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This guide contains two 
short essays offering very 
different views of the entire 
Colonial era in U.S. history. 
On pages 2–3 you will 
find instructions on taking 
notes on these essays 
and planning to debate 
them as a class. Your first 
task is to decide which 
essay you agree with, and 
why. A second task is to 
understand and be ready to 
defend the other essay as 
well. This will help you get 
ready to debate the essays 
in class. We will also offer 
some guidelines for that 
classroom debate. 

Debating the Documents

The  
Colonial Era

Seedbed of liberty or 
age of imperial conquest?
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Suggestions for the Student
YOUR OVERALL OBJECTIVE

The essays in this guide present two conflicting views of the history of colonial America. 
Your task is to read the essays, take notes on them and prepare to take part in a 
debate about them in class. Doing this will help you learn something very important 
about the field of history. History is really an ongoing discussion or dialogue. Facts 
are important. Truth is important. Many matters can be settled and agreed upon and 
many are. Yet the really exciting part of history is in the debates that keep it going. 
These debates are what guide historians in trying to answer the most interesting and 
important questions about the past. 

1. Review any Debating the Documents notes you have.
The two essays in this Guide will each mention some of the primary sources in the 
eight Debating the Documents sets on colonial America. To judge each essay, it will 
help to refresh your memory about the topics and sources used in those sets.

2. Read both essays in this guide.
Each essay argues in favor of one overall view of colonial history. The two views 
are strongly stated and clearly opposed to each other. Each essay states its view 
right away in its introductory paragraph. The rest of the essay supports this view 
by discussing specific features of colonial American history. The essays are strongly 
biased, but they back up their claims with facts and sources. Still, you do NOT have 
to agree with either essay. You may take a view different from both essays. Your goal 
should be to read the essays carefully and use them to clarify your own views about 
the history of colonial America.

3. Take notes on each essay using the Checklist on page 3 of this guide.
This checklist will help you think through all parts of each essay, and it will help you 
prepare for your role in the class debate about the essays.

4. Follow your teacher’s instructions for holding a class debate on these essays.
You will have a set task, or role to play. It will be to defend one of the essays, ask 
questions of the defenders or try to settle differences between the two groups of 
defenders. You will get a chance to state your own views. However, the debate will 
work best if you also play the role you are assigned. 

5. Here are some further rules for taking part in the debate.
• Use your notes and other worksheets as guides for the debate.

• Try to reach agreement about the main ideas and the overall meaning of  
each essay.

• Look for points of agreement as well as disagreement between the two essays. 

• Listen closely in the debate to all points of view about each essay.

• Focus on the strengths of each essay, not merely on whether you agree or disagree 
with it.
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Essay Analysis Checklist
Use this check list to take notes on each essay in this guide.  
As you read each essay, take a few notes on the topics listed below. Use these when 
preparing for your role in the debate on these two opposing views of colonial America. 
(Use other sheets of paper as needed.)

State the essay’s thesis. That is, 
state its main idea as presented  
in the first paragraph.

What key statements of fact best 
help to back up the essay’s thesis, 
or main idea?

Do any statements of fact seem 
false or unlikely to be accurate? 
List them.

Which statements are most 
biased? That is, which are one-
sided opinions not based on facts 
or clear reasons? List some.

How well are the primary sources 
used? Which sources are used to 
most clearly back up the thesis? 

Is the logic of the argument clear? 
Why or why not? 

Overall, how strong a case does 
this essay make? Why?
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In the early 1600s, small groups of British 
colonists braved months at sea to reach 
American soil. They did so for many 
reasons. Some came searching for gold. 
Others wanted a chance to practice their 
religious faiths. Some came only to clear 
a little land and create a better life for 
themselves and their families. None of these 
settlers planned to found a great democratic 
nation. None saw themselves as champions 
of freedom. None thought they were writing 
a whole new chapter in the history of liberty. 
And yet, that is exactly what they did.

In the 1600s and 1700s, these voyagers to 
America planted the seeds of liberty for this 
nation and for all humankind.

One of these “seeds” was sown before 
the colonists even came ashore. In 1620, 
Pilgrims aboard the Mayflower agreed to 
form themselves into a political group to 
“enact, constitute and frame such just and 
equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions 
and offices … as shall be thought most 
meet and convenient for the general good 
of the colony.” These words are from the 
Mayflower Compact. True, not all those on 
the Mayflower signed this famous document. 
After all, the Pilgrims on board were 
separatists from the Church of England. They 
wanted those of their faith to control the 
colony and its religious practices. Some who 
were not of their group were not allowed to 
sign the Mayflower Compact. In other words, 

that document did not create a perfect 
democracy. Yet it was still a unique and 
inspiring start in that direction. It was a big 
first step toward government based on the 
consent of the governed.

The Pilgrims had to deal with many huge 
problems as their colony grew. Conflicts  
of all sorts arose. Yet they worked hard  
to keep a spirit of community alive. Even 
when this spirit did fade, the Mayflower 
Compact remained for years the basis of 
Plymouth’s government.

The Puritans who founded Massachusetts 
Bay Colony were stricter in their views 
and actions than the Pilgrims. They dealt 
harshly with disagreement, as the cases of 
Roger Williams or Anne Hutchinson make 
very clear. In the case of Anne and her 
supporters, the Puritan fathers feared what 
they saw as an arrogant spirit of pride and 
rebellion against social order. The called it 
“antinomianism,” from the Latin for “no law.” 
Anne Hutchinson claimed to know God’s will 
directly in a way that no one could disprove 
or challenge. The colony’s leaders saw 
her as putting herself above the law. They 
felt their new and fragile community was 
endangered by what seemed to be a spirit 
of anarchy. Yet as fearful as they were, they 
also busily founded towns with governments 
based on voting rights for a sizable share of 
adult males. Even in Puritan Massachusetts, 
the seeds of democracy were being sown.

Moreover, a far more tolerant spirit would 
later arise in New England. By the mid-
1700s, Massachusetts was producing 
patriots like John Adams and Benjamin 
Franklin, men who championed freedom and 
tolerance for all religious beliefs.

In Virginia, the first African slaves arrived 
in 1619. Ironically, this was also the year 
when Virginia set up America’s first elected 
legislature or assembly. (Over time, such 
elected assemblies would develop in the 
other colonies as well.) As for slavery, yes, it 
was a great evil. Yet it was an evil practiced 
by just about every society on earth up to 

The Colonial Era: Seedbed of Liberty

Passengers aboard the Mayflower signing the Mayflower Compact.  
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZC4-7155.
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that time. What made Virginia unusual was 
that, from the start, the ideals of liberty and 
elected government also began to develop 
and spread there.

Why were these seeds of liberty planted in 
North America? And why, in time, did they 
take root and flower? Several factors help to 
explain this.

First there was a centuries-old British 
tradition of rights and liberties. Long before 
the colonists arrived in America, the British 
had slowly moved to limit the power of their 
kings and queens. At first, only the richest 
barons could openly seek more authority, as 
they did when they forced King John to sign 
the charter known as the Magna Carta, in 
1215. In the 1500s and 1600s, the British 
Parliament grew steadily more powerful. Its 
most important power was the right to tax. 
By the 1600s, it was hard for any British 
king to act unless Parliament was willing 
to grant him the needed funds. The ability 
to check the monarchy in this way was 
seen as a part of England’s basic unwritten 
constitution. Members of Parliament were 
chosen in different ways. Many citizens still 
had no say in this. Nevertheless, the idea 
that ordinary Englishmen had rights was a 
basic part of British tradition by the 1600s. 
Even those who could not vote had many 
legal protections, including the right to trial 
by jury.

Another key factor was the Protestant 
Reformation. Britain became a Protestant 
nation in the 1500s, after King Henry VIII 
broke with Roman Catholicism.

Henry VIII was certainly no democrat. 
Instead of the Pope controlling the church 
in England, he wanted the king to control 
it. He still allowed only one church, the 
Anglican Church (or Church of England). 
Yet Protestant religion still fostered liberty 
in a real way. It did this by putting much 
more stress on each individual’s ability to 
read and understand the Bible. As a result, 
priests and church ceremonies were seen 
as less important than each believer’s 
inner knowledge and faith. Moreover, 
many other Protestant groups arose — to 
“dissent,” or challenge, the practices of 

the Church of England. These dissenting 
faiths often put even more emphasis on 
the individual believer’s conscience. These 
Protestants — Pilgrim Separatists, Puritan 
Congregationalists, Presbyterians and others 
— all stressed literacy, learning and a spirit 
of individual striving for grace.

The colonists brought their British tradition 
of rights and their Protestant faiths with 
them to America. When they arrived, other 
factors also helped encourage the growth of 
liberty. These other factors were conditions 
in America itself.

For example, land was much easier to 
get in America. More people here than 
back in England could afford it. Fewer rich 
and powerful barons or other aristocrats 
bothered to come to America. As a result, 
class differences — that is, differences 
between rich and poor — were not nearly 
as great here. True, differences were very 
great on some of the slave plantations 
in the South. Yet even those plantations 
were run by hard-working men who did 
not see their birth or family background as 
giving them an automatic right to wealth 
and power. They had to earn it. They were 
businessmen. They took risks, went deep 
into debt, worked long hours and always 
kept on the lookout for ways to improve 
their plantations.

In time, many of them also developed a 
deep love of liberty. Perhaps seeing slaves 
around them only added to their desire for 
liberty. In the 1700s, a growing interest in 
learning and enlightenment also moved 
them. In time, some even began to seek a 
way out of the tragedy of slavery. What is 
amazing is not so much that these planters 
owned slaves, but that they began to see 
this as a great evil. Men like Jefferson, 
Washington, or George Mason all had  
slaves. They may have doubted that blacks 
were the equals of whites. Yet they also 
faced up to slavery and honestly admitted 
its injustice. Up to that time, slavery had 
always been seen as normal in nearly all 
societies. Yet in America a seed of liberty 
was planted that in time would lead more 
and more people to challenge and oppose 
the enslavement of other human beings.
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The treatment of Native Americans also 
leads many to doubt that colonial America 
can be seen as a seedbed of liberty. The 
story is one of broken treaties, land seizures, 
the Pequot War and King Philip’s War in 
New England, the Powhatan Wars in  
Virginia and many other battles. Yet as the 
Pilgrims again prove, this story is not quite 
so one-sided. Friendship and respect were 
also regularly shown by both sides. There 
really were Native Americans at the first 
Pilgrim Thanksgiving!

More generally, colonists and Indians usually 
wanted to trade peacefully. Trade was in fact 
often the main motive for their dealings with 
one another. It was certainly a key factor 
holding together the colonial alliance with 
the Iroquois Confederacy. British colonists 
had great respect for the Iroquois. In fact, 
they saw the Iroquois as powerful allies in 
dealing with other tribes on the frontier and 
in dealing with the French in Canada. True, 
the British used the Iroquois to get furs and 
to control other, less friendly tribes. Yet the 
Iroquois also used British aid and weapons 
to help them dominate other Indian nations 
and keep the French in line.

Indians fought as much with one another 
as with the European colonists. They never 
learned to make their own guns or iron 
tools. They could never fully unite. And they 
did finally have to retreat before the ongoing 
flood of European settlers. Two totally 
different ways of life clashed during the 
colonial era. Perhaps this could have been 
avoided, but it’s hard to see how.

Yet as tragic as this was, it did not stop the 
steady growth of liberty within the colonial 
societies themselves.

During the 1700s, the colonies also grew 
in population and wealth. And as they did, 
they became far more diverse in many ways. 
British, Scots, Scots-Irish, French, German 
and Dutch settlers came in increasing 
numbers. Each group brought its own 
skills, cultural patterns and ideas to add to 
a growing mix. Then there were the many 
religious faiths in the colonies: the dissenting 
Protestant faiths (from strict Puritans to 
the highly tolerant Quakers), Anglicans, 

Catholics and even small groups of Jews.

Then came the first Great Awakening, an 
outpouring of religious fervor in the 1730s 
and ‘40s. The preachers of this movement 
urged believers to experience a deep fear 
of damnation and an equally deep longing 
for God’s saving grace. They seemed to call 

for a return to the strict faith of the past. Yet 
these revival preachers also did something 
new. They appealed much more directly 
to each sinner’s personal longings. They 
stressed that each individual should freely 
decide on his or her own to accept God’s 
commands. This emphasis on individual 
choice was another factor helping to sow 
those seeds of liberty.

In fields and town squares, outside normal 
church settings, the preachers of the Great 
Awakening asked each individual to reach 
out alone for divine help. Some clergy feared 
these new preachers and said they were 
undermining traditional church authority. 
Perhaps they were.

They were also adding to the diversity of 
colonial religious life. Many local churches 
soon split into “New Lights” and “Old 
Lights.” Entirely new churches appeared 
and grew rapidly. Jonathan Edwards was 
a key leader of the Awakening. He was a 

Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special 
Collections Division.
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severe Puritan minister who called people 
back to a more demanding faith in a harsh 
and righteous God. Yet he also wrote about 
“the surprising work” of that God among 
the people during the revival. Something 
surprising did seem to be happening. The 
Great Awakening cut across traditional  
lines. As it did, it led many to take a more 
tolerant attitude toward the different faiths 
around them.

In other words, Americans became more 
accepting of religious differences. As the 
colonies grew wealthy, many focused less 
on the next world and more on making 
their way in this world. No one better 
illustrates this than Ben Franklin. He was 
practical about all aspects of life. And he 
judged religion in this same practical way. 
Did it bring people together and help them 
live better lives? If so, he was in favor of 
it. Franklin’s focus was on getting ahead, 
doing well in the world. And his writings 
were designed to help others do the same 
thing. He believed that each individual’s 
liberty added to the good of the  
whole community.

It is not all that surprising that Americans 
would adopt Franklin’s practical way of 
looking at life. After all, they had faced many 
practical challenges simply in carving a new 
society out of the wilderness. And they had 
used the best of their heritage in learning 
how to do this and how to get along as 
a people. In France, Franklin came to be 
admired as a hero of this new, simpler, 
freer land. He was seen as the perfect 
Enlightenment figure, a man of science  
and reason, yet also a plain-spoken man of 
the people. Perhaps some of this is a myth. 
Yet some of it is true, both of the man and 
his society.

The Declaration of Independence did not 
arise out of thin air. Its words are a stirring 
appeal for liberty, equality and the idea of 
a government based on the consent of the 
governed. The phrases are noble — “We 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal.” Yet in some ways, 
the words only describe the way many 
Americans were already living. Even many 
loyalists in the American Revolution fully 
shared these ideas about liberty, though 
they were not ready to make the final break 
with Great Britain. That break, when it 
came, was yet another sign that the seeds 
of liberty were taking root. Huge challenges 
lay ahead. Yet it was already clear to some, 
like Franklin, which course the nation must 
follow in order to be true to what were now 
its most cherished beliefs.

Illustration of Franklin based on original by Joseph Siffred 
Duplessis in 1778. Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-45334.
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The Colonial Era: Age of Imperial Conquest

All too many Americans hold a view of 
the colonial era that is really just a fairy 
tale. According to this fairy tale, idealistic 
settlers arrive seeking liberty and a chance 
to worship God in freedom. They work 
hard, reach out to friendly Indians, hold 
democratic town meetings, set up elected 
assemblies and begin to build a free and 
equal society. Over time, that free society 
fights a revolution and offers its idealistic 
notions of liberty to the world. This heroic 
story does contain some truth. But for the 
most part it is a myth. In fact, these early 
settlers were actually the first forces in what 
amounted to a European invasion and 
conquest of North America.

Let’s start with the Indians. The first contacts 
with Native Americans often resulted in trade 
and even fairly friendly dealings. Perhaps the 
Indians simply did not realize how dangerous 
these new-comers were. They soon found 
out. In Plymouth, the first Thanksgiving may 
have included some Wampanoags and 
all may have had a good time. However, 
the Pilgrims wasted no time in fortifying 
their village against attack with walls and 
cannons, taking the land they needed and 
beginning the process of pushing the Native 
Americans back farther and farther to  
the west.

Plymouth’s neighbors to the North in 
Massachusetts Bay were much worse. Their 
intolerant Puritan beliefs taught them to 
regard Indians as savages. The Pequot War 
in 1637 was an early sign of what to expect. 
Then came King Philip’s War. King Philip, or 
Metacomet, was chief of the Wampanoags. 
He took over as chief after the Pilgrim’s best 
Native American friend, chief Massasoit, 
died. Metacomet was against further land 
grabs by Europeans, and in 1675 he went 
to war to stop them. But by then, the New 
England colonies had 70,000 people. The 
war was terrible to both sides. Many New 
England towns were destroyed and the 
inhabitants killed or carried off. Yet the 
outcome was never in doubt. For each 
colonist killed probably three Indians died. 

The war ended when the Wampanoag 
leader was shot by an Indian working for 
the colonists. The Wampanoag, Nipmuck, 
Narragansett, Mohegan and Podunk tribes 
were all nearly totally destroyed.

Meanwhile, in Virginia, Bacon’s rebellion 
was underway. It involved angry frontier 
settlers upset with the colony’s leaders. A 
key demand was for tougher action against 
the Indians. Native peoples had long faced 
pressure in Virginia to give up their lands, 
going back at least to the time of the 
Powhatan Wars in the 1620s. Peace with 
Native Americans held only until settler land 
hunger grew too strong.

The history of dealings with the Iroquois 
are a good proof of this. It is true the 
British colonists made friends with them 
and traded with them for furs. Writers like 
Cadwallader Colden even praised and 
exaggerated Iroquois power. However, they 
did this only in order to use the Iroquois 
to control other tribes and the French in 
Canada. The Iroquois got guns and other 
tools from the British. In the long run, 
though, these things did them little good. 
By the mid-1700s, their lands were rapidly 
being taken over by the onrushing tide  
of settlers.

As for the governments in their own 
colonies, the Europeans often came with 

Samuel de Champlain and France’s Indian allies clash with the Mohawks, 
1609. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,  
LC-USZ62-108526.
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noble phrases. But their practice never lived 
up to their words.

The Mayflower Compact sounds good on 
paper. In that document, a few Pilgrims 
agreed to form a government and pass “just 
and equal laws,” as they saw fit. For a while, 
they lived by these rules in their small village. 
Yet in reality, the Pilgrims’ close community 
soon spread out, as the settlers gave in to 
the same uncontrolled land hunger that was 
fueling settlement elsewhere.

To the north of Plymouth, a much harsher 
Puritan government soon appeared. The 
Massachusetts Bay Colony from the start 
aimed to create a rigid, tightly controlled 
society based on the Bible. All dissent from 
the Puritan ministers and magistrates was 
to be crushed ruthlessly. Anne Hutchinson 
found this out in 1637. Just for expressing 
her own private religious views she was 
banished from the colony forever. So was 
Roger Williams. Quakers were hung. In 
1692, many innocent people were accused 
of witchcraft in Salem and dozens were 
executed. And this by people who said they 
hoped their colony would be a “city on a hill” 
for all the world to admire!

Colonial religious views changed in the 
1700s. Some preachers took a less harsh 
approach. Many of them stressed the use 
of reason in religion. Some showed more 
tolerance toward those of a different faith. 
Yet as soon as this more easy-going mood 
arose, a bitter reaction to it also took hold, 
the so-called Great Awakening. Preachers 
connected with it once again threatened 

sinners with hell fire and denounced any 
minister who disagreed with them. Some 
were well-meaning. A few were thoughtful. 
Yet many were fanatics. Among these 
fanatics were some hucksters who merely 
sought fame and the money donations of 
their easily fooled followers.

Out to enrich themselves, these preachers 
were typical of much else in colonial 
America. A get-rich-quick spirit controlled 
many settlers from the start. In the 1700s, 
this spirit of greed only seemed to grow. 
Merchants in New England might pray for 
their souls at church on Sunday. But the 
rest of the week, they were busy making 
money. Some of them smuggled goods into 
the colonies in violation of British Navigation 
Acts. Others grew rich by supplying slave 
planters in the Caribbean with New  
England goods, or by trading and selling 
slaves themselves.

Land ownership and battles over it were 
often the main issue in daily life in many rural 
towns and villages.

This relentless drive for success and 
wealth even shaped the character of widely 
admired figures like Benjamin Franklin. In 
many ways, Franklin was admirable. He was 
practical, and he was tolerant in religion. He 
supported community good works such as 
hospitals and libraries. He favored the ideals 
of liberty, and he helped write them into the 
Declaration of Independence and the U.S. 
Constitution. He was full of good advice to 
ordinary citizens.

Yet even John Adams could see Franklin’s 
flaws, criticizing his “passion for reputation 
and fame” and his “most affectionate and 
insinuating way of charming the woman or 
the man that he fixes on.” In other words, 
Franklin was a good public relations man. 
He was someone who was very good at 
selling himself to the public and fooling many 
about his true nature. In this sense, perhaps 
he really was the ideal of the new American 
personality. For this huckster style would in 
time become an ideal for many Americans. It 
was not, however, a trait others around the 
world would find all that attractive.

The greatest of America’s hucksters and 

A 1763 British engraving making fun of Great Awakening preacher  
George Whitefield. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,  
LC-USZ62-108255.
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greedy businessmen were the slave-owning 
planters of the South. Yes, they were often 
refined and educated men. Their plantation 
homes were full of fine furniture and libraries 
with good books. Yet these men were 
not kindly and paternal lords of their vast 
lands. They were hard and often harsh 
businessmen. Usually deep in debt, they 
also were hustlers every bit as much as the 
Northern merchants who sold them  
their slaves.

Slavery was their greatest shame. The first 
slaves in the colonies arrived in Virginia 
in 1619. However, only in the 1700s did 
slavery really begin to spread throughout the 
colonies. It existed in the North, also, but 
it really took hold in the Southern colonies. 
Why? Because Indians could not easily be 
managed as slaves doing backbreaking labor 
on rice and tobacco plantations. Nor could 
enough white indentured servants be found 
to risk life and limb for many years to do 
such awful work. Once the planters were rich 
and comfortable enough, they began to buy 
slaves by the shiploads to do all their work 
for them.

It is true that a few of these plantation slave 
owners did develop misgivings about slavery. 
Yet the vast majority did not. The notion 

that slavery in the American South would 
have died out in time is a myth. If anything, 
Virginia’s laws controlling slaves and keeping 
them apart from whites only grew stricter as 
time went on. It became harder for owners 
to free their slaves. It became easier for  
them to punish them for just about any 
reason whatsoever.

Even those planters who worried about 
slavery seemed unable to do anything about 
it. True, Washington freed his slaves in his 
will. That was generous of him! After those 
slaves had worked for him all their lives he 
finally gave them freedom when it could no 
longer matter to him. And Thomas Jefferson 
never freed his slaves. Jefferson is supposed 
to be a shining example of the reason and 
tolerance of the European Enlightenment. 
Yet he could write of black Africans, “that 
in memory they are equal to the whites; in 
reason much inferior, … in imagination they 
are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.” It is true 
that Jefferson worried greatly about slavery. 
Yet his concern seems to have been more 
with its harmful effects on white slave owners 
than on the slaves themselves!

This is the same man who could write those 
glowing words in the Declaration, that “all 
men are created equal.” These are fine 
phrases. However, they do not really sum up 
what most Americans felt at that time or how 
they actually governed themselves then or 
later. Some historians disagree. They say the 
Declaration described what actually already 
existed in America. Moreover, they say those 
republican ideals arose directly from a long 
British tradition of rights and freedoms.

It is true that in 1619, Virginia’s House of 
Burgesses met for the first time. Many 
today say this was the first popularly elected 
legislature. Yet only white men who owned 
a certain amount of property were allowed 
to vote. This is certainly not surprising. After 
all, very few English citizens had any say in 
choosing members of the British Parliament 
at that time. And this continued to be so well 
into the 1800s.

Throughout the American colonies, voting 
was limited to white property-owning males. 
Often membership in the right church was 

Two notices of black slaves for sale. Library of Congress, Prints 
and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-10474. 
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also a requirement. And of course, no 
women or slaves could vote. So the stirring 
phrases of the Declaration did not describe 
any reality at the time, and they did little to 
bring about real democratic change for a 
long time to come.

As for the “American Revolution,” it really 
wasn’t much of a revolution. After all, the 
same wealthy white males who started it 
were in charge during and after it. Some 
black slaves fought for the British. Others 
fought for the colonial rebels. Yet slavery 
continued after the war. In fact, the British 
abolished slavery in their other colonies 
before it was ended in the United States.

And of course it took even longer for women 
to win the right to vote. No, the American 
rebellion against the British was actually 
little more than a power grab by those who 
already had power. They only wanted to end 
the British taxes that kept them from getting 
richer. They also wanted to buy up land in 
the west, and so they had to end British 
limits on westward settlement if that land was 
to have any value.

The high ideals of the Declaration were an 
excuse. Slave owners and wealthy merchants 
spoke dishonestly when they talked about 
equality and liberty. The mistreatment of the 
loyalists shows how ready the nation’s new 
leaders were to punish people for disagreeing 
with them. 

So no, the colonial era was no seedbed 
of liberty. It began as a European drive for 
profit and conquest. It ended with some 
Americans taking over this job from the 
British themselves. As for liberty, it would  
be a long time in coming for all too many 
other Americans.
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