‘Between 1700 and 1760, members of the representative assemblies in British
‘Nerth America gradually expanded their authuority and power. Their success was

The Rise of Colonial
Self-Government

the result of greater popular participation in pelitics and their own politica|
. skilis, However; the shift in power from imperial appointees to cclonial jegisla-
tors occurred in a piecemeal fashion, as the almost unconscious product of 3
series of small, seemingly inconsequential struggles, As you read the following

cosrespondence among legistators, governors, and British officials, look closely
at tha character of the disputes and how they were resolved.

Alexander Spotswood .
Confronting the House of Burgesses

As a reward for his military service fighting the forces of
Louis X!V of France, Alexander Spotswood became gover-
nor of Virginia in 1710. A contentious man, Spotswood was
a controversial governor, He told the House of Burgesses
o its face that the voters had mistakenly chosen *a set of
representatives whom heaven has not generally endowed
with the ordinary [intellectual or social] qualifications reg-
uistte to legislators.” Spotswood set out to reform the vot-
ing system that, in his judgment, produced such mediccre
representatives. His efforts to oust poputar members of
the gentry from the House of Burgesses created few
friends; in 1722, his enemies in Virginia used their infiu-
ence in London te have him removed from office.

To ye Councll of Trade, Virginia, October 15, 1712
MY LORDS: )

... The Indians continue their Incursions in North
Carcling, and the Death of Colo. Hyde, their Gov'r, which
happened the beginning of lest Month, increases the mis-
ery of that province. . ..

This Unhappy State of her Majt’s Subjects in my
Neighbourhood is ye more Affecting to me because [ have
very little hopes of being enabled to relieve thern by our
Assermnbly, which T have called to meet next Week; for the
Mob of this Country, having tried their Strength in the
+ late Election and finding themselves able to carry whom
they please, have generelly chosen representatives of their
own Class, who as their principal Recommerndation have
declared their resolution to raise no Tax on the people, let
the occasion be what it will. This is owing to a defect in
the Constitution, which allows to every one, tho’ but just
out of the Condition of a Servant, and that can but pur-
chase half an acre of Land, an equal Vote with the Man of
the best Estate in the Couniry. ’

The Militia of this Colony is perfectly useless without
Arms or ammunition, and by an unaccountable infutua-
ticn, no arguments I have used can prevail on these
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people to make their Militia more Serviceable, or to fall
into any other measures for the Defence of their Country,
[From the Jouznal of the Virginia Council]
December the 17th, 1714

- The Governor this day laying before the Council a let-
ter from the Right Honorable the Lords Commissioners
for Trade dated the 23d of April 1713 directing him to
advise with the Council & o recommend to the General
Asserbly to pass a law for qualifying the Electors & the

- 'persons Blected Burgesses to serve in the Generall

Assembly of this Colony in a more just & equal manner
than the Laws now in force do direct. . . . The Council
declare that they cannot advise the Governor to move
for any alteration in the present method of Electing of
Burgesses, some being of opinion that this is not a proper
time, & others that the present manner of electing of
Burgesses & the qualifications of the elected is sufficiently
provided for by the Laws now in force.
To Mr. Secretary James Stanbope, July 15, 1715

, .. L cannot forbear regretting yt T must always have
to do with ye Representatives of ye Vulgar People, and
mostly with such members as are of their Stamp and
Understanding, for so long as half an Acre of Land (which
is of sinall value in this Country) gualifys a man to be an
Elector, the meaner sort of People will ever carry ye
Flections, and the humour generally runs to choose such
men as are their most familiar Companiens, who very
eageily seek to be Burgesses merely for the lucre of the
Salary, and whao, for fear of not being chosen agein, dare
in Assembly do nothing that may be disrelished [disap-
proved] out of the House by ye Common People. Hence it
often happens yt what appears prudent and feasible to his

“Majesty’s Goverpors and Council here will not pass with

the House of Burgesses, zpon whom they must depend for
the means of putting their designs in Execution.
To the Lords Commissioners of Trade, May 23, 1716

" ... The behaviour of this Gentleman [Philtp Ludwell
Jr., the colony's Auditor] in constantly opposing whatever
1 have offered for ye due collecting the Quitt rents [annual




feudal dues on land) and regulating the Acc'ts; his stirring
up ve humours of the people before the last election of
Burgesses; tampering with the most mutinous of that -
house, and betraying to them the measures resolved on in
Council for his Majesty’s Service, would have made me
likewise suspend him from ye Council, but I find by the
late Instructions I have received from his Majesty that
Power is taken from ye Governor and transferred upon the
majority of that Board [of Councilors}, and while there are

no Jess than seven of his Relations there, it is impossible to.

get a Majority to consent to the Suspensmn of him.

Sources: R, A. Brock, ed., The Officlal Letters of Alexander Spatswoed {Richmend: _. -

Virginin Historical Society, 1885), 2: 1-2, 124, 154~155, H. R MacThwaine, ed., .
Executive Journals of the Coancil afCofonmi \’ilguua {R:chmcmd. \'hgln!n State -
Library, 1928), 3: 382, .

George Clinton
A Plea for Assistance

George Clinton served as governor of New York from 1744
to 1752, tike many governors during the era of saluiary
neglect, Clinton owed his appointment to political connec-
tions in England. As the second son of the seventh Earl of
Lincoln, he would inherit neither the family’s estate nor his
father's position in the House of Lords; those went to his
eider brother. To provide an income for Clinton, his family
traded its votes in Parliament for patronage appointments,
However, once Clinton was installed as governor of New
York, he found himself dependent on the assembly for the
payment of his salary—and the salarles of ail members of
his administraticon.

My Lords,

1 have in my former letters mformd Your Lordships
what Incroachments the Assemblys of this province have
from time to time made on His Majesty’s Prerogative &
Authority in this Province in drawing an absclute depen-
dence of all the Officers upon them for their Saleries &
Reward of their services, & by their takmg in effect the
Nomination to all Officers. .

1stly, That the Assembly refuse to admit of any
amendment to any money bill, in any part of the Bill; so -

“that the Bill must pass as it comes from the Assembly, or
- all the Supplies granted for the support of Government, &
- the most urgent services must be lost.

" 2ndly; It appears that they take the Payment of the

. [military] Forces, passing of Muster Rolls into their own
- hands by na.mmg the Cormmssanes f01 these purposes in

the Act. -

" 3rdly, They by pranting the Saleries to the Officers
personally by narme & not to the Officer for the time
being, intimate that if any person be appointed to any

- Office his Salery mmst depend upon their approbation of
“the Appointment. .

-1 must now re_fer 1t ta Your Lordships’ consideration

" whether it be not high time to put a stop to these usurpa-
. " tions of the Assembly on His Majesty's Authority in this
" Province and for that purpose may it not be proper that

His Majesty signify his Disallowance of the Act at least for

" the payment of Saleries,

Source: E. B. O'Callaghan, ed., Donunents Relotive to the Coloxinl Hisiory of the Stare of
New York {Albany, 1860 om), 2: 211,

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. What policies does Spotsweod wish to pursue? Why
can't he persuade the House of Burgesses to implemant
them? According to Spoiswood, what is wrong with
Virginia's pofitical system? How does he prepose to
reform it?

2. Unlike the House of Burgesses, which was elected by
qualified voters, the members of the Governcr’s Council
in Virginia were appointed by the king, usually on
the governor's recommendation. What is the council’s
response to the plan to reform the politica! system?
Given Spotswood's description of the incident invoiving
Philip Ludweli, where did the political sympathles of the
council lie?

3. What were Clintan's complaints about the actions of
the New York assemily? Did these actions reprasent
a mora or |ess serious threat to imperial power than
the activities of the Virginia Burgesses? Based on
their correspondence with the Board of Trade, which
governor—Spotswood or Clinton—was the sironger
representative of the interests of the crown?
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1. Policies Induded tmproving the mill
tia, making voting more cf an elite
activity, and collecting taxes more
efficiently.
¢ The Burgesses delayed and

stalled on the actions Spotswood

wanted partly because they were
lower-class men who served for
the salary, disdained wealthy priv:
itege such as Spotswood enjoyed,
and were careful to take no polit
cal action that would upset the
people of their social dlass, The
colony's auditor also refused to
fisten 1o the governor,

Spotswood feit that Virginia's

political system allowed any

man with half an acre to vote,

enabling fower classes to elect

representatives from within thelr
own classes, which could lead to
increases in taxation. Family refa-
ticns also protected some men in
office, such as the colony auditor.

= Spotswood wanted to reform the
system by increasing the voting
qualifications and making the
House of Burgesses more answer-
able to his dictates.

2. The council was wary of antagoniz-
ing the lower classes, bearing in
mind Bacon’s Rebeliion a genera-
tion eaflier, The Ludwell incident
revealed that the council wanted o
keep a modicum of popular sover-
eignty through the House of
Burgesses in order to keep the
papulation contented.

3. Complaints; The assembly con-
trolled the salaries and nominations
of colonial politicians, making
Clinton's officers dependent on the
assembly and reduding his control.
The assembly also refused to add
any amendments to money bills for
colony resources. Finally, the assem-
bly named the commissaries for the
militia companies, thereby control-
ing the economy. :

e Compared to the Virginia House
of Burgesses, it appears that the
New York assembiy had more
control over colonial finances,
and thus the government. Clinton
appears to have been powerless
to deal with 1t.

o Clinton appears to be a stronger
representative of the crown's
interests because he advocates
that the crown "put a stop
to these usurpations of the
Assembly” and increase roya
control,



