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Draft of Instructions to the Virginia Delegates in the Continental Congress [later printed without

TJ’s prior approval as A Summary View of the Rights of British America]. July 1774

Resolved that it be an instruction to the said deputies when assembled in General Congress with
the deputies from the other states of British America to propose to the said Congress that an
humble and dutiful address be presented to his majesty begging leave to lay before him as chief
magistrate of the British empire the united complaints of his majesty’s subjects in America;
complaints which are excited by many unwarrantable incroachments and usurpations, attempted
to be made by the legislature of one part of the empire, upon those rights which god and the laws
have given equally and independently to all. To represent to his majesty that these his states have
often individually made humble application to his imperial throne, to obtain thro’ it’s
intervention some redress of their injured rights; to none of which was ever even an answer
condescended. Humbly to hope that this their joint address, penned in the language of truth, and
divested of those expressions of servility which would persuade his majesty that we are asking
favors and not rights, shall obtain from his majesty a more respectful acceptance. And this his
majesty will think we have reason to expect when he reflects that he is no more than the chief
officer of the people, appointed by the laws, and circumscribed with definite powers, to assist in
working the great machine of government erected for their use, and consequently subject to their
superintendance. And in order that these our rights, as well as the invasions of them, may be laid
more fully before his majesty, to take a view of them from the origin and first settlement of these

countries.



To remind him that our ancestors, before their emigration to America, were the free inhabitants
of the British dominions in Europe, and possessed a right, which nature has given to all men, of
departing from the country in which chance, not choice has placed them, of going in quest of
new habitations, and of there establishing new societies, under such laws and regulations as to
them shall seem most likely to promote public happiness. That their Saxon ancestors had under
this universal law, in like manner, left their native wilds and woods in the North of Europe, had
possessed themselves of the island of Britain then less charged with inhabitants, and had
established there that system of laws which has so long been the glory and protection of that
country. Nor was ever any claim of superiority or dependance asserted over them by that mother
country from which they had migrated: and were such a claim made it is beleived his majesty’s
subjects in Great Britain have too firm a feeling of the rights derived to them from their ancestors
to bow down the sovereignty of their state before such visionary pretensions. And it is thought
that no circumstance has occurred to distinguish materially the British from the Saxon
emigration. America was conquered, and her settlements made and firmly established, at the
expence of individuals, and not of the British public. Their own blood was spilt in acquiring
lands for their settlement, their own fortunes expended in making that settlement effectual. For
themselves they fought, for themselves they conquered, and for themselves alone they have right
to hold. No shilling was ever issued from the public treasures of his majesty or his ancestors for
their assistance, till of very late times, after the colonies had become established on a firm and
permanent footing. That then indeed, having become valuable to Great Britain for her
commercial purposes, his parliament was pleased to lend them assistance against an enemy who
would fain have drawn to herself the benefits of their commerce to the great aggrandisement of

herself and danger of Great Britain. Such assistance, and in such circumstances, they had often



before given to Portugal and other allied states, with whom they carry on a commercial
intercourse. Yet these states never supposed that, by calling in her aid, they thereby submitted
themselves to her sovereignty. Had such terms been proposed, they would have rejected them
with disdain, and trusted for better to the moderation of their enemies, or to a vigorous exertion
of their own force. We do not however mean to underrate those aids, which to us were doubtless
valuable, on whatever principles granted: but we would shew that they cannot give a title to that
authority which the British parliament would arrogate over us; and that they may amply be
repaid, by our giving to the inhabitants of Great Britain such exclusive privileges in trade as may
be advantageous to them, and at the same time not too restrictive to ourselves. That settlements
having been thus effected in the wilds of America, the emigrants thought proper to adopt that
system of laws under which they had hitherto lived in the mother country, and to continue their
union with her by submitting themselves to the same common sovereign, who was thereby made

the central link connecting the several parts of the empire thus newly multiplied.

But that not long were they permitted, however far they thought themselves removed from the
hand of oppression, to hold undisturbed the rights thus acquired at the hazard of their lives and
loss of their fortunes. A family of princes was then on the British throne, whose treasonable
crimes against their people brought on them afterwards the exertion of those sacred and
sovereign rights of punishment, reserved in the hands of the people for cases of extreme
necessity, and judged by the constitution unsafe to be delegated to any other judicature. While
every day brought forth some new and unjustifiable exertion of power over their subjects on that
side the water, it was not to be expected that those here, much less able at that time to oppose the

designs of despotism, should be exempted from injury. Accordingly that country which had been



acquired by the lives, the labors and the fortunes of individual adventurers, was by these princes
at several times parted out and distributed among the favorites and followers of their fortunes;
and by an assumed right of the crown alone were erected into distinct and independent
governments; a measure which it is beleived his majesty’s prudence and understanding would
prevent him from imitating at this day; as no exercise of such a power of dividing and
dismembering a country has ever occurred in his majesty’s realm of England, tho’ now of very
antient standing; nor could it be justified or acquiesced under there or in any other part of his

majesty’s empire.

That the exercise of a free trade with all parts of the world, possessed by the American colonists
as of natural right, and which no law of their own had taken away or abridged, was next the
object of unjust incroachment. Some of the colonies having thought proper to continue the
administration of their government in the name and under the authority of his majesty king
Charles the first, whom notwithstanding his late deposition by the Common-wealth of England,
they continued in the sovereignty of their state, the Parliament for the Common-wealth took the
same in high offence, and assumed upon themselves the power of prohibiting their trade with all
other parts of the world except the island of Great Britain. This arbitrary act however they soon
recalled, and by solemn treaty entered into on the 12th. day of March 1651, between the said
Commonwealth by their Commissioners and the colony of Virginia by their house of Burgesses,
it was expressly stipulated by the 8th. article of the said treaty that they should have ‘free trade as
the people of England do enjoy to all places and with all nations according to the laws of that
Commonwealth.” But that, upon the restoration of his majesty King Charles the second, their

rights of free commerce fell once more a victim to arbitrary power: and by several acts of his



reign as well as of some of his successors the trade of the colonies was laid under such
restrictions as shew what hopes they might form from the justice of a British parliament were its
uncontrouled power admitted over these states. History has informed us that bodies of men as
well as individuals are susceptible of the spirit of tyranny. A view of these acts of parliament for
regulation, as it has been affectedly called, of the American trade, if all other evidence were
removed out of the case, would undeniably evince the truth of this observation. Besides the
duties they impose on our articles of export and import, they prohibit our going to any Markets
Northward of cape Finesterra in the kingdom of Spain for the sale of commaodities which Great
Britain will not take from us, and for the purchase of others with which she cannot supply us;
and that for no other than the arbitrary purpose of purchasing for themselves by a sacrifice of our
rights and interests, certain privileges in their commerce with an allied state, who, in confidence
that their exclusive trade with America will be continued while the principles and power of the
British parliament be the same, have induldged themselves in every exorbitance which their
avarice could dictate, or our necessities extort: have raised their commaodities called for in
America to the double and treble of what they sold for before such exclusive privileges were
given them, and of what better commodities of the same kind would cost us elsewhere; and at the
same time give us much less for what we carry thither, than might be had at more convenient
ports. That these acts prohibit us from carrying in quest of other purchasers the surplus of our
tobaccoes remaining after the consumption of Great Britain is supplied: so that we must leave
them with the British merchant for whatever he will please to allow us, to be by him reshipped to
foreign markets, where he will reap the benefits of making sale of them for full value. That to
heighten still the idea of parliamentary justice, and to shew with what moderation they are like to

exercise power, where themselves are to feel no part of it’s weight, we take leave to mention to



his majesty certain other acts of British parliament, by which they would prohibit us from
manufacturing for our own use the articles we raise on our own lands with our own labor. By an
act passed in the 5th. year of the reign of his late majesty king George the second an American
subject is forbidden] to make a hat for himself of the fur which he has taken perhaps on his own
soil. An instance of despotism to which no parrallel can be produced in the most arbitrary ages of
British history. By one other act passed in the 23d. year of the same reign, the iron which we
make we are forbidden to manufacture; and, heavy as that article is, and necessary in every
branch of husbandry, besides commission and insurance, we are to pay freight for it to Great
Britain, and freight for it back again, for the purpose of supporting, not men, but machines, in the
island of Great Britain. In the same spirit of equal and impartial legislation is to be viewed the
act of parliament passed in the 5th. year of the same reign, by which American lands are made
subject to the demands of British creditors, while their own lands were still continued
unanswerable for their debts; from which one of these conclusions must necessarily follow,
either that justice is not the same thing in America as in Britain, or else that the British
parliament pay less regard to it here than there. But that we do not point out to his majesty the
injustice of these acts with intent to rest on that principle the cause of their nullity, but to shew
that experience confirms the propriety of those political principles which exempt us from the
jurisdiction of the British parliament. The true ground on which we declare these acts void is that

the British parliament has no right to exercise authority over us.

That these exercises of usurped power have not been confined to instances alone in which
themselves were interested; but they have also intermeddled with the regulation of the internal

affairs of the colonies. The act of the 9th. of Anne for establishing a post office in America



seems to have had little connection with British convenience, except that of accomodating his

majesty’s ministers and favorites with the sale of a lucrative and easy office.

That thus have we hastened thro’ the reigns which preceded his majesty’s, during which the
violation of our rights were less alarming, because repeated at more distant intervals, than that
rapid and bold succession of injuries which is likely to distinguish the present from all other
periods of American story. Scarcely have our minds been able to emerge from the astonishment
into which one stroke of parliamentary thunder has involved us, before another more heavy and
more alarming is fallen on us. Single acts of tyranny may be ascribed to the accidental opinion of
a day; but a series of oppressions, begun at a distinguished period, and pursued unalterably thro’
every change of ministers, too plainly prove a deliberate, systematical plan of reducing us to

slavery.

That the act passed in the 4th. year of his majesty’s reign intitled .”an act for granting certain

duties in the British colonies and plantations in America, &c”

one other act passed in the 5th. year of his reign intitled “An act for granting and applying certain

stamp duties and other duties in the British colonies and plantations in America, &c.”

one other act passed in the 6th. year of his reign intitled “An act for granting and applying certain

stamp duties and other duties in the British colonies and plantations in America, &c.”



and one other act passed in the 7th. year of his reign intitled “An act for granting duties on paper,

tea, &c.”

form that connected chain of parliamentary usurpation which has already been the subject of
frequent applications to his majesty and the houses of Lords and Commons of Great Britain; and,
no answers having yet been condescended to any of these, we shall not trouble his majesty with a

repetition of the matters they contained.

But that one other act passed in the same 7th. year of his reign, having been a peculiar attempt,
must ever require peculiar mention. It is intitled “An act for suspending the legislature of New

York.”

One free and independent legislature hereby takes upon itself to suspend the powers of another,
free and independent as itself, thus exhibiting a phaenomenon, unknown in nature, the creator
and creature of it’s own power. Not only the principles of common sense, but the common
feelings of human nature must be surrendered up, before his majesty’s subjects here can be
persuaded to beleive that they hold their political existence at the will of a British parliament
Shall these governments be dissolved, their property annihilated, and their people reduced to a
state of nature, at the imperious breath of a body of men whom they never saw, in whom they
never confided, and over whom they have no powers of punishment or removal, let their crimes
against the American public be ever so great? Can any one reason be assigned why 160,000

electors in the island of Great Britain should give law to four millions in the states of America,



every individual of whom is equal to every individual of them in virtue, in understanding, and in
bodily strength? Were this to be admitted, instead of being a free people, as we have hitherto
supposed, and mean to continue, ourselves, we should suddenly be found the slaves, not of one,
but of 160,000 tyrants, distinguished too from all others by this singular circumstance that they
are removed from the reach of fear, the only restraining motive which may hold the hand of a

tyrant.

That by ‘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 merchandize at the town and
within the harbor of Boston in the province of Massachusett’s bay in North America’ which was
passed at the last session of British parliament, a large and populous town, whose trade was their
sole subsistence, was deprived of that trade, and involved in utter ruin. Let us for a while suppose
the question of right suspended, in order to examine this act on principles of justice. An act of
parliament had been passed imposing duties on teas to be paid in America, against which act the
Americans had protested as inauthoritative. The East India company, who till that time had never
sent a pound of tea to America on their own account, step forth on that occasion the asserters of
parliamentary right, and send hither many ship loads of that obnoxious commodity. The masters
of their several vessels however, on their arrival in America, wisely attended to admonition, and
returned with their cargoes. In the province of New England alone the remonstrances of the
people were disregarded, and a compliance, after being many days waited for, was flatly refused.
Whether in this the master of the vessel was governed by his obstinacy or his instructions, let
those who know, say. There are extraordinary situations which require extraordinary

interposition. An exasperated people, who feel that they possess power, are not easily restrained



within limits strictly regular. A number of them assembled in the town of Boston, threw the tea
into the ocean and dispersed without doing any other act of violence. If in this they did wrong,
they were known, and were amenable to the laws of the land, against which it could not be
objected that they had ever in any instance been obstructed or diverted from their regular course
in favor of popular offenders. They should therefore not have been distrusted on this occasion.
But that ill-fated colony had formerly been bold in their enmities against the house of Stuart, and
were now devoted to ruin by that unseen hand which governs the momentous affairs of this great
empire. On the partial representations of a few worthless ministerial dependants, whose constant
office it has been to keep that government embroiled, and who by their treacheries hope to obtain
the dignity of the British knighthood, without calling for a party accused, without asking a proof,
without attempting a distinction between the guilty and the innocent, the whole of that antient
and wealthy town is in a moment reduced from opulence to beggary. Men who had spent their
lives in extending the British commerce, who had invested in that place the wealth their honest
endeavors had merited, found themselves and their families thrown at once on the world for
subsistence by it’s charities. Not the hundredth part of the inhabitants of that town had been
concerned in the act complained of; many of them were in Great Britain and in other parts
beyond sea; yet all were involved in one indiscriminate ruin, by a new executive power unheard
of till then, that of a British parliament. A property of the value of many millions of money was
sacrifised to revenge, not repay, the loss of a few thousands. This is administering justice with a
heavy hand indeed! And when is this tempest to be arrested in it’s course? Two wharfs are to be
opened again when his majesty shall think proper: the residue which lined the extensive shores
of the bay of Boston are forever interdicted the exercise of commerce. This little exception seems

to have been thrown in for no other purpose than that of setting a precedent for investing his



majesty with legislative powers. If the pulse of his people shall beat calmly under this
experiment, another and another will be tried till the measure of despotism be filled up. It would
be an insult on common sense to pretend that this exception was made in order to restore it’s
commerce to that great town. The trade which cannot be received at two wharfs alone, must of
necessity be transferred to some other place; to which it will soon be followed by that of the two
wharfs. Considered in this light it would be an insolent and cruel mockery at the annihilation of

the town of Boston.

By the act for the suppression of riots and tumults in the town of Boston, passed also in the last
session of parliament, a murder committed there is, if the governor pleases, to be tried in the
court of King’s bench in the island of Great Britain, by a jury of Middlesex. The witnesses too,
on receipt of such a sum as the Governor shall think it reasonable for them to expend, are to enter
into recognisance to appear at the trial. This is in other words taxing them to the amount of their
recognisance; and that amount may be whatever a Governor pleases. For who does his majesty
think can be prevailed on to cross the Atlantick for the sole purpose of bearing evidence to a
fact? His expences are to be borne indeed as they shall be estimated by a Governor; but who are
to feed the wife and children whom he leaves behind, and who have had no other subsistence but
his daily labor? Those epidemical disorders too, so terrible in a foreign climate, is the cure of
them to be estimated among the articles of expence, and their danger to be warded off by the
almighty power of a parliament? And the wretched criminal, if he happen to have offended on
the American side, stripped of his privilege of trial by peers, of his vicinage, removed from the
place where alone full evidence could be obtained, without money, without counsel, without

friends, without exculpatory proof, is tried before judges predetermined to condemn. The



cowards who would suffer a countryman to be torn from the bowels of their society in order to
be thus offered a sacrifice to parliamentary tyranny, would merit that everlasting infamy now
fixed on the authors of the act! A clause for a similar purpose had been introduced into an act
passed in the 12th. year of his majesty’s reign entitled ‘an act for the better securing and
preserving his majesty’s dock-yards, magazines, ships, ammunition and stores,” against which as

meriting the same censures the several colonies have already protested.

That these are the acts of power assumed by a body of men foreign to our constitutions, and
unacknowleged by our laws; against which we do, on behalf of the inhabitants of British
America, enter this our solemn and determined protest. And we do earnestly intreat his majesty,
as yet the only mediatory power between the several states of the British empire, to recommend
to his parliament of Great Britain the total revocation of these acts, which however nugatory they

be, may yet prove the cause of further discontents and jealousies among us.

That we next proceed to consider the conduct of his majesty, as holding the executive powers of
the laws of these states, and mark out his deviations from the line of duty. By the constitution of
Great Britain as well as of the several American states, his majesty possesses the power of
refusing to pass into a law any bill which has already passed the other two branches of
legislature. His majesty however and his ancestors, conscious of the impropriety of opposing
their single opinion to the united wisdom of two houses of parliament, while their proceedings
were unbiassed by interested principles, for several ages past have modestly declined the

exercise of this power in that part of his empire called Great Britain. But by change of



circumstances, other principles than those of justice simply have obtained an influence on their
determinations. The addition of new states to the British empire has produced an addition of
new, and sometimes opposite interests. It is now therefore the great office of his majesty to
resume the exercise of his negative power, and to prevent the passage of laws by any one
legislature of the empire which might bear injuriously on the rights and interests of another. Yet
this will not excuse the wanton exercise of this power which we have seen his majesty practice
on the laws of the American legislatures. For the most trifling reasons, and sometimes for no
conceivable reason at all, his majesty has rejected laws of the most salutary tendency. The
abolition of domestic slavery is the great object of desire in those colonies where it was
unhappily introduced in their infant state. But previous to the infranchisement of the slaves we
have, it is necessary to exclude all further importations from Africa. Yet our repeated attempts to
effect this by prohibitions, and by imposing duties which might amount to a prohibition, have
been hitherto defeated by his majesty’s negative: thus preferring the immediate advantages of a
few British corsairs to the lasting interests of the American states, and to the rights of human
nature deeply wounded by this infamous practice. Nay the single interposition of an interested
individual against a law was scarcely ever known to fail of success, tho’ in the opposite scale
were placed the interests of a whole country. That this is so shameful an abuse of a power trusted

with his majesty for other purposes, as if not reformed would call for some legal restrictions.

With equal inattention to the necessities of his people here, has his majesty permitted our laws to
lie neglected in England for years, neither confirming them by his assent, nor annulling them by
his negative: so that such of them as have no suspending clause, we hold on the most precarious

of all tenures, his majesty’s will, and such of them as suspend themselves till his majesty’s assent



be obtained we have feared might be called into existence at some future and distant period,
when time and change of circumstances shall have rendered them destructive to his people here.
And to render this grievance still more oppressive, his majesty by his instructions has laid his
governors under such restrictions that they can pass no law of any moment unless it have such
suspending clause: so that, however immediate may be the call for legislative interposition, the
law cannot be executed till it has twice crossed the Atlantic, by which time the evil may have

spent it’s whole force.

But in what terms reconcileable to majesty and at the same time to truth, shall we speak of a late
instruction to his majesty’s governor of the colony of Virginia, by which he is forbidden to
assent to any law for the division of a county, unless the new county will consent to have no
representative in assembly? That colony has as yet affixed no boundary to the Westward. Their
Western counties therefore are of indefinite extent. Some of them are actually seated many
hundred miles from their Eastern limits. Is it possible then that his majesty can have bestowed a
single thought on the situation of those people, who, in order to obtain justice for injuries
however great or small, must, by the laws of that colony, attend their county court at such a
distance, with all their witnesses, monthly, till their litigation be determined? Or does his majesty
seriously wish, and publish it to the world, that his subjects should give up the glorious right of
representation, with all the benefits derived from that, and submit themselves the absolute slaves
of his sovereign will? Or is it rather meant to confine the legislative body to their present

numbers, that they may be the cheaper bargain whenever they shall become worth a purchase?



One of the articles of impeachment against Tresilian and the other judges of Westminster Hall in
the reign of Richard the second, for which they suffered death as traitors to their country, was
that they had advised the king that he might dissolve his parliament at any time: and succeeding
kings have adopted the opinion of these unjust judges. Since the establishment however of the
British constitution at the glorious Revolution on it’s free and antient principles, neither his
majesty nor his ancestors have exercised such a power of dissolution in the island of Great
Britain; and when his majesty was petitioned by the united voice of his people there to dissolve
the present parliament, who had become obnoxious to them, his ministers were heard to declare
in open parliament that his majesty possessed no such power by the constitution. But how
different their language and his practice here! To declare as their duty required the known rights
of their country, to oppose the usurpation of every foreign judicature, to disregard the imperious
mandates of a minister or governor, have been the avowed causes of dissolving houses of
representatives in America. But if such powers be really vested in his majesty, can he suppose
they are there placed to awe the members from such purposes as these? When the representative
body have lost the confidence of their constituents, when they have notoriously made sale of
their most valuable rights, when they have assumed to themselves powers which the people
never put into their hands, then indeed their continuing in office becomes dangerous to the state,
and calls for an exercise of the power of dissolution. Such being the causes for which the
representative body should and should not be dissolved, will it not appear strange to an unbiassed
observer that that of Great Britain was not dissolved, while those of the colonies have repeatedly

incurred that sentence?



But your majesty or your Governors have carried this power beyond every limit known or
provided for by the laws. After dissolving one house of representatives, they have refused to call
another, so that for a great length of time the legislature provided by the laws has been out of
existence. From the nature of things, every society must at all times possess within itself the
sovereign powers of legislation. The feelings of human nature revolt against the supposition of a
state so situated as that it may not in any emergency provide against dangers which perhaps
threaten immediate ruin. While those bodies are in existence to whom the people have delegated
the powers of legislation, they alone possess and may exercise those powers. But when they are
dissolved by the lopping off one or more of their branches, the power reverts to the people, who
may use it to unlimited extent, either assembling together in person, sending deputies, or in any
other way they may think proper. We forbear to trace consequences further; the dangers are

conspicuous with which this practice is replete.

That we shall at this time also take notice of an error in the nature of our landholdings, which
crept in at a very early period of our settlement. The introduction of the Feudal tenures into the
kingdom of England, though antient, is well enough understood to set this matter in a proper
light. In the earlier ages of the Saxon settlement feudal holdings were certainly altogether
unknown, and very few, if any, had been introduced at the time of the Norman conguest. Our
Saxon ancestors held their lands, as they did their personal property, in absolute dominion,
disencumbered with any superior, answering nearly to the nature of those possessions which the
Feudalists term Allodial: William the Norman first introduced that system generally. The lands
which had belonged to those who fell in the battle of Hastings, and in the subsequent

insurrections of his reign, formed a considerable proportion of the lands of the whole kingdom.



These he granted out, subject to feudal duties, as did he also those of a great number of his new
subjects, who by persuasions or threats were induced to surrender them for that purpose. But still
much was left in the hands of his Saxon subjects, held of no superior, and not subject to feudal
conditions. These therefore by express laws, enacted to render uniform the system of military
defence, were made liable to the same military duties as if they had been feuds: and the Norman
lawyers soon found means to saddle them also with all the other feudal burthens. But still they
had not been surrendered to the king, they were not derived from his grant, and therefore they
were not holden of him. A general principle indeed was introduced that ‘all lands in England
were held either mediately or immediately of the crown’: but this was borrowed from those
holdings which were truly feudal, and only applied to others for the purposes of illustration.
Feudal holdings were therefore but exceptions out of the Saxon laws of possession, under which
all lands were held in absolute right. These therefore still form the basis or groundwork of the
Common law, to prevail wheresoever the exceptions have not taken place. America was not
conquered by William the Norman, nor it’s lands surrendered to him or any of his successors.
Possessions there are undoubtedly of the Allodial nature. Our ancestors however, who migrated
hither, were laborers, not lawyers. The fictitious principle that all lands belong originally to the
king, they were early persuaded to beleive real, and accordingly took grants of their own lands
from the crown. And while the crown continued to grant for small sums and on reasonable rents,
there was no inducement to arrest the error and lay it open to public view. But his majesty has
lately taken on him to advance the terms of purchase and of holding to the double of what they
were, by which means the acquisition of lands being rendered difficult, the population of our
country is likely to be checked. It is time therefore for us to lay this matter before his majesty,

and to declare that he has no right to grant lands of himself. >From the nature and purpose of



civil institutions, all the lands within the limits which any particular society has circumscribed
around itself, are assumed by that society, and subject to their allotment only. This may be done
by themselves assembled collectively, or by their legislature to whom they may have delegated
sovereign authority: and, if they are allotted in neither of these ways, each individual of the
society may appropriate to himself such lands as he finds vacant, and occupancy will give him

title.

That, in order to inforce the arbitrary measures before complained of, his majesty has from time
to time sent among us large bodies of armed forces, not made up of the people here, nor raised
by the authority of our laws. Did his majesty possess such a right as this, it might swallow up all
our other rights whenever he should think proper. But his majesty has no right to land a single
armed man on our shores; and those whom he sends here are liable to our laws for the
suppression and punishment of Riots, Routs, and unlawful assemblies, or are hostile bodies
invading us in defiance of law. When in the course of the late war it became expedient that a
body of Hanoverian troops should be brought over for the defence of Great Britain, his majesty’s
grandfather, our late sovereign, did not pretend to introduce them under any authority he
possessed. Such a measure would have given just alarm to his subjects in Great Britain, whose
liberties would not be safe if armed men of another country, and of another spirit, might be
brought into the realm at any time without the consent of their legislature. He therefore applied
to parliament who passed an act for that purpose, limiting the number to be brought in and the
time they were to continue. In like manner is his majesty restrained in every part of the empire.
He possesses indeed the executive power of the laws in every state; but they are the laws of the

particular state which he is to administer within that state, and not those of any one within the



limits of another. Every state must judge for itself the number of armed men which they may

safely trust among them, of whom they are to consist, and under what restrictions they are to be
laid. To render these proceedings still more criminal against our laws, instead of subjecting the
military to the civil power, his majesty has expressly made the civil subordinate to the military.
But can his majesty thus put down all law under his feet? Can he erect a power superior to that
which erected himself? He has done it indeed by force; but let him remember that force cannot

give right.

That these are our grievances which we have thus laid before his majesty with that freedom of
language and sentiment which becomes a free people, claiming their rights as derived from the
laws of nature, and not as the gift of their chief magistrate. Let those flatter, who fear: it is not an
American art. To give praise where it is not due, might be well from the venal, but would ill
beseem those who are asserting the rights of human nature. They know, and will therefore say,
that kings are the servants, not the proprietors of the people. Open your breast Sire, to liberal and
expanded thought. Let not the name of George the third be a blot in the page of history. You are
surrounded by British counsellors, but remember that they are parties. You have no ministers for
American affairs, because you have none taken from among us, nor amenable to the laws on
which they are to give you advice. It behoves you therefore to think and to act for yourself and
your people. The great principles of right and wrong are legible to every reader: to pursue them
requires not the aid of many counsellors. The whole art of government consists in the art of being
honest. Only aim to do your duty, and mankind will give you credit where you fail. No longer
persevere in sacrificing the rights of one part of the empire to the inordinate desires of another:

but deal out to all equal and impartial right. Let no act be passed by any one legislature which



may infringe on the rights and liberties of another. This is the important post in which fortune
has placed you, holding the balance of a great, if a well poised empire. This, Sire, is the advice of
your great American council, on the observance of which may perhaps depend your felicity and
future fame, and the preservation of that harmony which alone can continue both to Great Britain
and America the reciprocal advantages of their connection. It is neither our wish nor our interest
to separate from her. We are willing on our part to sacrifice every thing which reason can ask to
the restoration of that tranquility for which all must wish. On their part let them be ready to
establish union on a generous plan. Let them name their terms, but let them be just. Accept of
every commercial preference it is in our power to give for such things as we can raise for their
use, or they make for ours. But let them not think to exclude us from going to other markets, to
dispose of those commodities which they cannot use, nor to supply those wants which they
cannot supply. Still less let it be proposed that our properties within our own territories shall be
taxed or regulated by any power on earth but our own. The god who gave us life, gave us liberty
at the same time: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them. This, Sire, is our last,
our determined resolution: and that you will be pleased to interpose with that efficacy which
your earnest endeavors may insure to procure redress of these our great grievances, to quiet the
minds of your subjects in British America against any apprehensions of future incroachment, to
establish fraternal love and harmony thro’ the whole empire, and that that may continue to the

latest ages of time, is the fervent prayer of all British America.

Source: PTJ 1: 121-37. TJ did not give full titles of the acts complained of in his MS: they are

supplied either from the printed version or from his MS annotations.



A Declaration of the Representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress

assembled.

When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for a people to advance from that
subordination in which they have hitherto remained, & to assume among the powers of the earth
the equal & independant station to which the laws of nature & 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 change.

We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable; that all men are created equal & independant,
that from that equal creation they derive rights inherent & inalienable, among which are the
preservation of life, & liberty, & the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these ends, governments
are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that
whenever any form of government shall become destructive of these ends, it is the right of the
people to alter or to abolish it, & to institute new government, laying it’s foundation on such
principles & organising it’s powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their
safety & happiness. prudence indeed will dictate that governments long established should not be
changed for light & 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 & usurpations, begun at a
distinguished period, & pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to subject them to

arbitrary power, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such government & to provide new



guards for their future security. such has been the patient sufferance of these colonies; & such is
now the necessity which constrains them to expunge their former systems of government. the
history of his present majesty, is a history of unremitting injuries and usurpations, among which
no one fact stands single or solitary to contradict the uniform tenor of the rest, all of which have
in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over these states. to prove this, let facts
be submitted to a candid world, for the truth of which we pledge a faith yet unsullied by

falsehood.

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 & pressing importance, unless
suspended in their operation till his assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has

neglected utterly to attend to them.

he has refused to pass other laws for the accomodation of large districts of people unless those
people would relinquish the right of representation, a right inestimable to them, & formidable to

tyrants alone:

he has dissolved Representative houses repeatedly & continually, for opposing with manly

firmness his invasions on the rights of the people:

he has refused for a long space of time 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, & convulsions

within:



he has endeavored 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; &

raising the conditions of new appropriations of lands:

he has suffered the administration of justice totally to cease in some of these colonies, refusing

his assent to laws for establishing judiciary powers:

he has made our judges dependant on his will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and amount of

their salaries:

he has erected a multitude of new offices by a self-assumed power, & sent hither swarms of

officers to harrass our people & eat out their substance:

he has kept among us in times of peace standing armies & ships of war:

he has affected to render the military, independant of & superior to the civil power:

he has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitutions and
unacknoleged by our laws; giving his assent to their pretended acts of legislation, for quartering

large bodies of armed troops among us;

for protecting them by a mock-trial from punishment for any murders 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 of the benefits of trial by jury;

for transporting us beyond seas to be tried for pretended offences:



for taking away our charters, & altering fundamentally the forms of our governments;

for suspending our own legislatures & declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for

us in all cases whatsoever:

he has abdicated government here, withdrawing his governors, & declaring us out of his

allegiance & protection:

he has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns & destroyed the lives of our

people:

he is at this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to compleat the works of death,
desolation & tyranny, already begun with circumstances of cruelty & perfidy unworthy the head

of a civilized nation:

he has endeavored 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, & conditions of

existence;

he has incited treasonable insurrections in our fellow-subjects, with the allurements of forfeiture

& confiscation of our property:

he has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating it’s most sacred rights of life &
liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating & 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 & 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 upon 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.

in every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in the most humble terms; our
repeated petitions have been answered 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 people who mean to
be free. future ages will scarce believe that the hardiness of one man, adventured within the short
compass of 12 years only, on so many acts of tyranny without a mask, over a people fostered &

fixed in principles of liberty.

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 a jurisdiction over these our states. we have
reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration & settlement here, no one of which could
warrant so strange a pretension: that these were effected at the expence of our own blood &
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 & 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 appealed to their native justice
& magnanimity, as well as to the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations
which were likely to interrupt our correspondence & connection. they too have been deaf to the
voice of justice & of consanguinity, & 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 & foreign
mercenaries to invade & deluge us in blood. these facts have given the last stab to agonizing
affection, and manly spirit bids us to renounce for ever 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 & a great people together; but a
communication of grandeur & of freedom it seems is below their dignity. be it so, since they will
have it: the road to glory & happiness is open to us too; we will climb it in a separate state, and

acquiesce in the necessity which pronounces our everlasting Adieu!

We therefore the representatives of the United States of America in General Congress assembled
do, in the name & by authority of the good people of these states, reject and renounce all
allegiance & subjection to the kings of Great Britain & all others who may hereafter claim by,
through, or under them; we utterly dissolve & break off all political connection which may have
heretofore subsisted between us & the people or parliament of Great Britain; and finally we do
assert and declare these colonies to be free and independant states, and that as free &
independant states they shall hereafter have power to levy war, conclude peace, contract
alliances, establish commerce, & to do all other acts and things which independant states may of
right do. And for the support of this declaration we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our

fortunes, & our sacred honour.

Source: PTJ 1: 423-428. The document went through many drafts. This is almost TJ’s final draft
before he submitted it to the Committee of Five (whose other members were John Adams,

Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, and Robert R. Livingston). The Committee made some



changes, and Congress made more radical changes, the best-known of which was to excise TJ’s
denunciation of George Il for first imposing slaves on the colonists and then inciting them to
rise against their masters. Two important changes the TJ probably made to his own draft were to
substitute ‘self-evident’ for ‘sacred and undeniable’ near the beginning and ‘eternal separation’
for ‘everlasting Adieu’ near the end. See further Boyd 1945; Wills 1978, although note that Wills

uses a later draft as his copy-text.



An Act for establishing religious Freedom.

Whereas, Almighty God hath created the mind free; that all attempts to influence it by temporal
punishments or burthens, or by civil incapacitations tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and
meanness, and are a departure from the plan of the holy author of our religion, who being Lord,
both of body and mind yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his
Almighty power to do, that the impious presumption of legislators and rulers, civil as well as
ecclesiastical, who, being themselves but fallible and uninspired men have assumed dominion
over the faith of others, setting up their own opinions and modes of thinking as the only true and
infallible, and as such endeavouring to impose them on others, hath established and maintained
false religions over the greatest part of the world and through all time; that to compel a man to
furnish contributions of money for the propagation of opinions which he disbelieves is sinful and
tyrannical; that even the forcing him to support this or that teacher of his own religious
persuasion is depriving him of the comfortable liberty of giving his contributions to the particular
pastor, whose morals he would make his pattern, and whose powers he feels most persuasive to
righteousness, and is withdrawing from the Ministry those temporary rewards, which, proceeding
from an approbation of their personal conduct are an additional incitement to earnest and
unremitting labours for the instruction of mankind; that our civil rights have no dependence on
our religious opinions any more than our opinions in physics or geometry, that therefore the
proscribing any citizen as unworthy the public confidence, by laying upon him an incapacity of
being called to offices of trust and emolument, unless he profess or renounce this or that
religious opinion, is depriving him injuriously of those privileges and advantages, to which, in
common with his fellow citizens, he has a natural right, that it tends only to corrupt the principles

of that very Religion it is meant to encourage, by bribing with a monopoly of worldly honours



and emoluments those who will externally profess and conform to it; that though indeed, these
are criminal who do not withstand such temptation, yet neither are those innocent who lay the
bait in their way; that to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of opinion
and to restrain the profession or propagation of principles on supposition of their ill tendency is a
dangerous fallacy which at once destroys all religious liberty because he being of course judge of
that tendency will make his opinions the rule of judgment and approve or condemn the
sentiments of others only as they shall square with or differ from his own; that it is time enough
for the rightful purposes of civil government, for its officers to interfere when principles break
out into overt acts against peace and good order; and finally, that Truth is great, and will prevail
if left to herself, that she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear
from the conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural weapons free argument

and debate, errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them:

Be it enacted by General Assembly that no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any
religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or
burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his religious opinions or
belief, but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their opinions in
matters of Religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge or affect their civil

capacities.

And though we well know that this Assembly elected by the people for the ordinary purposes of
Legislation only, have no power to restrain the acts of succeeding Assemblies constituted with
powers equal to our own, and that therefore to declare this act irrevocable would be of no effect

in law; yet we are free to declare, and do declare that the rights hereby asserted, are of the natural



rights of mankind, and that if any act shall be hereafter passed to repeal the present or to narrow

its operation, such act will be an infringement of natural right.

Source: An Act for Establishing Religious Freedom, 16 January 1786, Records of the General
Assembly, Enrolled Bills, Record Group 78, Library of Virginia. Transcription at

https://edu.lva.virginia.gov/dbva/items/show/180, accessed Jan. 17 2024.



https://edu.lva.virginia.gov/dbva/items/show/180

Extracts from Notes on the State of Virginia (London: John Stockdale 1787)

It is said shat shells are found in the Andes, in South-America, fifteen thousand feet above the
level of the ocean. This is considered by any, both of the learned and unlearned, as a proof of an
universal deluge. To the many considerations opposing this opinion, the following may be added.
The atmosphere, and all its contents, whether of water, air, or other matters, gravitate to the
earth; that is to say, they have weight. Experience tells us, that the weight of all these together
never exceeds that of a column of mercury 0f31 inches height, which is equal to one of rainwater
35 feet high. If the whole contents of the atmosphere then were water, instead of what they are, it

would cover the globe but 35 feet deepl.]

(From Query VI, Productions Mineral, Vegetable, and Animal)

Whether the black of the negro resides in the reticular membrane between the skin and scarf-
skin, or in the scarf-skin itself; whether it proceeds from the colour of the blood, the colour of the
bile, or from that of some other secretion, the difference is fixed in nature, and is as real as if its
seat and cause were better known to us. And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the
foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of red
and white, the expressions of every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the one,
preferable to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immoveable veil of
black which covers all the emotions of the other race? Add to these, flowing hair, a more elegant
symmetry of form, their own judgment in favour of the whites, declared by their preference of
them, as uniformly as is the preference of the Oran-ootan for the black women over those of his

own species.

(From Query X1V, Laws).



[O]ur rulers can have authority over such natural rights only as we have submitted to them. The
rights of conscience we never submitted, we could not submit. We are answerable for them to
our God. The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to
others. But it does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It

neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.

(From Query XVII, Religion).



Extract from a letter from TJ to James Madison, Sep. 6 1789

The question Whether one generation of men has a right to bind another, seems never to have
been started either on this or our side of the water. Yet it is a question of such consequences as
not only to merit decision, but place also, among the fundamental principles of every
government. The course of reflection in which we are immersed here on the elementary
principles of society has presented this question to my mind; and that no such obligation can be
so transmitted I think very capable of proof.—I set out on this ground, which | suppose to be self
evident, ‘that the earth belongs in usufruct to the living’: that the dead have neither powers nor
rights over it. The portion occupied by any individual ceases to be his when himself ceases to be,
and reverts to the society. If the society has formed no rules for the appropriation of it’s lands in
severality, it will be taken by the first occupants. These will generally be the wife and children of
the decedent. If they have formed rules of appropriation, those rules may give it to the wife and
children, or to some one of them, or to the legatee of the deceased. So they may give it to his
creditor. But the child, the legatee, or creditor takes it, not by any natural right, but by a law of
the society of which they are members, and to which they are subject. Then no man can, by
natural right, oblige the lands he occupied, or the persons who succeed him in that occupation, to
the paiment of debts contracted by him. For if he could, he might, during his own life, eat up the
usufruct of the lands for several generations to come, and then the lands would belong to the

dead, and not to the living, which would be the reverse of our principle.

What is true of every member of the society individually, is true of them all collectively, since
the rights of the whole can be no more than the sum of the rights of the individuals.—To keep
our ideas clear when applying them to a multitude, let us suppose a whole generation of men to

be born on the same day, to attain mature age on the same day, and to die on the same day,



leaving a succeeding generation in the moment of attaining their mature age all together. Let the
ripe age be supposed of 21. years, and their period of life 34. years more, that being the average
term given by the bills of mortality to persons who have already attained 21. years of age. Each
successive generation would, in this way, come on, and go off the stage at a fixed moment, as
individuals do now. Then I say the earth belongs to each of these generations, during it’s course,
fully, and in their own right. The 2d. generation receives it clear of the debts and incumberances
of the 1st. the 3d of the 2d. and so on. For if the 1st. could charge it with a debt, then the earth
would belong to the dead and not the living generation. Then no generation can contract debts
greater than may be paid during the course of it’s own existence. At 21. years of age they may
bind themselves and their lands for 34. years to come: at 22. for 33: at 23. for 32. and at 54. for
one year only; because these6 are the terms of life which remain to them at those respective
epochs.—But a material difference must be noted between the succession of an individual, and
that of a whole generation. Individuals are parts only of a society, subject to the laws of the
whole. These laws may appropriate the portion of and occupied by a decedent to his creditor
rather than to any other, or to his child on condition he satisfies the creditor. But when a whole
generation, that is, the whole society dies, as in the case we have supposed, and another
generation or society succeeds, this forms a whole, and there is no superior who can give their
territory to a third society, who may have lent money to their predecessors beyond their faculties

of paying.

What is true of a generation all arriving to self-government on the same day, and dying all on the
same day, is true of those in a constant course of decay and renewal, with this only difference. A
generation coming in and going out entire, as in the first case, would have a right in the 1st. year

of their self-dominion to contract a debt for 33. years, in the 10th. for 24. in the 20th. for 14. in



the 30th. for 4. whereas generations, changing daily by daily deaths and births, have one constant
term, beginning at the date of their contract, and ending when a majority of those of full age at
that date shall be dead. The length of that term may be estimated from the tables of mortality,
corrected by the circumstances of climate, occupation &c. peculiar to the country of the
contractors. Take, for instance, the table of M. de Buffon wherein he states 23,994 deaths, and
the ages at which they happened. Suppose a society in which 23,994 persons are born every year,
and live to the ages stated in this table. The conditions of that society will be as follows. 1st. It
will consist constantly of 617,703. persons of all ages. 2ly. Of those living at any one instant of
time, one half will be dead in 24. years 8. months. 3dly. 10,675 will arrive every year at the age
of 21. years complete. 4ly. It will constantly have 348,417 persons of all ages above 21. years.
5ly. And the half of those of 21. years and upwards living at any one instant of time will be dead
in 18. years 8. months, or say 19. years as the nearest integral number. Then 19. years is the term
beyond which neither the representatives of a nation, nor even the whole nation itself assembled,

can validly extend a debt....

On similar ground it may be proved that no society can make a perpetual constitution, or even a
perpetual law. The earth belongs always to the living generation. They may manage it then, and
what proceeds from it, as they please, during their usufruct. They are masters too of their own
persons, and consequently may govern them as they please. But persons and property make the
sum of the objects of government. The constitution and the laws of their predecessors
extinguished then in their natural course with those who gave them being. This could preserve
that being till it ceased to be itself, and no longer. Every constitution then, and every law,
naturally expires at the end of 19 years. If it be enforced longer, it is an act of force, and not of

right.—It may be said that the succeeding generation exercising in fact the power of repeal, this



leaves them as free as if the constitution or law had been expressly limited to 19 years only. In
the first place, this objection admits the right, in proposing an equivalent. But the power of repeal
is not an equivalent. It might be indeed if every form of government were so perfectly contrived
that the will of the majority could always be obtained fairly and without impediment. But this is
true of no form. The people cannot assemble themselves. Their representation is unequal and
vicious. Various checks are opposed to every legislative proposition. Factions get possession of
the public councils. Bribery corrupts them. Personal interests lead them astray from the general
interests of their constituents: and other impediments arise so as to prove to every practical man

that a law of limited duration is much more manageable than one which needs a repeal.

This principle that the earth belongs to the living, and not to the dead, is of very extensive
application and consequences, in every country, and most especially in France. It enters into the
resolution of the questions Whether the nation may change the descent of lands holden in tail?
Whether they may change the appropriation of lands given antiently to the church, to hospitals,
colleges, orders of chivalry, and otherwise in perpetuity? Whether they may abolish the charges
and privileges attached on lands, including the whole catalogue ecclesiastical and feudal? It goes
to hereditary offices, authorities and jurisdictions; to hereditary orders, distinctions and
appellations; to perpetual monopolies in commerce, the arts and sciences; with a long train of et
ceteras: and it renders the question of reimbursement a question of generosity and not of right. In
all these cases, the legislature of the day could authorize such appropriations and establishments
for their own time, but no longer; and the present holders, even where they, or their ancestors,
have purchased, are in the case of bona fide purchasers of what the seller had no right to

convey.... Source: PTJ 15: 392- 7.



To messrs. Nehemiah Dodge, Ephraim Robbins, & Stephen S. Nelson a committee of the

Danbury Baptist association in the state of Connecticut

Gentlemen

The affectionate sentiments of esteem & approbation which you are so good to express towards
me on behalf of the Danbury Baptist association, give me the highest satisfaction, my duties
dictate a faithful & zealous pursuit of the interests of my constituents, and in proportion as they
are persuaded of my fidelity to those duties, the discharge of them becomes more & more

pleasing.

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between man & his god, that he
owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legitimate powers of government
reach actions only and not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole
American people which declared that their legislature should make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; thus building a wall of
separation between church and state. Congress thus inhibited from acts respecting religion and
the Executive authorised only to execute their acts, | have refrained from prescribing even
occasional performances of devotion prescribed indeed legally where an Executive is the legal
head of a national church, but subject here, as religious exercises only to the voluntary
regulations and discipline of each respective sect. Adhering to this expression of the supreme

will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience I shall see with sincere satisfaction the



progress of those sentiments which tend to restore to man all his natural rights, convinced he has

no natural right in opposition to his social duties.

| reciprocate your kind prayers for the protection and blessing of the common father and creator
of man, and tender you for yourselves and your religious association, assurances of my high

respect & esteem.

Source: PTJ 36: 254-5. This is TJ’s draft, written between receipt of the petition on 30 December
1801 and his despatch of the final version on 1 January 1802. TJ consulted two New Englanders
in his cabinet, one of whom advised him to tone down his opposition to public fasts, as they were
a respected feature of New England government. The history of the document, with its additions
and deletions, is given in full in PTJ 36: 253-8; see also Hutson 1998. TJ’s underlining of their is
important. He is upholding the First Amendment prohibition of religious establishment by the
federal legislature. He is encouraging the Danbury Baptists to continue to agitate for the same
prohibition on the State of Connecticut. This happened with the adoption of a new constitution in
1818, following Republican victories in state elections and a constitutional convention. See, e.g.,

Olds 1994.



Syllabus of an Estimate of the merit of the doctrines of Jesus, compared with those of others.

In a comparative view of the Ethics of the enlightened nations of antiquity, of the Jews, and of
Jesus, no notice should be taken of the corruptions of reason, among the antients, to wit, the
idolatry & superstition of their vulgar, Nor of the corruptions of Christianity by the over learned

among it’s professors.

Let a just view be taken of the moral principles inculcated by the most esteemed of the sects of
antt. philosophy, or of their individuals; particularly Pythagoras, Socrates, Epicurus, Cicero,

Epictetus, Seneca, Antoninus.

I. Philosophers. 1. Their precepts related chiefly to ourselves, and the government of those
passions which, unrestrained, would disturb our tranquility of mind.* in this branch of

Philosophy they were really great.

2. In developing our duties to others, they were short and defective. they embraced indeed the
circles of kindred & friends; and inculcated patriotism, or the love of our country in the
aggregate, as a primary obligation: towards our neighbors & countrymen, they taught justice, but
scarcely viewed them as within the circle of benevolence. still less have they inculcated peace,

charity, & love to our fellow men, or embraced, with benevolence, the whole family of mankind.

I1. Jews. 1. Their system was Deism, that is, the belief of one only god. but their ideas of

him, & of his attributes, were degrading & injurious.



2. their Ethics were not only imperfect, but often irreconcileable with the sound dictates of
reason & morality, as they respect intercourse with those around us: & repulsive, & anti-social,

as respecting other nations. they needed reformation therefore in an eminent degree.

I11. Jesus. In this state of things among the Jews, Jesus appeared.

his parentage was obscure, his condition poor, his education null, his natural endowments great,
his life correct & innocent; he was meek, benevolent, patient, firm, disinterested, & of the

sublimest eloquence.

The disadvantages under which his doctrines appear are remarkeable.

1. like Socrates & Epictetus, he wrote nothing himself.

2. but he had not, like them, a Xenophon or an Arrian to write for him. on the contrary, all the
learned of his country, entrenched in it’s power & riches, were opposed to him, lest his labours
should undermine their advantages: and the committing to writing his life & doctrines, fell on the
most unlettered, & ignorant of men: who wrote too from memory, & not till long after the

transactions had passed.

3. according to the ordinary fate of those who attempt to enlighten and reform mankind, he fell
an early victim to the jealousy & combination of the altar and the throne; at about 33. years of
age, his reason having not yet attained the maximum of it’s energy, nor the course of his
preaching, which was but of about 3. years, presented occasions for developing a compleat

system of morals

4. Hence the doctrines which he really delivered were defective as a whole. and fragments only

of what he did deliver have come to us, mutilated, mistated, & often unintelligible.



5. they have been still more disfigured by the corruptions of schismatising followers, who have
found an interest in sophisticating & perverting the simple doctrines he taught, by engrafting on
them the mysticisms of a Graecian Sophist, frittering them into subtleties, & obscuring them with
jargon, until they have caused good men to reject the whole in disgust, & to view Jesus himself

as an impostor.

Notwithstanding these disadvantages, a system of morals is presented to us, which, if filled up in
the true style and spirit of the rich fragments he left us, would be the most perfect and sublime

that has ever been taught by man.

The question of his being a member of the god-head, or in direct communication with it, claimed
for him by some of his followers, and denied by others, is foreign to the present view, which is

merely an estimate of the intrinsic merit of his doctrines.

1. He corrected the Deism of the Jews, confirming them in their belief of one only god, and

giving them juster notions of his attributes and government.

2. His moral doctrines relating to kindred & friends were more pure & perfect, than those of the

most correct of the philosophers, and greatly more so than those of the Jews.

and they went far beyond both in inculcating universal philanthropy, not only to kindred and
friends, to neighbors and countrymen, but to all mankind, gathering all into one family, under the
bonds of love, charity, peace, common wants, and common aids. a developement of this head

will evince the peculiar superiority of the system of Jesus over all others.

3. the precepts of Philosophy, & of the Hebrew code, laid hold of actions only. he pushed his
scrutinies into the heart of man; erected his tribunal in the region of his thoughts, and purified the

waters at the fountain head.



4. he taught, emphatically, the doctrine of a future state: which was either doubted or disbelieved
by the Jews: and wielded it with efficacy, as an important incentive, supplementary to the other

motives to moral conduct.

Source: PTJ 40: 253-255. TJ’s spelling and punctuation retained. TJ made several MS copies as
did two of his granddaughters. He routinely asked his trusted recipients to return their copies.
There are minor variations between versions. In one of them, TJ specified that the ‘Graecian
sophist’ is Plato. A bowdlerized version of the Syllabus was published in an English Unitarian

magazine in 1816.



TJ to Roger C Weightman, mayor of Washington DC, 24 June 1826

Respected Sir

The kind invitation I recieve from you on the part of the citizens of the city of Washington, to be
present with them at their celebration of the 50th anniversary of American independance; as one
of the surviving signers of an instrument, pregnant with our own, and the fate of the world, is
most flattering to myself, and heightened by the honorable accompaniment proposal for the
comfort of such a journey. it adds sensibly to the sufferings of sickness, to be deprived by it of a
personal participation in the rejoicings of that day. but acquiescence is a duty, under
circumstances not placed among those we are permitted to controul. I should indeed, with
peculiar delight, have met and exchanged there, congratulations personally, with the small band,
the remnant of that host of worthies, who joined with us, on that day, in the bold and doubtful
election we were to make, for our country, between submission, or the sword; and to have
enjoyed with them the consolatory fact that our fellow citizens, after half a century of experience
and prosperity, continue to approve the choice we made. may it be to the world what I believe it
will be, (to some parts sooner, to others later, but finally to all.) the Signal of arousing men to
burst the chains, under which Monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them to bind
themselves, and to assume the blessings & security of self government. the form which we have
substituted restores the free right to the unbounded exercise of reason and freedom of opinion. all
eyes are opened, or opening to the rights of man. the general spread of the light of science has
already laid open to every view the palpable truth that the mass of mankind has not been born,
with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them

legitimately, by the grace of god. these are grounds of hope for others. for ourselves let the



annual return of this day, for ever refresh our recollections of these rights and an undiminished

devotion to them.

I will ask permission here to address the pleasure with which | should have met my ancient
neighbors of the City of Washington and of it’s vicinities, with whom I passed so many years of
a pleasing social intercourse; an intercourse which so much relieved the anxieties of the public
cares, and left impressions so deeply engraved in my affections, as never to be forgotten. with
my regret that ill health forbids me the gratification of an acceptance, be pleased to recieve for
yourself and those for whom you write the assurance of my highest respect and friendly

attachments.

Source: “From Thomas Jefferson to Roger Chew Weightman, 24 June 1826,” Founders

Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-6179.
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