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Stamp Act 
 

The French and Indian War (1754–63) 
doubled the debt of the British government and 
at the same time greatly increased British 
possessions in America. The British government 
therefore decided to station British troops in the 
colonies to prevent the French from recovering 
Canada and to defend the colonies against the 
Indians. Most Englishmen thought it only right 
that the colonies should help pay for the support 
of these troops. For a partial support of the troops 
the British Parliament therefore passed the Stamp 
Act in 1765. This provided that stamps purchased 
from the British government should be used on 
all important documents, periodicals, almanacs, 
pamphlets, and playing cards. 
 

This tax aroused great opposition among 
the colonists for three reasons: the colonists 
thought they should not be taxed except by their 

own representatives; they opposed the presence of British troops; and the tax had to 
be paid in silver. This would carry so much of their sound money to England that it 
would seriously interfere with business. Benjamin Franklin, in England at the time, 
counseled compliance with the law. But a Stamp Act Congress, representing nine 
colonies, met in New York City on October 7, 1765, and declared that only the 
colonial assemblies should tax the colonists. The congress also petitioned the king 
and Parliament for repeal of the objectional measures. When the stamped papers 
began to arrive, mobs seized them or forced the ships’ captains to take them back to 
England. They also forced stamp commissioners to resign, so that even where the 
stamps were landed there was no one to distribute them. 
 

Many wealthy merchants favored stopping all business that required the use 
of stamped papers. This, they said, would be perfectly legal, and it would so 
seriously interfere with the business of British merchants that Parliament would be 
forced to repeal the law. But printers and lawyers, small shopkeepers and laborers, 
who would be hurt if business stopped, wanted to disregard the Stamp Act entirely. 
These groups called themselves Sons of Liberty. 
 

Figure 1: The Pennsylvania Journal of October 
1765 published a warning against the Stamp Act 
entitled “An Emblem of the Effects of the 
STAMP." 
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Both methods of resisting the law were employed to some extent. The 
printers went on printing newspapers. A good deal of trade was carried on without 
stamped clearance papers. The courts did some business without stamped papers, 
but the higher courts were closed much of the time. Merchants formed an 
agreement not to import British goods. In general there was a marked interference 
with business, and the poorer classes suffered greatly in the winter of 1766 for want 
of employment. The result was that rioting and disturbances were common. 

 
This resistance helped to bring about the repeal of the law. Certain men in 

Great Britain, notably William Pitt the Elder, came to the assistance of the 
Americans. British merchants, whose trade was seriously cut, pressed for the repeal 
of the act. There was also a change in the ministry. The result of all of these 
influences was the repeal of the Stamp Act in March 1766. This step, however, was 
accompanied by a Declaratory Act setting forth Parliament’s supreme power over 
the colonies in matters of taxation as well as in all other matters of legislation.  
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