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Townshend Acts 
 
To help pay its massive debts from the Seven Years’ War, the British Parliament - at the advice of Charles 
Townshend, the Chancellor of the British Exchequer - voted to levy new taxes on the American colonies. 
 
The Seven Years’ War had involved virtually every great power of Europe and spanned the entire globe. 
While it ended French influence in North America east of the Mississippi River, the war also left the British 
monarchy facing massive debt. 
 
Since parts of the war had been fought in North America (known as the French and Indian War), and 
British forces had protected the American Colonies from attack, the British Crown expected the colonists 
to pay a share of the debt. 
 
Britain also needed additional revenue to fund the administration of its growing efforts toward global 
imperialism. Before the French and Indian War, the British government had been hesitant to tax its 
American Colonies. (Longley) 
 
The Townshend Acts (June 15–July 2, 1767) were a series of four acts passed 
by the British Parliament in an attempt to assert what it considered to be its 
historic right to exert authority over the colonies through suspension of a 
recalcitrant representative assembly and through strict provisions for the 
collection of revenue duties. 
 
They bear the name of Charles Townshend, Chancellor of the Exchequer, who 
is - as the chief treasurer of the British Empire - in charge of economic and 
financial matters and who sponsored them. 
 

• The Suspending Act (New York Restraining Act) (June 5, 1767) banned the New York Colony 
Assembly from conducting business until it agreed to pay for the housing, meals, and other 
expenses of British troops stationed there under the Quartering Act of 1765. 
 

• The Revenue Act (Townshend duties) (June 26, 1767) imposed direct revenue duties - that is, 
duties aimed not merely at regulating trade but at putting money into the British treasury. These 
were payable at colonial ports and fell on tea, wine, lead, glass, paper, and paint imported into 
the colonies.  Since Britain held a monopoly on these products, the colonies could not legally buy 
them from any other country.  It was the second time in the history of the colonies that a tax had 
been levied solely for the purpose of raising revenue. 
 

• The Commissioners of Customs Act (June 29, 1767) established an American Customs Board. 
Headquartered in Boston, the five British-appointed commissioners of the Customs Board 
enforced a strict and often arbitrarily applied set of shipping and trade regulations (including 
additional officers, searchers, spies, coast guard vessels, search warrants, writs of assistance), all 
intended to increase taxes paid to Britain. 
 

• The Indemnity Act (June 29, 1767) was aimed at enabling the East India Company to compete with 
the tea that was smuggled by the Dutch. It lowered commercial duties on tea imported to England 
by the East India Company and gave the company a refund of the duty for tea that was then 
exported to the colonies. Compensating for the loss of revenue brought about by the Indemnity 
Act was another reason for the imposition of the Townshend duties. 
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The acts renewed a fierce debate over whether 
the British Parliament had the right to tax the 
North American colonies solely for the purpose 
of raising revenue. 
 
The colonists protested, “no taxation without 
representation,” arguing that the British 
Parliament did not have the right to tax them 
because they lacked representation in the 
legislative body. 
 
They asserted that only colonial assemblies 
elected by themselves should have the power to 
impose taxes.  (Khan Academy) 
 
The most influential colonial objection to the 
Townshend Acts came in twelve essays by John 
Dickinson entitled “Letters from a Farmer in 
Pennsylvania.” 
 
Published starting in December 1767, 
Dickinson’s essays urged colonists to resist 
paying the British taxes. 
 
Moved by the essays, James Otis of 
Massachusetts rallied the Massachusetts House 
of Representatives, along with other colonial 
assemblies, to send petitions to King George III 
demanding repeal of the Revenue Act. 
 
In Britain, Colonial Secretary Lord Hillsborough threatened to dissolve the colonial assemblies if they 
supported the Massachusetts petition.  
 
When the Massachusetts House voted 92 to 17 not to rescind its petition, Massachusetts’ British-
appointed governor immediately disbanded the legislature. Parliament ignored the petitions.  (Longley) 
 
Merchants from Boston adopted a non-importation agreement in 1768, vowing not to import certain 
articles rather than pay the duties. By 1769, after merchants in other cities had joined the boycott, imports 
of British goods had fallen by 40 percent. Women played an active role in the protests against the 
Townshend Acts. Daughters of Liberty led campaigns against consumption of British tea and clothing. 
 
Meanwhile, to cut costs, the ministry closed many western forts and redeployed British forces in coastal 
cities. Under the Quartering Act of 1765, the colonists would be responsible for housing and providing for 
the troops. 
 
When New York refused to provide supplies for the soldiers Townshend responded by threatening to 
nullify all laws passed by the New York assembly until the Quartering Act was obeyed. The other colonies 
rallied to New York's support by threatening to resist all taxes imposed by the Crown. 

An American colonist reading with concern the royal proclamation 
of a tax on tea in the colonies, part of the Townshend Acts; political 
cartoon, Boston, 1767. 
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In the face of this united opposition, Townshend modified the Quartering Act. Instead of requiring 
colonists to open their homes to soldiers, he allowed them to house them in barracks, unoccupied 
buildings, and barns. But even this weakened act stirred resistance. 
 
Many colonists also objected to the unscrupulous actions of British customs officials, some of whom began 
to enrich themselves by accusing shipowners and merchants of smuggling and then confiscating ships and 
cargoes. 
 
In June 1768, a crowd attacked local customs collectors who had seized a sloop owned by John Hancock, 
one of the colonies' richest merchants. The commissioners fled to an island in Boston for safety, and 
pleaded for military protection. The British government sent two regiments of troops to Boston in 
September 1768.  (University of Houston) 
 

 
A view of the Town of Boston and British ships of war landing their troops, 1768. Wikimedia Commons  
 

Colonists organized boycotts of British goods to pressure Parliament to repeal the Townshend Acts. As 
British customs officials arrived to collect taxes and prosecute smugglers, colonial opposition intensified, 
resulting in street demonstrations and protests that sometimes turned violent. 
 
The presence of British troops in Boston was a standing invitation to disorder. On March 5, 1770, 
antagonism between citizens and British soldiers again flared into violence. 
 
What began as a harmless snowballing of British soldiers degenerated into a mob attack. Someone gave 
the order to fire. When the smoke had cleared, three Bostonians lay dead in the snow. Dubbed the ‘Boston 
Massacre,’ the incident was dramatically pictured as proof of British heartlessness and tyranny. 
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Faced with such opposition, Parliament in 1770 opted for a strategic retreat and repealed all the 
Townshend duties except that on tea, which was a luxury item in the colonies, imbibed only by a very 
small minority. 
 
To most, the action of Parliament signified that the colonists had won a major concession, and the 
campaign against England was largely dropped. A colonial embargo on ‘English tea’ continued but was not 
too scrupulously observed. Prosperity was increasing and most colonial leaders were willing to let the 
future take care of itself.  (University of Groningen) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Information here is primarily from Britannica; Robert Longley; University of Groningen; Khan Academy 
 
In an effort to provide a brief, informal background summary of various people, places and events related to the 
American Revolution, I made this informal compilation from a variety of sources. This is not intended to be a 
technical reference document, nor an exhaustive review of the subject.  Rather, it is an assemblage of information 
and images from various sources on basic background information.  For ease in informal reading, in many cases, 
specific quotations and citations and attributions are often not included – however, sources are noted in the 
summary.  The images and text are from various sources and are presented for personal, noncommercial and/or 
educational purposes.  Thanks, Peter T. Young 


