
What Is The Significance Of The Virginia House Of
Burgesses In American History 1

What Is The
Significance Of The
Virginia House Of
Burgesses In
American History

What Is The
Significance
Of The
Virginia
House Of
Burgesses In
American
History

Downloaded from
template-dev.mobaptist.org

by Ponce & Saige

INTRODUCTION:
THE BIRTHPLACE
OF AMERICAN
SELF-
GOVERNMENT

When we reflect on the
foundations  of  the
United  States,  our
minds often turn to the
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
Independence,  the
Constitution,  or  the

b a t t l e s  o f  t h e
Revolutionary War. Yet
t h e  t r u e  s e e d  o f
American  democracy
was planted more than
a  century  and  a  half
earlier,  in  a  modest
church  in  Jamestown,
Virginia.  In  1619,  a
revolutionary assembly
known as  the  Virginia
House  of  Burgesses
convened  for  the  first
time, marking a turning
point  not  only  for  the
colony  but  for  the
entire  future  of  the
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N o r t h  A m e r i c a n
continent. What is the
significance  of  the
Virginia  House  of
B u r g e s s e s  i n
American  history?
This question leads us
to  the  very  origins  of
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
government  in  what
would  become  the
United  States.  The
House  of  Burgesses
was  the  first  elected
legislative body in the
English colonies, and it
e s t a b l i s h e d  a
precedent  for  self-rule
t h a t  w o u l d  e c h o
t h r o u g h  t h e
generations, ultimately
shaping  the  political
identity  of  a  nation.
Understanding  its  role
i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
g r a s p i n g  h o w
Americans  came  to
value  representation,
c o n s e n t  o f  t h e
governed,  and  local
control  over their own
affairs.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE VIRGINIA
HOUSE OF
BURGESSES

The
Founding
of
Jamestow
n and
Early
Governan
ce
The  Virginia  Colony
was  founded  in  1607
b y  t h e  V i r g i n i a
Company of London, a
joint-stock  company
that  hoped  to  profit
from  the  New  World.
Early  governance  was
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h a r s h  a n d
authoritarian.  The
colony was initially run
by  a  counci l  and  a
p r e s i d e n t ,  b u t
infighting, disease, and
starvation nearly wiped
out the settlement. By
1619,  the  Virginia
Company realized that
a more stable form of
g o v e r n a n c e  w a s
needed  to  at t ract
settlers and ensure the
colony's  survival.  The
Company  instructed
the  colony's  governor,
Sir George Yeardley, to
establish  a  "General
Assemb ly"  where
representatives elected
by  the  settlers  could
participate  in  making
l a w s .  T h i s  w a s  a
pragmatic  decision
i n t e n d e d  t o  g i v e
co lon is ts  a  vo ice ,
making  the  venture
more  appealing  and
e n c o u r a g i n g
investment  in  the
colony.

The First
Meeting
in 1619
On July  30,  1619,  the
General Assembly met
for the first time in the
choir of the Jamestown
church. It  consisted of
the  governor ,  h i s
council  (appointed  by
the Company), and 22
burgesses elected from
the  colony's  various
p l a n t a t i o n s  a n d
settlements.  These  22
men  rep resen ted
approximately  1,000
c o l o n i s t s .  T h e
assembly  immediately
s e t  t o  w o r k  o n
legislation  concerning
t o b a c c o  p r i c e s ,
relations  with  Native
Americans,  and  land
grants.  Though  the
House  of  Burgesses
was just one part of a
tripartite  system  that
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a lso  inc luded  the
gove rno r  and  h i s
appointed  council,  it
was  the  only  elected
element.  Over  time,
the  burgesses  would
assert  their  power,
e s p e c i a l l y  o v e r
taxation and spending,
setting  the  stage  for
the conflicts that would
eventual ly  lead  to
revolution.

THE EVOLVING
ROLE OF THE
HOUSE OF
BURGESSES

A Model
for
Represen
tative

Governm
ent
W h a t  i s  t h e
significance  of  the
Virginia  House  of
B u r g e s s e s  i n
American  history  as
a  m o d e l  f o r
government?  The
House  of  Burgesses
was  not  the  first
representative body in
the  world,  but  it  was
the  first  of  its  kind  in
the English colonies. It
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
principle that colonists
had the right  to  elect
their own lawmakers, a
concep t  tha t  was
radical  at  the  time.
This  idea  spread  to
other  colonies,  which
created  the i r  own
assemblies modeled on
the  Virginia  example.
T h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses  became  a
point  of  reference  for
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colonists  who  argued
that they could not be
taxed  or  governed
without  their  consent.
When  later  conflicts
arose  with  the  British
Crown, the tradition of
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
g o v e r n m e n t  w a s
a l r e a d y  d e e p l y
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
colonial  psyche.  The
burgesses  were  not
merely a local council;
t h e y  w e r e  t h e
e m b o d i m e n t  o f  a
political  philosophy
that would become the
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
American democracy.

Taxation,
Represen
tation,
and

Rising
Tensions
Throughout  the  17th
and 18th centuries, the
House  of  Burgesses
grew  increasingly
a s s e r t i v e .  T h e
burgesses  controlled
the  colony's  budget
and set the salaries of
public  officials,
including the governor.
T h i s  g a v e  t h e m
significant  leverage
o v e r  t h e  r o y a l
governor,  who  was
appo in ted  by  the
Brit ish  Crown.  The
House  of  Burgesses
often clashed with the
governor over issues of
taxation,  land  policy,
and  defense.  These
conflicts  were  not
m e r e l y  p e t t y
squabbles;  they  were
f u n d a m e n t a l
disagreements  about
where  political  power
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should  reside.  The
burgesses argued that
t h e y ,  a s
representatives  of  the
people,  had  the  sole
right to tax the colony.
This principle was later
e n s h r i n e d  i n  t h e
American  Revolution's
r a l l y i n g  c r y :  " N o
taxa t i on  w i thou t
representation."  The
House  of  Burgesses
w a s  w h e r e  t h i s
principle  was  first  put
in to  p rac t i ce  and
defended against royal
encroachment.

KEY FIGURES WHO
SHAPED THE
HOUSE OF
BURGESSES

A
Training

Ground
for the
Founding
Fathers
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling answers to
the  question  what  is
the  significance  of
the  Virginia  House
of  Burgesses  in
American  history  is
that  i t  served  as  a
po l i t i ca l  t ra in ing
ground for many of the
n a t i o n ' s  m o s t
important  founders.
George  Washington
served as a burgess for
Frederick  County  and
l a t e r  f o r  F a i r f a x
C o u n t y .  T h o m a s
Jefferson  represented
Albemarle  County  in
t h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses.  Patrick
Henry, whose "Give me
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l iberty  or  g ive  me
d e a t h "  s p e e c h
galvanized  the  patriot
cause,  was  a  burgess
who used the assembly
as  a  platform  for  his
fiery  oratory.  Richard
Henry  Lee,  Peyton
Randolph,  and George
M a s o n  w e r e  a l s o
burgesses.  These men
learned  the  arts  of
debate,  compromise,
and  legislation  in  the
halls  of  the  House  of
Burgesses before they
took  their  talents  to
t h e  C o n t i n e n t a l
Congress.  For  them,
the House of Burgesses
was  a  laboratory  of
s e l f - g o v e r n m e n t ,
where they honed the
skills  that  would  later
be used to build a new
nation.

Patrick

Henry
and the
Parson's
Cause
The Parson's Cause of
1 7 6 3  i s  a  f a m o u s
example of  the House
of  Burgesses'  role  in
challenging  British
authority.  The  British
g o v e r n m e n t  h a d
overturned  a  Virginia
law  that  regulated
clergy salaries, and the
clergy  sued  for  back
pay.  Patrick  Henry,
then  a  young  lawyer
a n d  s o o n - t o - b e
burgess,  argued  that
the king was a "tyrant"
for  disallowing  a  law
that  benefited  the
people. This case was a
precursor to the larger
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
arguments  that  would
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soon  erupt.  Henry's
success in the Parson's
Cause  launched  his
political career, and he
was  elected  to  the
House  of  Burgesses
soon after.  Within  the
House,  Henry  became
a  leading  vo ice  of
resistance,  introducing
resolutions against the
Stamp Act in 1765 that
directly  challenged
British  authority  and
cal led  for  colonial
unity.

THE HOUSE OF
BURGESSES AND
THE ROAD TO
REVOLUTION

The
Stamp
Act Crisis
In  1765,  the  British
Parliament  passed the
Stamp  Ac t ,  wh ich

imposed  a  tax  on  all
printed materials in the
colonies. The House of
Burgesses was the first
colonial  assembly  to
formally  protest  the
act.  Patr ick  Henry
introduced a  series  of
resolutions,  known  as
the  Virginia  Resolves,
which  declared  that
on l y  t he  V i r g i n i a
Assembly had the right
to tax Virginians. These
resolutions  were  more
radical  than  many
b u r g e s s e s  w e r e
comfortable  with,  but
they passed in a close
vote.  The  Virg in ia
R e s o l v e s  w e r e
p u b l i s h e d  i n
n e w s p a p e r s
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
colonies,  inspiring
other  assemblies  to
take  similar  stands.
T h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses had taken a
leading  role  in  the
growing  resistance
movement,  and  its
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actions set a precedent
for  in ter -co lon ia l
cooperation  against
British  policies.  This
moment was a crucial
step on the road to the
American Revolution.

Dissolutio
n and the
Move
Toward
Independ
ence
As tensions  escalated,
the House of Burgesses
became  a  center  of
revolutionary  activity.
The  royal  governor,
L o r d  D u n m o r e ,
repeatedly  dissolved
the  assembly  when  it
refused  to  back  down
from its  opposition  to

British policies. But the
burgesses  s imply
m o v e d  t o  o t h e r
locations,  such as  the
Rale igh  Tavern  in
Wil l iamsburg,  and
continued to meet as a
de  facto  government.
In  1774,  a f ter  the
Boston  Port  Act  was
passed,  the  House  of
Burgesses called for a
day  of  fast ing  and
prayer in solidarity with
Bos ton .  Dunmore
dissolved the assembly
once  again,  and  the
burgesses  reconvened
at the Raleigh Tavern,
where  they  called  for
the  First  Continental
Congress. The House of
Burgesses,  in  effect,
transformed itself  into
a  revolutionary  body
that helped coordinate
Virginia's  participation
in  the  fight  for
independence.  When
independence  was
declared  in  1776,  the
t r a d i t i o n  o f
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r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
g o v e r n m e n t
established  by  the
House  of  Burgesses
was  carried  forward
into  the  new  state
constitution.

THE LEGACY OF
THE VIRGINIA
HOUSE OF
BURGESSES

Influence
on the
U.S.
Constituti
on
The  significance  of  the
V i rg in ia  House  o f
Burgesses  extends
directly to the drafting
o f  t h e  U . S .
Const i tut ion .  The
experience  of  more

than 150 years of self-
governance  taught
V i r g i n i a n s  t h e
importance  of  checks
a n d  b a l a n c e s ,
separation  of  powers,
a n d  b i c a m e r a l
leg is lat ion.  When
James  Mad ison ,  a
Virg in ian  who  had
served  in  the  state
l e g i s l a t u r e  ( t h e
successor to the House
of  Burgesses),  wrote
the  Virginia  Plan,  he
d r e w  o n  t h i s
experience.  The  plan
proposed  a  strong
national  government
w i t h  a  b i c a m e r a l
l e g i s l a t u r e ,  a n
e x e c u t i v e ,  a n d  a
judiciary.  While  the
final Constitution was a
compromi se ,  t he
Virginia  Plan  provided
the framework for  the
debate.  The  idea  that
p o w e r  s h o u l d  b e
divided  and  that  the
people  should  have  a
direct  voice  in  their
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g o v e r n m e n t  w a s
rooted  in  the  dai ly
practice  of  the  House
of Burgesses.

A Symbol
of
American
Ideals
M o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a
historical  institution,
the  Virginia  House  of
Burgesses stands as a
s y m b o l  o f  t h e
American  commitment
to  representat ive
g o v e r n m e n t .  I t
represents  the  idea
that  ordinary  citizens
h a v e  t h e  r i g h t  t o
govern  themselves
t h r o u g h  e l e c t e d
representatives.  This
i d e a l ,  t h o u g h
imperfectly  realized  in
1 6 1 9  ( w o m e n ,
enslaved  people,  and

Native Americans were
exc luded ) ,  was  a
powerful  force  for
change.  The House of
Burgesses showed that
self-government  was
not an abstract theory
but  a  practical  reality
that could be made to
w o r k .  L a t e r
generations  would
expand  the  circle  of
t h o s e  w h o  c o u l d
participate,  but  the
fundamental  principle
was established in that
small  church  in  1619.
T h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses  is  rightly
ce lebrated  as  the
birthplace of American
democracy,  and  its
legacy can be seen in
every state legislature
a n d  i n  t h e  U . S .
Congress  itself.

Continuit
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y and
Change
T h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses continued to
e x i s t  u n t i l  t h e
American  Revolution.
In 1776, when Virginia
adopted  its  first  state
constitution, the House
o f  Burgesses  was
r e p l a c e d  b y  t h e
V i rg in ia  House  o f
De legates ,  wh ich
remains  the  lower
house  of  the  Virginia
General  Assembly  to
this  day.  The  Capitol
b u i l d i n g  i n
Williamsburg,  where
the House of Burgesses
met from 1705 onward,
is  now a  meticulously
restored historical site.
Visitors  can  stand  in
the  chamber  where
P a t r i c k  H e n r y
thundered  against  the
Stamp Act  and  where
George  Washington

took  h i s  seat  as  a
burgess.  The  physical
space is a reminder of
the  con t i nu i t y  o f
A m e r i c a n
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
government .  The
debates  that  took
place there shaped the
n a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e
principles  that  were
argued there remain at
the heart  of  American
political life.

WHY THIS
MATTERS TODAY

Understanding  the
V i rg in ia  House  o f
B u r g e s s e s  i s  n o t
merely  an  exercise  in
historical  nostalgia.  In
a n  e r a  w h e n
democratic  institutions
a r e  u n d e r  s t r a i n
around the  world,  the
story  of  the  House  of
Burgesses  reminds  us
that  representative
government is a hard-
won  achievement.  It
was  not  inevitable;  it
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was  bu i l t  through
struggle,  compromise,
and  the  persistent
belief  that  the  people
should have a voice in
their  own governance.
T h e  H o u s e  o f
Burgesses  teaches  us
that the right to elect
our  lawmakers  is  a
precious one, and that
it  must  be  exercised
and  defended.  The
signposts  that  the
burgesses  erected
concerning  taxation,
representation, and the
limits  of  executive
power are still relevant
a s  w e  d e b a t e  t h e
p r o p e r  r o l e  o f
government  today.
W h a t  i s  t h e
significance  of  the
Virginia  House  of
B u r g e s s e s  i n
American history?  It
is the foundation stone
upon which the entire
edifice  of  American
democracy  was  built.

CONCLUSION

The  Virginia  House  of
Burgesses  holds  a
p lace  of  profound
importance  in  the
annals  of  American
history.  It  was  the  first
elected  legislative
body  in  the  English
c o l o n i e s ,  a n d  i t
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
p r i n c i p l e  o f
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
government that would
become the bedrock of
the United States. The
House  of  Burgesses
provided  a  forum  for
the  development  of
political  leaders  who
would guide the nation
through  its  founding
era. It was the scene of
crucial  debates  and
d e c i s i o n s  t h a t
propelled  the  colonies
toward  independence.
And it set a precedent
for  self-governance
tha t  has  insp i red
c o u n t l e s s  o t h e r
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m o v e m e n t s  f o r
democracy around the
world. To ask what is
the  significance  of
the  Virginia  House
of  Burgesses  in
American  history  is
to ask about the very
origins  of  American
liberty.  The  answer  is
clear:  it  is  where  the

American  experiment
in  self-government
began .  I t s  l egacy
e n d u r e s  i n  e v e r y
elected  assembly  in
the United States and
in the hearts of all who
value the right to have
a say in how they are
governed.


