
On July 9th, 1776, a crowd of soldiers, sailors, and civilians descended upon a statue of King 

George III located at the tip of Manhattan in New York City. They had just heard the Declaration 

of Independence publicly read aloud in the city for the first time and they were inflamed by its 

words. Soon, the statue was at their feet, broken into pieces. 

For many living in British North America just over a decade earlier, this scene would likely have 

been unthinkable. After the British victory in the French and Indian War, it seemed as though 

Great Britain was prepared to deliver them many more years of prosperity as loyal subjects of the 

Empire. The idea of shattering their connection to the most powerful empire in the world and 

declaring their independence from it probably seemed far-fetched, not to mention unappealing 

and downright dangerous.   

The action itself though — an angry mob gathering to express its grievances — would not have 

been unthinkable or unfamiliar. It was one of many tools colonists had, and used, to express  

themselves and participate in their political world. Colonists expressed themselves and their 

political and social beliefs in a variety of ways and engaged in different forms of self-governance 

across the colonies. And as conflict grew with Great Britain, each of these tools and methods were 

used, or sometimes critiqued or even overthrown in heated engagements with each other, British 

administrators, and the British military. 

Self-Governance in the Colonies 

The King and British Parliament sat at the political center of the British Empire, debating all matters that 
affected it and creating the laws that impacted the lives of British subjects, wherever they were. But the 
American colonies also had government structures much closer to home. Some of the colonies in British North 
America were founded with charters functioning as contracts between colonists and the King, while others 
had royally appointed governors. Others were privately owned by individuals or organizations but had gover-
nors that reported to the King. Though these governments were structured to ensure that overall power rested 
with the King and Parliament, the distance between London and North America made their administration 
over this part of the Empire difficult. Messages took weeks to travel between them and administrative officials 
sent to serve as liaisons risked being as out of touch with the realities of colonial life as the members of Parlia-
ment that sent them. 
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Colonies often operated under a compact, charter, or other type of negotiated agreement between  
them and the King. These agreements laid out the overall rules that would govern the colonies and their 
relationship with the Empire. Parliament was not ignorant to the challenges of remotely governing the colonies 
and so these agreements often granted the opportunity for colonists to exercise significant control over their 
own affairs. Free residents throughout New England often used this opportunity to practice a form of direct 
democracy with each person who was eligible to vote in the community gathering at town hall meetings to 
debate and vote on matters affecting them.

New England town hall meetings would continue throughout the Revolutionary era, but over time,  
as communities expanded and grew, some of them also turned to limited forms of representative  

government where elected officials represented people that had put them in office. Further south, Virginia’s 
House of Burgesses was one of the first colonial governments to place the power to create laws in the hands 
of representatives. This practice slowly became more common and in time the colonies developed more  
complex and sophisticated forms of government that also included judicial and executive offices. These  
systems of government were among the most representative in the world at this point in history, yet they  
never rose to the height of true representation because they generally excluded those who weren’t white, 
property-owning males from voting. The end result of this form of government was that free, white colonists  
in North America grew accustomed to governing themselves, and many of them increasingly approved  
of self-governance. 

Native peoples in North America had long practiced their own forms of government to guide their  
decision-making too. Individual nations or tribes often gathered to debate important matters affecting them.  
Women in some of these nations held the power to select their leaders or remove them if they did not think 
they were representing their people well. Native nations sometimes also formed unions and alliances  
between each other, such as the Iroquois Confederacy, which consisted of six different Native American 
nations: The Mohawk, the Cayuga, the Onondaga, the Oneida, the Seneca, and the Tuscarora. Native peoples 
in these and other nations or tribes had long histories with colonists and the foreign governments, at various 
times and places fighting against them, negotiating with them or working alongside them whenever it would 
benefit their attempts to maintain their own way of life.

Forms of Expression and Protest 

Colonists in America used a variety of strategies to make their voices heard on matters that were important to 
them. They used these strategies to share ideas, express grievances with governments and neighbors, and to 
argue for changes in their communities. When colonists believed their British liberties were under attack, they 
used these strategies to make their voices heard: they passed resolutions in their assemblies, wrote scathing 
critiques that were published in newspapers, created political cartoons, and convened a congress to  
formalize their demands and discuss solutions. These, along with an arsenal of other tools, would become 
common forms of protest in the following ten years.  

• Public oration was a tool that was used by colonists to, quite literally, make their opinions heard. Patrick 
Henry, known today as the source of the quote, “Give me Liberty, or give me Death” (though no written 
record of these exact words being spoken by him exists), was known by his peers in Virginia as a dynamic 
and persuasive speaker. Sharing one’s opinions in front of peers, whether in the General Assembly, the 
town meeting, or in the local tavern was a good opportunity to shape their opinions and hopefully win 
friends, collaborators and supporters of one’s cause. William Franklin, son of Benjamin Franklin, used his 
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oratory skills to appeal to the New Jersey Assembly in 1775, hoping he could convince them to mend 
ties with Great Britain. He argued that they had a choice of two roads to travel. One would lead to peace, 
happiness, and a reunion with Britain and the other to anarchy, misery, and civil war.

• Voting, for those few who were eligible to do it, was also a way to have a say in one’s community.  
Generally, only white, male, property-owners had this privilege in colonial governments, under the belief 
that their property meant they were more invested in the long-term well-being of their community and 
that others may be too delicate, too uninformed or immature, or too susceptible to bribery — having their 
votes bought — because of their economic dependence on others. The portion of the population that was 
able to vote would eventually grow in most  
colonies when new state constitutions came 
into effect, many of which relaxed property 
requirements for voting. For those that could 
vote, the process could be a very public 
affair and anonymity was often not possible. 
For example, in Virginia, votes were cast by 
voice, often in front of a crowd.

• Boycotting could be a very effective means 
for using — or not using — one’s wallet to 
make a political or social statement.  
When Parliament taxed tea and molasses being brought into the colonies, colonists found that they could 
express their displeasure with the taxes by simply not buying those goods. Charleston’s Non-Importation  
Agreement in 1769, for example, sent a clear message that colonists were willing to refuse to purchase 
goods from merchants in the colonies and go even further by not placing the orders to buy those goods 
from England. And this was a form of protest that was open to those who couldn’t vote, especially  
women, who were often the purchasers of goods for their families and households. Boycotters could then 
— or would need to — create their own goods to replace those they refused to buy or import. Some small 
colonial shops were pleased to no longer have to rely on the importation of British goods, while other 
merchants declined to participate in boycotts and continued importing goods from Britain, either to keep 
their businesses afloat or to express their support for the crown. The Sons of Liberty used broadsides and 
newspaper advertisements to urge others not to do business with William Jackson, an importer of British 
goods who opposed the boycotts.

• Art-making and craftwork offered other opportunities for expression. A well-drawn caricature,  
making fun of a politician, or an attention-grabbing print could sway people to one’s cause. Paul Revere, 
for example,  created an engraving based on an illustration he saw that depicted British soldiers gleefully 
shooting into a crowd of unarmed American colonists, including a praying woman and a man begging for 
the shooting to stop. It was a purposefully inaccurate depiction, but it was so widely known and  
reprinted then that it continues to be used in American textbooks today to illustrate the Boston Massacre. 
Even simple slogans on household goods could be quite popular, like teapots painted with the phrase 
“No Stamp Act,” which was, ironically, made in England.

• The written word was also a quite effective way to express one’s opinions, especially with printing  
presses and newspapers publishing in all of the 13 rebellious colonies. Thomas Paine, for example, swayed 
hearts and minds when he published both Common Sense and An American Crisis. Hannah Griffitts used 
her voice as a poet, on the one hand to disparage him and on the other, to support resistance to British 
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Did you know?

Some places in New England held “Negro Election Days” where  

people of African descent gathered to celebrate West African  

culture and vote on representatives for their communities.  

Enslaved people would often be given the day off by their owners 

so that they could participate. Those that were elected would 

often serve as liaisons between the Black and white communities. 
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policies — her opinions publicly changed over time. And Phillis Wheatley’s status in society as an enslaved 
person would have typically prevented her from exercising her voice in many ways, but she used her  
talent as a writer to write a collection of poems that simultaneously supported the Revolutionary desire for 
greater freedom while pointing out the hypocrisy in how they approached the matter of slavery. Other 
enslaved people also used the language of resistance being used by colonists to make themselves heard, 
such as when four enslaved men in Boston submitted a petition requesting their freedom to the governor 
of Massachusetts. Poetry, persuasive pamphlets, petitions, and published speeches and letters all played 
a role in shaping colonial ideas.

Colonists also used other means of making their opinions known. A mob might gather to engage in a protest, 
like those who tore down the statue of King George III. In other cases, they might steal what they considered 
to be overpriced bread but leave what they considered to be a fair payment in its place. They might create  
an effigy — a representation — of a person to which they would do harm. They might damage or destroy 
property, as with the Boston Tea Party, or when Sons of Liberty ransacked the home of Massachusetts’  
lieutenant governor, Thomas Hutchinson. And physical violence was a possibility as well. Tarring and feather-
ing, for example, though rare and infrequent, was both an extremely painful and embarrassing action taken 
against those who had made significant enemies of American colonists. The press in Great Britain often exag-
gerated the prevalence of this practice in the colonies, drawing additional attention to it. 

Forms of protests and persuasion used against one another and Great Britain were inspired both by long  
European traditions and by the unique experience of being together in new cultural environments across the 
ocean from the center of their Empire. Participation in trade organizations, militias, religious societies, elite 
schools, and more, created opportunities for relationship-building. Taverns, which were common sites of  
intersection for many people in the community as they ate, drank, shared news and information, and  
sometimes even danced and listened to music, created an excellent environment for ideas to be developed. 
So, too, did coffeehouses, which could be social centers and meeting places for businessmen and merchants a 
step above the common people.

In these different places, and using varied means of communication and persuasion, colonists of all kinds 
attempted to have a say in their world. Their debates and actions fueled the ongoing resistance against British 
policies and eventually a fierce war where disagreement raged even between the colonists themselves.


