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Safety Committees 

 

During the American Revolution, a network of local 
committees emerged that fundamentally reshaped 
political power in the Thirteen Colonies. Known as 
committees of correspondence, inspection (or 
observation), and safety, these Patriot-led bodies 
gradually displaced royal authority and functioned as a 
shadow government. As British officials grew 
increasingly ineffective, the committees stepped into 
the vacuum, organizing resistance and laying the 
groundwork for American independence. 

The earliest of these bodies, committees of 
correspondence, had precedents in seventeenth-
century England, where parliamentary factions used 
them during conflicts with the Stuart monarchy. In the 
colonies, they reappeared after 1763, when Britain 
began strictly enforcing trade and navigation laws 
following the Peace of Paris. Colonial leaders urged 
merchants to meet, appoint committees, and 
coordinate protests against imperial policies. 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New York took the 
lead in 1763–64, using correspondence to unite 
colonial interests. 

The movement gained decisive momentum in Boston. 
On November 21, 1772, a town meeting at Faneuil Hall 
appointed a committee of twenty-one members to 
communicate with other Massachusetts towns about 
threats to colonial rights. By late 1774, this committee 
had effectively become Boston’s executive authority 
and, in many respects, that of the entire province. 
Under its guidance, resistance intensified, culminating 

in the Boston Tea Party. The Tea Act of 1773 sparked 
similar organizing across the colonies, with legislative 
committees forming from Georgia to New Jersey and 
new municipalities quickly joining the movement. 

After the passage of the Boston Port Bill, Boston’s 
committee coordinated intercolonial resistance by 
urging trade boycotts and circulating copies of the 
legislation as evidence of British tyranny. Committees 
soon appeared in nearly every town, city, and county. In 
the middle and southern colonies, many were 
authorized to elect deputies to meet with one another, 
strengthening intercolonial cooperation. 

Following the First Continental Congress in 1774, 
committees of inspection were established to enforce 
the Continental Association, a comprehensive boycott 
of British goods. Hundreds of such committees formed, 
policing trade and monitoring compliance. Over time, 
their responsibilities expanded dramatically: they 
collected taxes, recruited soldiers, and assumed 
powers once held by colonial governments. Notably, 
these committees claimed legitimacy from the 
Continental Congress rather than from provincial 
assemblies. 

Committees of safety represented the most overt 
exercise of revolutionary governance. Created by 
provincial congresses, they functioned as emergency 
executive bodies, passing regulations and managing 
public affairs before independence and the adoption of 
state constitutions. Although they generally avoided 
formal violence, they enforced loyalty through public 
shaming, forced apologies, and social exclusion. Many 
future leaders of the Continental Congress gained 
experience serving on these committees. 

Historians emphasize the committees’ significance. 
They provided a structure capable of enforcing 
revolutionary goals locally while fostering a shared 
sense of American identity. For ordinary colonists, the 
committees became arenas where loyalty was tested 
and dissent punished. Their rise also marked a shift 
toward broader political participation, as artisans, 
religious minorities, and ethnic groups demanded 
representation—an unsettling development for royal 
officials and conservative Patriots alike. 

By 1775, the committees had effectively replaced royal 
governments at the local level. Eighteen years later, 
revolutionary France would adopt a similar model with 
its own Committee of Public Safety, drawing inspiration 
from the American example—the most recent and 
influential republican revolution of its time. 

 


