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Overview Results

Introduction 

● The Slave Insurrection of 1741 was a rebellion that was
planned by poor white population and slaves in 
Manhattan.

● In 1741, Manhattan was one of colonies with the largest
number of slaves, making up 20% of the population 

● This increased competition for jobs among tradesmen
and slaves, also rising tensions in the city.

● It eventually escalated to a rebelion in 1741 known as the
Negro Plot. 

● Resulted in series of fires in lower Manhattan, including
the house of the governor Fort George. 

● It ended with the arrest of 172 and execution of 34. A
place closely associated with this was Hughson's tavern. 
It was owned by the John Hughson. The place was a 
spot where blacks, poor whites, free blacks and soldiers 
gather. It was among the first places where rebellions 
begun against slavery and poor working conditions.

Abstract
The roots of First Amendment values grew to a boiling 

point in Colonial America prior to the inception of the 
Revolutionary War. Common knowledge of the revolution 
often paints New York as a largely loyalist colony. 
However, historians often overlook the fact that the 
revolutionary zeitgeist of the era spanned many colonies. 
We use historical accounts, major events, court cases, 
and historian commentary to explore how New Yorkers 
embody the early spirit of what will eventually become 
the foundational American value of free speech. Much of 
our research points to a growing trend of free speech 
values in colonial New York, and their embrace of values 
often associated with enlightenment liberalism.  

The Peter Zenger Trial
● Peter Zenger, a publisher in New York, had a paper that

allowed for criticism of the governor William Cosby.
● He was charged with seditious libel in 1734.
● English Common Law, which was in effect in the colonies,

said that even truth can be considered libel.
● His lawyer Andrew Hamilton argued that the truth is an

absolute defense against libel, and won the case.
● Gouverneur Morris in the constitutional convention of 1787

described it as:
“...the germ of American freedom, the morning star of 
that liberty which subsequently revolutionized America.”

● This case serves as a precedent and victory that
influenced New Yorkers view on the freedom of the press.
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Methods

This study examines four examples of early 
instances of free speech by using the case study 
method. These four cases illustrate the values of the 
times regarding freedom of expression: free speech, 
freedom of the press, and freedom of assembly. A 
common theme among these four accounts is the urge 
to criticize one’s own government, whether or not it was 
considered lawful in the timeframe to do so. The 
existence of these cases provided the necessary 
means and inspiration to establish and ensure the 
rights provided to New Yorkers and all other citizens of 
the United States today.

We explored content in different databases, one being 
the American Antiquarian Society Historical Periodicals 
Collection. We analyzed eighteenth century 
newspapers and other primary sources of the era. We 
also conducted a literature review of other historians’ 
findings in the field.

● The Cato’s Letters were a collection of
essays written by John Trenchard and
Thomas Gordon.

● Published across the 13 colonies including
the New York Journal.

● The letters criticized the corrupt and poor
political system under the British. They
were tyrannical and oppressive.

● The ideas heavily inspired ideals in the
American Revolution.

● Similar language used in the first
amendment is drew from the free speech
ideas expressed in these letters.

● William Levingston, a New York lawyer, was one of the
“Anglicans’ most articulate foe.”

● He was in favor of the free market of ideas, and feared a
sect having control of the universities.

● Levingston argued against the Anglican control of the
upcoming King's College that will have public funding –
which will give rise to todays Columbia University.

● His arguments for separating church & publicly funded
universities influenced many state governments and the
federal government.

● One of many arguments contributing to the clause
“Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion”

NY State Constitution 
● The NY State Constitution was first written in 1777.
● It boldly claims:

“...to guard against that spiritual oppression and 
intolerance wherewith the bigotry and ambition of 
weak and wicked priests and princes have 
scourged mankind…”

● This is in the context of the New York colony being
oppressed by an increasing British-Anglican rule

● In keeping with the ideas of Levingston and the
founding fathers, the authors believed in the free
exercise of religion

● However they all knew the danger of one sect gaining
power, as New York has witnessed first hand.

Faux common knowledge and early schooling on 
the American Revolution has poised New York as a 
loyalist colony, but our research challenges this 
presupposition. Through our research we have found 
that the support for the ideas laid out in the first 
amendment was rising in colonial New York. The 
Peter Zenger trial upheld freedom of the press, 
William Levingstons arguments informed many 
thinkers about the separation of church and state, 
Catos letters reinforced the ideals of free expression, 
the slave Insurrection showed one of the first 
rebellions related to slavery, and the language used 
in the NY State Constitution mentions the freedom to 
practice religion within the context of British 
Anglicization. 

Throughout its history New York has served as an 
entry port for many emigrants that contributed the 
cultural and economic diversity of the city. Colonial New 
York developed into one of the most import urban areas 
at the time. This research indicates that the roots of 
many of the future Constitutional Acts of United States 
have their footing in Colonial New York. Furthermore, 
we find these values reflecting for the first time in 
immigrant populations.  The City continues to this days 
to serve as one of the main areas of freedom of speech 
and artistic expression. 
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