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Magna Charta

1215

Magna Charta was the result of victory on the battlefield by
barons (local lords) opposed to England’s King John. Negotiated
in the days following the battle at Runnemede, it was no theo-
retical document. It lists numerous specific, customary rights
that the barons asserted they had held from time immemorial,
but that John had violated. Among these were the rights to be
taxed only at certain times and under certain conditions, and to
be tried by a jury of one’s peers. Following the preamble, Magna
Charta begins by outlining the rights of the church. John had
fought, as had many kings before him, to reserve for himself
the right to appoint bishops. The Catholic Church and other
opponents of unlimited royal power responded that the ser-
vants of God must be independent from service to the temporal

authority.

Magna Charta

The great charter of King John, granted June 15, A.D. 1215.
John, by the Grace of God, King of England, Lord of Ire-
land, Duke of Normandy, Aquitaine, and Count of Anjou,
to his Archbishops, Bishops, Abbots, Earls, Barons, Jus-
ticiaries, Foresters, Sheriffs, Governors, Officers, and to all
Bailiffs, and his faithful subjects, greeting. Know ye, that
we, in the presence of God, and for the salvation of our
soul, and the souls of all our ancestors and heirs, and unto
the honour of God and the advancement of Holy Church,
and amendment of our Realm, by advice of our venerable
Fathers, Stephen, Archbishop of Canterbury, Primate of
all England and Cardinal of the Holy Roman Church;
Henry, Archbishop of Dublin; William, of London; Peter,
of Winchester; Jocelin, of Bath and Glastonbury; Hugh, of
Lincoln; Walter, of Worcester; William, of Coventry; Ben-
edict, of Rochester—Bishops: of Master Pandulph, Sub-
Deacon and Familiar of our Lord the Pope; Brother
Aymeric, Master of the Knights-Templar in England; and
the noble Persons, William Marescall, Earl of Pembroke;
William, Earl of Salisbury; William, Earl of Warren; Wil-
liam, Earl of Arundel; Alan de Galloway, Constable of
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Scotland; Warin FitzGerald, Peter FitzHerbert, and Hu-
bert de Burgh, Seneschal of Poitou; Hugh de Neville, Mat-
thew FitzHerbert, Thomas Basset, Alan Basset, Philip of
Albiney, Robert de Roppell, John Mareschal, John Fitz-
Hugh, and others, our liegemen, have, in the first place,
granted to God, and by this our present Charter con-
firmed, for us and our heirs for ever:

1. Rights of the church. That the Church of England
shall be free, and have her whole rights, and her liberties
inviolable; and we will have them so observed that it may
appear thence that the freedom of elections, which is reck-
oned chief and indispensable to the English Church, and
which we granted and confirmed by our Charter, and ob-
tained the confirmation of the same from our Lord and
Pope Innocent 111, before the discord between us and our
barons, was granted of mere free will; which Charter we
shall observe, and we do will it to be faithfully observed by
our heirs for ever.

2. Grant of liberty to freemen. We also have granted to
all the freemen of our kingdom, for us and for our heirs for
ever, all the underwritten liberties, to be had and holden
by them and their heirs, of us and our heirs for ever: If any
of our earls, or barons, or others, who hold of us in chief
by military service, shall die, and at the time of his death
his heir shall be of full age, and owe a relief, he shall have
his inheritance by the ancient relief—that is to say, the
heir or heirs of an earl, for a whole earldom, by a hundred
pounds; the heir or heirs of a baron, for a whole barony, by
a hundred pounds; their heir or heirs of a knight, for a
whole knight’s fee, by a hundred shillings at most; and
whoever oweth less shall give less according to the ancient
custom of fees. . . .

12. No tax (scutage) except by the general council. No scu-
tage or aid shall be imposed in our kingdom, unless by the
general council of our kingdom; except for ransoming our
person, making our eldest son a knight, and once for mar-
rying our eldest daughter; and for these there shall be paid
no more than a reasonable aid. In like manner it shall be
concerning the aids of the City of London.



13. Liberties of London and other towns. And the City of
London shall have all its ancient liberties and free customs,
as well by land as by water; furthermore, we will and grant
that all other cities and boroughs, and towns and ports,
shall have all their liberties and free customs.

14. General council shall consent to assessment of taxes.
And for holding the general council of the kingdom con-
cerning the assessment of aids, except in the three cases
aforesaid, and for the assessing of scutages, we shall cause
to be summoned the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls,
and greater barons of the realm, singly by our letters, and
furthermore, we shall cause to be summoned generally,
by our sheriffs and bailiffs, all others who hold of us in
chief, for a certain day, that is to say, forty days before their
meeting at least, and to a certain place; and in all letters
of such summons we will declare the cause of such sum-
mons, and, summons being thus made the business shall
proceed on the day appointed, according to the advice of
such as shall be present, although all that were summoned
come not. . . .

17. Courts shall administer justice in a fixed place. Com-
mon pleas shall not follow our court, but shall be holden
in some place certain.

18. Land disputes shall be tried in their proper counties.
Trials upon the Writs of Novel Disseisin, and of Mort
d’ancestor, and of Darrein Presentment, shall not be taken
but in their proper counties, and after this manner: We, or
if we should be out of the realm, our chief justiciary, will
send two justiciaries through every county four times a
year, who, with four knights of each county, chosen by the
county, shall hold the said assizes in the county, on the day,
and at the place appointed.

19. Keeping the assize courts open. And if any matters
cannot be determined on the day appointed for holding
the assizes in each county, so many of the knights and free-
holders as have been at the assizes aforesaid shall stay to de-
cide them as is necessary, according as there is more or less
business.

20. Fines against freemen to be measured by the offense. A
freeman shall not be amerced for a small offence, but only
according to the degree of the offence; and for a great crime
according to the heinousness of it, saving to him his con-
tentment; and after the same manner a merchant, saving
to him his merchandise. And a villein shall be amerced af-
ter the same manner, saving to him his wainage, if he falls

under our mercy; and none of the aforesaid amerciaments
shall be assessed but by the oath of honest men in the
neighbourhood.

21. Same for nobles. Earls and barons shall not be
amerced but by their peers, and after the degree of the
offence.

22. Same for clergymen. No ecclesiastical person shall be
amerced for his tenement, but according to the proportion
of the others aforesaid, and not according to the value of
his ecclesiastical benefice.

23. Neither a town nor any tenant shall be distrained to
make bridges or embankments, unless that anciently and
of right they are bound to do it.

24. No sheriff, constable, coroner, or other of our bai-
liffs, shall hold “Pleas of the Crown.”

25. All counties, hundreds, wapentakes, and trethings,
shall stand at the old rents, without any increase, except in
our demesne manors.

26. If any one holding of us a lay fee die, and the sher-
iff, or our bailiffs, show our letters patent of summons for
debt which the dead man did owe to us, it shall be lawful
for the sheriff or our bailiff to attach and register the chat-
tels of the dead, found upon his lay fee, to the amount of
the debt, by the view of lawful men, so as nothing be re-
moved until our whole clear debt be paid; and the rest shall
be left to the executors to fulfil the testament of the dead;
and if there be nothing due from him to us, all the chattels
shall go to the use of the dead, saving to his wife and chil-
dren their reasonable shares.

27. If any freeman shall die intestate, his chattels shall
be distributed by the hands of his nearest relations and
friends, by view of the Church, saving to every one his
debts which the deceased owed to him.

28. Compensation for the taking of private property. No
constable or bailiff of ours shall take corn or other chat-
tels of any man unless he presently give him money for
it, or hath respite of payment by the good-will of the
seller.

29. No constable shall distrain any knight to give
money for castle-guard, if he himself will do it in his per-
son, or by another able man, in case he cannot do it
through any reasonable cause. And if we have carried or
sent him into the army, he shall be free from such guard for
the time he shall be in the army by our command.

30. No taking of horses or carts without consent. No sher-
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iff or bailiff of ours, or any other, shall take horses or carts
of any freeman for carriage, without the assent of the said
freeman.

31. No taking of trees for timber without consent. Nei-
ther shall we nor our bailiffs take any man’s timber for our
castles or other uses, unless by the consent of the owner of
the timber.

32. We will retain the lands of those convicted of felony
only one year and a day, and then they shall be delivered to
the lord of the fee.

33. All kydells (wears) for the time to come shall be put
down in the rivers of Thames and Medway, and through-
out all England, except upon the seacoast.

34. Thewritwhich is called proecipe, for the future, shall
not be made out to any one, of any tenement, whereby a
freeman may lose his court.

35. Uniform weights and measures. There shall be one
measure of wine and one of ale through our whole realm;
and one measure of corn, that is to say, the London quar-
ter; and one breadth of dyed cloth, and russets, and haber-
jects, that is to say, two ells within the lists; and it shall be
of weights as it is of measures.

36. Nothing from henceforth shall be given or taken for
a writ of inquisition of life or limb, but it shall be granted
[reely, and not denied.

37. Ifany do hold of us by fee-farm, or by socage, or by
burgage, and he hold also lands of any other by knight’s
service, we will have the custody of the heir or land, which
is holden of another man’s fee by reason of that fee-farm,
socage, or burgage; neither will we have the custody of the
fee-farm, or socage, or burgage, unless knight’s service was
due to us out of the same fee-farm. We will not have the
custody of an heir, nor of any land which he holds of an-
other by knight’s service, by reason of any petty serjeanty
by which he holds of us, by the service of paying a knife,
an arrow, or the like.

38. No bailiff from henceforth shall put any man to his
law upon his own bare saying, without credible witnesses
to prove it.

39. Guarantee of judgment by one’s peers and of proceed-
ings according to the “law of the land.” No freeman shall be
taken or imprisoned, or disseised, or outlawed, or ban-
ished, or any ways destroyed, nor will we pass upon him,
nor will we send upon him, unless by the lawful judgment
of his peers, or by the law of the land.

40. Guarantee of equal justice (equality before the law).
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We will sell to no man, we will not deny or delay to any
man, either justice or right.

41. Freedom of movement for merchants. All merchants
shall have safe and secure conduct, to go out of, and to
come into England, and to stay there and to pass as well by
land as by water, for buying and selling by the ancient and
allowed customs, without any unjust tolls; except in time
of war, or when they are of any nation at war with us. And
if there be found any such in our land, in the beginning of
the war, they shall be attached, without damage to their
bodies or goods, until it be known unto us, or our chief
justiciary, how our merchants be treated in the nation at
war with us; and if ours be safe there, the others shall be
safe in our dominions.

42. Freedom to leave and reenter the kingdom. It shall be
lawful, for the time to come, for any one to go out of our
kingdom, and return safely and securely by land or by
water, saving his allegiance to us; unless in time of war, by
some short space, for the common benefit of the realm, ex-
cept prisoners and outlaws, according to the law of the
land, and people in war with us, and merchants who shall
be treated as is above mentioned.

43. If any man hold of any escheat as of the honour
of Wallingford, Nottingham, Boulogne, Lancaster, or of
other escheats which be in our hands, and are baronies,
and die, his heir shall give no other relief, and perform no
other service to us than he would to the baron, if it were in
the baron’s hand; and we will hold it after the same man-
ner as the baron held it.

44. Those men who dwell without the forest from
henceforth shall not come before our justiciaries of the for-
est, upon common summons, but such as are impleaded,
or as sureties for any that are attached for something con-
cerning the forest.

45. Appointment of those who know the law. We will not
make any justices, constables, sheriffs, or bailiffs, but of
such as know the law of the realm and mean duly to ob-
serve it.

46. All barons who have founded abbeys, which they
hold by charter from the kings of England, or by ancient
tenure, shall have the keeping of them, when vacant, as
they ought to have.

47. All forests that have been made forests in our time
shall forthwith be disforested; and the same shall be done
with the water-banks that have been fenced in by us in

our time.
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An Agreement of the People, for a
Jfirme and prefent Peace, upon grounds
of Common-Right.

Aving by our late labours and hazards made it appeare
H to the world at how high a rate wee value our just free-
dome, and God having so far owned our cause, as to de-

liver the Enemies thereof into our hands: We do now hold our
selves bound in mutual duty to each other, to take the best care
we can for the future, to avoid both the danger of returning into
a slavish condition, and the chargable remedy of another war:
for as it cannot be imagined that so many of our Country-men
would have opposed us in this quarrel, if they had understood
their owne good; so may we safely promise to our selves, that
when our Common Rights and liberties shall be cleared, their
endeavours will be disappointed, that seek to make themselves
our Masters: since therefore our former oppressions, and scarce
yet ended troubles have beene occasioned, either by want of fre-
quent Nationall meetings in Councell, or by rendring those meet-
ings ineffectuall; We are fully agreed and resolved, to provide
that hereafter our Representatives be neither left to an uncer-
tainty for the time, nor made uselesse to the ends for which they

- are intended: In order whereunto we declare,

L

That the People of England being at this day very unequally
distributed by Counties, Cities, & Burroughs, for the election of
their Deputies in Parliament, ought to be more indifferently pro-
portioned, according to the number of the Inhabitants: the cir-
cumstances whereof, for number, place, and manner, are to be
set down before the end of this present Parliament.

1L
That to prevent the many inconveniences apparently arising
from the long continuance of the same persons in authority, this
226
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present Parliament be dissolved upon the last day of September,
which shall be in the year of our Lord, 1648.

IIL. _

That the People do of course chuse themselves a Parliament
once in two yeares, viz. upon the first Thursday in every =d.
March, after the manner as shall be prescribed before the end of
this Parliament, to begin to sit upon the first Thursday in Aprill
following at Westminster, or such other place as shall bee ap-
pointed from time to time by the preceding Representatives; and
to continue till the last day of September, then next ensuing, and
no longer.

IV.

“That the power of this, and all future Representatives of this
Nation, is inferiour only to theirs who chuse them, and doth
extend, without the consent or concurrence of any other person
or persons; to the enacting, altering, and repealing of Lawes; to
the erecting and abolishing of Offices and Courts; to the appoint-
ing, removing, and calling to account Magistrates, and Officers of
all degrees; to the making War and peace, to the treating with
forraign States: And generally, to whatsoever is not expresly, or
implyedly reserved by the represented to themselves,

Which are as followeth,

. _THat matters of Religion, and the wayes of Gods Worship,

" X are not at all intrusted by us to any humane power, because
therein wee cannot remit or exceed a tittle of what our Con-
sciences dictate to be the mind of God, without wilfull sinne:
neverthelesse the publike way of instructing the Nation (so it be
not compulsive) is referred to their discretion.

. That the matter of impresting and constraining any of us
to serve in the warres, is against our freedome; and therefore we
do not allow it in our Representatives; the rather, because money
(the sinews of war) being alwayes at their disposall, they can never
want numbers of men, apt enough to engage in any just cause.

3. That after the dissolution of this present Parliament, no
person be at any time questioned for anything said or done, in
reference to the late publike differences, otherwise then in exe-
cution of the Judgments of the present Representatives, or House
of Commons.

" 4. That in all Laws made, or to be made, every person may
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be bound alike, and that no Tenure, Estate, Charter, Degree,
Birth, or place, do confer any exemption from the ordinary Course
of Legall proceedings, whereunto others are subjected. ‘

5. That as the Laws ought to be equall, so they must be good,
and not evidently destructive to the safety and well-being of the
people.

THese things we declare to be our native Rights, and therefore
are agreed and resolved io maintain them with our uimost
possibilities, against all opposition whatsoever, being compelled
thereunto, not only by the examples of our Ancestors, whose
bloud was often spent in vain for the recovery of their Freedomes,
suffering themselves, through fradulent accommodations, to be
still deluded of the fruit of their Victories, but also by our own
wofull experience, who having long expected, & dearly earned the
establishment of these certain rules of Government are yet made
to depend for the setilement of our Peace and Freedome, upon
him that intended our bondage, and brought a cruell Warre upon
us.

A, CTn i) L aw ety S 7w X Y, Cen Y, L e plt ), S X )
G St e T e G e i i o e

For the noble and highly honoured the Free-born People of Enc-
LAND, in their refpective Counties and Divifions, thefe.

Deare Country-men, and fellow-Commoners,

Or your sakes, our friends, estates and lives, have not been

deare to us; for your safety and freedom we have cheerfully
indured hard Labours and run most desperate hazards, and in
comparison to your peace and freedome we neither doe nor ever
shall value our dearest bloud and wee professe, our bowells are
and have been troubled, and our hearts pained within us, in
seeing & considering that you have been so long bereaved of these
fruites and ends of all our labours and hazards, wee cannot but
sympathize with you in your miseries and oppressions. It’s greife
and vexation of heart to us; to receive your meate or moneyes,
whilest you have no advantage, nor yet the foundations of your



Virginia Bill of Rights
June 12, 1776

Opposition to Britain in the colonial legislatures was intense.
The Bill of Rights passed by the Virginia House of Burgesses pre-
sents arguments foreshadowing the soon-to-be-issued Declara-
tion of Independence, asserting colonists” equality with all other
British subjects and calling on Parliament to recognize their in-

alienable rights.

Virginia Bill of Rights
A Declaration of Rights

Made by the Representatives of the good People of Vir-
ginia, assembled in full and free Convention, which rights
to pertain to them and their posterity as the basis and
foundation of government.

I. That all men are by nature equally free and indepen-
dent, and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they
enter into a state of society, they cannot by any compact,
deprive or divest their posterity; namely, the enjoyment of
life and liberty with the means of acquiring and possessing
property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.

II. That all power is vested in, and consequently de-
rived from, the people; that magistrates are their trustees
and servants, and at all times amendable to them.

III. 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 ef-
fectually secured against the danger of maladministration;
and that, when a 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.

IV. That no man, or set of men, are entitled to exclu-
sive or separate emoluments or privileges from the com-
munity but in consideration of public services, which not

being descendible, neither ought the offices of magistrate,
legislator, or judge to be hereditary.

V. That the legislative, executive and judicial powers
should be separate and distinct; and that the members
thereof 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 elec-
tions, in which all, or any part of the former members to
be again eligible or ineligible, as the laws shall direct.

VI. That all elections 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, and cannot be taxed, or deprived of their prop-
erty for public uses, without their own consent, or that of
their representatives so elected, nor bound by any law to
which they have not in like manner assented, for the pub-
lic good.

VII. That all power of suspending laws, or the execu-
tion of laws, by any authority, without consent of the rep-
resentatives of the people, is injurious to their rights, and
ought not to be exercised.

VIII. Thatin all capital or criminal prosecutions, a man
hath a right to demand the cause and nature of his accusa-
tion, to be confronted with the accusers and witnesses, to
call for evidence in his favor, and to speedy trial by an im-
partial jury of twelve men 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.

IX. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor ex-
cessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments
inflicted.

X. That general warrants, whereby an officer or mes-
senger may be commanded to search suspected places with-
out evidence of a fact committed, or to seize any person
or persons not named, or whose offence is not particularly
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described and supported by evidence, are grievous and op-
pressive, and ought not to be granted.

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

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

XIII. 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 sub-
ordination to, and governed by, the civil power.

158 WAR FOR INDEPENDENCE

10

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

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

XVI. 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 exer-
cise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience;
and that it is the duty of all to practice Christian forbear-
ance, love and charity towards each other.
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DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF MAN AND OF THE
CITIZEN

Approved by the National Assembly of France, August 26, 1789

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.

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
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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.

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.
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The Declaration of Independence
July 4, 1776

By the time the Continental Congress had decided to declare in-
dependence from Great Britain, armed conflict had been raging
for more than a year. Soldiers on both sides were dying, and it
was becoming increasingly clear that Parliament would not ac-
cede to American colonists’ demands. Armed resistance would
die out, however, without financial and material assistance—
most prominently available from Britain’s old enemy, France. In
order to secure such aid, and to solidify support among oppo-
nents of parliamentary authority in America, the Continental
Congress determined to officially declare the independence of
the thirteen colonies from Great Britain. Jefferson’s preamble
to the Declaration, with its seemingly abstract statements of in-
alienable rights, is often quoted. Less quoted is the main body of
the text, in which the Congress details the abuses committed by
King George against his people in America. The charges are lev-
elled against the king rather than Parliament. The principal rea-
son for this is that Americans believed that their rights were
secured through charters granted by the king. In the American
view, it was the king alone, acting through colonial govern-
ments, through whom they were connected with the people and

government of Great Britain.

The Declaration of Independence
In Congress, July 4, 1776,

The Unanimous Declaration of the
Thirteen United States of America

When in the Course of human events, it becomes neces-
sary 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, Lib-

erty 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 abol-
ish it, and to institute new Government, laying its founda-
tion 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 Gov-
ernments long established should not be changed for light
and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath
shown, 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 abso-
lute 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 con-
strains them to alter their former Systems of Government.
The history of the present King of Great Britain is a his-
tory of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in di-
rect object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over
these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a can-
did 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 imme-
diate 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.

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommoda-
tion 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 un-
usual, 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
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Mr. LIvERMORE was not satisfied with that amendment;
but he did not wish them to dwell long on the subject.
He thought it would be better if it were altered, and made
to read in this manner, that Congress shall make no laws
touching religion, or infringing the rights of conscience.

Mr. Gerry did not like the term national, proposed by
the gentleman from Virginia, and he hoped it would not
be adopted by the House. It brought to his mind some
observations that had taken place in the conventions at
the time they were considering the present Constitution.
It had been insisted upon by those who were called anti-
federalists, that this form of Government consolidated the
Union; the honorable gentleman’s motion shows that he
considers it in the same light. Those who were called anti-
federalists at that time, complained that they had injustice
done them by the title, because they were in favor of a Fed-
eral Government, and the others were in favor of a national
one; the federalists were for ratifying the Constitution as it
stood, and the others not until amendments were made.
Their names then ought not to have been distinguished by
federalists and anti-federalists, but rats and anti-rats.

Mr. MabisoN withdrew his motion, but observed that
the words “no national religion shall be established by law,”
did not imply that the Government was a national one;
the question was then taken on Mr. LIVERMORE’s motion,
and passed in the affirmative, thirty-one for, and twenty
against it.

The First Ten Amendments to the
Constitution, or the Bill of Rights

Articles in Addition to, and Amendment of, the
Constitution of the United States of America,
Proposed by Congress, and Ratified by the Legislatures
of the Several States, Pursuant to the Fifth Article

of the Original Constitution

Amendment I

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridg-
ing the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of
the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Gov-
ernment for a redress of grievances.

Amendment II

A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of
a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms,
shall not be infringed.

Amendment III

No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any
house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of
war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

Amendment [V

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses,
papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and sei-
zures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue,
but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirma-
tion, and particularly describing the place to be searched,
and the persons or things to be seized.

Amendment V

No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or other
wise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indict-
ment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or
naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual service in
time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be sub-
ject for the same offenses to be twice put in jeopardy of life
or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be
a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or
property, without due process of law; nor shall private prop-
erty be taken for public use, without just compensation.

Amendment VI

In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the
right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of
the State and district wherein the crime shall have been
committed, which district shall have been previously as-
certained by law, and to be informed of the nature and
cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the wit-
nesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtain-
ing witnesses in his favor, and to have the Assistance of
Counsel for his defence.

Bill of Rights 349
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Amendment VII

In suits at common law, where the value in controversy
shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall
be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise
reexamined in any Court of the United States, than ac-
cording to the rules of the common law.

Amendment VIII

Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines im-
posed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

350 BILL OF RIGHTS
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Amendment IX

The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights,
shall not be construed to deny or disparage others retained

by the people.

Amendment X

The powers not delegated to the United States by the Con-
stitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to
the States respectively, or to the people.
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