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House Of Burgesses Significance

The Birth of American Self-Government: Understanding
the House of Burgesses Significance

When we trace the roots of American democracy, our minds often leap to the Declaration of
Independence, the Constitution, or the fiery speeches of Patrick Henry. Yet, the true foundation of
representative government in what would become the United States was laid much earlier, in a
modest  wooden  church  in  Jamestown,  Virginia.  The  House  of  Burgesses  significance  cannot  be
overstated: it was the first democratically elected legislative body in the American colonies, and its
establishment in 1619 planted a seed of  self-governance that would eventually bloom into a
revolution. To understand the House of Burgesses significance is to understand the origins of the
American experiment itself.

The Virginia Company of London, which had established Jamestown in 1607, was struggling. The
colony was beset by disease, starvation, and internal strife. By 1618, the Company's leadership
realized that  a  new approach was needed to  encourage settlement  and ensure the colony's
survival. They issued a series of instructions known as the "Great Charter," which, among other
reforms, called for the creation of a representative assembly. This was not an act of altruism; it
was a pragmatic move designed to attract settlers by giving them a voice in their own governance.
The  first  meeting  of  the  General  Assembly,  which  included  the  Governor,  his  Council,  and  22
elected burgesses from Virginia's various settlements, convened on July 30, 1619, in the choir of
the Jamestown church. This single event marks the beginning of representative government in the
Western Hemisphere.

What Was the House of Burgesses? A Closer Look at Its
Structure and Function

To fully appreciate the House of  Burgesses significance, it  is  essential  to understand what it  was
and how it  operated.  The House of  Burgesses  was  the  lower  house of  the  Virginia  General
Assembly, the colonial legislature of Virginia. The name "burgess" itself is a term of English origin,
referring to a representative from a borough or town. Initially, the House met as a single body with
the Governor's Council, but over time it evolved into a separate chamber, mirroring the structure
of the English Parliament.

Who Could Vote and Who Could Serve?

Voting rights were, by modern standards, extremely limited. Only white, male property owners who
were at least 17 years old could vote. Servants, women, Native Americans, and enslaved people
were excluded. To serve as a burgess, a man had to own at least 500 acres of land. While these
restrictions seem deeply undemocratic today, they were typical for the era. The key revolutionary
idea  was  not  universal  suffrage,  but  the  concept  that  a  group  of  people  could  elect  their  own

representatives to make laws on their behalf, rather than having laws imposed upon them by a
distant monarch or a corporate board.

Powers and Responsibilities

The House of Burgesses initially had limited powers. It could pass local ordinances and levy taxes,
but all laws were subject to review and veto by the Virginia Company and later by the Crown. The
Governor also held significant power, including the ability to call and dismiss the assembly. Despite
these constraints, the Burgesses quickly began to assert their authority. They saw themselves as
the guardians of the colonists' rights and liberties, a role that would become increasingly important
as tensions with England grew. The House of Burgesses significance lies in this gradual but steady
accumulation of power and prestige, which established a precedent for legislative independence.

The Historical Context: Why the House of Burgesses Was
So Important

The  House  of  Burgesses  significance  becomes  even  clearer  when  we  examine  the  historical
context. In the early 17th century, the concept of a representative assembly was revolutionary.
While England had Parliament,  the idea that English colonists in a distant land could govern
themselves was radical. Most European colonies were ruled by military governors or corporate
officials with absolute authority. Virginia, by contrast, offered a model where the governed had a
voice. This experiment in self-rule had profound consequences, not just for Virginia, but for the
entire future of the continent.

Establishing a Precedent for Colonial Self-Government

The House of Burgesses established a powerful precedent. As other English colonies were founded,
they often looked to Virginia's model. The New England town meetings, the colonial assemblies of
Massachusetts, Maryland, and Pennsylvania all owed a debt to the original Virginia experiment.
Over  the  course  of  the  17th  and  18th  centuries,  these  assemblies  grew  in  confidence  and
authority. They learned to use their power over taxation as a bargaining chip with royal governors.
This tradition of legislative assertiveness was a direct precursor to the revolutionary slogan "No
taxation without representation." The House of Burgesses significance is that it created a political
culture in which colonists believed they had a right to a voice in their own affairs.

A Training Ground for Revolutionary Leaders

Perhaps  one  of  the  most  tangible  aspects  of  the  House  of  Burgesses  significance  is  its  role  as  a
training ground for the leaders of the American Revolution. A remarkable number of the Founding
Fathers cut their political teeth as burgesses in Williamsburg. George Washington served as a
burgess  for  Frederick  County.  Thomas  Jefferson  represented  Albemarle  County.  Patrick  Henry,



whose "Give me liberty or give me death" speech galvanized the revolution, was a fiery member of
the House. Richard Henry Lee, who proposed the resolution for independence, also served. These
men learned the arts of oratory, compromise, and legislative maneuvering within the walls of the
Capitol  building in Williamsburg.  The debates they engaged in over local  issues like tobacco
inspection and frontier defense honed the skills they would later use on a national stage.

The House of Burgesses and the Road to Revolution

The House of Burgesses significance is perhaps most vividly illustrated in the years leading up to
the American Revolution. As Britain sought to tighten its control over the colonies and extract more
revenue through acts like the Stamp Act and the Townshend Acts, the Burgesses became a center
of resistance.

The Resolutions of Protest

In 1765, Patrick Henry introduced a series of resolutions in the House of Burgesses denouncing the
Stamp Act.  The  "Virginia  Resolves"  argued that  the  colonists  possessed  the  same rights  as
Englishmen, including the right to be taxed only by their own representatives. Henry's speech was
so incendiary that he was accused of treason, to which he famously replied, "If this be treason,
make the most of it!" The resolves were widely reprinted and circulated throughout the colonies,
fanning the flames of  discontent.  The House of  Burgesses significance in this  moment is  clear:  it
provided a platform for articulating the core principles of the colonial cause.

The Dissolution and the Formation of the Continental Congress

As tensions escalated, the House of Burgesses became a direct target of British authority. In 1774,
after the Burgesses called for a day of prayer and fasting in solidarity with Boston following the
Boston Port Act, Virginia's Royal Governor, Lord Dunmore, dissolved the assembly. Unbowed, the
burgesses reconvened at the Raleigh Tavern in Williamsburg and continued their discussions. They
called for a continental congress, which would become the First Continental Congress. The House
of  Burgesses  significance  in  this  chain  of  events  is  pivotal:  when  the  British  tried  to  suppress
representative government, the representatives simply moved their meeting to another location
and continued their work.

The Legacy of the House of Burgesses: Shaping American
Democracy

The influence of the House of Burgesses extends far beyond the colonial period. Its legacy is woven
into the very fabric of American political institutions.

Blueprint for Bicameralism

When the Founding Fathers gathered in Philadelphia to draft the Constitution, they did not invent a
new system from scratch. They drew heavily on their own experiences. The structure of the U.S.
Congress, with a House of Representatives and a Senate, mirrors the bicameral system that had
evolved  in  Virginia  and  other  colonies.  The  House  of  Burgesses  significance  is  that  it  provided  a
working model of a representative body that had functioned for over 150 years. The framers of the
Constitution knew what worked and what did not.

The Idea of Consent of the Governed

At its core, the House of Burgesses embodied the principle of consent of the governed. This idea,
which Thomas Jefferson would later enshrine in the Declaration of Independence, was not a sudden
inspiration. It  was a principle that had been debated and defended in colonial assemblies for
generations. The Burgesses consistently argued that they were the guardians of the people's rights
against arbitrary power. This tradition of vigilance against executive overreach is a hallmark of
American political culture to this day. The House of Burgesses significance is that it normalized the
idea that government derives its legitimacy from the people it governs.

Local Roots of American Liberty

The House of Burgesses also reinforced the importance of local governance. The burgesses were
not distant politicians; they were community leaders, planters, and lawyers who lived among their
constituents. They understood local issues and were accountable to their neighbors. This emphasis
on  local  control  and  grassroots  democracy  is  another  enduring  legacy.  It  is  reflected  in  the
American reverence for states' rights and the continued importance of county boards, city councils,
and  state  legislatures.  The  House  of  Burgesses  significance  is  that  it  established  a  pattern  of
governance  that  was  responsive,  at  least  in  theory,  to  the  will  of  the  people  on  a  local  level.

Key Figures Who Shaped the House of Burgesses and Its
Significance

The story of the House of Burgesses is also a story of the remarkable individuals who served within
it.  While  the  body  itself  was  important,  its  significance  was  magnified  by  the  caliber  of  the  men
who led it.

William Byrd II

Byrd was a wealthy planter and a prominent burgess who served for many years. He was known
for his extensive library, his detailed diaries, and his role in surveying the boundary line between
Virginia and North Carolina. Byrd represented the planter elite who dominated the House in its
early decades.

John Robinson

Robinson served as Speaker of the House for many years and wielded enormous power. He was a
classic example of the entrenched establishment. His leadership helped solidify the authority of the
House relative to the Governor.

Peyton Randolph

Randolph  served  as  Speaker  of  the  House  of  Burgesses  and  later  as  the  first  President  of  the
Continental  Congress.  He  was  a  bridge  between  the  colonial  legislature  and  the  national
revolutionary government. His career demonstrates how the institution prepared leaders for higher
office.
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Richard Bland

Known as the "Virginia Antiquary," Bland was a learned burgess who wrote extensively on the
constitutional  rights  of  the  colonies.  His  intellectual  contributions  helped  shape  the  legal
arguments for American independence.

Common Misconceptions About the House of Burgesses
Significance

To fully appreciate the House of Burgesses significance, it is also helpful to clear up some common
misconceptions.

It was not a fully democratic body. As noted, only property-owning white men could
vote. It was representative government, not democracy as we understand it today.
It was not always in session. The House met only when called by the Governor, often for
just a few weeks a year. It was a part-time body.
Its power waxed and waned. There were periods when royal governors were strong and
the House was weak, and vice versa. The relationship was a constant power struggle.

Despite these limitations, the House of Burgesses significance as a pioneering institution remains
intact. It was the first step on a long road toward more inclusive and accountable governance.

The Enduring Relevance of the House of Burgesses Today

In our modern world of instant communication and national politics, it can be easy to forget the
importance of  local  representative bodies.  Yet  the House of  Burgesses significance is  a  reminder
that democracy is built from the ground up. The right to vote, the right to speak freely in a
legislative chamber, and the right to petition the government are all part of the legacy of that first
assembly in 1619.

When you walk into a polling place, when you watch a city council meeting on television, or when
you write to your member of Congress, you are participating in a tradition that began in a small
church in Jamestown. The names of the first twenty-two burgesses are not household names, but
their  act  of  coming  together  to  make  laws  for  their  community  was  world-historical.  They
unconsciously laid the cornerstone for the most powerful and enduring democracy on earth.

Conclusion: The House of Burgesses Significance in
American History

The House of  Burgesses significance is  multifaceted and profound. It  was the first  representative
assembly in the New World, a proving ground for revolutionary leaders, a forum for the articulation
of colonial rights, and a model for the bicameral legislature that would later be established under
the U.S. Constitution. It represented the radical idea that people could govern themselves, a notion
that was still in its infancy in the 17th century. While the House of Burgesses was far from perfect
by modern standards, it was a crucial step forward in the development of democratic governance.
Understanding the House of Burgesses significance is


