeking reform of British laws to seeking complete independence. This ex-
perience shaped their identities as Americans who shared common traditions
with the British but, through their involvement in a decade of nonviolent
resistance, had learned that they were a separate nation.

The second factor, institutions and organizations expressing colonial
grievances, was critical in gaining independence and building democratic
power-sharing governance structures. Colonial resistance was largely im-
provised, with new leaders who emerged that were capable of expressing
grievances while successfully organizing protest actions. Intercolonial or-
ganizations sporadically arose, as with the Stamp Act Congress or the mer-
chants’ boycott agreements against the Townshend Acts. Not until the First
Continental Congress in 1774 did measures materialize that were strategi-
cally conscious, applied throughout the colonies, and equipped with politi-
cal and economic sanctions for noncompliance.

Popular resistance to British authority, the third factor, could take many
forms. For example, methods of protest and persuasion included demon-
strations and parades on behalf of a resistance campaign, the development
of political symbols such as the Liberty Tree, and the publication of papers
naming supporters or opponents of the resistance. A mock funeral in Wilm-
ington, North Carolina, in October 1765 illustrated many of these methods.
The North Carolina Gazette reported that some 500 Wilmingtonians (out of
a total population of 800–1,000) met to protest against the Stamp Act. They
paraded an effigy of Liberty, symbolizing the rights of colonists under  attack
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by the British Parliament. The crowd put the effigy “into a Coffin, and
marched in solemn procession with it to the Church-yard, a Drum in Mourn-
ing beating before them, and the Town Bells muffled ringing a doleful Knell
at the same time.” Just before the crowd interred the coffin, they checked the
pulse of Liberty, and discovering she was still alive, “concluded the Evening
with great Rejoicings, on finding that Liberty still had an Existence in the
Colonies.” The newspaper account observes “not the least Injury was offered
to any Person.” Here religious ritual, political protest, and mass action were
conjoined within a nonviolent method of resistance. Urban political theater,
such as this mock funeral, dramatized resistance issues, enlisted participa-
tion, and pressured royal officials. For onlookers, it raised awareness of the
controversy and identified their neighbors and friends as supporters of the
resistance. It encouraged all to support the resistance goals in a context that
was not particularly threatening for the participants and witnesses, though
the meaning of the episode was clear.10

Allied to popular resistance was the fourth factor—noncooperation.
The varied methods of noncooperation all involved refusing to do what was
ordered or expected, thereby breaking the habits of obedience and the
bonds of cooperation. Social boycotts of individuals opposed to resistance
are well documented. For example, the freemen of Essex, New Jersey, met
in October 1765 to declare the Stamp Act unconstitutional and assert that
they would

detest, abhor, and hold in utmost contempt, all and every person or per-
sons who shall meanly accept of any employment or office relating to the
said Stamp Act, or shall take any shelter or advantage from the same . . .
and they will have no communication with any such persons, nor to speak
to them on any occasion, unless it be to inform them of their vileness.11

Similarly, a number of women in Providence and Bristol, Rhode Island,
agreed not to accept the addresses of any man who favored the Stamp Act.
Clearly, social boycotts exerted pressure on individuals, yet any offender
who mended their ways was quickly restored to the good graces of the
community.12

Economic forms of noncooperation provided more powerful sanctions.
Organized campaigns of nonimportation of British goods imposed an eco-
nomic cost on the British. Between October 31 and December 8, 1765,
most merchants along the eastern seaboard cities boycotted British goods.

Nonconsumption of British goods also involved promotion of American-
made items. In 1766 Thomas Hutchison, lieutenant-governor of Massachu-
setts, had to admit,

When I first saw the proposals for lessening the consumption of English
manufactures, I took them to be mere puffs. The scheme for laying aside
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mourning [English funeral wear] succeeded to my surprise, and scare any-
body would now dare to wear black for the nearest relative . . . the humour
for being clothed in homespun spreads every day not so much for econ-
omy as to convince the people of England how beneficial the Colonies
have been to them.

In 1769 the students and president of the Baptist Rhode Island College
(later Brown University) appeared at commencement dressed in American
homespun, not imported English, formal gowns. So too, the colonialists ex-
panded production of scythes, spades, wallpaper, and liquor rather than pur-
chasing them from British merchants. Thus, even if the campaign’s primary
impact was political, another consequence was a fledgling move toward
economic self-reliance.13

In 1769 an account in the Boston Newsletter described seventy-seven
young women assembling at the house of the Reverend John Cleveland
with their spinning wheels to make homespun yarn. When they finished,
Cleveland observed how the women might recover to this country the full
and free “enjoyment of all our rights, properties, and privileges . . . by liv-
ing upon, as far as possible, only the produce of this country; and to be sure
to lay aside the use of all foreign teas. Also by wearing as far as possible,
only clothing of this country’s manufacturing.” Similarly, in Newport, Rhode
Island, Congregational minister Ezra Stiles hosted ninety-two “Daughters
of Liberty” who spent the day spinning yarn as their contribution to the
 resistance.14

A variation on these nonconsumption actions took place in Edenton,
North Carolina, in October 1774 when fifty-one women signed this decla-
ration: “We the Ladys of Edenton do hereby Solemnly Engage not to Con-
form to that Pernicious Custom of Drinking Tea, & that we the aforesaid
Ladys will not promote ye wear of any Manufacture from England until
such time that all Acts which tend to Enslave this our Native Country shall
be Repealed.” Even children got involved. When Susan Boudinot, the nine-
year-old daughter of a New Jersey patriot, was offered a cup of tea while
visiting the royal governor, she curtsied, raised the cup to her lips, and
tossed the tea out the window.15

These various actions point to the significant involvement of women in
civil resistance. The nature of the civil resistance created a gendered space
for various forms of participation by women. This space could be private—
the decision not to consume British goods in the household. It could also be
public space—participating in spinning at a church or openly protesting
British policy. Sometimes, as in Edenton, women were lampooned in the
British press for supposedly stepping outside their prescribed gender roles.
However, such a parody itself suggests that British observers took women’s
actions seriously.

308 Nonviolent Resistance in the Americas



Although absolute numbers are unknown, women played an essential
role in many local campaigns. Within their culturally prescribed domestic
spheres, women made the decisions about household and family purchases,
therefore bringing about the success of boycott campaigns. When women
ventured into the public arena—a move that contemporary gender conven-
tions did not endorse—their actions not only expressed open approval for
the goals of resistance, but also had the unintended consequences of sub-
verting gender conventions. Nevertheless, women could justify actions such
as spinning wool as remaining within their domestic sphere while choosing
domestic over imported goods as simply shopping frugally. Participation in
various aspects of the colonial resistance increased these women’s aware-
ness of the relevant political issues; it involved them with wider assem-
blages of fellow citizens and unintentionally challenged the prevailing gen-
der conventions.

In addition to shunning British goods and substituting American-made
counterparts, a late form of colonial noncooperation involved the refusal to
export American raw materials such as lumber and naval stores. This plan
was mandated by the Continental Association, but went into effect only
after the war had started (September 1775) and thus was not tested in its
own right.

Here then was the real work of civil resistance: it was carried out in
villages and towns, in the countryside as well as the city, by forgotten pa-
triots, female and male. These now nameless men and women spun, wove,
and wore homespun cloth; united in the boycott of British goods; and en-
couraged their neighbors to join them and stand firm. Many came together
in crowd actions and mass meetings to protest and served on or supported
local resistance committees. They refused to obey the statutes and officers
of the British Crown, which so recently had been the law of the land. It was
these acts of resistance and noncooperation that struck most openly at the
Crown’s authority.

The fifth factor, development of parallel institutions, began with the re-
fusal to use existing royal political, judicial, and legislative institutions as
well as refusing to dissolve colonial assemblies or intercolonial bodies such
as the Continental Congress. It could also involve settling legal cases in
courts or clearing incoming or outgoing ships without the required stamps as
in the Stamp Act campaign. Ultimately, it involved the creation of new po-
litical institutions, such as the Stamp Act Congress (1765), the Committees
of Correspondence (1772–1775), and the First Continental Congress (1774–
1775). These extralegal political bodies corresponded to extralegal judicial
and legislative colonial organizations that also developed during the decade
of resistance. If the Stamp Act Congress was ad hoc and dissolved itself,
gradually these institutions became continuous and self-sustaining—with the
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standing committees of correspondence and then later the First Continental
Congress being recognized by colonists as fully functional American re-
placements for organs of British authority. Taken together, these new colo-
nial political institutions embodied the parallel government that emerged
most forcefully and visibly in 1774 and 1775.

This new American government, parallel in function to the British gov-
ernment, provided the basis for de facto independence and formed the foun-
dation for new government once the country finally became independent. In
fundamental ways, the decade of resistance contributed to this foundation
through the politicization of American society. Politicization meant the in-
creased recognition by merchants, lawyers, and others to increase their po-
litical participation. John Adams, Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin, John
Hancock, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington all
supported the resistance campaigns and went on to serve the new United
States. Politicization also meant the growing awareness that this political
sphere extended in crucial ways to London as much as it included America.

The ability of the American colonies to dispense with royal direction of
their political institutions and, simultaneously, to develop replacement insti-
tutions to fulfill the functions of government represented a major political
accomplishment of civil resistance and the beginning of American inde-
pendence. Self-government in the colonies was not gained by the war, as is
so often assumed; it was actually established much earlier. Nonviolent meth-
ods probed specific British imperial vulnerabilities. They challenged Britain
on ideological grounds, proclaiming to an American, British, and interna-
tional audience that the British were suppressing American liberty. They
leveraged their particular economic power through campaigns of noncon-
sumption, nonimportation, and nonexportation directed at the British mer-
cantile establishment. Finally, they undermined the social and political foun-
dations of the imperial system in America by withdrawing cooperation from
British institutions and authorities and replacing them with parallel Ameri-
can institutions.

A Shift in Strategy

Although Americans achieved substantial political accomplishments during
their nonviolent struggle, these gains were eventually defended by military
force. Examination of this shift in strategy, if only on a preliminary basis,
sheds light on important issues. Some might argue that violence was used
throughout the resistance campaign, and that the shift to military means was
necessary if not inevitable. However, could it be that many American
colonists understood what they had achieved by this point, but did not un-
derstand what could have been further achieved through continued nonvio-
lent resistance?

310 Nonviolent Resistance in the Americas



During this decade of resistance, American colonists used many types
of resistance. These did include violent actions, but they have been greatly
overemphasized and were of questionable value in altering parliamentary
policy between 1765 and 1775. The 1773 Boston Tea Party did not endan-
ger physical safety. However, its destruction of property may have been
counterproductive: if some people found it symbolically or emotionally sat-
isfying, without doubt it infuriated the British government, which intro-
duced the Coercive Acts. Tarring and feathering of opponents is often cited
as an example of the colonial use of violence against persons. Yet fewer
than a dozen cases of this actually occurred between 1765 and April 1775,
usually involving customs informers and being seen as private grudges
rather than elements of political resistance. In 1769 several Sons of Liberty
protected the Loyalist James Murray from an angry Boston crowd: they
called out “No violence, or you’ll hurt the cause.” Even Samuel Adams,
often considered an advocate of violence, warned in 1774, “Nothing can
ruin us but our violence.” Consequently, it is clear that the civil resistance
movement was overwhelmingly nonviolent. Examples of property destruc-
tion and still less personal violence played no important role in the three
resistance campaigns.16

Did the colonists understand that they were employing a specific type
of resistance, namely, nonviolent action? Certainly, they did not use a
twenty-first-century vocabulary. Yet in 1767 John Dickinson realized that
boycotts meant “withholding from Great Britain all the advantages she has
been used to receiving from us,”17 and many other historical records docu-
ment conscious support for the programs of social, economic, and political
noncooperation. One thing is clear—colonial leaders did not adopt this
technique in order to remain morally pure or because they had a principled
objection to the use of violence. Rather their commitment was to resist
Crown authority effectively and their choice of technique was based on a
strategic judgment of the most effective means of resistance. That they did
not have a thorough understanding of the nature, dynamics, and scope of
this technique is clear. So too is that they underestimated or misunderstood
the gains that the nonviolent resistance had achieved.

Likewise, there was little or no strategic consideration given to the im-
plications of the shift from nonviolent action to military force. For example,
from 1765 to 1775, British merchants had often supported campaign goals
of overturning various British taxes and duties. Indeed, it was a measure of
success of noncooperation campaigns that British merchants used their in-
fluence on Parliament. A strategic strength of the American colonies was
their economic importance to Britain, both as a market for goods and as a
source of raw materials. The choice of nonviolent means facilitated accom-
modation to, if not acceptance of, colonial demands by significant elements
in the British mercantile and political communities much more than violent
colonial opposition would have allowed. The widespread effectiveness of
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the nonimportation and nonconsumption movements during the Stamp Act
campaign decreased British profits so much that these influential merchants
complained to their parliamentary representatives and demanded policy
change. With profits down, British workers were laid off, thus raising the
specter of additional social and political trouble. In this context, Parlia-
ment’s repeal of the Stamp Act is clearly attributable to these campaigns of
American civil resistance, notwithstanding any face-saving statements to
the contrary by British politicians.

Parallel attempts during the Townshend and Coercive Acts resistance
campaigns also sought to pressure British merchants to influence Parlia-
ment. In each campaign other groups, such as Protestant Dissenters (non-
Anglican Protestants), were also lobbied for their support. In such ways, the
nonviolent resisters exerted important pressure on third parties.

Once military hostilities broke out, these efforts at third-party persuasion
ceased to be effective. British mercantile encouragement eroded quickly once
supporting the colonists became tantamount to sedition. Even in the early
1780s, when France had sided with the Americans and the British Army had
suffered defeats, British calls for an end to the war aimed to cut their coun-
try’s losses, not to concede the justice of the American cause. Moreover, the
Second Continental Congress actively recruited several Europeans—Marquis
de Lafayette, Johann DeKalb, Casimir Pulaski, Thaddeus Kosciusko, and
Friedrich von Steuben—who drew on their experience to forge a military
strategy. None of them were familiar with the decade of nonviolent resis-
tance and its accomplishments; instead all had training in armed struggle.
Their military appointments helped reinforce the shift from civil resistance
to military action.

On the domestic front too, the shift in strategy had several implica-
tions. For example, when the Second Continental Congress decided to form
an army, political decisionmaking moved from the popular assemblies and
broad-based committees in each colony to a command structure more re-
sponsive to military exigencies. This realignment away from more popu-
larly based decisionmaking certainly played a role in the conflicts over
democracy in the postwar early American republic. Women, so vital to the
success of boycott and other resistance campaigns, were now relegated to
secondary roles of support for all-male armies. Finally, opponents of the colo-
nial cause were treated differently. During the previous decade, colonists
who disagreed with civil resistance were boycotted. While some were
threatened, few were actually attacked. After the Battles of Lexington and
Concord, fear of Loyalist opposition grew and some committees proposed
violence against Loyalists to intimidate them into submission.

Also worthy of consideration are the effects of strategy shift on mobi-
lization of the people. By its very nature civil resistance aims to enlist the
participation of a large proportion of the population, people willing to act
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even under the threat of repression. As already noted, this participation in-
cluded men, women, and even children. Moreover, it was not only wide-
spread, but also well organized. All the colonies involved in the First Con-
tinental Congress endorsed the provisions of the Continental Association
with the exception of New York and, even there, local committees enforced
nonimportation. Except in Georgia and the occupied city of Boston, David
Ammerman notes, “purchases from Great Britain stopped entirely. The
most outspoken critics of the measure [the Continental Association’s call
for noncooperation] were forced to admit that the boycott had the force of
law throughout the colonies.” Ammerman concludes that, because enforce-
ment of the association was placed in the hands of local groups rather than
provincial assemblies or congresses, “these committees became the regula-
tory agencies of the First Continental Congress.” Lessons about organizing
campaigns so as to maximize unity, increase participation, and reinforce
timing had been learned from earlier campaigns. Here in the Continental
Association, comprehensive and coordinated strategies of nonimportation
and nonexportation carried out by dedicated, disciplined, and united men
and women were widely and effectively enforced.18

Levels of participation dropped or changed dramatically once the strat-
egy shifted to violence. Women and older men, having no place in armies,
became tangential sources of support. The various strategic levels of resis-
tance from individual through local committees and provincial congresses,
up to the Continental Congress, were fundamentally weakened in favor of
the military’s demands. Once the war began, Robert Calhoon observes, ap-
proximately 50 percent of the colonists of European ancestry (including the
Loyalist contingent) tried to avoid any involvement in the conflict or sup-
ported the British. Perhaps only 40 percent to 45 percent of the white pop-
ulace actively supported the patriot cause, Calhoon concludes. Beyond that,
while critics of civil resistance claim that some merchants did not observe
the nonimportation agreements, Don Higginbotham’s estimate of the deser-
tion rate from the Continental Army at 20 percent suggests that armed
 resistance was more polarizing and weakened American social unity. Conse-
 quently, despite the nostalgic rhetoric about the minutemen and the Conti-
nental Army, surprisingly large numbers avoided and opposed participation
or deserted once the strategy shifted to military struggle.19

To be sure, had the resistance remained nonviolent, further sacrifices
would have been exacted. Though by 1775 morale was high and the resis-
tance movement was well organized with competent leadership in colony
and modes of communication between the colonies in place, confronting the
British Army would have been daunting. At the same time, protracted occu-
pation in the face of active nonviolent resistance would have been extremely
costly for the Crown. Furthermore, it is doubtful that casualties from nonvi-
olent resistance would have reached 4,435, the number of American military
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deaths in the War for Independence. In short, the shift to military strategy had
many disadvantages, both domestically and internationally. It had not been
thought out strategically but rather reflected the emotions of the moment.20

Perhaps US citizens and others looking back at their national origins
should ponder this alternative to the familiar narrative of military struggle.
The result of the decade of American nonviolent resistance between 1765
and 1775 was de facto independence. Allegiances had shifted and the func-
tions of government passed from royal to colonial institutions—and all this
before the Battles of Lexington and Concord. Indeed, regarding the devel-
opment of political and social institutions, one could even claim that the war
achieved little that had not already been gained by the parallel governments.

These campaigns of civil resistance spanning ten years displayed im-
pressive self-discipline, used largely improvised strategies until the very
end, and achieved serious gains. They cultivated third-party support in
Britain as well as neutralized domestic opponents without shedding blood.
Their broadly democratic nature was matched by new extralegal political
institutions that wrested control out of the hands of British authorities. Mak-
ing legislative policy, enforcing judicial decisions, even collecting taxes in
some cases was carried out by colonists on their own and outside the impe-
rial orbit. Beyond that, although the campaigns were largely improvised, the
colonists showed in the implementation of nonimportation and nonexporta-
tion as part of the Continental Association a conscious level of strategic
planning. In hindsight, perhaps they were mistaken to delay the implemen-
tation of nonexportation; nevertheless, the very fact of deliberate strategic
decisionmaking is significant. Finally, the tactics of the resistance campaign
and the enforcement of their policies were carried out nonviolently—not as
a matter of principled opposition to violence, but rather as a pragmatic re-
sponse to the need to resist perceived injustice. That the participants in
these successful nonviolent campaigns had so little prior training, that their
leaders knew little of strategic precedents, and that their applications of
nonviolent struggle were so often improvised make their accomplishments
all the more remarkable.

Reasons for the Lack of Attention to Civil Resistance

In 2009 crowds celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of the Minute Man Na-
tional Historical Park in Concord, Massachusetts, witnessing the reenact-
ment of the Battles of Lexington and Concord, events described by the Na-
tional Park Service as “the opening battle of the American Revolution.”21

Why are these events of the war celebrated and the sacrifices of its par-
ticipants eulogized while the decade of civil resistance is largely ignored?
What is the relation of history to memory in this case? Americans are not
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an innately violent people, despite the alarming levels of violence in Amer-
ican society, both historical and contemporary. Rather, it is because of cul-
tural influences, social factors, and historical experience. Consequently,
while scholarly debate shows no signs of achieving unanimity, several fac-
tors provide grounds for suggestive speculation.22

One reason for the lack of attention to the decade of civil resistance is
simply ignorance. Thousands of school children in the United States are
drilled on the sacrifices of soldiers. Few learn of the defeat of the Stamp
Act by nonviolent resistance, the effects of the Continental Association, or
the achievement of de facto political independence before the outbreak of
the war.

Another more psychosocial factor is the emotional ethos associated
with the dramatized, glamorized, and often antisepticized image of war ver-
sus the view that nonviolent resistance is submissive and passive. Put sim-
plistically, soldiers fight and do things; nonviolent resisters just refuse to do
things. US culture celebrates a connection between male honor and vio-
lence. But while the bandit, cowboy, and detective often employ violence,
it usually is for a good cause and therefore is legitimated, just as going to
war is sanctioned by supposedly legitimate ends. Gaining national inde-
pendence is routinely taken as justifying violence and those involved in it
regarded as heroic patriots. If Americans have a penchant for identifying
the war for independence with the achievement of independence, John
Adams’s statement at the beginning of this chapter reminds us that not all
narratives arrive at this conclusion.

Finally, there is the well-established use of violence in US history, and
its subsequent cultural familiarity and acceptance—from white-Indian and
white-black through agrarian and urban to vigilante violence. Add to this
that nearly 200 million Americans today own firearms and it is clear that
many Americans view violence as a crucial and appropriate means for se-
curing their lives and property.

In such a situation, eulogizing past armed struggle and commemorating
its participants becomes an all-too-familiar expression of US social logic. It
is a construct, however, that can and needs to be challenged by a fuller ap-
preciation of the historical record: not erasing the stories of nonviolent civil
resistance from US collective memory, but recognizing their existence, sig-
nificance, and power.
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