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I agree, that "two supreme and independent authorities cannot exist in the same 
state," any more than two supreme beings in one universe; And, therefore, I 
contend, that our provincial legislatures are the only supreme authorities in our 
colonies. Parliament, notwithstanding this, may be allowed an authority supreme 
and sovereign over the ocean, which may be limited by the banks of the ocean, 
or the bounds of fur charters; our charters give us no authority over the high 
seas. Parliament has our consent to assume a jurisdiction over them. And here is 
a line fairly drawn between the rights of Britain and the rights of the colonies, 
namely, the banks of the ocean, or low-water mark; the line of division between 
common law, and civil or maritime law. . .  
 
"If then, we are a part of the British empire, we must be subject to the supreme 
power of the state, which is vested in the estates in parliament."  
 
Here, again, we are to be conjured out of our senses by the magic in the words 
"British empire," and "supreme power of the state." But, however it may sound, I 
say we are not a part of the British empire; because the British government is not 
an empire. The governments of France, Spain, &c. are not empires, but 
monarchies, supposed to be governed by fixed fundamental laws, though not 
really. The British government is still less entitled to the style of an empire. It is a 
limited monarchy. If Aristotle, Livy, and Harrington knew what a republic was, the 
British constitution is much more like a republic than an empire. They define a 
republic to be a government of laws, and not of men. If this definition is just, the 
British constitution is nothing more nor less than a republic, in which the king is 
first magistrate. This office being hereditary, and being possessed of such ample 
and splendid prerogatives, is no objection to the government's being a republic, 
as long as it is bound by fixed laws, which the people have a voice in making, 
and a right to defend. An empire is a despotism, and an emperor a despot, 
bound by no law or limitation but his own will; it is a stretch of tyranny beyond 
absolute monarchy. For, although the will of an absolute monarch is law, yet his 
edicts must be registered by parliaments. Even this formality is not necessary in 
an empire. .  
 
"If the colonies are not subject to the authority of parliament, Great Britain and 
the colonies must be distinct states, as completely so as England and Scotland 
were before the union, or as Great Britain and Hanover are now." There is no 
need of being startled at this consequence. It is very harmless. There is no 
absurdity at all in it. Distinct states may be united under one king. And those 
states may be further cemented and united together by a treaty of commerce. 
This is the case. We have, by our own express consent, contracted to observe 
the Navigation Act, and by our implied consent, by long usage and uninterrupted 
acquiescence, have submitted to the other acts of trade, however grievous some 



of them may be. This may be compared to a treaty of commerce, by which those 
distinct states are cemented together, in perpetual league and amity. . .  
 
The only proposition in all this writer's long string of pretended absurdities, which 
he says follows from the position that we are distinct states, is this: That, "as the 
king must govern each state by its parliament, those several parliaments would 
pursue the particular interest of its own state; and however well disposed the king 
might be to pursue a line of interest that was common to all, the checks and 
control that he would meet with would render it impossible." Every argument 
ought to be allowed its full weight; and therefore candor obliges me to 
acknowledge, that here lies all the difficulty that there is in this whole controversy. 
There has been, from first to last, on both sides of the Atlantic, an idea, an 
apprehension that it was necessary there should be some superintending power, 
to draw together all the wills, and unite all the strength of the subjects in all the 
dominions, in case of war, and in the case of trade. The necessity of this, in case 
of trade, has been so apparent, that, as has often been said, we have consented 
that parliament should exercise such a power. In case of war, it has by some 
been thought necessary. But, in fact and experience, it has not been found so. . . 
. The inconveniences of this were small, in comparison of the absolute ruin to the 
liberties of all which must follow the submission to parliament, in all cases, which 
would be giving up all the popular limitations upon the government. .  
 
But, admitting the proposition in its full force, that it is absolutely necessary there 
should be a supreme power, coextensive with all the dominions, will it follow that 
parliament, as now constituted, has a right to assume this supreme jurisdiction? 
By no means.  
 
A union of the colonies might be projected, and an American legislature; for, if 
America has 3,000,000 people, and the whole dominions 12,000,000, she ought 
to send a quarter part of all the members to the house of commons; and instead 
of holding parliaments always at Westminister, the haughty members for Great 
Britain must humble themselves, one session in four, to cross the Atlantic, and 
hold the parliament in America.  
 
There is no avoiding all inconveniences in human affairs. The greatest possible, 
or conceivable, would arise from ceding to parliament power over us without a 
representation in it. . . . The least of all would arise from going on as we began, 
and fared well for 150 years, by letting parliament regulate trade, and our own 
assemblies all other matters.  
 
But perhaps it will be said, that we are to enjoy the British constitution in our 
supreme legislature, the parliament, not in our provincial legislatures. To this I 
answer, if parliament is to be our supreme legislature, we shall be under a 
complete oligarchy or aristocracy, not the British constitution, which this writer 
himself defines a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. For king, 
lords, and commons, will constitute one great oligarchy, as they will stand related 



to America, as much as the decemvirs did in Rome; with this difference for the 
worse, that our rulers are to be three thousand miles off. . . . If our provincial 
constitutions are in any respect imperfect, and want alteration, they have 
capacity enough to discern it, and power enough to effect it, without interposition 
of parliament. . . . America will never allow that parliament has any authority to 
alter their constitution at all. She is wholly penetrated with a sense of the 
necessity of resisting it at all hazards.... The question we insist on most is, not 
whether the alteration is for the better or not, but whether parliament has any 
right to make any alteration at all. And it is the universal sense of America, that it 
has none. .  
 
That a representation in parliament is impracticable, we all agree; but the 
consequence is, that we must have a representation in our supreme legislatures 
here. This was the consequence that was drawn by kings, ministers, our 
ancestors, and the whole nation, more than a century ago, when the colonies 
were first settled, and continued to be the general sense until the last peace; and 
it must be the general sense again soon, or Great Britain will lose her colonies. .  
 
"It is our highest interest to continue a part of the British empire; and equally our 
duty to remain subject to the authority of parliament," says Massachusettensis.  
 
We are a part of the British dominions, that is, of the King of Great Britain, and it 
is our interest and duty to continue so. It is equally our interest and duty to 
continue subject to the authority of parliament, in the regulation of our trade, as 
long as she shall leave us to govern our internal policy, and to give and grant our 
own money, and no longer. 
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