The Stamp Act, 1765

Introduction

On March 22, 1765, the British Parliament passed the “Stamp Act” to help pay for British troops
stationed in the colonies during the Seven Years” War. The act required the colonists to pay a
tax, represented by a stamp, on various forms of papers, documents, and playing cards. It was a
direct tax imposed by the British government, without the approval of the colonial legislatures
and was payable in hard-to-obtain British sterling, rather than colonial currency. Further, those
accused of violating the Stamp Act could be prosecuted in Vice-Admiralty Courts, which had no
juries and could be held anywhere in the British Empire.

Important dates in the Stamp Act Crisis

March 22, 1765: British Parliament passes the “Stamp Act.”

October 1765: Delegates from nine colonies meet in New York City in what has become
known as the Stamp Act Congress, the first united action by the colonies; the congress
acknowledges that while Parliament has a right to regulate colonial trade, it does not have
the power to tax the colonies since they were unrepresented in Parliament.

November 1, 1765: the Stamp Act goes into effect in the colonies

March 1766: Colonial resistance to the Stamp Act and pressure from London merchants
prompts Parliament to abolish the Stamp Act.

March 1766: Parliament issues the Declaratory Act, which states that the king and
Parliament have full legislative power over the colonies.
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Questions for Discussion

** Note to Teachers and Students:

Descriptions of the Stamp Act that appear in American textbooks frequently reduce the
contents to a short summary. Brief attention is made toward the taxes imposed upon
official documents, playing cards, pamphlets and newspapers. It sometimes is noted that
many of these taxes were relatively insignificant.

There is good reason for editing as the Stamp Act was a piece of legislation with forty-
two specific citations and at least sixty-three additional clauses and statutes related to
collection of taxes, enforcement policies, and penalties for non-compliance.

In the following version, portions of the actual document are included to encourage
classroom examination of the original text. Recognizing the limitations of class time,
these selections have been significantly edited.

Read the introduction, view the image, and review the excerpts that follow. Then use information
from these sources as well as your knowledge of American history to answer the following
questions.

1.
2.
3.

Describe the reasons Parliament provided for imposing the Stamp Act.

Explain why the colonists objected to these relatively small taxes.

Assign groups to portions of the legislation that are provided. Have each group explain
the item being taxed and the reason colonists opposed the tax.

How did this legislation increase the belief of colonists that the British government was:
a) abusing its power; and b) not treating the colonists as English citizens with all
guaranteed rights?
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King George 111, An Act for granting and applying certain stamp duties, 1765. (The Gilder Lehrman Institute,
GLC03562.11)
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Excerpt

King George 111, An Act for granting and applying certain stamp duties, 1765. (The Gilder Lehrman Institute,
GLC03562.11)

[Excerpts]

[279] King George 111, An Act for granting and applying certain stamp duties, 1765

An act for granting and applying certain Stamp Duties, and other Duties, in the British Colonies
and Plantations in America, towards further defraying the Expences of defending, protecting, and
securing the same; and for amending such Parts of the several Acts of Parliament relating to the
Trade and Revenues of the said Colonies and Plantations, as direct the Manner of determining
and recovering the Penalties and Forfeitures therein mentioned.

WHEREAS by an Act made in the last Session of Parliament, several Duties were granted,
continued, and appropriated, towards defraying the Expences of defending, protecting, and
securing, the British Colonies and Plantations in America: and whereas it is just and necessary,
that Provision be made for raising a further Revenue within your Majesty’s Dominions in
America, towards defraying the said Expences: We, your Majesty’s most dutiful and loyal
Subjects, the Commons of Great Britain in Parliament assembled, have therefore resolved to give
and grant unto your Majesty the several Rates and Duties herein after mentioned; and do most
humbly beseech your Majesty that it may be enacted, and be it enacted by the King’s most
Excellent Majesty, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and
Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, and by the Authority of the same, That from
and after the first day of November, One thousand seven hundred and sixty five, there shall be
raised, levied, collected, and paid unto his Majesty, his Heirs, and Successors, throughout the
Colonies and Plantations in America which now are, or hereafter may be, under the dominion of
his Majesty, his Heirs and Successors,

[282] For every Skin or Piece of Vellum or Parchment, or Sheet or Piece of Paper, on which
shall be ingrossed, written, or printed, any licence, appointment, or Admission of any
Counsellor, Solicitor, Attorney, Advocate, or Proctor, to practice in any Court, or of any Notary
within the Said Colonies and Plantations, a Stamp Duty of Ten Pounds.

For every Skin or Piece of Vellum or Parchment, or Sheet or Piece of Paper, on which shall be
ingrossed, written, or printed, any Note or Bill of Lading, which shall be signed for any kind of
Goods, Wares, or Merchandize, to be exported from . . . within the said Colonies and Plantations,
a Stamp Duty of Four Pence.

[283] For every Skin or Piece of Vellum or Parchment, or Sheet or Piece of Paper, on which
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shall be ingrossed, written, or printed, any Licence for Retailing of Wine, to be granted to any
person who shall take out a Licence for Retailing of Spirituous Liquors, within the said Colonies
and Plantations, a Stamp Duty of Three Pounds,

[287] For every Skin or Piece of Vellum or Parchment, or Sheet or Piece of Paper, on which
shall be ingrossed, written, or printed, any Notarial Act, Bond, Deed, Letter of Attorney,
Procuration, Mortgage, Release, or other Obligatory Instrument, not herein before charged,
within the said Colonies and Plantations, a Stamp Duty of Two Shillings and Three Pence.

And for and upon every Pack of Playing Cards, and all Dice, which shall be sold or used within
the said Colonies and Plantations, the several Stamp Duties following (that is to say)

For every Pack of such Cards, the Sum of One Shilling.
And for every Pair of such Dice, the Sum of Ten Shillings.

And for and upon every Paper, commonly called a Pamphlet, and upon every News Paper,
containing publick News, Intelligence, or Occurrences, which shall be printed, dispersed, and
made publick, within any of the said Colonies and Plantations, and for and upon [288] such
advertisements as are herein after mentioned, the respective duties following (that is to say)

For every other Almanack or Calendar for any One particular year, which shall be written or
printed within the said Colonies or Plantations, a Stamp Duty of Four Pence. . . .
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