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The Second Continental Congress, convened in May 1775, was a pivotal moment in American history
that set the course for independence from Britain. It was during this critical period that the colonies
debated, strategized, and made decisions that would shape the future of a nascent nation. One of the
most significant actions was the decision to establish an organized Continental Army and appoint
George Washington as its commander-in-chief. Additionally, the Congress sought to address the
ongoing conflict with Britain through diplomatic means, culminating in the decision to send a formal
letter to King George lll, pleading for peace while asserting their rights as British subjects. This article
explores what the Second Continental Congress decided, the context behind these decisions, and the

role George Washington played in this transformative era.

The Key Decisions of the Second Continental Congress

As tensions with Britain escalated throughout 1775, the Second Continental Congress faced critical
decisions that would determine the future of the colonies. These decisions reflected both a desire for

reconciliation and a readiness to defend their rights through military means.

1. Formation of the Continental Army

One of the earliest and most consequential decisions was to create a unified military force.



Recognizing the need for organized resistance, the Congress:

o Established the Continental Army on June 14, 1775.

* Chose George Washington, a respected Virginia planter and military leader, as the Commander-

in-Chief.

¢ Ordered the procurement of weapons, supplies, and troop enlistments across the colonies.

This move marked the colonies' transition from loosely coordinated militias to a centralized military

effort.

2. Adoption of the Olive Branch Petition

Despite military preparations, the Congress sought to reconcile with Britain, leading to the adoption of

the Olive Branch Petition on July 5, 1775. This document:

e Expressed loyalty to King George Ill and the desire to restore peace.

¢ Petitioned for the repeal of oppressive laws and grievances.

* Served as a last attempt at diplomatic resolution before declaring independence.

However, King George Il rejected the petition, and hostilities continued.

3. Declaration of Colonial Rights

In July 1775, the Congress issued the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms,

affirming:



¢ The colonies' right to defend themselves.
* Objections to taxation without representation.
» Justifications for their resistance against British policies.

This document laid the groundwork for future assertions of independence.

4. Consideration of Independence

While initially seeking reconciliation, the Congress gradually moved toward declaring

independence:
o After the battles of Lexington and Concord, the idea of independence gained momentum.
o Thomas Jefferson was tasked with drafting a formal declaration.
o On July 2, 1776, the Congress voted for independence, which was officially adopted on

July 4, 1776.

This marked the definitive break from Britain.

George Washington’s Role and His Letter to King George

While the military and diplomatic decisions unfolded, George Washington’s leadership was
instrumental. His appointment as Commander-in-Chief signified the colonies’ commitment to

organized resistance. Simultaneously, the Congress recognized the importance of diplomatic



correspondence—most notably, a letter to King George lll-to communicate their position and

hopes for peace.

The Context of the Letter to King George

Before the Declaration of Independence, the colonies attempted to resolve conflicts through
diplomacy. The letter to King George |ll was a formal message sent in 1775, often referred to as
the "Olive Branch Petition," which was drafted to:

o Express loyalty to the King and the British Crown.

o Appeal for the repeal of oppressive laws and taxes.

o Ask for a peaceful resolution to the mounting tensions.

However, the letter was met with rejection and hostility from the British government.

Contents of George Washington’s Letter to King George

Although Washington did not personally write the initial petition, his leadership during this period

was intertwined with diplomatic efforts. The letter to King George Il included:
o Formal expressions of loyalty and allegiance to the Crown.

o Clear statements of the colonies’ grievances, including taxation without representation,

restrictions on trade, and infringements on colonial rights.

o Requests for redress and a return to the status quo prior to the conflicts.



The tone was respectful but firm, emphasizing their desire for peace and justice.

Impact of the Letter and Its Limitations

While the letter reflected the colonies' sincere hope for reconciliation, it ultimately failed to
prevent the escalation toward independence. The British government’s rejection of the petition

and the worsening conflict made the colonies realize that separation was inevitable.

Legacy of the Decisions Made by the Second Continental

Congress

The decisions of the Second Continental Congress laid the foundation for the United States of

America. These included:
o Establishing the Continental Army and appointing George Washington as its leader.
o Seeking diplomatic solutions through correspondence and petitions.

o Moving toward declaring independence as a definitive break from British rule.

Moreover, the Congress’s ability to balance diplomatic efforts with military preparedness
demonstrated strategic foresight. The decision to send a letter to King George was a reflection of
their desire to avoid war if possible, but also a recognition that independence was the only viable

path forward.



Conclusion

The Second Continental Congress was a turning point in American history. Its decisions—forming
the Continental Army, seeking peace through diplomatic channels, and ultimately declaring
independence—were driven by the colonies’ desire for self-governance, justice, and freedom.
George Washington’s leadership in military affairs and the diplomatic efforts encapsulated in the
letter to King George Il exemplified the complex balance between diplomacy and revolution.
Though the letter did not achieve its immediate goals, it remains a symbol of the colonies’ initial
hope for reconciliation and their eventual resolve to forge a new nation. Today, understanding
these decisions helps us appreciate the foundational principles that shaped the United States

and the enduring struggle for liberty and independence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main decision made by the Second Continental

Congress regarding independence?

The Second Continental Congress decided to establish an independent government, ultimately
leading to the Declaration of Independence, and sought to coordinate the colonies' efforts

against Britain.

Why did George Washington agree to become the commander-in-

chief of the Continental Army?



George Washington was chosen because of his leadership skills, military experience, and

reputation, making him a trusted choice to lead the colonial forces against the British.

Did the Second Continental Congress officially declare

independence from Britain?

No, during the Second Continental Congress, they adopted the Olive Branch Petition as a last
attempt at peace, but they also began moving toward independence, which was formally

declared later in July 1776.

What was the significance of George Washington writing a letter

to King George I111?

While there is no record of Washington writing to King George Il during the Congress, the idea
symbolizes the colonial efforts to communicate grievances and seek resolution before declaring

independence.

How did the decisions of the Second Continental Congress impact

the American Revolution?

Their decisions to form an army, establish a government, and seek independence galvanized the

colonies' efforts, ultimately leading to the outbreak of the Revolutionary War.



Was George Washington involved in the decisions made at the

Second Continental Congress?

While Washington was not a formal member of the Congress, he was appointed as the

commander-in-chief of the Continental Army, playing a crucial role in the revolution.

Did the Second Continental Congress send a letter to King George

Ill asking for peace?

Yes, they sent the Olive Branch Petition in 1775 as a final attempt to avoid war and reconcile

with Britain, but it was rejected by King George Ill.

What role did the Second Continental Congress play in drafting the

Declaration of Independence?

The Congress appointed a committee, led by Thomas Jefferson, to draft the Declaration, which

was adopted on July 4, 1776, declaring the colonies' independence.

How did the decisions of the Second Continental Congress

influence the formation of the United States?

Their decisions established the framework for American self-governance, independence, and the
creation of foundational documents like the Declaration of Independence and the Articles of

Confederation.



Was there any direct communication from George Washington to

King George during the Congress period?

There are no records of direct communication from George Washington to King George Il during

this period; most correspondence was between colonial leaders and British officials.
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The Second Continental Congress, convened on May 10, 1775, in Philadelphia, marked a pivotal
moment in American history. Emerging amidst escalating tensions with Britain and the outbreak
of hostilities at Lexington and Concord, the Congress faced the monumental task of steering the
colonies through an uncertain future. Their decisions would shape the trajectory of the American
Revolution, balancing the desire for reconciliation against the mounting push for independence.
Among the many consequential outcomes of this congress, perhaps none is as emblematic as
the decision to appoint George Washington as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army—an

act that would reverberate through history.

But what exactly did the Second Continental Congress decide? How did its deliberations reflect
the complex and often conflicting sentiments of the colonies? And what would George
Washington, upon assuming command, later communicate to King George 1117 To understand
the significance of these decisions, it is essential to delve into the congress’s debates,
resolutions, and strategic intentions, as well as the implications that their choices held for the

future of the nascent United States.



Context and Background: The Colonial Crisis Leading to

the Congress

Before examining the decisions made by the Second Continental Congress, it is necessary to
understand the volatile backdrop against which these deliberations took place. The colonies had
been experiencing increasing friction with Britain over taxation, representation, and autonomy
since the 1760s. The passage of laws such as the Stamp Act and Townshend Acts, along with

the Boston Tea Party and the subsequent Intolerable Acts, had heightened colonial resentment.

The initial response was one of protest and negotiation, but as tensions escalated with the first
shots fired at Lexington and Concord in April 1775, the colonies found themselves on the brink
of war. The colonies were divided: some sought a peaceful reconciliation, while others believed
independence was the only way forward. The Second Continental Congress convened as a
centralized authority capable of coordinating the colonies’ response, and it had to navigate these

divisions carefully.

The Major Decisions of the Second Continental Congress

The Congress’s decisions during this period can be categorized into several key areas: military

organization, diplomatic efforts, economic measures, and ideological declarations.



1. Establishment of an Organized Continental Army

One of the earliest and most consequential decisions was the creation of a unified military force.

Recognizing the need for a coordinated defense, the Congress:

- Appointed George Washington as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army on June 15,
1775.

- Authorized the purchase and manufacture of arms, ammunition, and supplies.

- Established the Army’s structure and command hierarchy.

- Declared the colonies in a state of rebellion but emphasized the desire for reconciliation.

This decision marked a shift from local militia actions to a centralized military effort, signaling the

colonies’ seriousness about defending their rights.

2. Adoption of the Olive Branch Petition and Rejection of

Reconciliation

Initially, many delegates hoped to avoid outright rebellion. The Congress drafted the Olive
Branch Petition in July 1775, affirming loyalty to King George Ill and seeking redress for

grievances. However:

- The petition was rejected by the King, who declared the colonies in open rebellion.
- The Congress, recognizing the need to prepare for war, moved forward with military and

economic measures.

This rejection underscored the Congress’s recognition that reconciliation was unlikely and that

independence might be inevitable.



3. Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms

In July 1775, the Congress issued this formal statement, asserting:
- The colonies’ grievances and the ongoing violations of their rights.
- Their right to defend themselves against British oppression.

- The necessity of taking up arms as a last resort.

While stopping short of declaring independence, this document was a clear signal that the

colonies viewed themselves as justified in resisting British authority.

4. The Creation of a Committee of Correspondence and Diplomatic

Efforts

The Congress established committees to coordinate communication among colonies and to seek

foreign aid:

- Recognized the importance of securing alliances, especially with France.

- Sent representatives abroad to negotiate support and recognition.

These diplomatic efforts were crucial in laying the groundwork for eventual independence.

5. Drafting and Adoption of the Declaration of Independence

Although the formal declaration would come later in 1776, the Second Continental Congress



began articulating the colonies’ philosophical justification for separation, drawing heavily from

Enlightenment ideas.

Decisions That Signaled a Shift Toward Independence

While the Congress initially aimed for reconciliation, several decisions indicated a move toward

independence:

- The appointment of Washington as Commander-in-Chief demonstrated a commitment to
organized military resistance.

- The rejection of the Olive Branch Petition and the publication of the "Declaration of the Causes
and Necessity of Taking Up Arms" reflected a recognition that the conflict might be irreversible.
- The adoption of resolutions asserting the colonies' rights as free and independent states laid

the ideological foundation.

By mid-1775, the trajectory was set unmistakably toward establishing a new nation, even as

some delegates still hoped for a peaceful resolution.

George Washington’s Role and Later Communications to

King George Il

As the newly appointed Commander-in-Chief, George Washington’s leadership was pivotal. His



military decisions, discipline, and strategic insights helped sustain the Continental Army amid
hardships. Yet, beyond his battlefield role, Washington would become a key figure in shaping the

colonies’ diplomatic stance.

The Hypothetical Letter to King George llI

Although no direct letter from Washington to King George Il during this early period has
survived, historians often speculate on what such a correspondence might have entailed, based

on his later writings and the official communications of the Congress.

Themes that a letter from Washington might have addressed include:

- Justification of the Colonies’ Actions: Emphasizing the grievances and perceived injustices
inflicted by the British Crown.

- Appeal for Reconciliation: Expressing a desire to resolve disputes peacefully, if possible.

- Assertion of Rights: Declaring the colonies’ rights to self-governance and asserting that their
actions were defensive and lawful.

- Warning of the Consequences of Continued Repression: Highlighting the escalating conflict and
the possibility of independence if grievances remained unaddressed.

- Proposing Negotiation or Settlement: Offering an olive branch if the Crown was willing to

address colonial concerns.
Sample sentiment (hypothetically) might have been:
"His Majesty’s subjects in America, though compelled to defend their rights and liberties, remain

loyal subjects. Yet, if grievances persist and redress is denied, the colonies must consider the

necessity of independence to secure their future."



The Legacy of the Second Continental Congress’s

Decisions

The decisions made by the Congress set the course for the American Revolution and the
creation of the United States. They reflected a complex interplay of pragmatism, ideological

conviction, and strategic foresight.
Key outcomes included:

- Moving from protest to armed resistance.

- Laying the ideological groundwork for independence.

- Establishing governance structures that would evolve into the foundational government of the
u.S.

- Demonstrating the colonies’ willingness to unite and act collectively.

The Congress’s decisions ultimately culminated in the Declaration of Independence on July 4,
1776, a formal articulation of the colonies’ break from Britain—an act that was rooted in the

debates and resolutions of the Second Continental Congress.

Conclusion

The Second Continental Congress’s decisions represented a bold and transformative step in
American history. From establishing a continental army to articulating justifications for

independence, the Congress navigated uncharted waters. Their actions reflected a shift from



colonial protests to revolutionary governance, setting the stage for the creation of the United

States.

While George Washington’s letter to King George Ill remains a hypothetical construct—an
emblem of the complex diplomatic and ideological landscape of the time—it symbolizes the
profound transition from colonial grievances to the assertion of sovereign independence. The
decisions of the Congress, combined with Washington’s leadership, ultimately redefined the

future of a nation that would go on to influence the course of world history.

In summary, the Second Continental Congress decided to organize military resistance, reject
reconciliation efforts, articulate the colonies’ rights and grievances, and prepare for the possibility
of independence. These decisions, underpinned by diplomatic efforts and ideological
declarations, set the foundation for the birth of a new nation and remain a testament to the

revolutionary spirit that defined an era.
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