journals of the continental congress

Journals of the Continental Congress are a critical historical record that documents the
deliberations, decisions, and daily proceedings of the Continental Congress during a pivotal
time in American history. The Continental Congress served as the governing body for the
American colonies from 1774 to 1789, ultimately leading to the establishment of the United
States. The journals provide insight into the political climate of the time, the debates
surrounding independence, and the foundational efforts to form a new nation. This article
delves into the significance, structure, and historical context of the Journals of the
Continental Congress.

Historical Context

In the wake of increasing tensions between the American colonies and Great Britain,
colonists began to organize and seek representation. The First Continental Congress
convened in September 1774 in response to the Intolerable Acts, which were punitive
measures imposed by Britain. This assembly aimed to address colonial grievances and
assert collective rights. The Second Continental Congress followed in May 1775, shortly
after the battles of Lexington and Concord, marking a transition from a focus on reform to
outright independence.

The Role of the Continental Congress

The Continental Congress played several crucial roles in American independence:

1. Unifying the Colonies: It provided a platform for representatives from different colonies
to come together and discuss common concerns.

2. Managing War Efforts: The Congress took on the responsibility of directing military
actions against British forces and coordinating efforts among the colonies.

3. Establishing Foreign Relations: It sought alliances with foreign nations, particularly
France, to gain support against Britain.

4. Drafting Foundational Documents: The Congress was responsible for creating significant
documents, including the Declaration of Independence and the Articles of Confederation.

The Structure of the Journals

The Journals of the Continental Congress are organized chronologically, documenting the
proceedings of each session. Each entry typically includes:

- Date and Location: The date of the session and where it was held.

- Attendance Records: A list of delegates present and absent, highlighting the participation
of various colonies.

- Resolutions and Votes: Detailed accounts of resolutions proposed, debates held, and the



outcomes of votes.

- Correspondence and Communications: Summaries of letters and communications received
from various individuals and groups, including military leaders and foreign diplomats.

- Committee Reports: Updates from various committees established to address specific
issues.

Publication and Preservation

The Journals were initially handwritten and maintained by clerks of the Congress. The first
official publication of these journals occurred in 1777, with subsequent volumes released
over the years. In total, there are 34 volumes of the journals, covering the period from 1774
to 1789. The preservation of these documents has been essential for historical research
and understanding the formation of the United States.

Significant Entries and Resolutions

The Journals of the Continental Congress contain numerous significant entries that illustrate
the evolution of American governance and the quest for independence. Some notable
moments include:

1. The Declaration of Independence: On July 2, 1776, the Congress voted for independence
from Britain, followed by the adoption of the Declaration on July 4. The journals detail the
debates and the final wording of the document.

2. Military Appointments: Entries from 1775 document the appointment of George
Washington as the Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army, highlighting the
Congress's role in military leadership.

3. Foreign Aid: The journals reflect ongoing efforts to secure support from foreign powers,
particularly during the critical period of 1778 when France entered the war as an ally.

4. Articles of Confederation: In 1777, the Congress began drafting the Articles of
Confederation, which served as the first constitution for the newly independent states. The
journals capture the discussions and compromises involved in this process.

Impact on American Governance

The decisions made and the actions taken by the Continental Congress, as documented in
the journals, significantly impacted the governance structure of the United States. Some
key outcomes include:

- Establishment of a National Identity: The Congress fostered a sense of unity among the
colonies, emphasizing the importance of collective action and shared governance.

- Framework for Future Governance: The experience of the Congress laid the groundwork
for the Constitutional Convention of 1787, which ultimately produced the current U.S.
Constitution.

- Precedent for Legislative Procedure: The practices and procedures developed during the
Congress influenced the legislative processes in the United States Congress established



under the Constitution.

Access and Research

The Journals of the Continental Congress are available for public access, with many
volumes digitized for ease of research. Institutions such as the Library of Congress and
various historical societies provide online resources and archives for scholars, students, and
the general public interested in this vital period of American history.

Research Opportunities

The journals offer a wealth of opportunities for research, including:

- Political Science: Analyzing the decision-making processes and political strategies of early
American leaders.

- History: Exploring the social and cultural contexts of the time, including the role of various
groups in the independence movement.

- Legal Studies: Understanding the foundations of American law and governance as
articulated in the debates and documents produced by the Congress.

Conclusion

The Journals of the Continental Congress stand as a testament to the collaborative efforts of
American colonists striving for independence and self-governance. They encapsulate a
transformative period in history, reflecting the aspirations, challenges, and triumphs of a
fledgling nation. By studying these journals, we gain not only a clearer understanding of the
past but also insights into the principles that continue to shape American democracy today.
The preservation and accessibility of these records ensure that future generations can learn
from the founding moments of the United States and appreciate the sacrifices made in the
pursuit of liberty and justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the 'Journals of the Continental Congress'?

The 'Journals of the Continental Congress' are the official records of the debates, decisions,
and proceedings of the Continental Congress, which governed the American colonies during
the American Revolution from 1774 to 1789.

Why are the Journals of the Continental Congress



considered important historical documents?

They are important because they provide insight into the political and social dynamics of
the time, documenting key decisions that shaped the founding of the United States,
including the Declaration of Independence and the Articles of Confederation.

How can the Journals of the Continental Congress be
accessed today?

The Journals are available in various formats, including printed volumes and digital
collections, with many being accessible online through libraries, historical societies, and
educational institutions.

What type of information can be found in the Journals
of the Continental Congress?

The Journals contain records of debates, resolutions, letters, and reports, as well as
procedural rules and details about the attendance and participation of delegates in
meetings.

Who was responsible for compiling and maintaining the
Journals of the Continental Congress?

The Journals were compiled by appointed clerks of the Congress, with notable figures like
Charles Thomson serving as the primary secretary, ensuring accurate and comprehensive
documentation of the proceedings.
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