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A Plague on Both
Your Houses

By Carl Watner
Suppose you were an advocate of a consistent philosophy of

freedom and self-government living in British north America in the
early 1770s. What position would you have taken with regards to
the ongoing resistance to British rule and the establishment of
new governments free from Parliamentary control? How would you
have analyzed the rhetoric and the actions of the revolutionists?
Would you have considered the Declaration of Independence a truly
liberating document? Did it emanate from a governmental body
that could rightfully be described as a State or was the Second Con-
tinental Congress a voluntary body of people that made no claims
to national sovereignty? In short, as the revolution, unfolded
before your eyes, what did you learn about the nature of the State?
Did the State ever die in North America or was the Constitution of
1789 merely a continuation of the activities of the pre-
revolutionary era?

The classical definition of the State is that it is an institution
which possesses one or both (and almost always both) of the follow-
ing characteristics: (1) it acquires its income by physical coercion,
Known as taxation; and (2) it asserts and maintains a coerced
monopoly of th¾ provision of defense services (police, army and
courts) over a given territorial area. As THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE
SOCIAL SCIENCES puts it, The State is a community in which
membership is not voluntary but imposed upon all individuals
within a given territory." (Vol. 7, p. 9) Few would disagree that the
State is a complex institution, but all States seem to share certain
characteristics: the acquiescence of a majority which allows them
to control sufficient physical force to tax, police and defend the
population of a specified area; a legislature exists to pass laws to
define crimes (against the State); it issues money and maintains a
post office. Every State is of necessity a police State because its ac-
tions are invasive. By its very nature, the State must violate in-
dividual rights, but some States may be more totalitarian than
others.

Did a State actually exist in North America during the early days
of the revolution? If it did, then how totalitarian was it? Two ready
measures of State oppression will be used to answer these ques-
tions. The oppressiveness of a State can be determined by (1) judg-
ing how much a criminal people become when they simply attend
to their own business; and (2) to what extent do government
employees confiscate property? If no one became a criminal for
minding his own business and no property is taxed" then it is
reasonably safe to say that no State existed. Where do the revolun-
tionary governments of 1776 stand in these respects? To what ex-
tent did the revolutionists actually oppose the State? Just because
the Americans were opposed to the British State, is it safe to con-
clude that they were opposed to all States in general, and an in-
digenous State in particular? How stateless" was the ideology of
the American revolution? How libertarian was the revolution itself?

The Quakers are a particularly apt group of people to look at in
times of revolutionary upheavals because their pronounced
pacifism makes them an unlikely threat to either side of the con-
flict. Most members of the Society of Friends refused to support
either the British or the Americans. Their goal was to maintain a
passive neutrality, without actively aiding either side. For this they
were condemned by both sides. The Quakers were one group of peo-
ple that offered no threat to the American cause, yet the history of
their treatment during the American revolution demonstrates how

coercive the American State had become, even before the issuance
of the Declaration of Independence. As early as 1775, many Friends
refused to sign the articles of Association, the American declara-
tion of October 1774, to abide by the non-intercourse agreements
against Britain. Neither the Americans nor the British seemed to
understand that the Quaker policy embraced a traditional loyalty
to the old order, as well as a passive, if unenthusiastic, obedience
to the new. As we shall see, the Quaker attempt to mind their own
business made each and every Quaker a criminal from the point of
view of American law.

The Quakers were particularly hard hit by the laws compelling
military service and the swearing of test oaths. Both sets of laws
were passed by many state assemblies. In Massachusetts and
Rhode Island, where heavy concentration! of Quakers lived, selec-
tive service laws were imposed shortly after the outbreak of the
revolution. In Massachusetts, by a law of September 1776, persons
refusing the draft or the hiring of a substitute were to be fined 10
English pounds or imprisoned up to two months. (Three young
Quakers from Worcester were actually imprisoned soon after the
passage of the laws.) In Rhode Island, at first, Quakers were subject
merely to the requirement included in pre-war legislation of per-
forming in an emergency certain auxiliary non-combatant but
paramilitary duties, such as acting as scouts or messengers. Later
in April 1777, the Rhode Island assembly imposed a draft upon all
citizens, including Quakers. There was no exemption for conscien-
tious objectors and those who would not find substitutes were to
have a distress levied upon their property. (Brock, 200) When a
British attack on Philadelphia was expected, the Continental
authorities were desperate for men to stem the enemy advance.
Two men from a Philadelphia meeting were jailed for refusing to
bear arms or work at the entrenchments near the city." They were
released after Friends had intervened with General Israel Putnam.

Due to their rejection of bellicose means, Quakers often refused
to handle the paper currency issued by the Second Continental
Congress and state assemblies. In their eyes the usage of such
money was not financially honest (they preferred using gold or
silver coins), since transactions carried on with it, whether by the
authorities or by private individuals, did not approximate the true
values involved. Furthermore, continental paper money was con-
sidered to be a covert means of taxation to finance the prosecution
of the war. In February 1776, as a result of their outspoken stand
against the money, the two Fisher brothers (Samuel Rowland Fisher
and his brother of Philadelphia) were advertised as enemies of the
American cause, and their stores were temporarily closed down by
the authorities." (Brock, 208)

During the period of serious military crisis, when Philadelphia
was threatened by British troops, 17 leading Philadelphia Quakers
and three well-known Anglicans were accused of "treasonable rela-
tions with the enemy." Their arrests took place between Sept. 2nd
and 5th, 1777 and on Sept. 9th the men were removed to Win-
chester, Virginia, for safekeeping. They were held in custody until
April 1778. Two members of the group died during their detention.
The charge of Quaker complicity with the British was undoubtedly

false; it was based in part on hearsay, in part on forged documents,
and in part on the known neutralist and quasi-loyalist sentiments
of these leading members of the Pennsylvania Society. The arrests
were precipitated by a resolution of the Continental Congress,
issued in late August 1777. The exiles were never tried and branded
their imprisonment illegal and arbitrary. (Brock, 251-252, 258)

J. P. Brissot de Warville, who travelled widely throughout the
United States, half a decade after the end of the American Revolu-
tion, had this to say about the Quakers and the war:
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