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Session 1 Discussion Guide: 
Opening Question 

Before reading: Should political leaders ever have unlimited power? Why or why not? 

Magna Carta (1215) 

Understanding the Context 

Why did the barons force King John to sign the Magna Carta? What problem were they trying to 
solve?​
 

Close Reading​
 

Clause 39 states that no freeman can be punished except by “the lawful judgment of his peers or 
by the law of the land.” What principle about government power does this establish? 

Clause 40 promises that justice will not be sold, denied, or delayed. Why might this have been 
an important protection? 

Interpretation​
Who was the Magna Carta originally meant to protect? Why might later generations still see it 
as important? 

Connection​
How might ideas in Magna Carta influence later principles such as the rule of law, trial by jury, 
and limits on government? 

Mayflower Compact (1620) 

Understanding the Text​
Why did the settlers feel the need to create the Mayflower Compact before landing? 

Close Reading​
The settlers agree to form a “civil body politic.” What does this phrase suggest about how they 
understood government? 

Interpretation​
 The colonists promise to make laws for the “general good of the colony.” What does this tell us 
about their idea of political authority? 
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Connection​
How does the Mayflower Compact reflect the idea that government comes from the consent of 
the governed? 

English Bill of Rights (1689) 

Understanding the Context​
What actions by King James II led English leaders to revolt against him? 

Close Reading​
 Why does the document emphasize limits on the king’s ability to: 

●​ suspend laws​
 

●​ tax the people​
 

●​ maintain a standing army?​
 

Interpretation​
How does the English Bill of Rights attempt to prevent abuses of power? 

Connection​
 Why might American colonists believe the rights in this document applied to them as well? 

Big Picture Question 

What common idea about government appears in all three documents?​
 

Which idea from these readings seems most important for understanding the Declaration of 
Independence? 
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Magna Carta 
Royal Charter of King John and the Barons of England 

June 15, 1215 
 

 
John Lackland, King of England from 1166 until his death in 1216, ruled England following the death of 
his popular brother, King Richard Lionheart—a dynamic steeped in mythology, Robin Hood was 
purportedly active during an earlier period when King Richard was away participating in the Third 
Crusade and John ruled in his brother’s absence. King John was so despised by his people that no other 
English king would ever use the name “John” again—he was reviled most, not for his rampant 
fornication, his cowardice, or his excessive taxation, (although he was surely hated for these things) but 
for his alarming habit of swearing solemn oaths and promptly breaking them. In short, he was always 
willing to and did betray anyone—including family members and the Church—when it suited him. While 
intent on conquering French territories that his family had once laid claim to, his own Earls and Barons, 
the nobles in England, took up arms against him, ultimately seizing London and forcing him to sign the 
Magna Carta (Great Charter) in 1215, wherein the king granted solemn rights to the nobility and 
empowered a group of barons to hold the king accountable should he fail to respect said rights. True to 
form, King John immediately broke his promise and discarded the document, continuing to fight until he 
died of dysentery a year later—it was never enacted in its (this) original form, but was re-chartered some 
years later by a successor. 

 
 

John, by the grace of God, king of England… to the archbishop, bishops, abbots, earls, barons… 
and to all his bailiffs and liege subjects, greetings. Know that, having regard to God and for the 
salvation of our soul, and those of all our ancestors and heirs, and unto the honor of God and 
the advancement of his holy Church and for the rectifying of our realm, we have granted as 
underwritten by advice of our venerable fathers, Stephen, archbishop of Canterbury, primate of 
all England and cardinal of the holy Roman Church… and others, our liegemen.   

1. In the first place we have granted to God, and by this our present charter confirmed for us 
and our heirs forever that the English Church shall be free, and shall have her rights entire, and 
her liberties inviolate; and we will that it be thus observed; which is apparent from this that the 
freedom of elections, which is reckoned most important and very essential to the English 
Church, we, of our pure and unconstrained will, did grant, and did by our charter confirm and 
did obtain the ratification of the same from our lord, Pope Innocent III, before the quarrel arose 
between us and our barons: and this we will observe, and our will is that it be observed in good 
faith by our heirs forever. We have also granted to all freemen of our kingdom, for us and our 
heirs forever, all the underwritten liberties, to be had and held by them and their heirs, of us 
and our heirs forever. […]   
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7. A widow, after the death of her husband, shall forthwith and without difficulty have her 
marriage portion and inheritance; nor shall she give anything for her dower, or for her marriage 
portion, or for the inheritance which her husband and she held on the day of the death of that 
husband; and she may remain in the house of her husband for forty days after his death, within 
which time her dower shall be assigned to her.   

8. No widow shall be compelled to marry, so long as she prefers to live without a husband…  

9. Neither we nor our bailiffs will seize any land or rent for any debt, as long as the chattels of 
the debtor are sufficient to repay the debt; nor shall the sureties of the debtor be distrained so 
long as the principal debtor is able to satisfy the debt; and if the principal debtor shall fail to pay 
the debt, having nothing wherewith to pay it, then the sureties shall answer for the debt; and let 
them have the lands and rents of the debtor, if they desire them, until they are indemnified for 
the debt which they have paid for him, unless the principal debtor can show proof that he is 
discharged thereof as against the said sureties. […]  

13. And the city of London shall have all its ancient liberties and free customs…; furthermore, 
we decree and grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns, and ports shall have all their liberties 
and free customs. […]  

20. A freeman shall not be amerced [punished] for a slight offense, except in accordance with the 
degree of the offense; and for a grave offense he shall be amerced in accordance with the gravity 
of the offense, yet saving always his “contentment”; and a merchant in the same way, saving his 
“merchandise”; and a villain shall be amerced in the same way, saving his “wainage” if they 
have fallen into our mercy: and none of the aforesaid amercements shall be imposed except by 
the oath of honest men of the neighborhood.   

21. Earls and barons shall not be amerced except through their peers, and only in accordance 
with the degree of the offense. […] 

30. No sheriff or bailiff of ours, or other person, shall take the horses or carts of any freeman for 
transport duty, against the will of the said freeman. […]  

36. Nothing in future shall be given or taken for a writ of inquisition of life or limbs [jury trial], 
but freely it shall be granted, and never denied. […]  

39. No freemen shall be taken or imprisoned or disseised [to be dispossessed of land] or exiled 
or in any way destroyed, nor will we go upon him nor send upon him, except by the lawful 
judgment of his peers or by the law of the land.   

40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we refuse or delay, right or justice. […]  

54. No one shall be arrested or imprisoned upon the appeal of a woman, for the death of any 
other than her husband. […]  
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60. Moreover, all these aforesaid customs and liberties, the observances of which we have 
granted in our kingdom as far as pertains to us towards our men, shall be observed by all of our 
kingdom, as well clergy as laymen, as far as pertains to them towards their men.   

61. Since, moreover, for God and the amendment of our kingdom and for the better allaying of 
the quarrel that has arisen between us and our barons, we have granted all these concessions, 
desirous that they should enjoy them in complete and firm endurance forever, we give and 
grant to them the underwritten security, namely, that the barons choose five and twenty barons 
of the kingdom, whomsoever they will, who shall be bound with all their might, to observe and 
hold, and cause to be observed, the peace and liberties we have granted and confirmed to them 
by this our present Charter, so that if we, or our justiciar, or our bailiffs or any one of our 
officers, shall in anything be at fault towards anyone, or shall have broken any one of the 
articles of this peace or of this security, and the offense be notified to four barons of the foresaid 
five and twenty, the said four barons shall repair to us (or our justiciar, if we are out of the 
realm) and, laying the transgression before us, petition to have that transgression redressed 
without delay. And if we shall not have corrected the transgression (or, in the event of our being 
out of the realm, if our justiciar shall not have corrected it) within forty days, reckoning from the 
time it has been intimated to us (or to our justiciar, if we should be out of the realm), the four 
barons aforesaid shall refer that matter to the rest of the five and twenty barons, and those five 
and twenty barons shall, together with the community of the whole realm, distrain and distress 
us in all possible ways, namely, by seizing our castles, lands, possessions, and in any other way 
they can, until redress has been obtained as they deem fit, saving harmless our own person, and 
the persons of our queen and children; and when redress has been obtained, they shall resume 
their old relations towards us. And let whoever in the country desires it, swear to obey the 
orders of the said five and twenty barons for the execution of all the aforesaid matters, and 
along with them, to molest us to the utmost of his power; and we publicly and freely grant leave 
to everyone who wishes to swear, and we shall never forbid anyone to swear. […]  

62. And all the will, hatreds, and bitterness that have arisen between us and our men, clergy and 
lay, from the date of the quarrel, we have completely remitted and pardoned to everyone. 
Moreover, all trespasses occasioned by the said quarrel, from Easter in the sixteenth year of our 
reign till the restoration of peace...   

63. Wherefore we will and firmly order that the English Church be free, and that the men in our 
kingdom have and hold all the aforesaid liberties, rights, and concessions, well and peaceably, 
freely and quietly, fully and wholly, for themselves and their heirs, of us and our heirs, in all 
respects and in all places forever, as is aforesaid. An oath, moreover, has been taken, as well on 
our part as on the part of the barons, that all these conditions aforesaid shall be kept in good 
faith and without evil intent…   
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Mayflower Compact 
Agreement of the Settlers of New Plymouth 

November 21, 1620 
 
The brief Mayflower Compact was signed by the Pilgrim voyagers aboard the Mayflower before their 
arrival at Plymouth, Massachusetts, which began the settlement of New England in 1620. 
 
 
IN THE NAME OF GOD, AMEN. We, whose names are underwritten, the Loyal Subjects of our 
dread Sovereign Lord King James, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, 
King, Defender of the Faith, &c. Having undertaken for the Glory of God, and Advancement of 
the Christian Faith, and the Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the first Colony 
in the northern Parts of Virginia; Do by these Presents, solemnly and mutually, in the Presence 
of God and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil Body Politick, for 
our better Ordering and Preservation, and Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid: And by Virtue 
hereof do enact, constitute, and frame, such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, 
Constitutions, and Officers, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for 
the general Good of the Colony; unto which we promise all due Submission and Obedience. IN 
WITNESS whereof we have hereunto subscribed our names at Cape-Cod the eleventh of 
November, in the Reign of our Sovereign Lord King James, of England, France, and Ireland, the 
eighteenth, and of Scotland the fifty-fourth, Anno Domini; 1620.  
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English Bill of Rights 
An Act of the Parliament of England 

December 16, 1689 
 

During the 1630s and 1640s Charles I of England ruled in an increasingly autocratic manner, bypassing 
parliamentary government and abridging civil liberties in various ways, leading to the English Civil War 
from 1642-51. Parliamentary forces defeated and executed Charles, creating a commonwealth led by 
Oliver Cromwell, but in 1660 restored Charles’s Stuart line and son Charles II to the throne. His second 
son, the future James II, converted to Catholicism later in life; upon his accession to the throne he moved 
to strengthen the position of Catholicism in England. A Presbyterian rebellion in Scotland led James to 
demand further powers, as well as further toleration of Catholics and Presbyterians, with James 
attempting to use royal prerogatives to do so. This unnerved the nation’s Protestant elite, who feared 
James would convert England into an absolutist state like other European Catholic powers. For them, the 
individualism of Protestantism and self-government were linked in important ways; that James was using 
royal power aggressively to press for toleration  was, paradoxically, evidence of his autocratic ways. 

James’s presumptive heirs had been his two ardently Protestant daughters from his first marriage, but the 
birth of a son with his much younger second wife, a Catholic, led the nation’s Protestant elites into open 
rebellion. They offered the throne to Mary, James’s daughter, and her husband William of Orange, a 
quasi-hereditary governor of much of the Netherlands celebrated for his efforts to advance Protestantism 
throughout Europe. William brought his private army to England, joining with the nation’s Anglican 
forces, including one of James’s generals, John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough, and deposed James II 
in what was subsequently known as the Glorious Revolution. 

Parliament (“the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons”) declared itself sovereign but invited 
William and Mary to jointly rule, provided they accepted their role as constitutional, rather than absolute, 
monarchs and that they consented to the Bill of Rights below. The Bill of Rights was hailed as the 
culmination of centuries of English anti-absolutist thought dating back to Magna Carta in 1215. As the 
18th century would make clear, England and her settlers in America drew different lessons from the 
Glorious Revolution. Both remained rooted in and devoted to claims of robust English civil liberties, but 
disagreed on whether the principle to be drawn from the Glorious Revolution was self-government 
through Parliament—parliamentary supremacy—or local self-government, as the Americans insisted and 
practice seemed to vindicate. 
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An Act Declaring the Rights and Liberties of the Subject and Settling 
the Succession of the Crown 

Whereas the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons assembled at Westminster, lawfully, 
fully and freely representing all the estates of the people of this realm, did upon the thirteenth 
day of February in the year of our Lord one thousand six hundred eighty-eight [old style date] 
present unto their Majesties, then called and known by the names and style of William and 
Mary, prince and princess of Orange, being present in their proper persons, a certain declaration 
in writing made by the said Lords and Commons in the words following, viz.: 

Whereas the late King James the Second, by the assistance of divers evil counsellors, judges and 
ministers employed by him, did endeavour to subvert and extirpate the Protestant religion and 
the laws and liberties of this kingdom; 

By assuming and exercising a power of dispensing with and suspending of laws and the 
execution of laws without consent of Parliament; 

By committing and prosecuting divers worthy prelates for humbly petitioning to be excused 
from concurring to the said assumed power; 

By issuing and causing to be executed a commission under the great seal for erecting a court 
called the Court of Commissioners for Ecclesiastical Causes; 

By levying money for and to the use of the Crown by pretence of prerogative for other time and 
in other manner than the same was granted by Parliament; 

By raising and keeping a standing army within this kingdom in time of peace without consent 
of Parliament, and quartering soldiers contrary to law; 

By causing several good subjects being Protestants to be disarmed at the same time when 
papists were both armed and employed contrary to law; 

By violating the freedom of election of members to serve in Parliament; 

By prosecutions in the Court of King's Bench for matters and causes cognizable only in 
Parliament, and by divers other arbitrary and illegal courses; 

And whereas of late years partial corrupt and unqualified persons have been returned and 
served on juries in trials, and particularly divers jurors in trials for high treason which were not 
freeholders; 

And excessive bail hath been required of persons committed in criminal cases to elude the 
benefit of the laws made for the liberty of the subjects; 
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And excessive fines have been imposed; 

And illegal and cruel punishments inflicted; 

And several grants and promises made of fines and forfeitures before any conviction or 
judgment against the persons upon whom the same were to be levied; 

All which are utterly and directly contrary to the known laws and statutes and freedom of this 
realm; 

And whereas the said late King James the Second having abdicated the government and the 
throne being thereby vacant, his Highness the prince of Orange (whom it hath pleased 
Almighty God to make the glorious instrument of delivering this kingdom from popery and 
arbitrary power) did (by the advice of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and divers principal 
persons of the Commons) cause letters to be written to the Lords Spiritual and Temporal being 
Protestants, and other letters to the several counties, cities, universities, boroughs and cinque 
ports, for the choosing of such persons to represent them as were of right to be sent to 
Parliament, to meet and sit at Westminster upon the two and twentieth day of January in this 
year one thousand six hundred eighty and eight [old style date], in order to such an 
establishment as that their religion, laws and liberties might not again be in danger of being 
subverted, upon which letters elections having been accordingly made; 

And thereupon the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons, pursuant to their 
respective letters and elections, being now assembled in a full and free representative of this 
nation, taking into their most serious consideration the best means for attaining the ends 
aforesaid, do in the first place (as their ancestors in like case have usually done) for the 
vindicating and asserting their ancient rights and liberties declare 

That the pretended power of suspending the laws or the execution of laws by regal authority 
without consent of Parliament is illegal; 

That the pretended power of dispensing with laws or the execution of laws by regal authority, 
as it hath been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal; 

That the commission for erecting the late Court of Commissioners for Ecclesiastical Causes, and 
all other commissions and courts of like nature, are illegal and pernicious; 

That levying money for or to the use of the Crown by pretence of prerogative, without grant of 
Parliament, for longer time, or in other manner than the same is or shall be granted, is illegal; 

That it is the right of the subjects to petition the king, and all commitments and prosecutions for 
such petitioning are illegal; 
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That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be 
with consent of Parliament, is against law; 

That the subjects which are Protestants may have arms for their defence suitable to their 
conditions and as allowed by law; 

That election of members of Parliament ought to be free; 

That the freedom of speech and debates or proceedings in Parliament ought not to be 
impeached or questioned in any court or place out of Parliament; 

That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 
punishments inflicted; 

That jurors ought to be duly impanelled and returned, and jurors which pass upon men in trials 
for high treason ought to be freeholders; 

That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before conviction are 
illegal and void; 

And that for redress of all grievances, and for the amending, strengthening and preserving of 
the laws, Parliaments ought to be held frequently. 

…. Having therefore an entire confidence that his said Highness the prince of Orange will 
perfect the deliverance so far advanced by him, and will still preserve them from the violation 
of their rights which they have here asserted, and from all other attempts upon their religion, 
rights and liberties, the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons assembled at 
Westminster do resolve that William and Mary, prince and princess of Orange, be and be 
declared king and queen of England….And the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons do 
pray the said prince and princess to accept the same accordingly. 

And that the oaths hereafter mentioned be taken by all persons of whom the oaths have 
allegiance and supremacy might be required by law, instead of them; and that the said oaths of 
allegiance and supremacy be abrogated. 

I… do sincerely promise and swear that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to their 
Majesties King William and Queen Mary. So help me God. 

I… do swear that I do from my heart abhor, detest and abjure as impious and heretical this 
damnable doctrine and position, that princes excommunicated or deprived by the Pope or any 
authority of the see of Rome may be deposed or murdered by their subjects or any other 
whatsoever. And I do declare that no foreign prince, person, prelate, state or potentate hath or 
ought to have any jurisdiction, power, superiority, pre-eminence or authority, ecclesiastical or 
spiritual, within this realm. So help me God. 
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Upon which their said Majesties did accept the crown and royal dignity of the kingdoms of 
England, France and Ireland, and the dominions thereunto belonging, according to the 
resolution and desire of the said Lords and Commons contained in the said declaration. 

And thereupon their Majesties were pleased that the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and 
Commons, being the two Houses of Parliament, should continue to sit, and with their Majesties' 
royal concurrence make effectual provision for the settlement of the religion, laws and liberties 
of this kingdom, so that the same for the future might not be in danger again of being 
subverted, to which the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons did agree, and 
proceed to act accordingly. Now in pursuance of the premises the said Lords Spiritual and 
Temporal and Commons in Parliament assembled, for the ratifying, confirming and establishing 
the said declaration and the articles, clauses, matters and things therein contained by the force 
of law made in due form by authority of Parliament, do pray that it may be declared and 
enacted that all and singular the rights and liberties asserted and claimed in the said declaration 
are the true, ancient and indubitable rights and liberties of the people of this kingdom, and so 
shall be esteemed, allowed, adjudged, deemed and taken to be; and that all and every the 
particulars aforesaid shall be firmly and strictly holden and observed as they are expressed in 
the said declaration, and all officers and ministers whatsoever shall serve their Majesties and 
their successors according to the same in all time to come. 

… And whereas it hath been found by experience that it is inconsistent with the safety and 
welfare of this Protestant kingdom to be governed by a popish prince, or by any king or queen 
marrying a papist, the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons do further pray that it 
may be enacted, that  [any such person who]….. is, are or shall be reconciled to or shall hold 
communion with the see or Church of Rome, or shall profess the popish religion, or shall marry 
a papist, shall be excluded and be for ever incapable to inherit, possess or enjoy the crown and 
government of this realm and Ireland and the dominions thereunto 

II. And be it further declared and enacted by the authority aforesaid, that from and after this 
present session of Parliament no dispensation by _non obstante_ of or to any statute or any part 
thereof shall be allowed, but that the same shall be held void and of no effect, except a 
dispensation be allowed of in such statute, and except in such cases as shall be specially 
provided for by one or more bill or bills to be passed during this present session of Parliament.  
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Session 2 Discussion Guide 
 
 

Opening Question 
 

Before reading: Where do human rights come from? From government, from laws, or from 
something else? 

 
John Locke – Second Treatise of Government 

 
Understanding the Argument 

 
Locke describes a “state of nature” where all people are free and equal. What does Locke mean 
by this idea? 

 
According to Locke, what rights do people possess naturally? 

 
Close Reading 

 
Locke argues that people form governments to protect their “lives, liberties, and estates.” Why 
might individuals give up some freedom to create government? 

 
Locke writes that government gains power through the consent of the governed.What does this 
phrase mean? 

 
Interpretation 

 
Locke says people have the right to resist or replace a government that violates their rights. 
Why might he believe this is necessary? 

 
Why might these ideas have been appealing to American colonists in the 1700s? 

 
George Mason – Virginia Declaration of Rights (1776) 

 
Understanding the Text 

 
Mason writes that “all men are born equally free and independent.” What rights does he say 
people possess? 

 
Close Reading 

 
Mason argues that government is created for the “common benefit, protection, and security of 
the people.” What does this suggest about the purpose of government? 

 
Mason also says the people have the right to reform or abolish government if it becomes 
harmful. How does this idea connect to Locke’s argument? 
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Big Picture Questions 
 

What ideas appear in both Locke’s writing and Mason’s declaration? How do these ideas help 
explain the famous line in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal…” 

 
Why might the founders describe rights as coming from “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s 
God” rather than from government? 

 
Reflection 

 
Do you think rights come from government or exist independently of government? Why? 

 
Second Treatise on Civil Government 

John Locke 
1690 

 
 

In 1688 and 1689 the English Parliament overthrew the increasingly autocratic James II in what became 
known as the Glorious Revolution. Parliament cited various abuses of power in tension with traditional 
English political liberties and gave the crown to his son-in-law and daughter, William and Mary, on the 
condition that they recognized the supremacy of Parliament and the English Bill of Rights. In other 
words, English monarchs must recognize that England was a constitutional monarchy of limited power. 
This conflict was not purely in England, either; the colonists resisted, for example, James II’s concurrent 
effort to consolidate the northern colonies into a single Dominion of New England that he could more 
effectively rule by appointment of a royal governor. Thus the colonists rejoiced in Parliament’s victory 
and the vindication of the English liberties they also claimed.  

 John Locke was an aide to one of the parliamentary leaders of the rebellion, and in its wake wrote a 
philosophical defense of the Glorious Revolution, as well as his thoughts on government, the separation of 
powers, etc, This text was read by many English and American political thinkers, and was particularly 
influential with Thomas Jefferson, who dubbed Locke one of the “three greatest men the world had ever 
produced” and featured a portrait of him in his Monticello estate.  

 

§. 4.  

TO understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must consider, what 
state all men are naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and 
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dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of 
nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the will of any other man.  

 A state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more 
than another; there being nothing more evident, than that creatures of the same species and 
rank, promiscuously born to all the same advantages of nature, and the use of the same 
faculties, should also be equal one amongst another without subordination or subjection, unless 
the lord and master of them all should, by any manifest declaration of his will, set one above 
another, and confer on him, by an evident and clear appointment, an undoubted right to 
dominion and sovereignty.  

§. 6.  

But though this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of licence: though man in that state have 
an uncontroulable liberty to dispose of his person or possessions, yet he has not liberty to 
destroy himself, or so much as any creature in his possession, but where some nobler use than 
its bare preservation calls for it. The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which 
obliges every one: and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, 
that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or 
possessions: for men being all the workmanship of one omnipotent, and infinitely wise maker; 
all the servants of one sovereign master, sent into the world by his order, and about his business; 
they are his property, whose workmanship they are, made to last  during his, not one another’s 
pleasure: and being furnished with like faculties, sharing all in one community of nature, there 
cannot be supposed any such subordination among us, that may authorize us to destroy one 
another, as if we were made for one another’s uses, as the inferior ranks of creatures are for 
our’s. Every one, as he is bound to preserve himself, and not to quit his station wilfully, so by 
the like reason, when his own preservation comes not in competition, ought he, as much as he 
can, to preserve the rest of mankind, and may not, unless it be to do justice on an offender, take 
away, or impair the life, or what tends to the preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb, or 
goods of another.  

 §. 22.  

THE natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not to be under 
the will or legislative authority of man, but to have only the law of nature for his rule. The 
liberty of man, in society, is to be under no other legislative power, but that established, by 
consent, in the common-wealth; nor under the dominion of any will, or restraint of any law, but 
what that legislative shall enact, according to the trust put in it. Freedom then is not ...a liberty 
for every one to do what he lists, to live as he pleases, and not to be tied by any laws: but 
freedom of men under government is, to have a standing rule to live by, common to every one 
of that society, and made by the legislative power erected in it; a liberty to follow my own will 
in all things, where the rule prescribes not; and not to be subject to the inconstant, uncertain, 
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unknown, arbitrary will of another man: as freedom of nature is, to be under no other restraint 
but the law of nature.  

 §. 27.  

Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every man has a 
property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself. The labour of his body, 
and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the 
state that nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it 
something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the 
common state nature hath placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it, that 
excludes the common right of other men: for this labour being the unquestionable property of 
the labourer, no man but he can have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is 
enough, and as good, left in common for others.  
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§. 95.  

MEN being, as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out 
of this estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without his own consent. The only 
way whereby any one divests himself of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil 
society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a community, for their comfortable, 
safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a 
greater security against any, that are not of it. This any number of men may do, because it 
injures not the freedom of the rest; they are left as they were in the liberty of the state of nature. 
When any number of men have so consented to make one community or government, they are 
thereby presently incorporated, and make one body politic, wherein the majority have a right to 
act and conclude the rest.  

§. 123.  

IF man in the state of nature be so free, as has been said; if he be absolute lord of his own person 
and possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject to no body, why will he part with his 
freedom? why will he give up this empire, and subject himself to the dominion and controul of 
any other power? To which it is obvious to answer, that though in the state of nature he hath 
such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the invasion of 
others: for all being kings as much as he, every man his equal, and the greater part no strict 
observers of equity and justice, the enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, 
very unsecure. This makes him willing to quit a condition, which, however free, is full of fears 
and continual dangers: and it is not without reason, that he seeks out, and is willing to join in 
society with others, who are already united, or have a mind to unite, for the mutual 
preservation of their lives, liberties and estates, which I call by the general name, property.  

§. 124.  

The great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into common-wealths, and putting 
themselves under government, is the preservation of their property. To which in the state of 
nature there are many things wanting.  

First, There wants an established, settled, known law, received and allowed by common consent 
to be the standard of right and wrong, and the common measure to decide all controversies 
between them: for though the law of nature be plain and intelligible to all rational creatures; yet 
men being biassed by their interest, as well as ignorant for want of study of it, are not apt to 
allow of it as a law binding to them in the application of it to their particular cases.  

§. 125.  

Secondly, In the state of nature there wants a known and indifferent judge, with authority to 
determine all differences according to the established law: for every one in that state being both 
judge and executioner of the law of nature, men being partial to themselves, passion and 
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revenge is very apt to carry them too far, and with too much heat, in their own cases; as well as 
negligence, and unconcernedness, to make them too remiss in other men’s.  

§. 126.  

Thirdly, In the state of nature there often wants power to back and support the sentence when 
right, and to give it due execution. They who by any injustice offended, will seldom fail, where 
they are able, by force to make good their injustice; such resistance many times makes the 
punishment dangerous, and frequently destructive, to those who attempt it.  

§. 127.  

Thus mankind, notwithstanding all the privileges of the state of nature, being but in an ill 
condition, while they remain in it, are quickly driven into society. Hence it comes to pass, that 
we seldom find any number of men live any time together in this state. The inconveniencies that 
they are therein exposed to, by the irregular and uncertain exercise of the power every man has 
of punishing the transgressions of others, make them take sanctuary under the established laws 
of government, and therein seek the preservation of their property. It is this makes them so 
willingly give up every one his single power of punishing, to be exercised by such alone, as 
shall be appointed to it amongst them; and by such rules as the community, or those authorized 
by them to that purpose, shall agree on. And in this we have the original right and rise of both 
the legislative and executive power, as well as of the governments and societies themselves.  

§. 222.  

The reason why men enter into society, is the preservation of their property; and the end why 
they chuse and authorize a legislative, is, that there may be laws made, and rules set, as guards 
and fences to the properties of all the members of the society, to limit the power, and moderate 
the dominion, of every part and member of the society: for since it can never be supposed to be 
the will of the society, that the legislative should have a power to destroy that which every one 
designs to secure, by entering into society, and for which the people submitted themselves to 
legislators of their own making; whenever the legislators endeavour to take away, and destroy 
the property of the people, or to reduce them to slavery under arbitrary power, they put 
themselves into a state of war with the people, who are thereupon absolved from any farther 
obedience, and are left to the common refuge, which God hath provided for all men, against 
force and violence.   

Whensoever therefore the legislative shall transgress this fundamental rule of society; and either 
by ambition, fear, folly or corruption, endeavour to grasp themselves, or put into the hands of 
any other, an absolute power over the lives, liberties, and estates of the people; by this breach of 
trust they forfeit the power the people had put into their hands for quite contrary ends, and it 
devolves to the people, who have a right to resume their original liberty, and, by the 
establishment of a new legislative, (such as they shall think fit) provide for their own safety and 
security, which is the end for which they are in society.   
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What I have said here, concerning the legislative in general, holds true also concerning the 
supreme executor, who having a double trust put in him, both to have a part in the legislative, 
and the supreme execution of the law, acts against both, when he goes about to set up his own 
arbitrary will as the law of the society.   

He acts also contrary to his trust, when he either employs the force, treasure, and offices of the 
society, to corrupt the representatives, and gain them to his purposes; or openly pre-engages the 
electors, and prescribes to their choice, such, whom he has, by sollicitations, threats, promises, 
or otherwise, won to his designs; and employs them to bring in such, who have promised 
before-hand what to vote, and what to enact. Thus to regulate candidates and electors, and 
new-model the ways of election, what is it but to cut up the government by the roots, and 
poison the very fountain of public security? for the people having reserved to themselves the 
choice of their representatives, as the fence to their properties, could do it for no other end, but 
that they might always be freely chosen, and so chosen, freely act, and advise, as the necessity of 
the common-wealth, and the public good should, upon examination, and mature debate, be 
judged to require. This, those who give their votes before they hear the debate, and have 
weighed the reasons on all sides, are not capable of doing.   

To prepare such an assembly as this, and endeavour to set up the declared abettors of his own 
will, for the true representatives of the people, and the law-makers of the society, is certainly as 
great a breach of trust, and as perfect a declaration of a design to subvert the government, as is 
possible to be met with. To which, if one shall add rewards and punishments visibly employed 
to the same end, and all the arts of perverted law made use of, to take off and destroy all that 
stand in the way of such a design, and will not comply and consent to betray the liberties of 
their country, it will be past doubt what is doing. What power they ought to have in the society, 
who thus employ it contrary to the trust went along with it in its first institution, is easy to 
determine; and one cannot but see, that he, who has once attempted any such thing as this, 
cannot any longer be trusted.  

§. 225.  

Secondly, I answer, such revolutions happen not upon every little mismanagement in public 
affairs. Great mistakes in the ruling part, many wrong and inconvenient laws, and all the slips 
of human frailty, will be born by the people without mutiny or murmur. But if a long train of 
abuses, prevarications and artifices, all tending the same way, make the design visible to the 
people, and they cannot but feel what they lie under, and see whither they are going; it is not to 
be wondered, that they should then rouze themselves, and endeavour to put the rule into such 
hands which may secure to them the ends for which government was at first erected; and 
without which, ancient names, and specious forms, are so far from being better, that they are 
much worse, than the state of nature, or pure anarchy; the inconveniencies being all as great and 
as near, but the remedy farther off and more difficult. 

23 
 



 

Draft of Virginia Declaration of Rights 
George Mason, Republished in Pennsylvania Gazette 

June 12, 17761 

Even before the Declaration of Independence, Virginia’s revolutionary government moved to create a new 
state constitution to replace its colonial charter. As part of the efforts, it assigned George Mason, a mentor 
to Jefferson and Madison and a friend of Washington, to draft a Declaration of Rights that would serve as 
a tandem document with the new constitution; after some modifications [some noted below], it would be 
adopted and become part of the Virginia constitution and remains in use today. 

Mason would later go on to serve a leading role in the Constitutional Convention, but withdrew his final 
support when he was defeated in his desires to implement a similar Bill of Rights, as well as a more 
explicit protection of states’ rights, in the federal document. (Mason argued that he could do it in a few 
hours, but the delegates, exhausted and wanting to depart rather than reopen more controversy, almost 
unanimously voted against this.)  Mason would join with Patrick Henry in leading the opposition in the 
state’s ratification debates, arguing that Virginia should not agree to the new Constitution without a Bill 
of Rights. Although he declined a Senate seat on grounds of poor health, Mason reconciled with the 
government when Madison largely fulfilled Mason’s wishes, adopting several of the proposed 
amendments that Mason himself had drafted in the Virginia ratification debates. 

 

A DECLARATION OF RIGHTS made by the Representatives of the good people of Virginia, 
assembled in full and free Convention; which rights do pertain to us, and our posterity, as the 
basis and foundation of Government. 

  

1. That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain inherent natural rights, 
of which,  [when they enter into a state of society,]2 they cannot, by any compact, deprive their 
posterity; among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and 
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from the people; that magistrates are 
their trustees and servants, and at all times amenable to them. 

2 This bracketed section was added by the Convention to avoid making what could be 
construed as an anti-slavery declaration. 

1 The Writings of James Madison, comprising his Public Papers and his Private 
Correspondence, including his numerous letters and documents now for the first time printed, 
ed. Gaillard Hunt (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1900). Vol. 1. 
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3. That Government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and 
security, of the people, nation or community: of all the various modes and forms of Government 
that is best, which is capable of producing the greatest degree of happiness and safety, and is 
most effectually secured against the danger of mal-administration; and that whenever any 
government shall be found inadequate or contrary to these purposes, a majority of the 
community hath an indubitable, unalienable, and indefeasible right, to reform, alter, or abolish 
it, in such manner as shall be judged most conducive to the public weal. 

4. That no man, or set of men, are entitled to exclusive or separate emoluments or privileges 
from the community, but in consideration of publick services; which not being descendible or 
hereditary, the idea of a man born a magistrate, a legislator, or a judge, is unnatural and absurd. 

5. That the legislative and executive powers of the state should be separate and distinct from the 
judicative; and that the members of the two first, may be restrained from oppression, by feeling 
and participating the burdens of the people, they should, at fixed periods, be reduced to a 
private station, return into that body from which they were originally taken, and the vacancies 
be supplied by frequent, certain and regular elections. 

6. That elections of members to serve as representatives of the people, in assembly, ought to be 
free; and that all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with and 
attachment to, the community, have the right of suffrage. 

7 That no part of a man’s property can be taken from him, or applied to publick uses, without 
his own consent, or that of his legal representatives; nor are the people bound by any laws but 
such as they have, in like manner, assented to, for their common good. [removed] 

8. That all power of suspending laws, or the execution of laws, by any authority without consent 
of the representatives of the people, is injurious to their rights, and ought not to be exercised. 

9. That laws having retrospect to crimes, and punishing offences, committed before the 
existence of such laws, are generally oppressive, and ought to be avoided. [removed] 

10. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions, as man hath a right to demand the cause and 
nature of his accusation, to be confronted with the accusers or witnesses, to call for evidence in 
his favour, and to a speedy trial by an impartial jury of his vicinage; without whose unanimous 
consent he cannot be found guilty, nor can he be compelled to give evidence against himself; 
that no man be deprived of his liberty, except by the law of the land, or the judgment of his 
peers. 

11. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and 
unusual punishments inflicted. 

12. That warrants unsupported by evidence, whereby any officer or messenger may be 
commanded or required to search suspected places, or to seize any person or persons, his or 
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their property, not particularly described, are grievous and oppressive, and ought not to be 
granted. 

13. That in controversies respecting property, and in suits between man and man, the ancient 
trial by jury is preferable to any other, and ought to be held sacred. 

14. That the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be 
restrained but by despotick governments. 

15. That a well regulated militia, composed of the body of the people, trained to arms, is the 
proper, natural, and safe defence of a free state; that standing armies in time of peace, should be 
avoided as dangerous to liberty; and that in all cases, the military should be under strict 
subordination to, and governed by the civil power. 

16. That the people have a right to uniform Government; and therefore, that no Government 
separate from, or independent of the Government of Virginia, ought of right, to be erected or 
established, within the limits thereof. 

17. That no free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be preserved to any people, but by a 
firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality and virtue, and by frequent 
recurrence to fundamental principles. 

18. That Religion, or the duty which we owe to our CREATOR, and the manner of discharging 
it, can be directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or violence: and therefore, that all 
men should enjoy the fullest toleration in the exercise of religion, according to the dictates of 
conscience, unpunished, and unrestrained by the magistrate, unless under colour of religion, 
any man disturb the peace, the happiness, or safety of Society. And that it is the mutual duty of 
all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and charity, towards each other.* [Mason’s proposed 
version] 

That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging it, can be 
directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore all men are 
equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; and that it 
is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and charity toward each other. 
[final version approved by the state after James Madison persuaded George Mason to revise it to more 
expansive language] 

 

The Declaration of Independence 
Adopted by the Second Continental Congress 

July 4, 1776 
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In Congress, July 4, 1776 
 
The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, When in the Course of 
human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to 
the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the 
separation. 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers 
in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to 
suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such 
has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which 
constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of 
Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a 
candid world…. 
 
In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: 
Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury.… 
 
Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from 
time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We 
have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have 
appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our 
common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our 
connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of 
consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, 
and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 
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We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, 
Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, 
in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; 
that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 
between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as 
Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract 
Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States 
may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection 
of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 
Honor. 
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Session 3 Discussion Guide 
 

Opening Question 

Before reading: When is it justified for people to resist their government? 

Virginia Resolves on the Stamp Act (1765) 

Understanding the Argument 

1.​ Why do the Virginia Resolves argue that colonists should only be taxed by their 
own representatives?​
 

Close Reading 

​
 2. The resolves claim colonists have the same rights as people in Great Britain.​
 What rights are they referring to? 

3.​ The document calls taxation without representation “illegal, unconstitutional, and 
unjust.”​
 Why do they use all three of these terms?​
 

Interpretation 

​
 4. At this stage, are colonists arguing for independence or for their rights within the 
British system? Explain. 
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Declaration and Resolves of the First Continental Congress (1774) 

Understanding the Context 

​
 5. What actions by the British government are the colonists protesting? 

Close Reading​
 6. The document claims colonists are entitled to “life, liberty, and property.”​
 Where have you seen these ideas before? 

7.​ What powers do they think Parliament holds– and what do they think the colonial 
governments hold?​
 

Interpretation 

​
 8. The colonists still describe themselves as loyal subjects.​
 Why are they not yet calling for independence? What are they hoping to achieve with 
this document? 

 

The Declaration of Independence (1776) 

Understanding the Argument 

​
 9. What reasons does the Declaration give for breaking away from Great Britain? 

​
Interpretation 

​
 12. Why does the Declaration include a long list of grievances against the king?  
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Big Picture Questions 

13.​How do the colonists’ arguments change from 1765 → 1774 → 1776?​
 

14.​What ideas remain consistent across all three documents?​
 

15.​At what point do the colonists move from protest to revolution? Why?​
 

Reflection 

16.​ 

 
 
Jefferson’s Deleted Paragraph of the DOI 
 
 

 Who does the Declaration mean by “their legislature?” 

According to the deleted paragraph, what was the relationship of America to the King, 

and how was that different than its relationship to Parliament? 

 Why does the Declaration of Independence condemn the British people themselves (in 

both the deleted and final Declaration text)? 

 
 

 
Virginia Resolves on the Stamp Act 

Resolutions Adopted by the Virginia House of Burgesses 
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May 30, 1765 
 
In response to Parliament’s passage of the Stamp Act, which insisted on the right to tax the American 
colonies for purposes of raising revenue (as opposed to regulating international trade), the Virginia 
legislature (called the House of Burgesses) passed four protest resolutions. The resolutions, written by 
Patrick Henry, declared that according to British constitutional law internal taxation, like that of the 
so-called police power to govern for the public good, rightly belonged to local government, not London.  
The fifth resolution, proposed by Henry and initially passed,  was revoked by the legislature the next day 
but widely reprinted through America.  

 

Whereas the honorable House of Commons in England have late drawn into question how far 
the general assembly of this colony has power to enact laws for laying taxes and imposing 
duties payable by the people of this his majesty's most ancient colony — For settling and 
ascertaining the same to all future times, the House of Burgesses of this present general 
assembly have come to the several following resolutions:  

Resolved, That the first adventurers and settlers of this his majesty's colony and dominion of 
Virginia brought with them and transmitted to their posterity and all others, his majesty's 
subjects since inhabiting in this is majesty's colony, all the privileges and immunities that have 
at any time been held, enjoyed, and possessed by the people of Great Britain.  

Resolved, That by the two royal charters granted by King James the First, the colonists aforesaid 
are declared entitled to all privileges of faithful, liege, and natural born subjects, to all intents 
and purposes, as if they had been abiding and born within the realm of England.  

Resolved, That the Taxation of the People by themselves or by Persons chosen by themselves to 
represent them who can only know what Taxes the People are able to bear and the easiest Mode 
of raising them and are equally affected by such Taxes themselves is the distinguishing 
Characteristi[c] of British Freedom and without which the ancient Constitution cannot subsist.  

Resolved, That his majesty's liege people of this his most ancient colony have enjoyed the right 
being thus governed by their own assembly, in the article of taxes and internal police; and that 
the same have never been forfeited or any other way yielded up, but have been constantly 
recognized by the kings and people of Great Britain.  

Resolved therefore, That the general assembly of the colony, together with his majesty or his 
substitute have in their representative capacity the only exclusive right and power to levy taxes 
and impositions on the inhabitants of this colony and that every attempt to vest such a power in 
any person or persons whatsoever other than the general assembly aforesaid is illegal, 
unconstitutional, and unjust, and has a manifest tendency to destroy British, as well as 
American freedom.  
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Declaration and Resolves of the First 
Continental Congress 

October 14, 1774 
 
While the Second Continental Congress became much better known for its authorship of the Declaration 
of Independence during the American Revolution, its predecessor, meeting in 1774, was also important. 
The First Continental Congress, composed of delegates from most of the colonies, met to formulate a 
common response to the growing assertions of British parliamentary power, particularly those directed 
against Massachusetts such as the closing of its harbor, protocols allowing those accused of crimes in 
Massachusetts to be tried elsewhere (rather than by peers), and suspending the colony’s legislature as 
punishment for the Boston Tea Party.  The Continental Congress offered the following petition, outlining 
their claims as British citizens and asking the British government to thus uphold their rights while 
pledging to cease the purchase of British goods in the interim. Note the emphases on local government as 
well as the similarities to and differences from the better-known Declaration of Independence.   

 

Whereas, since the close of the last war, the British parliament, claiming a power, of right, to 
bind the people of America by statutes in all cases whatsoever, hath, in some acts, expressly 
imposed taxes on them, and in others, under various presences, but in fact for the purpose of 
raising a revenue, hath imposed rates and duties payable in these colonies, established a board 
of commissioners, with unconstitutional powers, and extended the jurisdiction of courts of 
admiralty, not only for collecting the said duties, but for the trial of causes merely arising within 
the body of a county:   
  
And whereas, in consequence of other statutes, judges, who before held only estates at will in 
their offices, have been made dependant on the crown alone for their salaries, and standing 
armies kept in times of peace: And whereas it has lately been resolved in parliament, that by 
force of a statute, made in the thirty-fifth year of the reign of King Henry the Eighth, colonists 
may be transported to England, and tried there upon accusations for treasons and misprisions, 
or concealments of treasons committed in the colonies, and by a late statute, such trials have 
been directed in cases therein mentioned:   
  
And whereas, in the last session of parliament, three statutes were made; one entitled, "An act to 
discontinue, in such manner and for such time as are therein mentioned, the landing and 
discharging, lading, or shipping of goods, wares and merchandise, at the town, and within the 
harbour of Boston, in the province of Massachusetts-Bay in New England;" another entitled, "An 
act for the better regulating the government of the province of Massachusetts-Bay in New 
England;" and another entitled, "An act for the impartial administration of justice, in the cases of 
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persons questioned for any act done by them in the execution of the law, or for the suppression 
of riots and tumults, in the province of the Massachusetts-Bay in New England;" and another 
statute was then made, "for making more effectual provision for the government of the province 
of Quebec, etc." All which statutes are impolitic, unjust, and cruel, as well as unconstitutional, 
and most dangerous and destructive of American rights:   
  
And whereas, assemblies have been frequently dissolved, contrary to the rights of the people, 
when they attempted to deliberate on grievances; and their dutiful, humble, loyal, and 
reasonable petitions to the crown for redress, have been repeatedly treated with contempt, by 
his Majesty's ministers of state:   
  
The good people of the several colonies of New-Hampshire, Massachusetts-Bay, Rhode Island 
and Providence Plantations, Connecticut, New-York, New-Jersey, Pennsylvania, Newcastle, 
Kent, and Sussex on Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North- Carolina and South-Carolina, justly 
alarmed at these arbitrary proceedings of parliament and administration, have severally elected, 
constituted, and appointed deputies to meet, and sit in general Congress, in the city of 
Philadelphia, in order to obtain such establishment, as that their religion, laws, and liberties, 
may not be subverted: Whereupon the deputies so appointed being now assembled, in a full 
and free representation of these colonies, taking into their most serious consideration, the best 
means of attaining the ends aforesaid, do, in the first place, as Englishmen, their ancestors in 
like cases have usually done, for asserting and vindicating their rights and liberties, DECLARE,   
  
That the inhabitants of the English colonies in North-America, by the immutable laws of nature, 
the principles of the English constitution, and the several charters or compacts, have the 
following RIGHTS:   
  

Resolved, N.C.D. 1. That they are entitled to life, liberty and property: and they have 
never ceded to any foreign power whatever, a right to dispose of either without their 
consent.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 2. That our ancestors, who first settled these colonies, were at the time 
of their emigration from the mother country, entitled to all the rights, liberties, and 
immunities of free and natural- born subjects, within the realm of England.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 3. That by such emigration they by no means forfeited, surrendered, or 
lost any of those rights, but that they were, and their descendants now are, entitled to 
the exercise and enjoyment of all such of them, as their local and other circumstances 
enable them to exercise and enjoy.   

 
Resolved, 4. That the foundation of English liberty, and of all free government, is a right 
in the people to participate in their legislative council: and as the English colonists are 
not represented, and from their local and other circumstances, cannot properly be 
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represented in the British parliament, they are entitled to a free and exclusive power of 
legislation in their several provincial legislatures, where their right of representation can 
alone be preserved, in all cases of taxation and internal polity, subject only to the 
negative of their sovereign, in such manner as has been heretofore used and accustomed: 
But, from the necessity of the case, and a regard to the mutual interest of both countries, 
we cheerfully consent to the operation of such acts of the British parliament, as are 
bonafide, restrained to the regulation of our external commerce, for the purpose of 
securing the commercial advantages of the whole empire to the mother country, and the 
commercial benefits of its respective members; excluding every idea of taxation internal 
or external, for raising a revenue on the subjects, in America, without their consent.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 5. That the respective colonies are entitled to the common law of 
England, and more especially to the great and inestimable privilege of being tried by 
their peers of the vicinage, according to the course of that law.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 6. That they are entitled to the benefit of such of the English statutes, 
as existed at the time of their colonization; and which they have, by experience, 
respectively found to be applicable to their several local and other circumstances.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 7. That these, his Majesty's colonies, are likewise entitled to all the 
immunities and privileges granted and confirmed to them by royal charters, or secured 
by their several codes of provincial laws.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 8. That they have a right peaceably to assemble, consider of their 
grievances, and petition the king; and that all prosecutions, prohibitory proclamations, 
and commitments for the same, are illegal.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 9. That the keeping a standing army in these colonies, in times of 
peace, without the consent of the legislature of that colony, in which such army is kept, is 
against law.   

 
Resolved, N.C.D. 10. It is indispensably necessary to good government, and rendered 
essential by the English constitution, that the constituent branches of the legislature be 
independent of each other; that, therefore, the exercise of legislative power in several 
colonies, by a council appointed, during pleasure, by the crown, is unconstitutional, 
dangerous and destructive to the freedom of American legislation.   

 
All and each of which the aforesaid deputies, in behalf of themselves, and their constituents, do 
claim, demand, and insist on, as their indubitable rights and liberties, which cannot be legally 
taken from them, altered or abridged by any power whatever, without their own consent, by 
their representatives in their several provincial legislature.   
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In the course of our inquiry, we find many infringements and violations of the foregoing rights, 
which, from an ardent desire, that harmony and mutual intercourse of affection and interest 
may be restored, we pass over for the present, and proceed to state such acts and measures as 
have been adopted since the last war, which demonstrate a system formed to enslave America.   
 

Resolved, N.C.D. That the following acts of parliament are infringements and violations 
of the rights of the colonists; and that the repeal of them is essentially necessary, in order 
to restore harmony between Great Britain and the American colonies, viz.   

 
The several acts …. which impose duties for the purpose of raising a revenue in 
America, extend the power of the admiralty courts beyond their ancient limits, deprive 
the American subject of trial by jury, authorize the judges certificate to indemnify the 
prosecutor from damages, that he might otherwise be liable to, requiring oppressive 
security from a claimant of ships and goods seized, before he shall be allowed to defend 
his property, and are subversive of American rights.   

 
Also [] "An act for the better securing his majesty's dockyards, magazines, ships, 
ammunition, and stores," which declares a new offence in America, and deprives the 
American subject of a constitutional trial by jury of the vicinage, by authorizing the trial 
of any person, charged with the committing any offence described in the said act, out of 
the realm, to be indicted and tried for the same in any shire or county within the realm.   

 
Also the three acts passed in the last session of parliament, for stopping the port and 
blocking up the harbour of Boston, for altering the charter and government of 
Massachusetts-Bay, and that which is entitled, "An act for the better administration of 
justice, etc."   

 
Also the act passed in the same session for establishing the Roman Catholic religion, in 
the province of Quebec, abolishing the equitable system of English laws, and erecting a 
tyranny there, to the great danger (from so total a dissimilarity of religion, law and 
government) of the neighboring British colonies, by the assistance of whose blood and 
treasure the said country was conquered from France.   

 
Also the act passed in the same session, for the better providing suitable quarters for 
officers and soldiers in his majesty's service, in North-America.   

 
Also, that the keeping a standing army in several of these colonies, in time of peace, 
without the consent of the legislature of that colony, in which such army is kept, is 
against law.   

 
To these grievous acts and measures, Americans cannot submit, but in hopes their fellow 
subjects in Great Britain will, on a revision of them, restore us to that state, in which both 
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countries found happiness and prosperity, we have for the present, only resolved to pursue the 
following peaceable measures: 1. To enter into a non-importation, non-consumption, and 
non-exportation agreement or association. 2. To prepare an address to the people of 
Great-Britain, and a memorial to the inhabitants of British America: and 3. To prepare a loyal 
address to his majesty, agreeable to resolutions already entered into.  
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The Declaration of Independence 
Adopted by the Second Continental Congress 

July 4, 1776 
 

In Congress, July 4, 1776 
 
The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, When in the Course of 
human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to 
the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the 
separation. 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers 
in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to 
suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such 
has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which 
constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of 
Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a 
candid world. 
 

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the 
public good. 

 
He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing 

importance, unless suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and 
when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them. 
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He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of 
people, unless those people would relinquish the right of Representation in the 
Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants only. 

 
He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and 

distant from the depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing 
them into compliance with his measures. 

 
He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly 

firmness his invasions on the rights of the people. 
 
He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be 

elected; whereby the Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the 
People at large for their exercise; the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the 
dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions within. 

 
He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose 

obstructing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to 
encourage their migrations hither, and raising the conditions of new Appropriations of 
Lands. 

 
He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws 

for establishing Judiciary powers. 
 
He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, 

and the amount and payment of their salaries. 
 
He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to 

harrass our people, and eat out their substance. 
 
He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent 

of our legislatures. 
 
He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil 

power. 
 
He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our 

constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of 
pretended Legislation: 

 
For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 
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For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which 
they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States: 

 
For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 
 
For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 
 
For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 
 
For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 
 
For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, 

establishing therein an Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to 
render it at once an example and fit instrument for introducing the same absolute rule 
into these Colonies: 

 
For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering 

fundamentally the Forms of our Governments: 
 
For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with 

power to legislate for us in all cases whatsoever. 
 
He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and 

waging War against us. 
 
He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed 

the lives of our people. 
 
He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat 

the works of death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty 
& perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head 
of a civilized nation. 

 
He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear 

Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or 
to fall themselves by their Hands. 

 
He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring 

on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of 
warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 
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In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: 
Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character 
is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 
 
Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brittish brethren. We have warned them from 
time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We 
have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have 
appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our 
common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our 
connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of 
consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, 
and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 
 
We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, 
Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, 
in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; 
that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 
between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as 
Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract 
Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States 
may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection 
of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 
Honor.  
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“Rough Draft of the Declaration of 
Independence” [Deleted Paragraph] 

Thomas Jefferson 

1776 

[Ed note: What follows is a major deletion by Congress from the earlier drafts, laying out the grievances 
against Parliament and the British people: the underlined sections were deleted, the braced { } sections 
added, by Congress.] 

  

...Nor have we been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from time to time 
of attempts by their legislature to extend {an unwarrantable} a jurisdiction over {us} these our states. We 
have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here, no one of which could 
warrant so strange a pretension: that these were effected at the expense of our own blood and treasure, 
unassisted by the wealth or the strength of Great Britain: that in constituting indeed our several forms of 
government, we had adopted one common king, thereby laying a foundation for perpetual league and 
amity with them: but that submission to their parliament was no part of our constitution, nor ever in idea, 
if history may be credited: and, we {have} appealed to their native justice and magnanimity and {we have 
conjured them by} as well as to the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations which 
{would inevitably} were likely to interrupt our connection and correspondence. They too have been deaf 
to the voice of justice and of consanguinity, and when occasions have been given them, by the regular 
course of their laws, of removing from their councils the disturbers of our harmony, they have, by their 
free election, re-established them in power. At this very time too, they are permitting their chief 
magistrate to send over not only soldiers of our common blood, but Scotch and foreign mercenaries to 
invade and destroy us. These facts have given the last stab to agonizing affection, and manly spirit bids us 
to renounce forever these unfeeling brethren. We must endeavor to forget our former love for them, and to 
hold them as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in peace friends. We might have been a free 
and a great people together; but a communication of grandeur and of freedom, it seems, is below their 
dignity. Be it so, since they will have it. The road to happiness and to glory is open to us too. We will 
tread it apart from them, and {We must therefore} acquiesce in the necessity which denounces our eternal 
separation {and hold them as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in peace friends.}! 
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We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America in General Congress assembled, 
{appealing to the supreme judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions,} do in the name, and by 
the authority of the good people of these {colonies}.....  reject and renounce all allegiance and subjection 
to the kings of Great Britain and all others who may hereafter claim by, through or under them; we utterly 
dissolve all political connection which may heretofore have subsisted between us and the people or 
parliament of Great Britain.... 

...{these united colonies.... are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown, and ...all political 
connection between them and the state of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved;} 
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Session 4: The 
Declaration of 
Independence 
and Created 
Equal  
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Session 4 Discussion Guide 
Opening Question: What does equality mean in a political community, and how is it different 
from equality in talents or wealth? 

 

 

James Wilson — Of Man as a Member of Society 

1.​ Wilson says people are unequal in talents and virtues but equal in rights. In one 
sentence, what does he mean by political equality? 

2.​ Wilson argues natural law protects the weak as well as the strong. Which sentence or 
phrase best supports that claim? 

3.​ How does Wilson’s view make a case against inherited political rule or an elite class? 
4.​  How would Wilson respond to someone who says equality means everyone must have 

the same social standing? 

Declarations of Rights: State Constitutions 

1: How do these state constitutions understand equality? 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (France) 

1.​ Article 1 states men are born and remain free and equal in rights. What political purpose 
does that sentence serve? 

2.​  Articles 3 and 6 say sovereignty resides in the nation and law is the expression of the 
general will. What tension could this create between government power and individual 
rights? 

3.​  How do the French articles balance individual liberty with limits imposed by law? 
4.​ Compare the French list of rights, such as liberty, property, security, and resistance to 

oppression, with the American language, such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. What is the same, and what is different? 

Maximillien Robespierre  “On Political Morality” 

1:  How might Robespierre’s understanding of virtue lead to different results than early 
American understandings of virtue, which are often linked to temperance, moderation, and/or 
religious faith?  

2: What is the source of political equality for Robespierre? 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Address at Seneca Falls 
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1.​  Stanton insists women must speak for themselves and claim equal political rights. Why 
is self-representation central to her argument? 

2.​  Stanton argues women are degraded by law and custom. Find one example she cites, 
and explain its political significance. 

3.​  Why does Stanton separate the question of equality from the question of rights in her 
address? 

4.​ How does Stanton use the rhetoric or structure of the Declaration of Independence to 
strengthen her case? 

Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, Seneca Falls 

1.​ The Declaration of Sentiments copies the Declaration of Independence but substitutes 
"all men and women are created equal." What rhetorical effect does this change produce? 

2.​ The Sentiments list grievances similar to those in the Declaration of Independence. Pick 
one grievance and explain how it parallels a grievance against the king or Parliament. 

3.​ Why did some delegates hesitate about demanding the vote, and why did Stanton insist 
on it? 

4.​ How does the Seneca Falls document show that founding language can be used to 
expand, not only defend, political rights? 

Big Picture Questions 

1.​ How do the state Constitutions,  Wilson, the French Declaration, Stanton, and the Seneca 
Falls Declaration each imagine the relationship between equality and political power? 

2.​ How do they understand the sources of rights? ​
 

​
 

​
 

Quick Reflection (one sentence) 

Write one sentence answering: Which passage changed how you think about equality, and why? 

 

 
 

“Of Man as a Member of Society” 
James Wilson, Lectures on Law 1791 
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As a leading legal mind among the Founders, the Scottish-born Pennsylvanian James Wilson 

represented that state at pivotal moments in American history: he signed the Declaration of Independence 
as a member of the Second Continental Congress, participated in the Constitutional Convention of 1787, 
and then was an influential advocate defending the Constitution’s approval at the early Pennsylvania 
ratifying convention, where his “Statehouse Yard” speech laid out arguments later adopted by Publius 
and other defenders of the proposed Constitution. (After having secured Pennsylvania’s approval of the 
US Constitution, Wilson, then appointed a justice of the United States Supreme Court,  then led the 
effort by the state of Pennsylvania to revise its own constitution to more closely resemble the federal one).   

Wilson, while a Justice, continued to serve as a law professor, lecturing on the principles of the 
American political and legal order. In this lecture, Wilson laid out how the Declaration of Independence 
and its natural law underpinnings understood equality among members of a political society, namely a 
political equality in which no citizen could claim an inherent right to rule another, violate the natural 
rights of another, or take the property of another.   

  

In civil society, previously to the institution of civil government, all men are equal. Of 
one blood all nations are made; from one source the whole human race has sprung.  

When we say, that all men are equal; we mean not to apply this equality to their virtues, 
their talents, their dispositions, or their acquirements. In all these respects, there is, and it is fit 
for the great purposes of society that there should be, great inequality among men. In the moral 
and political as well as in the natural world, diversity forms an important part of beauty; and as 
of beauty, so of utility likewise. That social happiness, which arises from the friendly intercourse 
of good offices, could not be enjoyed, unless men were so framed and so disposed, as mutually 
to afford and to stand in need of service and assistance. Hence the necessity not only of great 
variety, but even of great inequality in the talents of men, bodily as well as mental...  

Many are the degrees, many are the varieties of human genius, human dispositions, and 
human characters. One man has a turn for mechanicks; another, for architecture; one paints; a 
second makes poems; this excels in the arts of a military; the other, in those of civil life. To 
account for these varieties of taste and character, is not easy; is, perhaps, impossible. But though 
their efficient cause it may be difficult to explain; their final cause, that is, the intention of 
Providence in appointing them, we can see and admire. These varieties of taste and character 
induce different persons to choose different professions and employments in life: these varieties 
render mankind mutually beneficial to each other, and prevent too violent oppositions of 
interest in the same pursuit. Hence we enjoy a variety of conveniences; hence the numerous arts 
and sciences have been invented and improved; hence the sources of commerce and friendly 
intercourse between different nations have been opened; hence the circulation of truth has been 
quickened and promoted; hence the operations of social virtue have been multiplied and 
enlarged…  

How insipidly uniform would human life and manners be, without the beautiful variety 
of colours, reflected upon them by different tastes, different tempers, and different characters!  

But however great the variety and inequality of men may be with regard to virtue, 
talents, taste, and acquirements; there is still one aspect, in which all men in society, previous to 
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civil government, are equal. With regard to all, there is an equality in rights and in obligations; 
there is that "jus aequum," that equal law, in which the Romans placed true freedom. The 
natural rights and duties of man belong equally to all. Each forms a part of that great system, 
whose greatest interest and happiness are intended by all the laws of God and nature. These 
laws prohibit the wisest and the most powerful from inflicting misery on the meanest and most 
ignorant; and from depriving them of their rights or just acquisitions. By these laws, rights, 
natural or acquired, are confirmed, in the same manner, to all; to the weak and artless, their 
small acquisitions, as well as to the strong and artful, their large ones. If much labour employed 
entitles the active to great possessions, the indolent have a right, equally sacred, to the little 
possessions, which they occupy and improve.  

As in civil society, previous to civil government, all men are equal; so, in the same state, 
all men are free. In such a state, no one can claim, in preference to another, superiour right: in 
the same state, no one can claim over another superiour authority. 

 

 

 

 
Excerpts from the Declarations of Rights 

of Virginia, Pennsylvania, and 
Massachusetts 

 
The Declarations of Rights from the Founding-era Virginia, Pennsylvania, and 

Massachusetts Constitutions are printed more fully elsewhere in this volume, but their 
analogous sections explaining the idea of “created equal” are included below to help show how 
that generation understood equality.  

 
 
Draft of Virginia Declaration of Rights (1776) 

1. That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain inherent natural rights, 
of which,  [when they enter into a state of society,]3 they cannot, by any compact, deprive their 
posterity; among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and 
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

3 This bracketed section was added by the Convention to avoid making what could be 
construed as an anti-slavery declaration. 
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A DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF THE INHABITANTS OF THE 
COMMONWEALTH OR STATE OF PENNSYLVANIA (1776) 

I. That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain natural, inherent and 
inalienable rights, amongst which are, the enjoying and defending life and liberty, 

acquiring, possessing and protecting property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness 
and safety. 

  A Declaration of the Rights of the Inhabitants of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 
(1780) 

Art. I.--All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential, and 
unalienable rights; among which may be reckoned the right of enjoying and defending their 
lives and liberties; that of acquiring, possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking 
and obtaining their safety and happiness.   

 
 

 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen 
National Assembly of France 

August 26, 1789 
 

In August of 1788, Louis XVI of France convened the Estates-General to discuss popular grievances and 
seek more revenue for the French state, whose wars with England, including the American Revolution, 
had seriously indebted the crown. The Estates General, somewhat analogous to the British Parliament, 
but far weaker, was composed of three estates: the (elected) Third Estate was roughly equivalent to the 
British House of Commons, with the clergy and nobles making up the First and Second Estates. After 
several months of frustration in 1789, the members of the Third Estate—the only elected branch—seceded 
from the rest of the Estates General and proclaimed themselves a National Assembly committed to 
Enlightenment liberalism. Although the National Assembly approved some fairly drastic changes, such as 
the abolition of feudalism and various aristocratic privileges, and would eventually degenerate into the 
tyranny of the Jacobins and National Convention in 1792, the Revolution was, at least at this stage, still a 
broadly liberal revolution committed to individualism and directed by figures like Lafayette who wanted 
to follow the Anglo-American political tradition and who were heavily influenced by Montesquieu.  
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As such, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen bears a stronger relationship to American 
declarations of rights than would later French revolutionary thought, but still had important differences 
that would become more pronounced. Among these were the centrality and exclusive legitimacy of the 
Nation and distinctions based on virtue–understood by later revolutionaries as service to the Nation and 
individual rights. These, combined with the idea of a “general will” of the Nation, a “general will” that 
Robespierre and others argued was discernible only by the Revolutionaries themselves,  helped  legitimate 
the Revolution’s increasing violence in eliminating those thought to be opposed to the Nation or 
insufficiently committed to rights. 

 

 

 

The representatives of the French people, organized as a National Assembly, believing that the 
ignorance, neglect, or contempt of the rights of man are the sole cause of public calamities and 
of the corruption of governments, have determined to set forth in a solemn declaration the 
natural, unalienable, and sacred rights of man, in order that this declaration, being constantly 
before all the members of the Social body, shall remind them continually of their rights and 
duties; in order that the acts of the legislative power, as well as those of the executive power, 
may be compared at any moment with the objects and purposes of all political institutions and 
may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in order that the grievances of the citizens, based 
hereafter upon simple and incontestable principles, shall tend to the maintenance of the 
constitution and redound to the happiness of all. Therefore the National Assembly recognizes 
and proclaims, in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following 
rights of man and of the citizen: 

 

Articles: 

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only 
upon the general good. 

2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights 
of man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression. 

3. The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor individual may 
exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation. 

4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which injures no one else; hence the exercise 
of the natural rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to the other members 
of the society the enjoyment of the same rights. These limits can only be determined by law. 
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5. Law can only prohibit such actions as are hurtful to society. Nothing may be prevented which 
is not forbidden by law, and no one may be forced to do anything not provided for by law. 

6. Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to participate personally, or 
through his representative, in its foundation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or 
punishes. All citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and 
to all public positions and occupations, according to their abilities, and without distinction 
except that of their virtues and talents. 

7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or imprisoned except in the cases and according to the 
forms prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmitting, executing, or causing to be executed, 
any arbitrary order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or arrested in virtue of the 
law shall submit without delay, as resistance constitutes an offense. 

8. The law shall provide for such punishments only as are strictly and obviously necessary, and 
no one shall suffer punishment except it be legally inflicted in virtue of a law passed and 
promulgated before the commission of the offense. 

9. As all persons are held innocent until they shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall be 
deemed indispensable, all harshness not essential to the securing of the prisoner's person shall 
be severely repressed by law. 

10. No one shall be disquieted on account of his opinions, including his religious views, 
provided their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law. 

11. The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of 
man. Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write, and print with freedom, but shall be 
responsible for such abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law. 

12. The security of the rights of man and of the citizen requires public military forces. These 
forces are, therefore, established for the good of all and not for the personal advantage of those 
to whom they shall be intrusted. 

13. A common contribution is essential for the maintenance of the public forces and for the cost 
of administration. This should be equitably distributed among all the citizens in proportion to 
their means. 

14. All the citizens have a right to decide, either personally or by their representatives, as to the 
necessity of the public contribution; to grant this freely; to know to what uses it is put; and to fix 
the proportion, the mode of assessment and of collection and the duration of the taxes. 

15. Society has the right to require of every public agent an account of his administration. 
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16. A society in which the observance of the law is not assured, nor the separation of powers 
defined, has no constitution at all. 

17. Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no one shall be deprived thereof except 
where public necessity, legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and then only on condition 
that the owner shall have been previously and equitably indemnified.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“On Political Morality” 

Maximilien Robespierre, February 5, 1794 

Robespierre was one of the most famous of the French Revolutionaries, and during its most radical phase, 
arguably the Revolution’s leader. Like other revolutionaries and the Declaration of Rights and Man and 
Citizen, Robespierre held that service to the Nation and its general will was the source of one’s social 
value and the measure of civic virtue. He and his allies on the Committee of Public Safety contended they 
could discern the general will of France as revolutionary and thus they could forcefully assert the general 
will of the Nation over elite minorities or those were opposed to it and its understanding of equality. 
Robespierre implemented a dictatorship and increasingly brutal measures against counterrevolutionaries 
and dissenters, arguing that  rights and equality had to be obtained by force and terror. 

…[I]in order to lay the foundations of democracy among us and to consolidate it, in order to 
arrive at the peaceful reign of constitutional laws, we must finish the war of liberty against 
tyranny and safely cross through the storms of the revolution: that is the goal of the 
revolutionary system which you have put in order. You should therefore still base your conduct 
upon the stormy circumstances in which the republic finds itself; and the plan of your 
administration should be the result of the spirit of revolutionary government, combined with 
the general principles of democracy. 

…Since the soul of the Republic is virtue [“the love of the nation and its laws”], equality, and 
since your goal is to found, to consolidate the Republic, it follows that the first rule of your 
political conduct ought to be to relate all your efforts to maintaining equality and developing 
virtue; because the first care of the legislator ought to be to fortify the principle of the 
government. Thus everything that tends to excite love of country, to purify morals, to elevate 
souls, to direct the passions of the human heart toward the public interest ought to be adopted 
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or established by you. Everything which tends to concentrate them in the abjection of 
selfishness, to awaken enjoyment for petty things and scorn for great ones, ought to be rejected 
or curbed by you. Within the scheme of the French revolution, that which is immoral is 
impolitic, that which is corrupting is counterrevolutionary. . . . 

We deduce from all this a great truth—that the characteristic of popular government is to be 
trustful towards the people and severe towards itself. 

Here the development of our theory would reach its limit, if you had only to steer the ship of 
the Republic through calm waters. But the tempest rages, and the state of the revolution in 
which you find yourself imposes upon you another task.… 

[Outside France], all the tyrants encircle you; within, all the friends of tyranny conspire—they 
will conspire until crime has been robbed of hope. We must smother the internal and external 
enemies of the Republic or perish, in this situation, the first maxim of your policy ought to be to 
lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror. 

If the mainspring of popular government in peacetime is virtue, amid revolution it is at the 
same time [both] virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which 
virtue is impotent. Terror is nothing but prompt, severe, inflexible justice; it is therefore an 
emanation of virtue. It is less a special principle than a consequence of the general principle of 
democracy applied to our country's most pressing needs. 

It has been said that terror was the mainspring of despotic government. Does your government, 
then, resemble a despotism? Yes, as the sword which glitters in the hands of liberty's heroes 
resembles the one with which tyranny's lackeys are armed. Let the despot govern his brutalized 
subjects by terror; he is right to do this, as a despot. Subdue liberty's enemies by terror, and you 
will be right, as founders of the Republic. The government of the revolution is the despotism of 
liberty against tyranny.. . . . 

Social protection is due only to peaceful citizens; there are no citizens in the Republic but the 
republicans. The royalists, the conspirators are, in its eyes, only strangers or, rather, enemies. Is 
not the terrible war, which liberty sustains against tyranny, indivisible? Are not the enemies 
within the allies of those without? The murderers who tear our country apart internally; the 
intriguers who purchase the consciences of the people's agents; the traitors who sell them; the 
mercenary libelers subsidized to dishonor the popular cause, to kill public virtue, to stir up the 
fires of civil discord, and to prepare political counterrevolution by means of moral 
counterrevolution—are all these men less to blame or less dangerous than the tyrants whom 
they serve? 
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Address Delivered at Seneca Falls 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

July 19, 1848 
 

In 1848, social reformers—largely abolitionists--gathered in Seneca Falls, New York to discuss women’s 
rights at what became known as the Seneca Falls Convention. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, one of the 
conference's organizers, led the drafting of the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions. Stanton 
pushed not only for critiques of common law restrictions on women’s property rights (often called 
coverture), but, more controversially, even for women’s suffrage, a resolution which somewhat narrowly 
passed even this gathering due to furious lobbying by Stanton and Frederick Douglass. 

 

I should feel exceedingly diffident to appear before you at this time, having never before spoken 
in public, were I not nerved by a sense of right and duty, did I not feel the time had fully come 
for the question of woman’s wrongs to be laid before the public, did I not believe that woman 
herself must do this work; for woman alone can understand the height, the depth, the length, 
and the breadth of her own degradation. Man cannot speak for her, because he has been 
educated to believe that she differs from him so materially, that he cannot judge of her thoughts, 
feelings, and opinions by his own. Moral beings can only judge of others by themselves. The 
moment they assume a different nature for any of their own kind, they utterly fail.… 

Among the many important questions which have been brought before the public, there is none 
that more vitally affects the whole human family than that which is technically called Women’s 
Rights. Every allusion to the degraded and inferior position occupied by women all over the 
world has been met by scorn and abuse. From the man of highest mental cultivation to the most 
degraded wretch who staggers in the streets do we meet ridicule, and course jests, freely 
bestowed upon those who dare assert that woman stands by the side of man, his equal, placed 
here by her God, to enjoy with him the beautiful earth, which is her home as it is his, having the 
same sense of right and wrong, and looking to the same, and looking to the same Being for 
guidance and support. So long has man exercised tyranny over her, injurious to himself and 
benumbing to her faculties, that few can nerve themselves to meet the storm; and so long has 
the chain been about her that she knows not there is a remedy.… 

As the nations of the earth emerge from a state of barbarism, the sphere of woman gradually 
becomes wider, but not even under what is thought to be the full blaze of the sun of civilization, 
is it what God designed it to be. In every country and clime does a man assume the 
responsibility of marking out the path for her to tread. In every country does he regard her as a 
being inferior to himself, and one whom he is to guide and control. From the Arabian Kerek, 
whose wife is obliged to steal from her husband to supply the necessities of life; from the 

55 
 



 

Mahometan who forbids pigs, dogs, women and other impure animals, to enter a Mosque, and 
does not allow a fool, madman or woman to proclaim the hour of prayer; from the German who 
complacently smokes his meerschaum, while his wife, yoked with the ox, draws the plough 
through its furrow; from the delectable carpet-knight, who thinks an inferior style of 
conversation adapted to woman; to the legislator, who considers her incapable of saying what 
laws shall govern her, is the same feeling manifested.… 

….We have met here today to discuss our rights and wrongs, civil and political, and not, as 
some have supposed, to go into the detail of social life alone. We do not propose to petition the 
legislature to make our husbands just, generous and courteous, to seat every man at the head of 
a cradle, and to clothe every woman in male attire. None of these points, however important 
they may be considered by leading men, will be touched in this Convention.… 

We are assembled to protest against a form of government, existing without the consent of the 
governed – to declare our right to be free as man is free, to be represented in the government 
which we are taxed to support, to have such disgraceful laws as give man the power to chastise 
and imprison his wife, to take the wages which she earns, the property which she inherits, and, 
in case of separation, the children of her love; laws test against such unjust laws as these that we 
are assembled today, and to have them, if possible, forever erased from our statute-books, 
deeming them as a shame and a disgrace to a Christian republic in the nineteenth century.… 

And, strange as it may seem to many, we now demand our right to vote according to the 
declaration of government under which we live.… We have no objection to discuss the question 
of equality, for we feel that the weight of argument lies wholly with us, but we wish the 
question of equality kept distinct from the question of rights, for the proof of the one does not 
determine the truth of the other. All white men in this country have the same rights, however 
they may differ in mind, body or estate. The right is ours. The question now is, how shall we get 
possession of what rightfully belongs to us. We should not feel so sorely grieved if no man who 
had not attained the full stature of Webster, Clay, Van Buren, or Gerrit Smith could claim the 
right of elective franchise. But to have drunkards, idiots, horse-racing, rum selling rowdies, 
ignorant foreigners, and silly boys fully recognized, while we ourselves are thrust out from all 
the rights that belong to citizens, it is too grossly insulting to the dignity of woman to be longer 
quietly submitted to. The right is ours. Have it we must. Use it we will. The pens, the tongues, 
the fortunes, the indomitable wills of many women are already pledged to secure this right. The 
great truth, that no just government can be formed without the consent of the governed, we 
shall echo and re-echo in the ears of the unjust judge, until by continual coming we shall weary 
him.… 

But what would woman gain by voting? Men must know the advantages of voting, got they all 
seem very tenacious about the right. Think you, if woman had a vote in this government, that 
all those laws affecting her interests would so entirely violate every principle of right and 
justice? Had woman a vote to give, might not the office-holders and seekers propose some 
change in her condition? Might not Woman’s Rights become as great a question as free soil? 

56 
 



 

“But you are already represented by your fathers, husbands, brothers and sons?” Let your 
statute books answer the question. We have had enough of such representation. In nothing is 
woman’s true happiness consulted. Men like to call her an angel – to feed her on what they 
think sweet food – nourishing her vanity; to make her believe that her organization is so much 
finer than theirs, that she is not fitted to struggle with the tempests of public life, but needs their 
care and protection!! Care and protection – such as the wolf gives the lamb – such as the eagle 
the hare he carries to his eyrie!! Most cunningly he entraps her, and then takes from her all those 
rights which are dearer to him than life itself – rights which have been baptized in blood – and 
the maintenance of which is even now rocking to their foundations the kingdoms of the Old 
World. 

The most discouraging, the most lamentable aspect our cause wears is the indifference, indeed, 
the contempt, with which women themselves regard the movement. Where the subject is 
introduced, among those even who claim to be intelligent and educated, it is met by the scornful 
curl of the lip, and by expression of ridicule and disgust. But we shall hope better things of them 
when they are enlightened in regard to their present position. When women know the laws and 
constitutions under which they live, they will not publish their degradation by declaring 
themselves satisfied, nor their ignorance, by declaring they have all the rights they want.… 

Let woman live as she should. Let her feel her accountability to her Maker. Let her know that 
her spirit is fitted for as high a sphere as mans, and that her soul requires food as pure and 
exalted as his. Let her live first for God, and she will not make imperfect man an object of 
reverence and awe. Teach her her responsibility as a being of conscience and reason, that all 
earthly support is weak and unstable, that her only safe dependence is the arm of omnipotence, 
and that true happiness springs from duty accomplished. Thus will she learn the lesson of 
individual responsibility for time and eternity. That neither father, husband, brother, or son, 
however willing they may be, can discharge her high duties of life, or stand in her stead when 
called into the presence of the great Searcher of Hearts at the last day.….… 

One common objection to this movement is, that if the principles of freedom and equality which 
we advocate were put into practice, it would destroy all harmony in the domestic circle. Here let 
me ask, how many truly harmonious households have we now? … The only happy households 
we now see are those in which husband and wife share equally in counsel and government. 
There can be no true dignity or independence where there is subordination to the absolute will 
of another, no happiness without freedom. Let us then have no fears that the movement will 
disturb what is seldom found, a truly united and happy family.… 

There seems now to be a kind of moral stagnation in our midst. Philanthropists have done their 
utmost to rouse the nation to a sense of its sins.… Our churches are multiplying on all sides, our 
missionary societies, Sunday schools, and prayer meetings and innumerable charitable and 
reform organizations are all in operation, but still the tide of vice is swelling, and threatens the 
destruction of everything, and the battlements of righteousness are weak against the raging 
elements of sin and death. Verily, the world waits the coming of some new elements, some 

57 
 



 

purifying power, some spirit of mercy and love. The voice of woman has been silenced in the 
state, the church, and the home, but man cannot fulfill his destiny alone, he cannot redeem his 
race unaided. There are deep and tender chords of sympathy and love in the heart of the 
downfallen and oppressed that woman can touch more skillfully than man. The world has 
never yet seen a truly great and virtuous nation, because in the degradation of woman the very 
fountains of life are poisoned at their source. It is vain to look for silver and gold from mines of 
copper and lead. It is the wise mother that has the wise son. So long as your women are slaves 
you may throw your colleges and churches to the winds.… Truly are the sins of the fathers 
visited upon the children to the third and fourth generation. God, in his wisdom, has so linked 
the whole human family together that any violence dome at one end of the chain is felt 
throughout its length, and here, too, is the law of restoration, as in woman all have fallen, so in 
her elevation shall the race be recreated. 

…We do not expect our path will be strewn with the flowers of popular applause, but over the 
thorns of bigotry and prejudice will be our way, and on our banners will beat the dark 
stormclouds of opposition from those who have entrenched themselves behind the stormy 
bulwarks of custom and authority, and who have fortified their position by every means, holy 
and unholy. But we will steadfastly abide the result. Unmoved we will bear it aloft. Undaunted 
we will unfurl it to the gale, for we know that the storm cannot rend from it a shred, that the 
electric flash will but more clearly show to us the glorious words inscribed upon it, “Equality of 
Rights.”  
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Declaration of Sentiments and 
Resolutions 

Seneca Falls Convention 
July 19-20, 1848 

 

Whereas, the great precept of nature is conceded to be, "that man shall pursue his own true and 
substantial happiness," Blackstone, in his Commentaries, remarks, that this law of Nature being 
coeval with mankind, and dictated by God himself, is of course superior in obligation to any 
other.  It is binding over all the globe, in all countries, and at all times; no human laws are of any 
validity if contrary to this, and such of them as are valid, derive all their force, and all their 
validity, and all their authority, mediately and immediately, from this original; Therefore, 

Resolved, That such laws as conflict, in any way, with the true and substantial happiness of 
woman, are contrary to the great precept of nature, and of no validity; for this is "superior in 
obligation to any other. 

Resolved, That all laws which prevent woman from occupying such a station in society as her 
conscience shall dictate, or which place her in a position inferior to that of man, are contrary to 
the great precept of nature, and therefore of no force or authority. 

Resolved, That woman is man's equal—was intended to be so by the Creator, and the highest 
good of the race demands that she should be recognized as such. 

Resolved, That the women of this country ought to be enlightened in regard to the laws under 
which they -live, that they may no longer publish their degradation, by declaring themselves 
satisfied with their present position, nor their ignorance, by asserting that they have all the 
rights they want. 

Resolved, That inasmuch as man, while claiming for himself intellectual superiority, does accord 
to woman moral superiority, it is pre-eminently his duty to encourage her to speak, and teach, 
as she has an opportunity, in all religious assemblies. 

Resolved, That the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior, that is required 
of woman in the social state, should also be required of man, and the same transgressions 
should be visited with equal severity on both man and woman. 

Resolved, That the objection of indelicacy and impropriety, which is so often brought against 
woman when she addresses a public audience, comes with a very ill grace from those who 
encourage, by their attendance, her appearance on the stage, in the concert, or in the feats of the 
circus. 
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Resolved, That woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed limits which corrupt 
customs and a perverted application of the Scriptures have marked out for her, and that it is 
time she should move in the enlarged sphere which her great Creator has assigned her. 

Resolved, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred 
right to the elective franchise. 

Resolved, That the equality of human rights results necessarily from the fact of the identity of the 
race in capabilities and responsibilities. 

Resolved, therefore, That, being invested by the Creator with the same capabilities, and the same 
consciousness of responsibility for their exercise, it is demonstrably the right and duty of 
woman, equally with man, to promote every righteous cause, by every righteous means; and 
especially in regard to the great subjects of morals and religion, it is self-evidently her right to 
participate with her brother in teaching them, both in private and in public, by writing and by 
speaking, by any instrumentalities proper to be used, and in any assemblies proper to be held; 
and this being a self-evident truth, growing out of the divinely implanted principles of human 
nature, any custom or authority adverse to it, whether modern or wearing the hoary sanction of 
antiquity, is to be regarded as self-evident falsehood, and at war with the interests of mankind.​
   

Thursday Morning. 

The Convention assembled at the hour appointed, James Mott, of Philadelphia, in the Chair. The 
minutes of the previous day having been read, E. C. Stanton again read the Declaration of 
Sentiments, which was freely discussed . . . and was unanimously adopted, as follows: 

Declaration of Sentiments. 

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man 
to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto 
occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature's God entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such 
a course. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and 
to insist upon the institution of a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and 
organizing its powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and 
happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be 
changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shown that 
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mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by 
abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and 
usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards 
for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this 
government, and such is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station 
to which they are entitled. 

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man 
toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To 
prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective 
franchise. 

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no 
voice. 

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and 
degraded men—both natives and foreigners. 

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby 
leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all 
sides. 

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. 

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns. 

He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many 
crimes with impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the 
covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he 
becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive 
her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement. 

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes of 
divorce; in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given; 
as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon 
the false supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands. 

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single and the owner of 
property, he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only when her 
property can be made profitable to it. 
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He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is 
permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. 

He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he 
considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is 
not known. 

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges 
being closed against her. 

He allows her in Church as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming 
Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and, with some exceptions, from 
any public participation in the affairs of the Church. 

He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of 
morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from 
society, are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man. 

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to 
assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and her God. 

He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her 
own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and 
abject life. 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social 
and religious degradation,—in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because women 
do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, 
we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to 
them as citizens of these United States. 

In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, 
misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality within our power to 
effect our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and national 
Legislatures, and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf.We hope this 
Convention will be followed by a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country. 

Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day affix our 
signatures to this declaration. 

 

At the appointed hour the meeting convened. The minutes having been read, the resolutions of 
the day before were read and taken up separately. Some, from their self-evident truth, elicited 
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but little remark; others, after some criticism, much debate, and some slight alterations, were 
finally passed by a large majority. 

[At an evening session] Lucretia Mott offered and spoke to the following resolution: 

Resolved, That the speedy success of our cause depends upon the zealous and untiring efforts of 
both men and women, for the overthrow of the monopoly of the pulpit, and for the securing to 
woman an equal participation with men in the various trades, professions and commerce. 

The Resolution was adopted.  
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Session 5: Discussion Guide 
 

Pennsylvania Constitution  
 

1.​ What does the Pennsylvania legislature created by this Constitution look like?  
 

2.​ What relationship does this Constitution envision between the state and the federal 
government? (Section 3 of the Declaration of Rights has some of this) 
 

3.​ Instead of a governor, this Constitution calls its chief executive officer a president of a 
council. How is this officer chosen in Section 19? Why does Section 20, which describes 
the executive’s powers, use “they”? 

 
4.​ What slows or stops a bad bill in this Constitution? 

 
5.​ The Pennsylvania Constitution embraces the Declaration’s idea of self-government and 

assumes citizens will be very careful in making sure their rights are protected. Where do 
you see examples of this in the text of this Constitution?   

 
6.​ How is this Constitution different than the US Constitution? 

 
 

Interpretation  
 
 

Why do you think most Founders later considered this Constitution a failure? 
  
  
 

Massachusetts  Constitution 
  

1.​ How is the legislature different than Pennsylvania's, both in structure and selection?  
 

2.​ How is the governor different than Pennsylvania's president, both in selection and 
powers?  

 
3.​ What relationship does this Constitution envision between the state and the federal 

government? (Section 4 of the Declaration of Rights has some of this) 
  

4.​ What slows or stops a bad bill in this Constitution? 
 
 
 

Interpretation 
 

How does this Constitution have a stronger separation of powers than Pennsylvania?  
 

65 
 



 

 
Why do you think this Constitution, instead of the Pennsylvania one, became the model for 
both the US Constitution and most state constitutions? 

 

 

Constitution of Pennsylvania 
 September 28, 1776 

 After the promulgation of the Declaration of Independence, the states, urged by Congress, moved to 
exercise the freedom they had claimed by establishing sovereign governments. Some simply kept the 
function of their crown charters, making minor cosmetic changes and installing new governors to replace 
the royal ones. Others, excited by the promise of popular sovereignty, set about making their own 
governments in more drastic ways—that was what the Pennsylvania Constitutional Convention, 
presided over by Benjamin Franklin, sought to do. Inspired by Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, published 
earlier in 1776, Pennsylvania enacted a constitution which simplified government and sought to 
maximize popular sovereignty. 

[PREAMBLE] 

WHEREAS all government ought to be instituted and supported for the security and protection 
of the community as such, and to enable the individuals who compose it to enjoy their natural 
rights, and the other blessings which the Author of existence has bestowed upon man; and 
whenever these great ends of government are not obtained, the people have a right, by common 
consent to change it, and take such measures as to them may appear necessary to promote their 
safety and happiness. 

AND WHEREAS the inhabitants of this commonwealth have in consideration of protection 
only, heretofore acknowledged allegiance to the king of Great Britain; and the said king has not 
only withdrawn that protection, but commenced, and still continues to carry on, with unabated 
vengeance, a most cruel and unjust war against them, employing therein, not only the troops of 
Great Britain, but foreign mercenaries, savages and slaves, for the avowed purpose of reducing 
them to a total and abject submission to the despotic domination of the British parliament, with 
many other acts of tyranny, (more fully set forth in the declaration of Congress) whereby all 
allegiance and fealty to the said king and his successors, are dissolved and at an end, and all 
power and authority derived from him ceased in these colonies. 

AND WHEREAS it is absolutely necessary for the welfare and safety of the inhabitants of said 
colonies, that they be henceforth free and independent States, and that just, permanent, and 
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proper forms of government exist in every part of them, derived from and founded on the 
authority of the people only, agreeable to the directions of the honourable American Congress. 

We, the representatives of the freemen of Pennsylvania, in general convention met, for the 
express purpose of framing such a government, confessing the goodness of the great Governor 
of the universe (who alone knows to what degree of earthly happiness mankind may attain, by 
perfecting the arts of government) in permitting the people of this State, by common consent, 
and without violence, deliberately to form for themselves such just rules as they shall think best, 
for governing their future society, and being fully convinced, that it is our indispensable duty to 
establish such original principles of government, as will best promote the general happiness of 
the people of this State, and their posterity, and provide for future improvements, without 
partiality for, or prejudice against any particular class, sect, or denomination of men whatever, 
do, by virtue of the authority vested in use by our constituents, ordain, declare, and establish, 
the following Declaration of Rights and Frame of Government, to be the CONSTITUTION of 
this commonwealth, and to remain in force therein for ever, unaltered, except in such articles as 
shall hereafter on experience be found to require improvement, and which shall by the same 
authority of the people, fairly delegated as this frame of government directs, be amended or 
improved for the more effectual obtaining and securing the great end and design of all 
government, herein before mentioned. 

  

A Declaration of the Rights of the 
Inhabitants of the Commonwealth or State 

Of Pennsylvannia 
I. That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain natural, inherent and 
inalienable rights, amongst which are, the enjoying and defending life and liberty, acquiring, 
possessing and protecting property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

II. That all men have a natural and unalienable right to worship Almighty God according to the 
dictates of their own consciences and understanding: And that no man ought or of right can be 
compelled to attend any religious worship, or erect or support any place of worship, or 
maintain any ministry, contrary to, or against, his own free will and consent: Nor can any man, 
who acknowledges the being of a God, be justly deprived or abridged of any civil right as a 
citizen, on account of his religious sentiments or peculiar mode of religious worship: And that 
no authority can or ought to be vested in, or assumed by any power whatever, that shall in any 
case interfere with, or in any manner controul, the right of conscience in the free exercise of 
religious worship. 
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III. That the people of this State have the sole, exclusive and inherent right of governing and 
regulating the internal police of the same. 

IV. That all power being originally inherent in, and consequently derived from, the people; 
therefore all officers of government, whether legislative or executive, are their trustees and 
servants, and at all times accountable to them. 

V. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection and security 
of the people, nation or community; and not for the particular emolument or advantage of any 
single man, family, or soft of men, who are a part only of that community, And that the 
community hath an indubitable, unalienable and indefeasible right to reform, alter, or abolish 
government in such manner as shall be by that community judged most conducive to the public 
weal. 

VI. That those who are employed in the legislative and executive business of the State, may be 
restrained from oppression, the people have a right, at such periods as they may think proper, to 
reduce their public officers to a private station, and supply the vacancies by certain and regular 
elections. 

VII. That all elections ought to be free; and that all free men having a sufficient evident common 
interest with, and attachment to the community, have a right to elect officers, or to be elected 
into office. 

VIII. That every member of society hath a right to be protected in the enjoyment of life, liberty 
and property, and therefore is bound to contribute his proportion towards the expence of that 
protection, and yield his personal service when necessary, or an equivalent thereto: But no part 
of a man's property can be justly taken from him, or applied to public uses, without his own 
consent, or that of his legal representatives: Nor can any man who is conscientiously scrupulous 
of bearing arms, be justly compelled thereto, if he will pay such equivalent, nor are the people 
bound by any laws, but such as they have in like manner assented to, for their common good. 

IX. That in all prosecutions for criminal offences, a man hath a right to be heard by himself and 
his council, to demand the cause and nature of his accusation, to be confronted with the 
witnesses, to call for evidence in his favour, and a speedy public trial, by an impartial jury of the 
country, without the unanimous consent of which jury he cannot be found guilty; nor can he be 
compelled to give evidence against himself; nor can any man be justly deprived of his liberty 
except by the laws of the land, or the judgment of his peers. 

X. That the people have a right to hold themselves, their houses, papers, and possessions free 
from search and seizure, and therefore warrants without oaths or affirmations first made, 
affording a sufficient foundation for them, and whereby any officer or messenger may be 
commanded or required to search suspected places, or to seize any person or persons, his or 
their property, not particularly described, are contrary to that right, and ought not to be granted. 
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XI. That in controversies respecting property, and in suits between man and man, the parties 
have a right to trial by jury, which ought to be held sacred. 

XII. That the people have a right to freedom of speech, and of writing, and publishing their 
sentiments; therefore the freedom of the press ought not to be restrained. 

XIII. That the people have a right to bear arms for the defence of themselves and the state; and 
as standing armies in the time of peace are dangerous to liberty, they ought not to be kept up; 
And that the military should be kept under strict subordination to, and governed by, the civil 
power. 

XIV. That a frequent recurrence to fundamental principles, and a firm adherence to justice, 
moderation, temperance, industry, and frugality are absolutely necessary to preserve the 
blessings of liberty, and keep a government free: The people ought therefore to pay particular 
attention to these points in the choice of officers and representatives, and have a right to exact a 
due and constant regard to them, from their legislatures and magistrates …. 

XV. That all men have a natural inherent right to emigrate from one state to another that will 
receive them, or to form a new state in vacant countries, or in such countries as they can 
purchase, whenever they think that thereby they may promote their own happiness. 

XVI. That the people have a right to assemble together, to consult for their common good, to 
instruct their representatives, and to apply to the legislature for redress of grievances, by 
address, petition, or remonstrance. 

  

Plan or Frame of Government for the 
Commonwealth or State of Pennsylvania  

SECTION 1. The commonwealth or state of Pennsylvania shall be governed hereafter by an 
assembly of the representatives of the freemen of the same, and a president and council, in 
manner and form following- 

SECT. 2. The supreme legislative power shall be vested in a house of representatives of the 
freemen of the commonwealth or state of Pennsylvania. 

SECT. 3. The supreme executive power shall be vested in a president and council. 

SECT. 4. Courts of justice shall be established in the city of Philadelphia, and in every county of 
this state. 
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SECT. 5. The freemen of this commonwealth and their sons shall be trained and armed for its 
defence under such regulations, restrictions, and exceptions as the general assembly shall by 
law direct, preserving always to the people the right of choosing their colonels and all 
commissioned officers under that rank… 

SECT. 6. Every freemen of the full age of twenty-one Years, having resided in this state for the 
space of one whole Year next before the day of election for representatives, and paid public 
taxes during that time, shall enjoy the right of an elector… 

SECT. 7. The house of representatives of the freemen of this commonwealth shall consist of 
persons most noted for wisdom and virtue, to be chosen by the freemen of ….of this 
commonwealth …. And no person shall be elected unless he has resided in the city or county for 
which he shall be chosen two years immediately before the said election; nor shall any member, 
while he continues such, hold any other office, except in the militia. 

SECT. 8. No person shall be capable of being elected a member to serve in the house of 
representatives of the freemen of this commonwealth more than four years in seven. 

SECT. 9. The members of the house of representatives shall be chosen annually by ballot …. and 
shall have power to choose their speaker, the treasurer of the state, and their other officers; sit on 
their own adjournments; prepare bills and enact them into laws; judge of the elections and 
qualifications of their own members; they may expel a member, but not a second time for the 
same cause; they may administer oaths or affirmations on examination of witnesses; redress 
grievances; impeach state criminals; grant charters of incorporation; constitute towns, boroughs, 
cities, and counties; and 

[they] shall have all other powers necessary for the legislature of a free state or commonwealth: 

But they shall have no power to add to, alter, abolish, or infringe any part of this constitution. 

SECT. 10. [The members shall each take] the following oath or affirmation[:] 

I do swear (or affirm) that as a member of this assembly, I will not propose or assent to 
any bill, vote, or resolution, which stall appear to free injurious to the people; nor do or 
consent to any act or thing whatever, that shall have a tendency to lessen or abridge their 
rights and privileges, as declared in the constitution of this state; but will in all things 
conduct myself as a faithful honest representative and guardian of the people, according 
to the best of only judgment and abilities. 

And each member, before he takes his seat, shall make and subscribe the following 
declaration[:] 
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I do believe in one God, the creator and governor of the universe, the rewarder of the 
good and the punisher of the wicked. And I do acknowledge the Scriptures of the Old 
and New Testament to be given by Divine inspiration. 

And no further or other religious test shall ever hereafter be required of any civil officer or 
magistrate in this State. 

SECT. 11. Delegates to represent this state in congress shall be chosen…annually ….. Any 
delegate may be superseded at any time, by the general assembly appointing another.. No man 
shall sit in congress longer than two years successively, nor be capable of reelection for three 
Years afterwards: and no person who holds any office in the gift of the congress shall hereafter 
be elected to represent this commonwealth in congress. … 

SECT. 13. The doors of the house in which the representatives of the freemen of this state shall 
sit in general assembly, shall be and remain open for the admission of all persons who behave 
decently, except only when the welfare of this state may require the doors to be shut. 

SECT. 14. The votes and proceedings of the general assembly shall be printed weekly during 
their sitting, with the yeas and nays, on any question, vote or resolution, where any two 
members require it … and when the yeas and nays are so taken every member shall have a right 
to insert the reasons of his vote upon the minutes, if he desires it. 

SECT. 15. To the end that laws before they are enacted may be more maturely considered, and 
the inconvenience of hasty determinations as much as possible prevented, all- bills of public 
nature shall be printed for the consideration of the people, before they are read in general 
assembly the last time for debate and amendment; and, except on occasions of sudden necessity, 
shall not be passed into laws until the next session of assembly; and for the more perfect 
satisfaction of the public, the reasons and motives for making such laws shall be fully and 
clearly expressed in the preambles. …. 

SECT. 17: The city of Philadelphia and each county of this commonwealth….shall …., choose six 
persons to represent them in general assembly [eds. note: with 11 counties, plus Philadelphia, this 
meant 72 members of the General Assembly before the addition of new counties and reapportionment]. 

But as representation in proportion to the number of taxable inhabitants is the only principle 
which can at all times secure liberty, and make the voice of a majority of the people the law of 
the land; therefore the general assembly shall cause complete lists of the taxable inhabitants… to 
be taken [to reapportion the assembly every seven years]. 

SECT. 19. …[T]he supreme executive council of this state shall consist of twelve persons chosen 
in the following manner…..[T]he freemen of the city of Philadelphia, and of the several counties 
in this state, respectively, shall elect one person to serve as counsellor for three years and no 
longer.. 
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 By this mode of election and continual rotation, more men will be trained to public business, 
there will in every subsequent year be found in the council a number of persons acquainted 
with the proceedings of the foregoing Years, whereby the business will be more consistently 
conducted, and moreover the danger of establishing an inconvenient aristocracy will be 
effectually prevented. 

All vacancies in the council that may happen by death, resignation, or otherwise, shall be filled 
at the next general election [or] a [special] election …. No member of the general assembly or 
delegate in congress, shall be chosen a member of the council. 

The president and vice-president shall be chosen annually by the joint ballot of the general 
assembly and council, of the members of the council. [Ed note. in other words, one of the 12 
counsellors would be elected president, and another vice president, annually, by a combined vote of the 72 
members of the general assembly and 12 counsellors]. Any person having served as a counsellor for 
three successive years, shall be incapable of holding that office for four years afterwards… 

The treasurer of the state [and various other state and local officers] shall not be capable of a seat 
in the general assembly, executive council, or continental congress. 

SECT. 20. The president, and in his absence the vice-president, with the council….shall have 
power to appoint …. judges, naval officers… attorney general and all other officers, civil and 
military, except such as are chosen by the general assembly or the people, agreeable to this 
frame of government, and the laws that may be made hereafter; and shall supply every vacancy 
in any office, occasioned by death, resignation, removal or disqualification, until the office can 
be filled in the time and manner directed by law… 

They are to correspond with other states, and transact business with the officers of government, 
civil and military; and to prepare such business as may appear to them necessary to lay before 
the general assembly. They shall … determine on impeachments, taking to their assistance for 
advice only, the justices of the supreme court. 

And shall have power to grant pardons and remit fines, in all cases whatsoever, except in cases 
of impeachment; and in cases of treason and murder, shall have power to grant reprieves, but 
not to pardon, until the end of the next sessions of assembly… 

…they are also to take care that the laws be faithfully executed; they are to expedite the 
execution of such measures as may be resolved upon by the general assembly; and they may 
draw upon the treasury for such sums as shall be appropriated by the house: 

They …shall have power to call together the general assembly when necessary… 

The president shall be commander in chief of the forces of the state, but shall not command in 
person, except advised thereto by the council, and then only so long as they shall approve 

72 
 



 

thereof. The president and council shall … keep fair books of their proceedings, wherein any 
counsellor may enter his dissent, with his reasons. … 

SECT. 22. Every officer of state, whether judicial or executive, shall be liable to be impeached by 
the general assembly, either when in office, or after his resignation or removal for 
mar-administration: All impeachments shall be before the president or vice-president and 
council, who shall hear and determine the same. 

SECT. 23. The judges of the supreme court … shall have fixed salaries, be commissioned for 
seven years only, though capable of re-appointment at the end of that term, but removable for 
misbehaviour at any time by the general assembly; they shall not be allowed to ….to hold any 
other office civil or military, nor to take or receive fees… 

SECT. 24. The supreme court, and the several courts …. Shall [have] the powers usually 
exercised by such courts…. 

SECT. 25. Trials shall be by jury as heretofore: And it is recommended to the legislature of this 
state, to provide by law against every corruption or partiality in the choice, return, or 
appointment of juries. … 

SECT. 28. The person of a debtor, where there is not a strong presumption of fraud, shall not be 
continued in prison, after delivering Up, bona fide, all his estate real and personal, for the use of 
his creditors…. All prisoners shall be bailable by sufficient sureties, unless for capital offences, 
when the proof is evident, or presumption great. 

SECT. 29. Excessive bail shall not be exacted for bailable offences: And all fines shall be 
moderate. … 

SECT. 32. All elections, whether by the people or in general assembly, shall be by ballot, free and 
voluntary: And any elector, who shall receive any gift or reward for his vote, in meat, drink, 
monies, or otherwise, shall forfeit his right to elect for that time, and suffer such other penalties 
as future laws shall direct. And any person who shall directly or indirectly give, promise, or 
bestow any such rewards to be elected, shall be thereby rendered incapable to serve for the 
ensuing year. … 

SECT. 35. The printing presses shall be free to every person who undertakes to examine the 
proceedings of the legislature, or any part of government. 

SECT. 36. As every freeman to preserve his independence, (if without a sufficient estate) ought 
to have some profession, calling, trade or farm, whereby he may honestly subsist, there can be 
no necessity for, nor use in establishing offices of profit, the usual effects of which are 
dependence and servility unbecoming freemen, in the possessors and expectants; faction, 
contention, corruption, and disorder among the people. But if any man is called into public 
service; to the prejudice of his-private affairs, he has a right to a reasonable compensation: And 
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whenever an office, through increase of fees or otherwise, becomes so profitable as to occasion 
many to apply for it, the profits ought to be lessened by the legislature. 

SECT. 37. The future legislature of this state, shall regulate intails [inheritance practices 
preventing family property from behind divided among heirs] ... to prevent perpetuities. 

SECT. 38. The penal laws as heretofore used shall be reformed by the legislature of this state, as 
soon as may be, and punishments made in some cases less sanguinary, and in general more 
proportionate to the crimes. 

SECT. 39. To deter more effectually from the commission of crimes by continued visible 
punishments of long duration, and to make sanguinary punishments less necessary; houses 
ought to be provided for punishing by hard labour, those who shall be convicted of crimes not 
capital; wherein the criminals shall be imployed for the benefit of the public, or for reparation of 
injuries done to private persons: And all persons at proper times shall be admitted to see the 
prisoners at their labour. … 

SECT. 41. NO public tax, custom or contribution shall be imposed upon, or paid by the people 
of this state, except by a law for that purpose: And before any law be made for raising it, the 
purpose for which any tax is to be raised ought to appear clearly to the legislature to be of more 
service to the community than the money would be, if not collected; which being well observed, 
taxes can never be burthens. 

SECT. 42. Every foreigner of good character who comes to settle in this state, having first taken 
an oath or affirmation of allegiance to the same… after one year's residence, shall be deemed a 
free denizen thereof, and entitled to all the rights of a natural born subject of this state, except 
that he shall not be capable of being elected a representative until after two years residence. 

SECT. 43. The inhabitants of this state shall have liberty to fowl and hunt in seasonable times on 
the lands they hold, and on all other lands therein not inclosed; and in like manner to fish in all 
boatable waters, and others not private property 

SECT. 44. A school or schools shall be established in each county by the legislature, for the 
convenient instruction of youth, with such salaries to the masters paid by the public, as may 
enable them to instruct youth at low prices: And all useful learning shall be duly encouraged 
and promoted In one or more universities. 

SECT. 45. Laws for the encouragement of virtue, and prevention of vice and immorality, shall be 
made and constantly kept in force, and provision shall be made for their due execution: And all 
religious societies or bodies of men heretofore united or incorporated for the advancement of 
religion or learning, or for other pious and charitable purposes, shall be encouraged and 
protected in the enjoyment of the privileges, immunities and estates which they were 
accustomed to enjoy…. 
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SECT. 46. The declaration of rights is hereby declared to be a part of the constitution of this 
commonwealth, and ought never to be violated on any presence whatever. 

SECT. 47. In order that the freedom of the commonwealth may be preserved inviolate forever, 
there shall be chosen by ballot … in every seventh year thereafter, two persons in each city and 
county of this state, to be called the COUNCIL OF CENSORS; … 

 And whose duty it shall be to enquire whether the constitution has been preserved inviolate in 
every part; and whether the legislative and executive branches of government have performed 
their duty as guardians of the people, or assumed to themselves, or exercised other or greater 
powers than they are intitled to by the constitution: 

 They are also to enquire whether the public taxes have been justly laid and collected in all parts 
of this commonwealth, in what manner the public monies have been disposed of, and whether 
the laws have been duly executed. For these purposes they shall have power to send for 
persons, papers, and records; they shall have authority to pass public censures, to order 
impeachments, and to recommend to the legislature the repealing such laws as appear to them 
to have been enacted contrary to the principles of the constitution… 

The said council of censors shall also have power [by a two-thirds vote] to call a convention…. if 
there appear to them an absolute necessity of amending any article of the constitution which 
may be defective, explaining such as may be thought not clearly expressed, and of adding such 
as are necessary for the preservation of the rights and happiness of the people: 

But the articles to be amended, and the amendments proposed, and such articles as are 
proposed to be added or abolished, shall be promulgated at least six months before the day 
appointed for the election of such convention, for the previous consideration of the people, that 
they may have an opportunity of instructing their delegates on the subject. 
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Constitution of Massachusetts 

 March 2, 1780 

As states began replacing their constitutions in the late 1770s, the citizens of Massachusetts organized a 
constitutional convention. John Adams, elected as a delegate to the convention, was in turn selected by 
his peers to be part of the drafting committee (along with Samuel Adams and James Bowdoin); they in 
turn elected Adams to be the primary draftsman of the Massachusetts Constitution, as he was arguably 
the best respected legal thinker in the state. (In addition to his well-known role in the revolutionary 
government—in which he had drafted the Continental Congress’s request that states create post-imperial 
constitutions--Adams had won acclaim for his defense of British soldiers in the Boston Massacre and his 
essay Thoughts on Government, an analysis of the separation of powers and popular self-government.)  
Although amended somewhat, it remains substantially the same and still is the functioning constitution 
of the commonwealth of Massachusetts to this day. 

Preamble. 

The end of the institution, maintenance and administration of government, is to secure the 
existence of the body-politic; to protect it; and to furnish the individuals who compose it, with 
the power of enjoying, in safety and tranquillity, their natural rights, and the blessings of life: 
And whenever these great objects are not obtained, the people have a right to alter the 
government, and to take measures necessary for their safety, prosperity and happiness. 

The body-politic is formed by a voluntary association of individuals: It is a social compact, by 
which the whole people covenants with each citizen, and each citizen with the whole people, 
that all shall be governed by certain laws for the common good. It is the duty of the people, 
therefore, in framing a Constitution of Government, to provide for an equitable mode of making 
laws, as well as for an impartial interpretation, and a faithful execution of them; that every man 
may, at all times, find his security in them. 

We, therefore, the people of Massachusetts, acknowledging, with grateful hearts, the goodness 
of the Great Legislator of the Universe, in affording us, in the course of His providence, an 
opportunity, deliberately and peaceably, without fraud, violence or surprise, of entering into an 
original, explicit, and solemn compact with each other; and of forming a new Constitution of 
Civil Government, for ourselves and posterity; and devoutly imploring His direction in so 
interesting a design, DO agree upon, ordain and establish, the following Declaration of Rights, 
and Frame of Government, as the CONSTITUTION of the COMMONWEALTH of 
MASSACHUSETTS. 

  

Part the First. A Declaration of the Rights of the Inhabitants of the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. 
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Art. I.--All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable 
rights; among which may be reckoned the right of enjoying and defending their lives and 
liberties; that of acquiring, possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking and 
obtaining their safety and happiness. 

II.--It is the right as well as the duty of all men in society, publicly, and at stated seasons, to 
worship the SUPREME BEING, the great creator and preserver of the universe. And no subject 
shall be hurt, molested, or restrained, in his person, liberty, or estate, for worshipping GOD in 
the manner and season most agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience; or for his religious 
profession or sentiments; provided he doth not disturb the public peace, or obstruct others in 
their religious worship. 

III.--As the happiness of a people, and the good order and preservation of civil government, 
essentially depend upon piety, religion and morality; and as these cannot be generally diffused 
through a community, but by the institution of the public worship of GOD, and of public 
instructions in piety, religion and morality: 

Therefore, to promote their happiness and to secure the good order and preservation of their 
government, the people of this Commonwealth have a right to invest their legislature with 
power to authorize and require…the several towns… to make suitable provision, at their own 
expense, for the institution of the public worship of GOD, and for the support and maintenance 
of public protestant teachers of piety, religion and morality…. 

And the people of this Commonwealth have also a right to, and do, invest their legislature with 
authority to enjoin upon all the subjects an attendance upon the instructions of the public 
teachers aforesaid, at stated times and seasons, if there be any on whose instructions they can 
conscientiously and conveniently attend. 

And all monies paid by the subject to the support of public worship, and of the public teachers 
aforesaid, shall… be uniformly …. to the support of the public teacher or teachers of his own 
religious sect or denomination, provided there be any on whose instructions he attends: 
otherwise it may be paid towards the support of the teacher or teachers of the parish or precinct 
in which the said monies are raised. 

And every denomination of christians, demeaning themselves peaceably, and as good subjects 
of the Commonwealth, shall be equally under the protection of the law: And no subordination 
of any one sect or denomination to another shall ever be established by law. 

IV.--The people of this Commonwealth have the sole and exclusive right of governing 
themselves as a free, sovereign, and independent state; and do, and forever hereafter shall, 
exercise and enjoy every power, jurisdiction, and right, which is not, or may not hereafter, be by 
them expressly delegated to the United States of America, in Congress assembled. 
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VI.--No man, nor corporation, or association of men, have any other title to obtain advantages, 
or particular and exclusive privileges, distinct from those of the community, than what arises 
from the consideration of services rendered to the public; and this title being in nature neither 
hereditary, nor transmissible to children, or descendants, or relations by blood, the idea of a 
man born a magistrate, lawgiver, or judge, is absurd and unnatural. 

VII.--Government is instituted for the common good; for the protection, safety, prosperity and 
happiness of the people; and not for the profit, honor, or private interest of any one man, family, 
or class of men; Therefore the people alone have an incontestible, unalienable, and indefeasible 
right to institute government; and to reform, alter, or totally change the same, when their 
protection, safety, prosperity and happiness require it. 

VIII.--In order to prevent those, who are vested with authority, from becoming oppressors, the 
people have a right, at such periods and in such manner as they shall establish by their frame of 
government, to cause their public officers to return to private life; and to fill up vacant places by 
certain and regular elections and appointments. 

IX.--All elections ought to be free; and all the inhabitants of this Commonwealth, having such 
qualifications as they shall establish by their frame of government, have an equal right to elect 
officers, and to be elected, for public employments. 

X.--Each individual of the society has a right to be protected by it in the enjoyment of his life, 
liberty and property, according to standing laws. He is obliged, consequently, to contribute his 
share to the expense of this protection; to give his personal service, or an equivalent, when 
necessary: 

But no part of the property of any individual, can, with justice, be taken from him, or applied to 
public uses without his own consent, or that of the representative body of the people: ..[t]he 
people of this Commonwealth are not controlable by any other laws, than those to which their 
constitutional representative body have given their consent. 

And whenever the public exigencies require, that the property of any individual should be 
appropriated to public uses, he shall receive a reasonable compensation therefor. 

XII.--No subject shall be held to answer for any crime or offence, until the same is fully and 
plainly, substantially and formally, described to him; or be compelled to accuse, or furnish 
evidence against himself. And every subject shall have a right to produce all proofs, that may be 
favorable to him; to meet the witnesses against him face to face, and to be fully heard in his 
defence by himself, or his council, at his election. And no subject shall be arrested, imprisoned, 
despoiled, or deprived of his property, immunities, or privileges, put out of the protection of the 
law, exiled, or deprived of his life, liberty, or estate; but by the judgment of his peers, or the law 
of the land. 
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XIII.--In criminal prosecutions, the verification of facts in the vicinity where they happen, is one 
of the greatest securities of the life, liberty, and property of the citizen. 

XIV.--Every subject has a right to be secure from all unreasonable searches, and seizures of his 
person, his houses, his papers, and all his possessions. All warrants, therefore, are contrary to 
this right, if the cause or foundation of them be not previously supported by oath or affirmation; 
and …be not accompanied with a special designation of the persons or objects of search, arrest, 
or seizure: and no warrant ought to be issued but in cases, and with the formalities, prescribed 
by the laws. 

XV.--In all controversies concerning property, and in all suits between two or more persons, 
except in cases in which it has heretofore been otherways used and practised, the parties have a 
right to a trial by jury… 

XVI.--The liberty of the press is essential to the security of freedom in a state: it ought not, 
therefore, to be restrained in this Commonwealth. 

XVII.--The people have a right to keep and to bear arms for the common defence. And as in time 
of peace armies are dangerous to liberty, they ought not to be maintained without the consent of 
the legislature; and the military power shall always be held in an exact subordination to the civil 
authority, and be governed by it. 

XVIII.--A frequent recurrence to the fundamental principles of the constitution, and a constant 
adherence to those of piety, justice, moderation, temperance, industry, and frugality, are 
absolutely necessary to preserve the advantages of liberty, and to maintain a free government: 
The people ought, consequently, to have a particular attention to all those principles, in the 
choice of their officers and representatives: And they have a right to require of their law-givers 
and magistrates, an exact and constant observance of them, in the formation and execution of 
the laws necessary for the good administration of the Commonwealth. 

XIX.--The people have a right, in an orderly and peaceable manner, to assemble to consult upon 
the common good; give instructions to their representatives; and to request of the legislative 
body, by the way of addresses, petitions, or remonstrances, redress of the wrongs done them, 
and of the grievances they suffer. 

XX.--The power of suspending the laws, or the execution of the laws, ought never to be 
exercised but by the legislature, or by authority derived from it, to be exercised in such 
particular cases only as the legislature shall expressly provide for. 

XXII.--The legislature ought frequently to assemble for the redress of grievances, for correcting, 
strengthening, and confirming the laws, and for making new laws, as the common good may 
require. 
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XXIII.--No subsidy, charge, tax, impost, or duties, ought to be established, fixed, laid, or levied, 
under any pretext whatsoever, without the consent of the people, or their representatives in the 
legislature. 

XXVI.--No magistrate or court of law shall demand excessive bail or sureties, impose excessive 
fines, or inflict cruel or unusual punishments. 

XXVII.--In time of peace no soldier ought to be quartered in any house without the consent of 
the owner; and in time of war such quarters ought not to be made but by the civil magistrate, in 
a manner ordained by the legislature. 

XXIX.--It is essential to the preservation of the rights of every individual, his life, liberty, 
property and character, that there be an impartial interpretation of the laws, and administration 
of justice. It is the right of every citizen to be tried by judges as free, impartial and independent 
as the lot of humanity will admit. It is therefore not only the best policy, but for the security of 
the rights of the people, and of every citizen, that the judges of the supreme judicial court 
should hold their offices as long as they behave themselves well; and that they should have 
honorable salaries ascertained and established by standing laws. 

XXX.--In the government of this Commonwealth, the legislative department shall never exercise 
the executive and judicial powers, or either of them: The executive shall never exercise the 
legislative and judicial powers, or either of them: The judicial shall never exercise the legislative 
and executive powers, or either of them: to the end it may be a government of laws and not of 
men. 

  

Part the Second. The Frame of Government. 

The people, inhabiting the territory formerly called the Province of Massachusetts-Bay, do 
hereby solemnly and mutually agree with each other, to form themselves into a free, sovereign, 
and independent body-politic or state, by the name of THE COMMONWEALTH OF 
MASSACHUSETTS. 

Chapter I. The Legislative Power. 

Section I. The General Court. 

Art. I.--The department of legislation shall be formed by two branches, a Senate and House of 
Representatives: each of which shall have a negative on the other. 

II.--No bill or resolve of the Senate or House of Representatives shall become a law, and have 
force as such, until it shall have been laid before the Governor for his revisal: 
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And if he, upon such revision, approve thereof, he shall signify his approbation by signing the 
same. But if he have any objection to the passing of such bill or resolve, he shall return the same, 
together with his objections thereto…: 

 But if, after such reconsideration, two thirds of the said Senate or House of Representatives, 
shall…., agree to pass the same, it shall, together with the objections, be sent to the other branch 
of the legislature, where it shall also be reconsidered, and if approved by two thirds of the 
members present, shall have the force of a law: But in all such cases the votes of both houses 
shall be determined by yeas and nays; and the names of the persons voting for, or against, the 
said bill or resolve, shall be entered upon the public records of the Commonwealth. 

And … if any bill or resolve shall not be returned by the Governor within five days after it shall 
have been presented, the same shall have the force of a law. 

III.--The General Court shall forever have full power and authority to erect and constitute … 
courts … [which]…  are hereby given and granted full power and authority, from time to time, 
to administer oaths or affirmations, for the better discovery of truth…. 

IV.--And further, full power and authority are hereby given and granted to the said General 
Court…to make, ordain, and establish, all manner of wholesome and reasonable …laws… either 
with penalties or without; so as the same be not repugnant or contrary to this Constitution, as 
they shall judge to be for the good and welfare of this Commonwealth, ….and … provide by 
fixed laws, for the naming and settling all civil officers within the said Commonwealth, the 
election and constitution of whom are not hereafter in this Form of Government otherwise 
provided for; and to set forth the several duties, powers and limits; and to impose and levy 
proportional and reasonable assessments, rates, and taxes, upon all the inhabitants of, and 
persons resident, and estates lying, within the said Commonwealth... 

Section II. Senate. 

Art. I.--There shall be annually elected by the freeholders and other inhabitants of this 
Commonwealth, qualified as in this Constitution is provided, forty persons to be Counsellors 
and Senators for the year… to be chosen by the inhabitants of the districts, into which the 
Commonwealth may … be divided by the General Court for that purpose: And the General 
Court, in assigning the numbers to be elected by the respective districts, shall govern 
themselves by the proportion of the public taxes paid by the said districts…II.--The Senate shall 
be the first branch of the legislature; and the Senators shall be chosen in the following 
manner…. every male inhabitant of twenty-one years of age and upwards, having a freehold 
estate within the Commonwealth, of the annual income of three pounds, or any estate of the 
value of sixty pounds, shall have a right to give in his vote for the Senators for the district of 
which he is an inhabitant. …. 

V.--Provided nevertheless, that no person shall be capable of being elected as a Senator, who is 
not seized in his own right of a freehold within this Commonwealth, of the value of three 
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hundred pounds at least, or possessed of personal estate to the value of six hundred pounds at 
least, or of both to the amount of the same sum, and who has not been an inhabitant of this 
Commonwealth for the space of five years immediately preceding his election, and, at the time 
of his election, he shall be an inhabitant in the district, for which he shall be chosen. 

VII.--The Senate shall choose its own President, appoint its own officers, and determine its own 
rules of proceeding. 

VIII.--The Senate shall be a court with full authority to hear and determine all impeachments 
made by the House of Representatives, against any officer or officers of the Commonwealth, for 
misconduct and mal-administration in their offices. 

Section III. House of Representatives. 

Art. I.--There shall be in the Legislature of this Commonwealth, a representation of the people, 
annually elected, and founded upon the principle of equality…. [through a system allocating 
representation to towns by population size] 

III.--Every member of the House of Representatives shall be chosen by written votes; and for 
one year at least next preceding his election shall have been an inhabitant of, and have…a 
freehold of the value of one hundred pounds within the town he shall be chosen to represent, or 
any rateable estate to the value of two hundred pounds… 

IV.--Every male person, being twenty-one years of age, and resident in any particular town in 
this Commonwealth for the space of one year next preceding, having a freehold estate within 
the same town, of the annual income of three pounds, or any estate of the value of sixty pounds, 
shall have a right to vote in the choice of a Representative or Representatives for the said town. 

VI.--… all impeachments made by [the House] shall be heard and tried by the Senate. 

VII.--All money-bills shall originate in the House of Representatives; but the Senate may 
propose or concur with amendments, as on other bills… 

X.--The House of Representatives … shall choose their own Speaker; appoint their own officers, 
and settle the rules and orders of proceeding in their own house: They shall have authority to 
punish by imprisonment, every person, not a member, who shall be guilty of disrespect to the 
House, by any disorderly, or contemptuous behaviour, in its presence… 

 XI.--The Senate shall have the same powers in the like cases; and the Governor and Council 
shall have the same authority to punish in like cases…. 

Chapter II. Executive Power. 

Section I. Governor. 
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Art. I.--There shall be a Supreme Executive Magistrate, who shall be styled, THE GOVERNOR 
OF THE COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS; and whose title shall be--HIS 
EXCELLENCY. 

II.--The Governor shall be chosen annually: And no person shall be eligible to this office, unless 
at the time of his election, he shall have been an inhabitant of this Commonwealth for seven 
years next preceding; and unless he shall, at the same time, be seized in his own right, of a 
freehold within the Commonwealth, of the value of one thousand pounds; and unless he shall 
declare himself to be of the christian religion. 

III.--Those persons who shall be qualified to vote for Senators and Representatives within the 
several towns of this Commonwealth, shall…give in their votes for a Governor….And in case of 
an election by a majority of all the votes returned, the choice shall be by them declared and 
published: …. 

IV.--The Governor shall have authority, from time to time, at his discretion, to assemble and call 
together the Counsellors of this Commonwealth for the time being.. 

VI.--In cases of disagreement between the two Houses, with regard to the necessity, expediency 
or time of adjournment, or prorogation, the Governor, with advice of the Council, shall have a 
right to adjourn or prorogue the General Court, not exceeding ninety days, as he shall 
determine the public good shall require. 

VII.--The Governor of this Commonwealth, for the time being, shall be the commander-in-chief 
of the army and navy, and of all the military forces of the State, by sea and land; and shall have 
full power, by himself, or by any commander, or other officer or officers, from time to time, to 
train, instruct, exercise and govern the militia and navy; and, for the special defence and safety 
of the Commonwealth, to assemble in martial array, and put in warlike posture, the inhabitants 
thereof, and to lead and conduct them, and with them, to encounter, repel, resist, expel and 
pursue, by force of arms, as well as by sea as by land, within or without the limits of this 
Commonwealth, and also to kill, slay and destroy, ….. 

Provided, that the said Governor shall not, at any time hereafter, by virtue of any power by this 
Constitution granted, or hereafter to be granted to him by the legislature, transport any of the 
inhabitants of this Commonwealth, or oblige them to march out of the limits of the same, 
without their free and voluntary consent, or the consent of the General Court… 

VIII.--The power of pardoning offences, except such as persons may be convicted of before the 
Senate by an impeachment of the House, shall be in the Governor, by and with the advice of 
Council: But no charter of pardon, granted by the Governor, with advice of the Council, before 
conviction, shall avail the party pleading the same, notwithstanding any general or particular 
expressions contained therein, descriptive of the offence, or offences intended to be pardoned. 
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IX.--All judicial officers, the Attorney-General, the Solicitor-General, all Sheriffs, Coroners, and 
Registers of Probate, shall be nominated and appointed by the Governor, by and with the advice 
and consent of the Council.…. 

XIII.--As the public good requires that the Governor should not be under the undue influence of 
any of the members of the General Court, by a dependence on them for his support--that he 
should, in all cases, act with freedom for the benefit of the public--that he should not have his 
attention necessarily diverted from that object to his private concerns--and that he should 
maintain the dignity of the Commonwealth in the character of its chief magistrate--it is 
necessary that he should have an honorable stated salary, of a fixed and permanent value, 
amply sufficient for those purposes, and established by standing laws: Permanent and 
honorable salaries shall also be established by law for the Justices of the Supreme Judicial Court. 

And if it shall be found, that any of the salaries aforesaid, so established, are insufficient, they 
shall, from time to time, be enlarged, as the General Court shall judge proper. 

Section II. Lieutenant-Governor. 

Art. I.--There shall be annually elected a Lieutenant-Governor of the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, whose title shall be HIS HONOR--and who shall be qualified, in point of 
religion, property, and residence in the Commonwealth, in the same manner with the 
Governor… 

III.--Whenever the chair of the Governor shall be vacant, by reason of his death, or absence from 
the Commonwealth, or otherwise, the Lieutenant-Governor, for the time being, shall, during 
such vacancy, perform all the duties incumbent upon the Governor, and shall have and exercise 
all the powers and authorities, which by this Constitution the Governor is vested with.. 

Section IV. Secretary, Treasurer, Commissary, etc. 

Art. I.--The Secretary, Treasurer and Receiver-General, and the Commissary-General, 
Notaries-Public, and Naval-Officers, shall be chosen annually, by joint ballot of the Senators and 
Representatives in one room. 

Chapter III. Judiciary Power. 

Art. I.-- All judicial officers, duly appointed, commissioned and sworn, shall hold their offices 
during good behaviour, excepting such concerning whom there is different provision made in 
this Constitution: Provided, nevertheless, the Governor, with consent of the Council, may 
remove them upon the address of both Houses of the Legislature. 

II.--Each branch of the Legislature, as well as the Governor and Council, shall have authority to 
require the opinions of the Justices of the Supreme Judicial Court, upon important questions of 
law, and upon solemn occasions. 
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Chapter IV. Delegates to Congress. 

The delegates of this Commonwealth to the Congress of the United States, shall…. be elected by 
the joint ballot of the Senate and House of Representatives, assembled together in one room; to 
serve in Congress for one year…. They … may be recalled at any time within the year, and 
others chosen and commissioned, in the same manner…. 

Chapter V. The University at Cambridge, and Encouragement of Literature, etc. 

Section I. The University. 

Art. I.--Whereas our wise and pious ancestors… laid the foundation of Harvard-College, in 
which University many persons of great eminence have, by the blessing of GOD, been initiated 
in those arts and sciences, which qualified them for public employments, both in Church and 
State: And whereas the encouragement of Arts and Sciences, and all good literature, tends to the 
honor of God, the advantage of the christian religion, and the great benefit of this, and the other 
United States of America—It is declared, That the PRESIDENT AND FELLOWS OF 
HARVARD-COLLEGE…and their successors in that capacity, their officers and servants, shall 
have, hold, use, exercise and enjoy, all the powers, authorities, rights, liberties, privileges, 
immunities and franchises, which they now have…: And the same are hereby ratified and 
confirmed unto them… and to their successors… respectively, forever. 

Section II. The Encouragement of Literature, etc. 

Wisdom, and knowledge, as well as virtue, diffused generally among the body of the people, 
being necessary for the preservation of their rights and liberties; and as these depend on 
spreading the opportunities and advantages of education in the various parts of the country, 
and among the different orders of the people, it shall be the duty of legislators and magistrates, 
in all future periods of this Commonwealth, to cherish the interests of literature and the 
sciences, and all seminaries of them; especially the university at Cambridge, public schools, and 
grammar schools in the towns; to encourage private societies and public institutions, rewards 
and immunities, for the promotion of agriculture, arts, sciences, commerce, trades, 
manufactures, and a natural history of the country; to countenance and inculcate the principles 
of humanity and general benevolence, public and private charity, industry and frugality, 
honesty and punctuality in their dealings; sincerity, good humour, and all social affections, and 
generous sentiments... 

Chapter VI. Oaths and Subscriptions; Incompatibility of and Exclusion from Offices; 
Pecuniary Qualifications; Commissions; … Confirmation of Laws; Habeas Corpus; …; 
Provision for a future Revisal of the Constitution, etc. 

Art I.--Any person chosen Governor, Lieutenant-Governor, Counsellor, Senator, or 
Representative, and accepting the trust, shall, before he proceed to execute the duties of his 
place or office, make and subscribe the following declaration…-- 
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"I… do declare, that I believe the christian religion, and have a firm persuasion of its truth; and 
that I am seized and possessed, in my own right, of the property required by the Constitution as 
one qualification for the office or place to which I am elected."… 

And every person chosen to either of the places or offices aforesaid, as also any person 
appointed or commissioned to any judicial, executive, military, or other office under the 
government, shall, before he enters on the discharge of the business of his place or office, take 
and subscribe the following declaration, and oaths or affirmations…..-- 

"I… do truly and sincerely acknowledge, profess, testify and declare, that the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts is, and of right ought to be, a free, sovereign and independent State; and I do 
swear, that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the said Commonwealth, and that I will 
defend the same against traitorous conspiracies and all hostile attempts whatsoever: And that I 
do renounce and adjure all allegiance, subjection and obedience to the King, Queen or 
Government of Great Britain… and every other foreign power whatsoever: And that no foreign 
Prince, Person, Prelate, State or Potentate, hath, or ought to have, any jurisdiction, superiority, 
preeminence, authority, dispensing or other power, in any matter, civil, ecclesiastical or 
spiritual, within this Commonwealth; except the authority and power which is or may be vested 
by their Constituents in the Congress of the United States: And I do …make this 
acknowledgment…. heartily and truly, according to the common meaning and acceptation of 
the foregoing words, without any equivocation, mental evasion, or secret reservation 
whatsoever. So help me GOD." 

"I…. do solemnly swear and affirm, that I will faithfully and impartially discharge and perform 
all the duties incumbent on me as; according to the best of my abilities and understanding, 
agreeably to the rules and regulations of the Constitution, and the laws of this Commonwealth." 
"So help me GOD." 

Provided always, that when any person, chosen or appointed as aforesaid, shall be of the 
denomination of the people called Quakers…. he shall make his affirmation in the foregoing 
form, and subscribe the same, omitting the words "I do swear," … and …. "So help me GOD;" 
subjoining instead thereof, "This I do under the pains and penalties of perjury." 

And no person shall ever be admitted to hold a seat in the Legislature, or any office of trust or 
importance under the Government of this Commonwealth, who shall, in the due course of law, 
have been convicted of bribery or corruption in obtaining an election or appointment. 

VI.--All the laws which have heretofore been adopted, used and approved in the Province, 
Colony or State of Massachusetts Bay, and usually practiced on in the Courts of law, shall still 
remain and be in full force, until altered or repealed by the Legislature; such parts only excepted 
as are repugnant to the rights and liberties contained in this Constitution. 

VII.--The privilege and benefit of the writ of habeas corpus shall be enjoyed in this 
Commonwealth in the most free, easy, cheap, expeditious and ample manner; and shall not be 
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suspended by the Legislature, except upon the most urgent and pressing occasions, and for a 
limited time not exceeding twelve months. 

X.--In order the more effectually to adhere to the principles of the Constitution, and to correct 
those violations which by any means may be made therein, as well as to form such alterations as 
from experience shall be found necessary--the General Court, …. in [fifteen years], shall 
….direc[t] … the qualified voters of their respective towns …for the purpose of collecting their 
sentiments on the necessity or expediency of revising the Constitution, in order to amendments. 

And if it shall appear by the returns made, that two thirds of the qualified voters throughout the 
State…. are in favor of such revision or amendment, the General Court shall [have the voters]… 
elect Delegates to meet in Convention for the purpose aforesaid. 
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Section 6: The 
Declaration of 
Independence: 
Slavery and 
Civil Rights 
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Section 6 Discussion Guide 
1.​ Why might Congress have removed Jefferson’s strong condemnation of slavery from the 

final Declaration of Independence? What does this decision suggest about the challenges 

facing the colonies in 1776? 

2.​ How does Frederick Douglass use the ideals of the Declaration of Independence to 

critique the United States in his speech? What tension does he highlight between 

principle and reality? 

3.​ Alexander Stephens argues that the Confederacy is founded on the idea that racial 

inequality is natural. How does this claim directly conflict with the principles of the 

Declaration of Independence? 

4.​ Compare how Jefferson (in the deleted passage), Douglass, and Stephens each interpret 

the idea of equality. In what ways do their views align or differ? 

5.​ What do these three texts together reveal about how the meaning of the Declaration of 

Independence has been debated and contested over time? 

 

“Rough Draft of the Declaration of 
Independence” [Deleted Paragraphs] 

Thomas Jefferson 

1776 
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[Editorial note: What follows is the most famous deletion from Jefferson’s original draft of the 
Declaration. The following paragraph, laying out one of Jefferson’s grievances against the King of 
England, was entirely deleted by Congress from the final version of the Declaration.] 

  

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in 
the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in 
another hemisphere or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the 
opprobrium of INFIDEL powers, is the warfare of the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain. Determined to 
keep open a market where MEN should be bought and sold, he has prostituted his negative for 
suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this execrable commerce. And that this 
assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distinguished die, he is now exciting those very people to rise 
in arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people on 
whom he also obtruded them: thus paying off former crimes committed against the LIBERTIES of one 
people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the LIVES of another. 
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“What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” 
Frederick Douglass 

July 5, 1852 
 
Former slave Frederick Douglass became a prominent anti-slavery lecturer in the north and in England 
throughout the 1850s as well as a popular author of an autobiography of his life in and escaping slavery. 
(Douglass had also attended the Seneca Falls Convention and helped pass its women’s suffrage 
resolution.) As part of such efforts, Douglass delivered this speech to the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society in 
Rochester, New York. Northwestern New York was, in addition to being a center of both evangelical 
Christianity and schismatic religious movements, ardently abolitionist.​
 
 

….Friends and Fellow Citizens: This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is 
the birthday of your National Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what 
the Passover was to the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to the day, and 
to the act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated with that 
act, and that day. This celebration also marks the beginning of another year of your national life; 
and reminds you that the Republic of America is now 76 years old. I am glad, fellow-citizens, 
that your nation is so young. Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere 
speck in the life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the allotted time for individual men; 
but nations number their years by thousands. According to this fact, you are, even now, only in 
the beginning of your national career, still lingering in the period of childhood. I repeat, I am 
glad this is so. There is hope in the thought, and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds 
which lower above the horizon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending 
disastrous times; but his heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young, and 
that she is still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high lessons of 
wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? Were the nation older, the 
patriot’s heart might be sadder, and the reformer’s brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded 
in gloom, and the hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought that 
America is young. Great streams are not easily turned from channels, worn deep in the course 
of ages. They may sometimes rise in quiet and stately majesty, and inundate the land, refreshing 
and fertilizing the earth with their mysterious properties. They may also rise in wrath and fury, 
and bear away, on their angry waves, the accumulated wealth of years of toil and hardship. 
They, however, gradually flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as serenely as ever. 
But, while the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up, and leave nothing behind but the 
withered branch, and the unsightly rock, to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of 
departed glory. As with rivers so with nations. 

Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that cluster about this 
day. The simple story of it is that, 76 years ago, the people of this country were British subjects. 
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The style and title of your “sovereign people” (in which you now glory) was not then born. You 
were under the British Crown. Your fathers esteemed the English Government as the home 
government; and England as the fatherland. This home government, you know, although a 
considerable distance from your home, did, in the exercise of its parental prerogatives, impose 
upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in its mature judgment, it 
deemed wise, right and proper. 

But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the infallibility of 
government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ from the home 
government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and restraints. 
They went so far in their excitement as to pronounce the measures of government unjust, 
unreasonable, and oppressive, and altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted to. I 
scarcely need say, fellow-citizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with that of 
your fathers. Such a declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to anybody. 
It would, certainly, prove nothing, as to what part I might have taken, had I lived during the 
great controversy of 1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is 
exceedingly easy. Everybody can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can flippantly 
discant on the tyranny of England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but 
there was a time when to pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the colonies, 
tried men’s souls. They who did so were accounted in their day, plotters of mischief, agitators 
and rebels, dangerous men. To side with the right, against the wrong, with the weak against the 
strong, and with the oppressed against the oppressor! here lies the merit, and the one which, of 
all others, seems unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be stabbed by the men who 
glory in the deeds of your fathers. But, to proceed. 

Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated by the home government, your fathers, like 
men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and remonstrated; 
they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner. Their conduct was wholly 
unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw themselves treated with 
sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not the men to look 
back. 

As the sheet anchor takes a firmer hold, when the ship is tossed by the storm, so did the cause of 
your fathers grow stronger, as it breasted the chilling blasts of kingly displeasure. The greatest 
and best of British statesmen admitted its justice, and the loftiest eloquence of the British Senate 
came to its support. But, with that blindness which seems to be the unvarying characteristic of 
tyrants, since Pharaoh and his hosts were drowned in the Red Sea, the British Government 
persisted in the exactions complained of… 

Oppression makes a wise man mad. Your fathers were wise men, and if they did not go mad, 
they became restive under this treatment. They felt themselves the victims of grievous wrongs, 
wholly incurable in their colonial capacity. With brave men there is always a remedy for 
oppression. Just here, the idea of a total separation of the colonies from the crown was born! It 
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was a startling idea, much more so, than we, at this distance of time, regard it. The timid and the 
prudent (as has been intimated) of that day, were, of course, shocked and alarmed by it.… 

On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay of the lovers of ease, and 
the worshipers of property, clothed that dreadful idea with all the authority of national sanction. 
They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we seldom hit upon resolutions, drawn up in our 
day whose transparency is at all equal to this, it may refresh your minds and help my story if I 
read it. “Resolved, That these united colonies are, and of right, ought to be free and 
Independent States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all 
political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, dissolved.” 

Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and to-day you reap the 
fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, may properly celebrate 
this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact in your nation’s history — the very 
ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny. 

Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it in perpetual 
remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of Independence is the ring-bolt to the chain of 
your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in that instrument are 
saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, 
against all foes, and at whatever cost. 

From the round top of your ship of state, dark and threatening clouds may be seen. Heavy 
billows, like mountains in the distance, disclose to the leeward huge forms of flinty rocks! That 
bolt drawn, that chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to this day — cling to it, and to its principles, 
with the grasp of a storm-tossed mariner to a spar at midnight. 

Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers of the 
Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too — great enough to give 
fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one time, such a number of 
truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, the most 
favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than admiration. They were 
statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and the principles they contended for, 
I will unite with you to honor their memory. 

They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though this is not the 
highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a rare virtue, and that when it is 
exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who will, intelligently, lay down his life for his 
country, is a man whom it is not in human nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives, 
their fortunes, and their sacred honor, on the cause of their country. In their admiration of 
liberty, they lost sight of all other interests. 

They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. They 
were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They showed 
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forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order of 
tyranny. With them, nothing was “settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and 
humanity were “final;” not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such 
men. They were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more as 
we contrast it with these degenerate times. 

How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How unlike the 
politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and stretched 
away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon eternal principles, and set a glorious 
example in their defense. Mark them! 

Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the right of their cause, 
honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world, reverently appealing to heaven to attest 
their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn responsibility they were about to assume, 
wisely measuring the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the fathers of this republic, did, 
most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with a sublime faith in the 
great principles of justice and freedom, lay deep the corner-stone of the national superstructure, 
which has risen and still rises in grandeur around you. 

Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met with demonstrations of 
joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exultingly on the breeze. The din of business, 
too, is hushed. Even Mammon seems to have quitted his grasp on this day. The ear-piercing fife 
and the stirring drum unite their accents with the ascending peal of a thousand church bells. 
Prayers are made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor of this day; while the 
quick martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation, echoed back by all the hills, valleys 
and mountains of a vast continent, bespeak the occasion one of thrilling and universal interest 
— a nation’s jubilee. 

Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this anniversary. Many 
of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me in regard to them. That is a 
branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a much deeper interest than your speaker. The 
causes which led to the separation of the colonies from the British crown have never lacked for a 
tongue. They have all been taught in your common schools, narrated at your firesides, unfolded 
from your pulpits, and thundered from your legislative halls, and are as familiar to you as 
household words. They form the staple of your national poetry and eloquence. 

Your fathers have lived, died, and have done their work, and have done much of it well. You 
live and must die, and you must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a child’s share in the 
labor of your fathers, unless your children are to be blest by your labors. You have no right to 
wear out and waste the hard-earned fame of your fathers to cover your indolence. Sydney 
Smith tells us that men seldom eulogize the wisdom and virtues of their fathers, but to excuse 
some folly or wickedness of their own. This truth is not a doubtful one. There are illustrations of 
it near and remote, ancient and modern. It was fashionable, hundreds of years ago, for the 
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children of Jacob to boast, we have “Abraham to our father,” when they had long lost 
Abraham’s faith and spirit. That people contented themselves under the shadow of Abraham’s 
great name, while they repudiated the deeds which made his name great. Need I remind you 
that a similar thing is being done all over this country to-day? Need I tell you that the Jews are 
not the only people who built the tombs of the prophets, and garnished the sepulchres of the 
righteous? Washington could not die till he had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his 
monument is built up by the price of human blood, and the traders in the bodies and souls of 
men shout — “We have Washington to our father.” — Alas! that it should be so; yet so it is. 

The evil that men do, lives after them, The good is oft-interred with their bones. 

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here to-day? What 
have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? Are the great principles of 
political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, 
extended to us? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national 
altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from 
your independence to us? 

But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am 
not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals 
the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not 
enjoyed in common. — The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, 
bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and 
healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. You 
may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, 
and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. 
Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to 
your conduct. And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose 
crimes, lowering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying that 
nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and 
woe-smitten people! 

“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we remembered Zion. We 
hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, they that carried us away 
captive, required of us a song; and they who wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one 
of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O 
Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave 
to the roof of my mouth.” [Psalm 137] 

Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of millions! 
whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more intolerable by the 
jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully remember those bleeding 
children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cunning, and may my tongue cleave 
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to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with 
the popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a 
reproach before God and the world. My subject, then fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. 
I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, 
there, identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to 
declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to 
me than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the professions 
of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and revolting. America is false 
to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the future. Standing 
with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity 
which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution and 
the Bible, which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, 
with all the emphasis I can command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery — the great 
sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not excuse;” I will use the severest 
language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment 
is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and 
just. 

I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-slavery creed 
would you have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need 
light? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. 
Nobody doubts it. 

The slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. 
They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are 
seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how 
ignorant he be), subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will 
subject a white man to the like punishment. What is this but the acknowledgement that the 
slave is a moral, intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is 
admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under 
severe fines and penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you can point to 
any such laws, in reference to the beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood 
of the slave. When the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your 
hills, when the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave 
from a brute, then will I argue with you that the slave is a man! 

For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not astonishing 
that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting 
houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and 
gold; that, while we are reading, writing and cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and 
secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and 
teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, digging 
gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, 
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living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, 
and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking hopefully for life 
and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are men! 

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of his 
own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a 
question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter 
beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be 
understood? How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing 
a discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and 
positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to 
offer an insult to your understanding. — There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that 
does not know that slavery is wrong for him. 

What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to work 
them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them 
with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with 
dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their 
flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system 
thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better 
employments for my time and strength than such arguments would imply. 

What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not establish it; 
that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the thought. That which is 
inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, may; I 
cannot. The time for such argument is passed. 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and 
could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting 
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not 
the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The 
feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the 
propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its 
crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced. 

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, more than 
all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To 
him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, 
swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of 
tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your 
prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and 
solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin veil to 
cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth 
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guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this 
very hour. 

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and despotisms of 
the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and when you have found 
the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and you will say with 
me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival. 

You declare, before the world, and are understood by the world to declare, that you “hold these 
truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal; and are endowed by their Creator with certain 
inalienable rights; and that, among these are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;” and yet, you 
hold securely, in a bondage which, according to your own Thomas Jefferson, “is worse than ages 
of that which your fathers rose in rebellion to oppose,” a seventh part of the inhabitants of your 
country. 

Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The existence of 
slavery in this country brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretence, 
and your Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts your politicians 
at home. It saps the foundation of religion; it makes your name a hissing, and a bye-word to a 
mocking earth. It is the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing that seriously 
disturbs and endangers your Union. It fetters your progress; it is the enemy of improvement, the 
deadly foe of education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes vice; it shelters crime; it 
is a curse to the earth that supports it; and yet, you cling to it, as if it were the sheet anchor of all 
your hopes. Oh! be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s bosom; 
the venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful republic; for the love of 
God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty millions crush 
and destroy it forever! 

But it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now denounced is, in fact, 
guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the United States; that the right to hold and to 
hunt slaves is a part of that Constitution framed by the illustrious Fathers of this Republic… 

I differ from those who charge this baseness on the framers of the Constitution of the United 
States. It is a slander upon their memory, at least, so I believe. There is not time now to argue the 
constitutional question at length — nor have I the ability to discuss it as it ought to be discussed. 
The subject has been handled with masterly power by… gentlemen [who] have, as I think, fully 
and clearly vindicated the Constitution from any design to support slavery for an hour. 

Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North have allowed 
themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the pro-slavery character of the 
Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license, nor sanction of the 
hateful thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the Constitution is a GLORIOUS 
LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it 
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at the gateway? or is it in the temple? It is neither. While I do not intend to argue this question 
on the present occasion, let me ask, if it be not somewhat singular that, if the Constitution were 
intended to be, by its framers and adopters, a slave-holding instrument, why neither slavery, 
slaveholding, nor slave can anywhere be found in it. Now, there are certain rules of 
interpretation, for the proper understanding of all legal instruments. These rules are well 
established. They are plain, common-sense rules, such as you and I, and all of us, can 
understand and apply, without having passed years in the study of law. I scout the idea that the 
question of the constitutionality or unconstitutionality of slavery is not a question for the 
people. I hold that every American citizen has a right to form an opinion of the constitution, and 
to propagate that opinion, and to use all honorable means to make his opinion the prevailing 
one. Without this right, the liberty of an American citizen would be as insecure as that of a 
Frenchman. 

Now, take the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the presentation of a single 
pro-slavery clause in it. On the other hand it will be found to contain principles and purposes, 
entirely hostile to the existence of slavery. 

I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some future period I will gladly avail 
myself of an opportunity to give this subject a full and fair discussion. 

Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented of 
the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are forces in operation, which must 
inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom 
of slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing 
encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the 
genius of American Institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious tendencies of the 
age….  
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 “Corner Stone” Speech 
Alexander Stephens  

March 21, 1861 
 

Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens, a longtime former congressional representative from 
Georgia, delivered this speech in Savannah, Georgia in the months between the secession of the first wave 
of seven southern states and the beginning of the Civil War with the firing on Ft. Sumter. (4 more states 
had hesitated to secede but did so when the Union government demanded they assist with the war.) In this 
widely circulated speech, Stephens explained how the Confederacy was not designed to restore the old 
American order which some southerners saw threatened by anti-slavery, but instead offered an 
improvement on the promises and assumptions of the Declaration of Independence. 

 

…. The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our 
peculiar institution African slavery as it exists amongst us the proper status of the negro in our 
form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution. 
Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon which the old Union would 
split.” He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully 
comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be doubted. The 
prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the 
formation of the old constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation of 
the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically. It was an evil 
they knew not well how to deal with, but the general opinion of the men of that day was that, 
somehow or other in the order of Providence, the institution would be evanescent and pass 
away. This idea, though not incorporated in the constitution, was the prevailing idea at that 
time. The constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution while it 
should last, and hence no argument can be justly urged against the constitutional guarantees 
thus secured, because of the common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were 
fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the equality of races. This was an 
error. It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the “storm came 
and the wind blew.” 

Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its 
corner- stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that 
slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new 
government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, 
philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its development, like 
all other truths in the various departments of science. It has been so even amongst us. Many 
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who hear me, perhaps, can recollect well, that this truth was not generally admitted, even 
within their day. The errors of the past generation still clung to many as late as twenty years 
ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly 
denominate fanatics. All fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind from a defect in 
reasoning. It is a species of insanity. One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many 
instances, is forming correct conclusions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the 
anti-slavery fanatics. Their conclusions are right if their premises were. They assume that the 
negro is equal, and hence conclude that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the 
white man. If their premises were correct, their conclusions would be logical and just but their 
premise being wrong, their whole argument fails.  

I recollect once of having heard a gentleman from one of the northern States, of great power and 
ability, announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, that we of the South 
would be compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to 
war successfully against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the 
principle would ultimately prevail. That we, in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were 
warring against a principle, a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. 
The reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and 
that he and his associates, in this crusade against our institutions, would ultimately fail. The 
truth announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics as it 
was in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, and those acting with 
him, who were warring against a principle. They were attempting to make things equal which 
the Creator had made unequal. 

In the conflict thus far, success has been on our side, complete throughout the length and 
breadth of the Confederate States. It is upon this, as I have stated, our social fabric is firmly 
planted; and I cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recognition of this 
principle throughout the civilized and enlightened world. 

As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development, as all truths are and 
ever have been, in the various branches of science. It was so with the principles announced by 
Galileo it was so with Adam Smith and his principles of political economy. It was so with 
Harvey, and his theory of the circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of the 
medical profession, living at the time of the announcement of the truths made by him, admitted 
them. Now, they are universally acknowledged.  

May we not, therefore, look with confidence to the ultimate universal acknowledgment of the 
truths upon which our system rests? It is the first government ever instituted upon the 
principles in strict conformity to nature, and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the 
materials of human society. Many governments have been founded upon the principle of the 
subordination and serfdom of certain classes of the same race; such were and are in violation of 
the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of nature’s laws. With us, all of the 
white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the 

101 
 



 

negro. Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the curse against Canaan, is fitted for that 
condition which he occupies in our system. … 

It has been apprehended by some that we would have arrayed against us the civilized world. I 
care not who or how many they may be against us, when we stand upon the eternal principles 
of truth, if we are true to ourselves and the principles for which we contend, we are obliged to, 
and must triumph. 

Thousands of people who begin to understand these truths are not yet completely out of the 
shell; they do not see them in their length and breadth. We hear much of the civilization and 
Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will never be 
attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that “in the sweat of his brow he 
should eat his bread,” and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves.…. 

We have intelligence, and virtue, and patriotism. All that is required is to cultivate and 
perpetuate these. Intelligence will not do without virtue. France was a nation of philosophers. 
These philosophers become Jacobins. They lacked that virtue, that devotion to moral principle, 
and that patriotism which is essential to good government. Organized upon principles of 
perfect justice and right-seeking amity and friendship with all other powers-I see no obstacle in 
the way of our upward and onward progress. Our growth, by accessions from other States, will 
depend greatly upon whether we present to the world, as I trust we shall, a better government 
than that to which neighboring States belong. If we do this, North Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Arkansas cannot hesitate long; neither can Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri. They will 
necessarily gravitate to us by an imperious law. We made ample provision in our constitution 
for the admission of other States; it is more guarded, and wisely so, I think, than the old 
constitution on the same subject, but not too guarded to receive them as fast as it may be 
proper….. [O]ur doors are wide enough to receive them, but not until they are ready to 
assimilate with us in principle…  
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Section 7 Discussion Guide 

1.​ Why does Lincoln return to the Declaration's ideas? 

2.​ How does this speech honor the Declaration? 

3.​ What thinker does Woodrow  Wilson think the Founders followed in creating the United 

States? What thinker does Wilson say we should follow instead? Why?  

4.​ Why does Woodrow Wilson think the Founders’ institutional designs are not accurate in 

reflecting the reality of politics, especially in his time (or today)?  

5.​ How does Vladimir Lenin think positive change toward his understanding of freedom 

happen over time?  

6.​ Where does Coolidge think the ideals of the Declaration of Independence came from? 

7.​ What about the American Revolution leads Coolidge to describe it as conservative?  

What does he say is new?  

8.​ Why does Coolidge say the Declaration’s ideals should be understood as “final”? 

 

 

“Gettysburg Address” 
Abraham Lincoln 

November 19, 1863 
 
Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, 

conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. 
Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so 

conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that war. We 
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have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave 
their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate -- we can not consecrate -- we can not hallow 
-- this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far 
above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we 
say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated 
here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is 
rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us -- that from these 
honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure 
of devotion -- that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain -- that this 
nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom -- and that government of the people, by 
the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth. 

 

 

What is Progress? (1912)  

Woodrow Wilson  

 

Woodrow Wilson was a political scientist who became president of Princeton University and then 
the Governor of New Jersey. Although Wilson tended to defend constitutional federalism, consistent with 
the thought not only of his own Democratic Party but also the Republicans of the time, he was a 
progressive thinker and longtime critic of the separation of powers, having long sought to create a more 
streamlined government, than existed under the present constitutional order, which tended to prioritize 
checking government. In short, Wilson sought to weaken the separation of powers to be much more like 
contemporary Britain, whose system Wilson found superior and far more efficient, while also 
incorporating the much more developed bureaucracy of Prussia (Imperial Germany). In seeking to build 
this much stronger presidency, Wilson was like his fellow 1912 presidential candidate Theodore Roosevelt, 
and opposed by William Howard Taft, who remained committed to constitutional structure.    

….I am, therefore, forced to be a progressive, if for no other reason, because we have not 
kept up with our changes of conditions, either in the economic field or in the political field. We 
have not kept up as well as other nations have. We have not kept our practices adjusted to the 
facts of the case, and until we do, and unless we do, the facts of the case will always have the 
better of the argument; because if you do not adjust your laws to the facts, so much the worse 
for the laws, not for the facts, because law trails along after the facts…  

Progress! Did you ever reflect that that word is almost a new one? No word comes more 
often or more naturally to the lips of modern man, as if the thing it stands for were almost 
synonymous with life itself, and yet men through many thousand years never talked or thought 
of progress. They thought in the other direction. Their stories of heroisms and glory were tales 
of the past. The ancestor wore the heavier armor and carried the larger spear. “There were 
giants in those days.” Now all that has altered. We think of the future, not the past, as the more 
glorious time in comparison with which the present is nothing. Progress, development—those 
are modern words. The modern idea is to leave the past and press onward to something new.  
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But what is progress going to do with the past, and with the present? How is it going to 
treat them? With ignominy, or respect? Should it break with them altogether, or rise out of them, 
with its roots still deep in the older time? What attitude shall progressives take toward the 
existing order, toward those institutions of conservatism, the Constitution, the laws, and the 
courts?  

 
Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 

foundations of our institutions justified in their fear? If they are, we ought to go very slowly 
about the processes of change. If it is indeed true that we have grown tired of the institutions 
which we have so carefully and sedulously built up, then we ought to go very slowly and very 
carefully about the very dangerous task of altering them. We ought, therefore, to ask ourselves, 
first of all, whether thought in this country is tending to do anything by which we shall retrace 
our steps, or by which we shall change the whole direction of our development?  

 
I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the tree of 

liberty in soil which is not native to it. I believe that the ancient traditions of a people are its 
ballast; you cannot make a tabula rasa upon which to write a political program. You cannot take 
a new sheet of paper and determine what your life shall be tomorrow. You must knit the new 
into the old. You cannot put a new patch on an old garment without ruining it; it must be not a 
patch, but something woven into the old fabric, of practically the same pattern, of the same 
texture and intention. If I did not believe that to be progressive was to preserve the essentials of 
our institutions, I for one could not be a progressive….  

 
…the Constitution of the United States had been made under the dominion of the 

Newtonian theory. You have only to read the papers of The Federalist to see that fact written on 
every page. They speak of the “checks and balances” of the Constitution, and use to express 
their idea the simile of the organization of the universe, and particularly of the solar 
system—how by the attraction of gravitation the various parts are held in their orbits; and then 
they proceed to represent Congress, the judiciary, and the president as a sort of imitation of the 
solar system.  

They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 
constitution. Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory about it; 
Englishmen care little for theories. It was a Frenchman, Montesquieu, who pointed out to them 
how faithfully they had copied Newton’s description of the mechanism of the heavens.   

 
The makers of our federal Constitution read Montesquieu with true scientific 

enthusiasm. They were scientists in their way—the best way of their age—those fathers of the 
nation. Jefferson wrote of “the laws of Nature”—and then by way of afterthought—“and of 
Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they would have constructed an 
orrery—to display the laws of nature. Politics in their thought was a variety of mechanics. The 
Constitution was founded on the law of gravitation. The government was to exist and move by 
virtue of the efficacy of “checks and balances.”  

 
The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine but a living thing. It 

falls not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable 
to Darwin, not to Newton. It is modified by its environment, necessitated by its tasks, shaped to 
its functions by the sheer pressure of life. No living thing can have its organs offset against each 
other, as checks, and live. On the contrary, its life is dependent upon their quick cooperation, 
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their ready response to the commands of instinct or intelligence, their amicable community of 
purpose. Government is not a body of blind forces; it is a body of men, with highly 
differentiated functions, no doubt, in our modern day, of specialization, with a common task 
and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, their warfare fatal. There can be no successful 
government without the intimate, instinctive coordination of the organs of life and action. This 
is not theory, but fact, and displays its force as fact, whatever theories may be thrown across its 
track. Living political constitutions must be Darwinian in structure and in practice. Society is a 
living organism and must obey the laws of life, not of mechanics; it must develop. 

  
All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when “development,” 

“evolution,” is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the Darwinian 
principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living thing and not a 
machine….  

 
 

 

 

The State and Revolution 
Vladimir Lenin, 1917 

  

Although Karl Marx had expected that communism would prove more appealing to urban societies, the 
turmoil of World War I enabled the Russian revolutionaries to overthrow the Russian monarch (called the 
Tsar, as in Caesar or king). Soon the more radical Bolshevik faction under Vladimir Lenin took over in the 
October 1917 revolution. In the years that followed, the Bolsheviks and their Red Army—named for the 
color of their flag—brutally consolidated power, executing the former tsar and his family, and eradicating 
the so-called “White Russians”—the anti-Bolshevik coalition—in a civil war. 

Lenin had updated Marxist thought, in particularly developing the idea that the advance of communism 
would require a vanguard of educated ideologues to teach the proletariat (the workers) and supervise the 
transition to their dictatorship; the elimination of other classes would then create equality. 

  

… Marx treated the question of communism in the same way as a naturalist would treat the 
question of the development of, say, a new biological variety, once he knew that it had 
originated in such and such a way and was changing in such and such a definite direction… 

The first fact that has been established most accurately by the whole theory of development, by 
science as a whole–a fact that was ignored by the utopians, and is ignored by the present-day 
opportunists, who are afraid of the socialist revolution–is that, historically, there must 
undoubtedly be a special stage, or a special phase, of transition from capitalism to 
communism….. 

107 
 



 

Forward development does not proceed simply, directly and smoothly, towards “greater and 
greater democracy", as the liberal professors and petty-bourgeois opportunists would have us 
believe. No, forward development, i.e., development towards communism, proceeds through 
the dictatorship of the proletariat, and cannot do otherwise, for the resistance of the capitalist 
exploiters cannot be broken by anyone else or in any other way. 

And the dictatorship of the proletariat, i.e., the organization of the vanguard of the oppressed as 
the ruling class for the purpose of suppressing the oppressors, cannot result merely in an 
expansion of democracy. Simultaneously with an immense expansion of democracy, which for 
the first time becomes democracy for the poor, democracy for the people, and not democracy for 
the money-bags, the dictatorship of the proletariat imposes a series of restrictions on the 
freedom of the oppressors, the exploiters, the capitalists. We must suppress them in order to free 
humanity from wage slavery, their resistance must be crushed by force… 

  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“Address at the Celebration of the 150th 
Anniversary of the Declaration of 

Independence” 
Calvin Coolidge 

July 5, 1926 
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Fellow Countrymen: 

We meet to celebrate the birthday of America. That coming of a new life always excites our 
interest. Although we know in the case of the individual that it has been an infinite repetition 
reaching back beyond our vision, that only makes it more wonderful. But how our interest and 
wonder increase when we behold the miracle of the birth of a new nation. It is to pay our tribute 
of reverence and respect to those who participated in such a mighty event that we annually 
observe the 4th day of July. Whatever may have been the impression created by the news which 
went out from this city on that summer day in 1776, there can be no doubt as to the estimate 
which is now placed upon it. At the end of 150 years the four corners of the earth unite in 
coming to Philadelphia as to a holy shrine in grateful acknowledgment of a service so great, 
which a few inspired men here rendered to humanity, that it is still the preeminent support of 
free government throughout the world. 

Although a century and a half measured in comparison with the length of human experience is 
but a short time, yet measured in the life of governments and nations it ranks as a very 
respectable period. Certainly enough time has elapsed to demonstrate with a great deal of 
thoroughness the value of our institutions and their dependability as rules for the regulation of 
human conduct and the advancement of civilization. They have been in existence long enough 
to become very well seasoned. They have met, and met successfully, the test of experience 

It is not so much, then, for the purpose of undertaking to proclaim new theories and principles 
that this annual celebration is maintained, but rather to reaffirm and reestablish those old 
theories and principles which time and the unerring logic of events have demonstrated to be 
sound. Amid all the clash of conflicting interests, amid all the welter of partisan politics, every 
American can turn for solace and consolation to the Declaration of Independence and the 
Constitution of the United States with the assurance and confidence that those two great 
charters of freedom and justice remain firm and unshaken. Whatever perils appear, whatever 
dangers threaten, the Nation remains secure in the knowledge that the ultimate application of 
the law of the land will provide an adequate defense and protection. 

It is little wonder that people at home and abroad consider Independence Hall as hallowed 
ground and revere the Liberty Bell as a sacred relic. That pile of bricks and mortar, that mass of 
metal, might appear to the uninstructed as only the outgrown meeting place and the shattered 
bell of a former time, useless now because of more modern conveniences, but to those who 
know they have become consecrated by the use which men have made of them. They have long 
been identified with a great cause. They are the framework of a spiritual event. The world looks 
upon them, because of their associations of one hundred and fifty years ago, as it looks upon the 
Holy Land because of what took place there nineteen hundred years ago. Through use for a 
righteous purpose they have become sanctified. 

It is not here necessary to examine in detail the causes which led to the American Revolution. In 
their immediate occasion they were largely economic. The colonists objected to the navigation 
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laws which interfered with their trade, they denied the power of Parliament to impose taxes 
which they were obliged to pay, and they therefore resisted the royal governors and the royal 
forces which were sent to secure obedience to these laws. But the conviction is inescapable that a 
new civilization had come, a new spirit had arisen on this side of the Atlantic more advanced 
and more developed in its regard for the rights of the individual than that which characterized 
the Old World. Life in a new and open country had aspirations which could not be realized in 
any subordinate position. A separate establishment was ultimately inevitable. It had been 
decreed by the very laws of human nature. Man everywhere has an unconquerable desire to be 
the master of his own destiny. 

We are obliged to conclude that the Declaration of Independence represented the movement of a 
people. It was not, of course, a movement from the top. Revolutions do not come from that 
direction. It was not without the support of many of the most respectable people in the 
Colonies, who were entitled to all the consideration that is given to breeding, education, and 
possessions. It had the support of another element of great significance and importance to 
which I shall later refer. But the preponderance of all those who occupied a position which took 
on the aspect of aristocracy did not approve of the Revolution and held toward it an attitude 
either of neutrality or open hostility. It was in no sense a rising of the oppressed and 
downtrodden. It brought no scum to the surface, for the reason that colonial society had 
developed no scum. The great body of the people were accustomed to privations, but they were 
free from depravity. If they had poverty, it was not of the hopeless kind that afflicts great cities, 
but the inspiring kind that marks the spirit of the pioneer. The American Revolution 
represented the informed and mature convictions of a great mass of independent, liberty loving, 
God-fearing people who knew their rights, and possessed the courage to dare to maintain them. 

The Continental Congress was not only composed of great men, but it represented a great 
people. While its Members did not fail to exercise a remarkable leadership, they were equally 
observant of their representative capacity. They were industrious in encouraging their 
constituents to instruct them to support independence. But until such instructions were given 
they were inclined to withhold action. 

While North Carolina has the honor of first authorizing its delegates to concur with other 
Colonies in declaring independence, it was quickly followed by South Carolina and Georgia, 
which also gave general instructions broad enough to include such action. But the first 
instructions which unconditionally directed its delegates to declare for independence came from 
the great Commonwealth of Virginia. These were immediately followed by Rhode Island and 
Massachusetts, while the other Colonies, with the exception of New York, soon adopted a like 
course. 

This obedience of the delegates to the wishes of their constituents, which in some cases caused 
them to modify their previous positions, is a matter of great significance. It reveals an orderly 
process of government in the first place; but more than that, it demonstrates that the Declaration 
of Independence was the result of the seasoned and deliberate thought of the dominant portion 
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of the people of the Colonies. Adopted after long discussion and as the result of the duly 
authorized expression of the preponderance of public opinion, it did not partake of dark 
intrigue or hidden conspiracy. It was well advised. It had about it nothing of the lawless and 
disordered nature of a riotous insurrection. It was maintained on a plane which rises above the 
ordinary conception of rebellion. It was in no sense a radical movement but took on the dignity 
of a resistance to illegal usurpations. It was conservative and represented the action of the 
colonists to maintain their constitutional rights which from time immemorial had been 
guaranteed to them under the law of the land. 

When we come to examine the action of the Continental Congress in adopting the Declaration 
of Independence in the light of what was set out in that great document and in the light of 
succeeding events, we can not escape the conclusion that it had a much broader and deeper 
significance than a mere secession if territory and the establishment of a new nation. Events of 
that nature have been taking place since the dawn of history. One empire after another has 
arisen, only to crumble away as its constituent parts separated from each other and set up 
independent governments of their own. Such actions long ago became commonplace. They 
have occurred too often to hold the attention of the world and command the administration and 
reverence of humanity. There is something beyond the establishment of a new nation, great as 
that event would be, in the Declaration of Independence which has ever since caused it to be 
regarded as one of the great charters that not only was to liberate America but was everywhere 
to ennoble humanity. 

It was not because it was proposed to establish a new nation, but because it was proposed to 
establish a nation on new principles, that July 4, 1776, has come to be regarded as one of the 
greatest days in history. Great ideas do not burst upon the world unannounced. They are 
reached by a gradual development over a length of time usually proportionate to their 
importance. This is especially true of the principles laid down in the Declaration of 
Independence. Three very definite propositions were set out in its preamble regarding the 
nature of mankind and therefore of government. These were the doctrine that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed with certain inalienable rights, and that therefore the 
source of the just powers of government must be derived from the consent of the governed. 

If no one is to be accounted as born into a superior station, if there is to be no ruling class, and if 
all possess rights which can neither be bartered away nor taken from them by any earthly 
power, it follows as a matter of course that the practical authority of the Government has to rest 
on the consent of the governed. While these principles were not altogether new in political 
action, and were very far from new in political speculation, they had never been assembled 
before and declared in such a combination. But remarkable as this may be, it is not the chief 
distinction of the Declaration of Independence. The importance of political speculation is not to 
be underestimated, as I shall presently disclose. Until the idea is developed and the plan made 
there can be no action. 
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It was the fact that our Declaration of Independence containing these immortal truths was the 
political action of a duly authorized and constituted representative public body in its sovereign 
capacity, supported by the force of general opinion and by the armies of Washington already in 
the field, which makes it the most important civil document in the world. It was not only the 
principles declared, but the fact that therewith a new nation was born which was to be founded 
upon those principles and which from that time forth in its development has actually 
maintained those principles, that makes this pronouncement an incomparable event in the 
history of government. It was an assertion that a people had arisen determined to make every 
necessary sacrifice for the support of these truths and by their practical application bring the 
War of Independence to a successful conclusion and adopt the Constitution of the United States 
with all that it has meant to civilization. 

The idea that the people have a right to choose their own rulers was not new in political history. 
It was the foundation of every popular attempt to depose an undesirable king. This right was 
set out with a good deal of detail by the Dutch when as early as July 26, 1581, they declared 
their independence of Philip of Spain. In their long struggle with the Stuarts the British people 
asserted the same principles, which finally culminated in the Bill of Rights deposing the last of 
that house and placing William and Mary on the throne. In each of these cases sovereignty 
through divine right was displaced by sovereignty through the consent of the people. Running 
through the same documents, though expressed in different terms, is the clear inference of 
inalienable rights. But we should search these charters in vain for an assertion of the doctrine of 
equality. This principle had not before appeared as an official political declaration of any nation. 
It was profoundly revolutionary. It is one of the corner stones of American institutions. 

But if these truths to which the Declaration refers have not before been adopted in their 
combined entirely by national authority, it is a fact that they had been long pondered and often 
expressed in political speculation. It is generally assumed that French thought had some effect 
upon our public mind during Revolutionary days. This may have been true. But the principles 
of our Declaration had been under discussion in the Colonies for nearly two generations before 
the advent of the French political philosophy that characterized the middle of the eighteenth 
century. In fact, they come from an earlier date. A very positive echo of what the Dutch had 
done in 1581, and what the English were preparing to do, appears in the assertion of the Rev. 
Thomas Hooker, of Connecticut, as early as 1638, when he said in a sermon before the General 
Court that-- 

The foundation of authority is laid in the free consent of the people. 

The choice of public magistrates belongs to the people by God's own allowance. 

This doctrine found wide acceptance among the nonconformist clergy who later made up the 
Congregational Church. The great apostle of this movement was the Rev. John Wise, of 
Massachusetts. He was one of the leaders of the revolt against the royal governor Andross in 
1687, for which he suffered imprisonment. He was a liberal in ecclesiastical controversies. He 
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appears to have been familiar with the writings of the political scientist, Samuel Pufendorf, who 
was born in Saxony in 1632. Wise published a treatise entitled "The Church's Quarrel Espoused" 
in 1710, which was amplified in another publication in 1717. In it he dealt with the principles of 
civil government. His works were reprinted in 1772 and have been declared to have been 
nothing less than a textbook of liberty for our Revolutionary fathers. 

While the written word was the foundation, it is apparent that the spoken word was the vehicle 
for convincing the people. This came with great force and wide range from the successors of 
Hooker and Wise. It was carried on with a missionary spirit which did not fail to reach the 
Scotch-Irish of North Carolina, showing its influence by significantly making that Colony the 
first to give instructions to its delegates looking to independence. This preaching reached the 
neighborhood of Thomas Jefferson, who acknowledged that his "best ideas of democracy" had 
been secured at church meetings. 

That these ideas were prevalent in Virginia is further revealed by the Declaration of Rights, 
which was prepared by George Mason and presented to the general assembly on May 27, 1776. 
This document asserted popular sovereignty and inherent natural rights, but confined the 
doctrine of equality to the assertion that "All men are created equally free and independent." It 
can scarcely be imagined that Jefferson was unacquainted with what had been done in his own 
Commonwealth of Virginia when he took up the task of drafting the Declaration of 
Independence. But these thoughts can very largely be traced back to what John Wise was 
writing in 1710. He said, "Every man must be acknowledged equal to very man." Again, "The 
end of all good government is to cultivate humanity and promote the happiness of all and the 
good of every man in all his rights, his life, liberty, estate, honor, and so forth * * *." 

And again, "For as they have a power every man in his natural state, so upon combination they 
can and do bequeath this power to others and settle it according as their united discretion shall 
determine." And still again, "Democracy is Christ's government in church and state." Here was 
the doctrine of equality, popular sovereignty, and the substance of the theory of inalienable 
rights clearly asserted by Wise at the opening of the eighteenth century, just as we have the 
principle of the consent of the governed state by Hooker as early as 1638. 

When we take all these circumstances into consideration, it is but natural that the first 
paragraph of the Declaration of Independence should open with a reference to Nature's God 
and should close in the final paragraphs with an appeal to the Supreme Judge of the world and 
an assertion of a firm reliance on Divine Providence. Coming from these sources, having as it 
did this background, it is no wonder that Samuel Adams could say "The people seem to 
recognize this resolution as though it were a decree promulgated from heaven." 

No one can examine this record and escape the conclusion that in the great outline of its 
principles the Declaration was the result of the religious teachings of the preceding period. The 
profound philosophy which Jonathan Edwards applied to theology, the popular preaching of 
George Whitefield, had aroused the thought and stirred the people of the Colonies in 
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preparation for this great event. No doubt the speculations which had been going on in 
England, and especially on the Continent, lent their influence to the general sentiment of the 
times. Of course, the world is always influenced by all the experience and all the thought of the 
past. But when we come to a contemplation of the immediate conception of the principles of 
human relationship which went into the Declaration of Independence we are not required to 
extend our search beyond our own shores. They are found in the texts, the sermons, and the 
writings of the early colonial clergy who were earnestly undertaking to instruct their 
congregations in the great mystery of how to live. They preached equality because they believed 
in the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man. They justified freedom by the text that 
we are all created in the divine image, all partakers of the divine spirit. 

Placing every man on a plane where he acknowledged no superiors, where no one possessed 
any right to rule over him, he must inevitably choose his own rulers through a system of 
self-government. This was their theory of democracy. In those days such doctrines would 
scarcely have been permitted to flourish and spread in any other country. This was the purpose 
which the fathers cherished. In order that they might have freedom to express these thoughts 
and opportunity to put them into action, whole congregations with their pastors had migrated 
to the Colonies. These great truths were in the air that our people breathed. Whatever else we 
may say of it, the Declaration of Independence was profoundly American. 

If this apprehension of the facts be correct, and the documentary evidence would appear to 
verify it, then certain conclusions are bound to follow. A spring will cease to flow if its source be 
dried up; a tree will wither if it roots be destroyed. In its main features the Declaration of 
Independence is a great spiritual document. It is a declaration not of material but of spiritual 
conceptions. Equality, liberty, popular sovereignty, the rights of man - these are not elements 
which we can see and touch. They are ideals. They have their source and their roots in the 
religious convictions. They belong to the unseen world. Unless the faith of the American people 
in these religious convictions is to endure, the principles of our Declaration will perish. We can 
not continue to enjoy the result if we neglect and abandon the cause. 

We are too prone to overlook another conclusion. Governments do not make ideals, but ideals 
make governments. This is both historically and logically true. Of course the government can 
help to sustain ideals and can create institutions through which they can be the better observed, 
but their source by their very nature is in the people. The people have to bear their own 
responsibilities. There is no method by which that burden can be shifted to the government. It is 
not the enactment, but the observance of laws, that creates the character of a nation. 

About the Declaration there is a finality that is exceedingly restful. It is often asserted that the 
world has made a great deal of progress since 1776, that we have had new thoughts and new 
experiences which have given us a great advance over the people of that day, and that we may 
therefore very well discard their conclusions for something more modern. But that reasoning 
can not be applied to this great charter. If all men are created equal, that is final. If they are 
endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just powers from the 
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consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be made beyond these 
propositions. If anyone wishes to deny their truth or their soundness, the only direction in 
which he can proceed historically is not forward, but backward toward the time when there was 
no equality, no rights of the individual, no rule of the people. Those who wish to proceed in that 
direction can not lay claim to progress. They are reactionary. Their ideas are not more modern, 
but more ancient, than those of the Revolutionary fathers. 

In the development of its institutions America can fairly claim that it has remained true to the 
principles which were declared 150 years ago. In all the essentials we have achieved an equality 
which was never possessed by any other people. Even in the less important matter of material 
possessions we have secured a wider and wider distribution of wealth. The rights of the 
individual are held sacred and protected by constitutional guaranties which even the 
Government itself is bound not to violate. If there is any one thing among us that is established 
beyond question, it is self-government - the right of the people to rule. If there is any failure in 
respect to any of these principles, it is because there is a failure on the part of individuals to 
observe them. We hold that the duly authorized expression of the will of the people has a divine 
sanction. But even in that we come back to the theory of John Wise that "Democracy is Christ's 
government * * *." The ultimate sanction of law rests on the righteous authority of the Almighty. 

On an occasion like this great temptation exists to present evidence of the practical success of 
our form of democratic republic at home and the ever-broadening acceptance it is securing 
abroad. Although these things are well known, their frequent consideration is an 
encouragement and an inspiration. But it is not results and effects so much as sources and 
causes that I believe it is even more necessary constantly to contemplate. Ours is a government 
of the people. It represents their will. Its officers may sometimes go astray, but that is not a 
reason for criticizing the principles of our institutions. The real heart of the American 
Government depends upon the heart of the people. It is from that source that we must look for 
all genuine reform. It is to that cause that we must ascribe all our results. 

It was in the contemplation of these truths that the fathers made their declaration and adopted 
their Constitution. It was to establish a free government, which must not be permitted to 
degenerate into the unrestrained authority of a mere majority or the unbridled weight of a mere 
influential few. They undertook to balance these interests against each other and provide the 
three separate independent branches, the executive, the legislative, and the judicial departments 
of the Government, with checks against each other in order that neither one might encroach 
upon the other. These are our guarantees of liberty. As a result of these methods enterprise has 
been duly protected from confiscation, the people have been free from oppression, and there has 
been an ever-broadening and deepening of the humanities of life. 

Under a system of popular government there will always be those who will seek for political 
preferment by clamoring for reform. While there is very little of this which is not sincere, there 
is a large portion that is not well informed. In my opinion very little of just criticism can attach 
to the theories and principles of our institutions. There is far more danger of harm than there is 
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hope of good in any radical changes. We do need a better understanding and comprehension of 
them and a better knowledge of the foundations of government in general. Our forefathers 
came to certain conclusions and decided upon certain courses of action which have been a great 
blessing to the world. Before we can understand their conclusions we must go back and review 
the course which they followed. We must think the thoughts which they thought. Their 
intellectual life centered around the meetinghouse. They were intent upon religious worship. 
While there were always among them men of deep learning, and later those who had 
comparatively large possessions, the mind of the people was not so much engrossed in how 
much they knew, or how much they had, as in how they were going to live. While scantily 
provided with other literature, there was a wide acquaintance with the Scriptures. Over a period 
as great as that which measures the existence of our independence they were subject to this 
discipline not only in their religious life and educational training, but also in their political 
thought. They were a people who came under the influence of a great spiritual development 
and acquired a great moral power. 

No other theory is adequate to explain or comprehend the Declaration of Independence. It is the 
product of the spiritual insight of the people. We live in an age of science and of abounding 
accumulation of material things. These did not create our Declaration. Our Declaration created 
them. The things of the spirit come first. Unless we cling to that, all our material prosperity, 
overwhelming though it may appear, will turn to a barren scepter in our grasp. If we are to 
maintain the great heritage which has been bequeathed to us, we must be like-minded as the 
fathers who created it. We must not sink into a pagan materialism. We must cultivate the 
reverence which they had for the things that are holy. We must follow the spiritual and moral 
leadership which they showed. We must keep replenished, that they may glow with a more 
compelling flame, the altar fires before which they worshiped. 
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