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INTRODUCTION:
THE
REVOLUTIONARY
PEN OF A
PENNSYLVANIA
FARMER

I n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f
American  history,  few
d o c u m e n t s  h a v e
shaped the course of a
nation as profoundly as
the  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania. Written
by  John  Dick inson
between  1767  and
1768,  these  twelve
essays were published
in colonial newspapers
and  quickly  became
t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l

b a c k b o n e  o f  t h e
American  resistance
a g a i n s t  B r i t i s h
taxation.  At  a  time
when the colonies were
grappling  with  their
ident i ty  and  the i r
relationship  with  the
Crown,  these  letters
offered  a  reasoned,
legal,  and  passionate
argument  for  colonial
rights.  Their  influence
was so widespread that
they were reprinted in
nearly  every  colonial
newspaper  and  later
c o l l e c t e d  i n t o  a
pamphlet that became
one of the most widely
read political  works of
the eighteenth century.
Understanding  the
Letters Of A Farmer

https://db.whlcarchitecture.com/


2

2 Letters Of A Farmer In
Pennsylvania

2026-03-25

In  Pennsylvania  is
essential  for  anyone
in te res ted  i n  the
origins of the American
R e v o l u t i o n ,  t h e
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f
constitutional  thought,
and  the  power  of  the
w r i t t e n  w o r d  t o
mobil ize  a  people.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT BEHIND
THE FARMER'S
LETTERS

To fully appreciate the
significance  of  the
Letters Of A Farmer
In Pennsylvania, one
must  first  understand
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a n d
economic  climate  of
the  American  colonies
in the mid-1760s.  The
British  Parliament,
saddled with immense
debt  after  the  Seven
Years'  War  (known  in
the  colonies  as  the
French  and  Indian
War) ,  sought  new
revenue  sources.  The

Stamp Act of 1765 had
a l r e a d y  s p a r k e d
widespread  protest,
but its repeal in 1766
brought  a  temporary
c a l m .  H o w e v e r ,
P a r l i a m e n t  w a s
determined  to  assert
its  authority.  In  1767,
Chance l lo r  o f  the
Exchequer  Charles
Townshend proposed a
new series of duties on
imported  goods  such
as  glass,  lead,  paint,
paper,  and tea.  These
became known as the
Townshend Acts.
Un l i ke  the  d i r ec t
internal  tax  of  the
S t a m p  A c t ,  t h e
Townshend duties were
external  taxes  levied
o n  i m p o r t s .  T h i s
distinction  became  a
central point of debate.
John  D ick inson ,  a
lawyer  and  politician
from  Pennsylvania,
recognized  that  the
principle  at  stake was
far  more  important
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than  the  amount  of
money  involved.  He
saw that  if  Parliament
could tax the colonies
without  their  consent,
it  could  eventually
erode all their liberties.
Wr i t ing  under  the
p s e u d o n y m  " A
Farmer,"  Dickinson
published his series of
letters  to  educate  the
public and to articulate
a  coherent  legal  and
philosophical  position
a g a i n s t  t h e s e
measures. The Letters
O f  A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  were
t h u s  b o r n  f r o m  a
specific crisis,  but  they
addressed  timeless
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,
sovereignty,  and  the
limits of  governmental
power.

JOHN DICKINSON:
THE FARMER
BEHIND THE

LETTERS

John Dickinson was an
unlikely  revolutionary.
B o r n  i n  1 7 3 2  t o  a
wea l thy  fami ly  in
Maryland  and  later
relocating to Delaware
and  Philadelphia,  he
was  a  conservative
man  who  believed  in
the British Constitution
and the rule of law. He
was  well-educated,
having  studied  law  at
the  Middle  Temple  in
London.  Unlike  more
radical  figures  such  as
Samue l  Adams  o r
P a t r i c k  H e n r y ,
D ick inson  sought
reconciliation  rather
than independence. He
hoped that the colonies
could  secure  their
rights  while  remaining
loyal to the Crown. This
moderate  stance  is
evident throughout the
Letters Of A Farmer
In Pennsylvania.
Dickinson's  choice  of
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the  pseudonym  "A
Farmer" was deliberate
and  strategic.  In  the
eighteenth century, the
farmer  was  widely
r e g a r d e d  a s  t h e
b a c k b o n e  o f
s o c i e t y — v i r t u o u s ,
i n d u s t r i o u s ,  a n d
i n d e p e n d e n t .  B y
adopting this  persona,
Dickinson  positioned
himself  as  a  common
man speaking common
sense, even though he
was  one  of  the  best-
e d u c a t e d  a n d
wealthiest  individuals
in  the  colonies.  This
rhetorical device made
h i s  a r g u m e n t s
a c c e s s i b l e  a n d
trustworthy.  He  was
not  an aristocrat  or  a
radical  firebrand;  he
w a s  s i m p l y  a
concerned  citizen,  a
farmer in Pennsylvania,
writing  to  his  fellow
countrymen.  Th is
p e r s o n a  a d d e d
immense  credibility

and  appea l  to  the
Letters Of A Farmer
In Pennsylvania.

CORE ARGUMENTS
AND THEMES OF
THE LETTERS

The  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  are
remarkable  for  their
clarity, legal reasoning,
and persuasive power.
Dickinson  structured
his  arguments  around
several  key  themes
that  resonated  deeply
with colonial readers.

The
Principle
of No
Taxation
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Without
Represen

tation
A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f
Dickinson's  argument
was the principle  that
Parliament  could  not
t a x  t h e  c o l o n i e s
because  the  colonies
were  not  represented
in Parliament. He drew
a  sharp  distinction
between internal taxes
(like  the  Stamp  Act)
and external taxes (like
the Townshend duties)
that  were  intended to
ra ise  revenue.  He
argued  that  whi le
Parliament  had  the
right to regulate trade
for  the  benefit  of  the
entire  empire,  it  did
not  have  the  right  to
levy taxes for the sole
purpose  of  rais ing
r e v e n u e  w i t h o u t
colonial  consent.  This

distinction  was  crucial
and became a rallying
cry  for  the  colonists.
The  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  made
this  legal  distinction
understandable  to
ordinary  people.

The
Danger of
Preceden
t
Dickinson  was  acutely
a w a r e  t h a t  s m a l l
encroachments  on
liberty  could  lead  to
g r e a t e r  o n e s .  H e
warned that accepting
the Townshend duties,
even  if  they  seemed
minor,  would  set  a
dangerous  precedent.
He  argued that  if  the
colonies  submitted  to
one  unconstitutional
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tax,  Parliament  would
impose others until all
colonial  liberties  were
lost.  This  argument
from  precedent  was
powerful  because  it
appealed to both logic
and fear.  The Letters
O f  A  F a r m e r  I n
P e n n s y l v a n i a
repeatedly  emphasize
that the amount of the
tax  is  irrelevant;  the
principle is everything.
"If Parliament may levy
duties  of  any  kind  on
us  for  the  purpose  of
raising  a  revenue,"
Dickinson wrote, "then
i t  m a y  l e v y  a n y
amount it pleases."

The
Importan
ce of

Unity and
Nonviolen
t
Resistanc
e
Dickinson  advocated
for  peaceful  protest
and economic pressure
rather  than  violence.
He urged the colonies
t o  u n i t e  i n  t h e i r
opposition  and  to  use
boycotts  of  Brit ish
goods  as  a  primary
weapon.  He  believed
that economic pressure
would  force  British
merchants  to  lobby
Parliament  for  repeal.
Th is  s t rategy  had
worked with the Stamp
Act,  and  Dickinson
believed it  could work
again. The Letters Of
A  F a r m e r  I n
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Pennsylvania  thus
laid the groundwork for
the  non-importation
a g r e e m e n t s  t h a t
became a cornerstone
of  colonial  resistance.
He  urged  patience,
persistence, and unity,
warning  against  rash
actions  that  might
al ienate  potent ial
supporters in Britain.

The
Constituti
onal
Argument
Perhaps  the  most
sophisticated aspect of
t he  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  is  their
constitutional  analysis.
Dickinson  carefully
distinguished  between
t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f
Parliament  over  the

empire as a whole and
t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f
colonial  legislatures
over local matters. He
a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e
colonies  were  distinct
political  entities  with
their own governments
and  that  they  had
voluntarily  accepted
the  authority  of  the
C r o w n ,  n o t  t h e
s u p r e m a c y  o f
P a r l i a m e n t .  T h i s
argument  anticipated
later  constitutional
d e b a t e s  a b o u t
f e d e r a l i s m  a n d
sovereignty.  Dickinson
was  not  a  radical;  he
was a  constitutionalist
seeking  to  preserve
what  he  saw  as  the
true  balance  of  the
British  Constitution.

THE IMPACT AND
LEGACY OF THE
LETTERS

The immediate impact
of  the  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
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Pennsylvania  was
extraordinary.  They
were  repr in ted  in
n e w s p a p e r s
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
colonies and in London.
They were read aloud
in taverns, discussed in
homes, and debated in
colonial  assemblies.
John Dickinson became
the most famous writer
in  America,  hailed  as
the  "Penman  of  the
Revolution." His letters
shaped  public  opinion
and  provided  a  unified
intellectual  framework
for  the  res istance
movement.
However, the legacy of
the  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania is more
complex.  When  the
crisis  escalated  and
war became inevitable,
D i c k i n s o n  f o u n d
h imse l f  unab le  to
support  independence.
He refused to sign the
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f

I n d e p e n d e n c e ,
b e l i e v i n g  t h a t
reconciliation  was  still
possible.  This  decision
cost  him much  of  his
popularity. Yet, he later
s e r v e d  i n  t h e
Continental  Congress
and  helped  draft  the
A r t i c l e s  o f
Confederation. He also
participated  in  the
C o n s t i t u t i o n a l
Convention  of  1787,
where his earlier ideas
about  federalism  and
limited  government
found expression in the
new Constitution.
Today, the Letters Of
A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  are
r e c o g n i z e d  a s  a
foundational  text  of
American  pol it ical
thought .  They  are
studied in  history  and
po l i t i ca l  s c i ence
courses as an example
of  persuasive  writing,
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
reasoning,  and  the
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power  o f  i deas  to
shape  events.  They
also  offer  a  window
into  the  mind  o f  a
m o d e r a t e
revolutionary—someon
e  w h o  w a n t e d  t o
p r e s e r v e  l i b e r t y
without destroying the
existing order.

LITERARY AND
RHETORICAL
QUALITIES OF THE
LETTERS

F r o m  a  l i t e r a r y
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e
Letters Of A Farmer
In  Pennsylvania  are
masterfully  crafted.
Dickinson  employed  a
c lear ,  d i rect ,  and
dignified  style.  He
a v o i d e d  t h e
inflammatory  rhetoric
o f  s o m e  o f  h i s
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,
preferring  reasoned
a r g u m e n t  o v e r
emotional  appeal.  He
u s e d  a n a l o g i e s ,
historical  examples,

and references to legal
a u t h o r i t i e s  t o
strengthen  his  case.
His tone was respectful
yet  firm,
acknowledging  the
authority of Parliament
while  asserting  the
rights  of  the  colonies.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
effective  rhetorical
devices in the Letters
O f  A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsy lvan ia  i s
Dickinson's  use of  the
"farmer" persona. This
allowed  him  to  speak
as a man of the people,
untainted  by  political
a m b i t i o n .  H e
frequently appealed to
the common sense and
virtue  of  his  readers,
asking  them  to  think
for themselves and not
to  be  misled  by  false
a r g u m e n t s .  T h i s
approach  made  the
letters accessible to a
b r o a d  a u d i e n c e ,
including  farmers,
m e r c h a n t s ,  a n d
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artisans  who  might
otherwise  have  been
intimidated by complex
legal arguments.

THE LETTERS IN
THE CONTEXT OF
THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION

To  understand  the
place  of  the  Letters
O f  A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  in  the
broader  arc  of  the
American  Revolution,
one must consider the
evolution  of  colonial
resistance.  The  letters
appeared  at  a  critical
moment—after  the
repeal  of  the  Stamp
Act  but  before  the
Boston  Massacre  and
the  Intolerable  Acts.
T h e y  h e l p e d  t o
m a i n t a i n  t h e
momentum  o f  the
resistance  movement
and to educate a new
generation of patriots.
Many  historians  argue

that the Letters Of A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  were
i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n
creat ing  a  shared
sense  of  American
identity. By addressing
t h e  c o l o n i e s
collectively and urging
them to act in concert,
Dickinson  helped  to
f o r g e  a  n a t i o n a l
consciousness.  His
letters were read from
New  Hampshire  to
Georgia, and they gave
readers  a  sense  that
they  were  part  of  a
common  cause.  This
w a s  n o  s m a l l
achievement in a time
when colonial loyalties
were often local rather
than continental.
Fur thermore ,  the
Letters Of A Farmer
In  Pennsylvania
established a template
for political protest that
would  be  used  again
and again in American
history.  The  idea  that
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unjust  laws  should  be
res i s ted  th rough
nonviolent means, that
economic pressure can
be a powerful weapon,
and that public opinion
must  be  mobi l ized
through  reasoned
argument—these  are
a l l  l e s s o n s  t h a t
Dickinson's  letters
taught.  They  remain
re levant  today  in
movements  for  social
and political change.

RELEVANCE OF
THE LETTERS
TODAY

In  an  age  of  political
p o l a r i z a t i o n  a n d
debates  about  the
limits of  governmental
authority,  the  Letters
O f  A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  still
have much to teach us.
They  remind  us  that
principled opposition to
unjust  laws  is  a  civic
d u t y .  T h e y
demonstrate the power

of the written word to
inform,  persuade,  and
mobil ize.  And  they
offer  a  model  of
reasoned  debate  that
is  often  lacking  in
c o n t e m p o r a r y
discourse.
The  Letters  Of  A
F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  also
r a i s e  i m p o r t a n t
questions  about  the
ba lance  be tween
l iberty  and  order ,
b e t w e e n  l o c a l
autonomy  and  central
au tho r i t y .  These
q u e s t i o n s  a r e  a s
relevant today as they
were in the eighteenth
century.  Whether  the
issue  i s  taxat ion ,
r e g u l a t i o n ,  o r
individual  rights,  the
a r g u m e n t s  t h a t
D i c k i n s o n  m a d e
continue  to  resonate.
His  insistence  on  the
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
precedent,  his  respect
for  const i tut ional
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f o r m s ,  a n d  h i s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
nonviolent  resistance
are  all  principles  that
remain  cent ra l  to
democratic societies.

CONCLUSION: THE
TIMELESS WISDOM
OF A
PENNSYLVANIA
FARMER

In  conclus ion,  the
Letters Of A Farmer
In  Pennsylvania
represent  a  landmark
in  American  political
and  literary  history.
W r i t t e n  b y  J o h n
Dickinson at a time of
great  c r i s i s ,  they
prov ided  a  c lea r ,
r e a s o n e d ,  a n d
persuasive  defense  of
colonial  rights.  They
helped  to  unite  the
colonies,  to  shape
public  opinion,  and  to
lay  the  intellectual
groundwork  for  the
American  Revolution.
Though  Dick inson

himself could not take
the  final  step  toward
independence,  his
l e t t e r s  r e m a i n  a
testament to the power
o f  i d e a s  a n d  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
principled resistance.
Today,  readers  who
turn to the Letters Of
A  F a r m e r  I n
Pennsylvania  will  find
not  only  a  historical
document  but  also  a
source  of  inspiration.
They  will  encounter  a
man  who  believed  in
the  rule  of  law,  who
trusted  in  the  good
sense  of  the  people,
and  who  understood
that  liberty  must  be
defended  with  both
reason  and  resolve.
T h e  f a r m e r  i n
Pennsylvania spoke not
only  to  his  own  time
but to all time, and his
letters  continue  to
speak  to  us  today.
They  remind  us  that
t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r
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freedom is never truly
over  and  that  each
generation  must  learn

anew  the  lessons  of
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l
government  and  civic
virtue.


