
 

 

Reading Packet 

PEAK II 

 

 

 

 

Name: ___________________________________ 

Section: ____________ 

 



 

Table of Contents 

 

Philosophy 

Roots of Moral Philosophy with Dr. Michael Bolin 

In this short sequence, we will explore the underlying principles of one major branch of philosophy, ethics, with the 

help of Plato and of Judith Thomson’s famous and controversial article on the moral question of abortion. We’ll 

consider the practical question of how to reason well about moral questions and the theoretical question of what gives 

rise to objective moral facts in the first place and how they can be known. Texts will include Plato’s Euthyphro and 

Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “A Defense of Abortion”. 

Reading 1: Euthyphro 

Reading 2: A Defense of Abortion, intro and sections 1-2 

Reading 3: A Defense of Abortion, sections 3-6 

Reading 4: A Defense of Abortion, sections 7-8 

 

Humanities 

The Declaration of Independence at 250 with Dr. Pavlos 

Papadopoulos 

This year, Americans are celebrating the Semiquincentennial (250th Anniversary) of the United States Declaration of 

Independence. We all know something about the Declaration—if nothing else, its assertion “that all men are created 

equal; that they are endowed, by their Creator, with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness.” But what does this mean? Why was this said? And why did this people, in this time and 

place, regard such truths to be “self-evident”? In this short course, we will take a close look at the Declaration of 

Independence from four perspectives: the culture that produced the Declaration; the events that precipitated it; the 

actual argument contained in the Declaration; and, finally, certain outstanding reflections back upon the Declaration 

of Independence and its enduring relevance to the American people. 

Reading 1: CULTURE. What kind of culture produced the 

Declaration of Independence? 

Second Continental Congress, Declaration of Independence (July 4, 1776) 

Edmund Burke, Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies (March 22, 1775)* 

Benjamin Franklin, “The Rattle-Snake as Symbol of America” (December 27, 1775) 

J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur, What is an American? (1782)* 

Mellen Chamberlain, Remarks before the Sons of the American Revolution, Concord 

(April 19, 1894)* 

Letter: John Adams to the Abbé de Mably (January 15, 1783)* 

 



Reading 2: CRISIS. What events precipitated the Declaration of 

Independence? 

Stamp Act Congress, Declaration of Rights and Grievances (October 19, 1765) 

Benjamin Franklin, “Rules By Which A Great Empire May Be Reduced To A Small One” 

(September 11, 1773) 

First Continental Congress, Declaration and Resolves (October 14, 1774) 

First Continental Congress, Continental Association (October 20, 1774) 

First Continental Congress, Address to the People of Great Britain (October 21, 1774) 

First Continental Congress, Petition to the King (October 26, 1774) 

Second Continental Congress, Washington’s Commission and Washington’s 

Instructions (June 1775) 

Second Continental Congress, Olive Branch Petition (July 5, 1775) 

Second Continental Congress, Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up 

Arms (July 6, 1775) 

George III, Proclamation of Rebellion (August 23, 1775) 

Second Continental Congress, Resolution for Independence (June 7, 1776) 

 

Reading 3: CREED. What is the argument of the Declaration of 

Independence? 

John Adams, Thoughts on Government... (1775)* 

Letter: John Adams to Timothy Pickering (August 6, 1822)* 

Thomas Jefferson, “Original Rough Draught” of the Declaration of Independence (June 

1776) 

James Wilson, Of Man, as a Member of Society (1791)* 

James Madison, Property (1792) 

Nathaniel Chipman, Of the Nature of Equality in Republics (1793)* 

John Adams, A Dissertation... (1765)* and Report of a Constitution... (1779)* 

Letter: John Adams to Benjamin Rush (October 13, 1810)* 

Letters: Thomas Jefferson to John Adams (June 27, 1812 and October 28, 1813)* 

 

Reading 4: COMMEMORATION. How shall we look back upon 

the Declaration of Independence? 

Letter: John Adams to the Massachusetts Militia (October 11, 1798) 

James Madison, Spirit of Governments (February 18, 1792) 

John Quincy Adams, Address on the Anniversary of Independence (July 4, 1821)* 

Letters: Thomas Jefferson to Henry Lee (May 8, 1825) and to Roger Weightman (June 

24, 1826)* 

Calvin Coolidge, Speech on the 150th Anniversary of the Declaration of Independence 

(1926) 

Robert Frost, The Gift Outright (1941) 

 

(*) denotes excerpts 

 



Section Class Schedules  

 Section 100 Section 200 Section 300 

Counselor Filomena Armaan Maitea 

Class 

Day 1 

Philosophy: Reading 1 

Humanities: Reading 1 

Humanities: Reading 1 

Philosophy: Reading 1 

Horsemanship 

Class 

Day 2 

Horsemanship Humanities: Reading 2 

Philosophy: Reading 2 

Philosophy: Reading 1 

Humanities: Reading 1 

Class 

Day 3 

Philosophy: Reading 2 

Humanities: Reading 2 

Horsemanship Humanities: Reading 2 

Philosophy: Reading 2 

Class 

Day 4 

Philosophy: Reading 3 

Humanities: Reading 3 

Humanities: Reading 3 

Philosophy: Reading 3 

Field Science 

Class 

Day 5 

Field Science Humanities: Reading 4 

Philosophy: Reading 4 

Philosophy: Reading 3 

Humanities: Reading 3 

Class 

Day 6 

Philosophy: Reading 4 

Humanities: Reading 4 

Field Science Humanities: Reading 4 

Philosophy: Reading 4 

 

PEAK Calendar  

 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 

June 14  15 16 17 18 19 20 

YOU 

ARRIVE 

21 

Mass/ Divine 

Liturgy + 

Activity 

Afternoon 

22 

Class Day 1 

+ Activity 

afternoon 

23 

Class Day 2 

+ Activity 

afternoon 

24 

Class Day 3 + 

Backpacking 

prep 

25 

Class Day 4 

+ 

Backpacking 

prep 

26 

Backpack 

 

27 

Backpack 

28 

Backpack 

29 

Backpack 

+ Return 

to campus  

30 

Class Day 5 

+ Activity 

afternoon 

 

July 1 

Class Day 6 + 

Activity 

afternoon 

2 

Formal Intro 

to WCC  

Ludi   

Formal Dinner 

Dance  

3 

Shuttles 

Depart 
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 d
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 p
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ep
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 d
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H
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w
it
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 d
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 d
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 a

no
th

er
, t
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ev
er
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 d
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te
r 
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te
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ar
ne
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im
 th

e
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tu
re
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et
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an
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et
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s 

ac
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ou
ld
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s,

 b
e 
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te

d
by
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e 
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e 
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ou
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e 
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ou
s 
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er

e 
no

t t
he
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by

 n
ow

 d
ef

in
ed
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r w
ha
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s 
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te

d 
by

 th
e 

go
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o 
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en
 s
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w

n 
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 b
e 

lo
ve

d 
by

 th
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."
So
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w

il
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n 
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 p
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nt
; l

et
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m

e,
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 y
ou
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 t

ha
t a

ll 
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e
go

ds
 c
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si

de
r 

th
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t 
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d 
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at
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te
 it
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ow

ev
er
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s 

th
is

 t
he

 
d

co
rr

ec
tio

n 
w

e 
ar

e 
m

ak
in

g 
in

 o
ur

 d
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cu
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io
n,
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 w
ha

t a
ll

 th
e 

go
ds

 h
at

e 
is

im
pi

ou
s,

 a
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 w
ha

t 
th

ey
 a

ll
 lo

ve
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 p
io

us
, a

nd
 t

ha
t w

ha
t s

om
e 

go
ds

 lo
ve

an
d 

ot
he
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 h

at
e 
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 n

ei
th

er
 o

r b
ot

h?
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 th
at
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ow
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 d
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et
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 d
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y 
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E

ut
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ph
ro

, b
ut
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he

th
er
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n
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 p
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t 
th

is
 p
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sa
l 

w
ill
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ea
ch

 m
e 
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si
ly
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ed
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 c
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t 
th

e 
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ou
s 
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l 
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e 
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e 
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te
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ll 

th
e 

go
ds
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at
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ou
s.
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 d
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w
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t i
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f 
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r 
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m
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er
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m
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ng

 is
 s

o,
 d
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w
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?
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 b
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 b
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 p
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 b
ec

au
se
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 b
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et
hi

ng
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d 
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et

hi
ng

 c
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in
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 o
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et
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ng
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d 
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d 
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m
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ng
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in
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ng
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n 
an
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m
et

hi
ng

 s
ee

in
g,

 a
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 u
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er
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an
d 

th
at
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e
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 a
ll 
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t f
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m
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 d
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 c
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ed
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 c
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 b
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e c
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y
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ng
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ng
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 b
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se
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d 
th
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d 
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ng
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et
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et
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ng

 c
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ri
ed
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au
se
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ng
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ed
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hi
ng

 c
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ed
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ng
 c
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ed
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w

ha
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 c
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r d
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e 
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n 
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av
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m
m
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m

an
y 
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s 

th
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 d
o

an
d 
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y 
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ng
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 p
en
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.
So
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e 
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e
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t b
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r d

o 
ju

st
 a

ny
th
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 F
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 d
o 
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t v

en
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 s
ay
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hi

s,
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r 
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ut

e 
th

at
 t

he
y 

m
us

t 
no

t 
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y 
th

e 
pe

na
lt

y 
if 

th
ey

 h
av

e
d 

do
ne
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ro

ng
, b

ut
 I 

th
in

k 
th

ey
 d

en
y 

do
in

g 
w

ro
ng
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s 

th
at

 n
ot

 s
o?
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T
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n 
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o 

no
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te
 th

at
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he
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ro
ng
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er
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t b
e 

pu
n-
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he

d,
 b

ut
 t

he
y 

m
ay

 d
is

ag
re

e 
as

 t
o 

w
ho

 th
e 

w
ro

ng
do

er
 is

, w
ha

t 
he

 d
id

an
d 

w
he

n.
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TH
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O:

 Y
ou
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gh

t.
So

cR
A

TE
s: 

D
o 

no
t t

he
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od
s 
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ve

 th
e 
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m

e 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

, i
f i

nd
ee

d 
th

ey
 a

re
at

 o
dd

s 
w

it
h 

ea
ch

 o
th

er
 a

bo
ut

 th
e 

ju
st

 a
nd

 th
e 

un
ju

st
, a

s 
yo

ur
 a

rg
um

en
t

m
ai

nt
ai

ns
? 

So
m

e 
as

se
rt

 t
ha

t t
he

y 
w

ro
ng

 o
ne

 a
no

th
er

, w
hi

le
 o

th
er

s 
de

ny
e 

it,
 b

ut
 n

o 
on

e 
am

on
g 

go
ds

 o
r 

m
en

 v
en

tu
re

s 
to

 s
ay

 th
at

 t
he

 w
ro

ng
do

er
m

us
t n

ot
 b

e 
pu

ni
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ed
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m
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n 

po
in

t.
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TE
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 d
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e,
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er
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 d
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ch
 a

ct
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n,
 if

 in
de

ed
 th

e 
go

ds
 d
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ag

re
e.

 S
om

e 
sa

y 
it

 is
 d
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e 

ju
st

ly
, o

th
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un

ju
st

ly
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th
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 n

ot
 s

o?
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TH
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ow
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ar
 E

ut
hy

ph
ro

, t
el

l m
e,

 to
o,

 th
at

 I 
m

ay
 be

co
m

e
w

is
er

, w
ha

t 
pr

oo
f 
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u 

ha
ve

 th
at

 a
ll

 th
e 

go
ds

 c
on

si
de

r 
th

at
 m

an
 to

 h
av

e
be

en
 k

ill
ed

 u
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tly

 w
ho

 b
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e 

a 
m

ur
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r 

w
hi

le
 in

 y
ou

r 
se
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ic

e,
 w
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un
d 

by
 th

e 
m
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te

r 
of

 h
is
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ic

tim
, a

nd
 d

ie
d 

in
 h

is
 b

on
ds

 b
ef

or
e 

th
e 

on
e

w
ho

 b
ou

nd
 h

im
 fo

un
d 

ou
t f

ro
m

 th
e 

se
er

s 
w

ha
t w

as
 to

 b
e 

do
ne

 w
it

h 
hi

m
,

an
d 

th
at
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 is
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ig

ht
 f

or
 a

 s
on

 t
o 

de
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un
ce

 a
nd

 t
o 

pr
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ec
ut

e 
hi

s 
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th
er

 o
n

b 
be
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lf

 o
f s

uc
h 

a 
m

an
. C

om
e,

 tr
y 

to
 s

ho
w

 m
e 

a 
cl

ea
r s

ig
n 

th
at

 a
ll

 th
e 

go
ds

de
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ni
te

ly
 b

el
ie

ve
 th

is
 a

ct
io

n 
to

 b
e 

ri
gh

t. 
If
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 c
an

 g
iv

e 
m

e 
ad

eq
ua

te
 p

ro
of

of
 t

hi
s,

 I 
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al
l n

ev
er

 c
ea

se
 to

 e
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 y

ou
r 

w
is

do
m
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 c
le

ar
ly

.
So

cR
A

TE
s: 

I 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

 t
ha

t 
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u 
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in
k 

m
e 

m
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e 
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it
te

d 
th

an
 t

he
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ry
, a
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u 
w

ill
 o
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io

us
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 s
ho

w
 th
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 th

at
 th
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e 
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tio

ns
 w

er
e 

un
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st
 a

nd
th

at
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ll 
th

e 
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ds
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e 
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 c
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to

 m
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t c
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g 

it,
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 m
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E
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s m
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 c
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 w
as

 b
ei

ng
 lo

ve
d 

by
 th

e 
go

ds
.

B
ut

 n
ow

 y
ou
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he
y 
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n 
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si

te
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se
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ng
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th
er

 d
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er
en

t
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om
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h 
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he

r: 
th

e 
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is
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 b
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d 

be
ca
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 b
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ed
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 d
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h 
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e 
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 b
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b
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 p
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, d
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e 
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 b
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t 
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 b
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d 
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m
e 

ot
he

r 
qu
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A Defense of Abortion

Judith Jarvis Thomson

From Philosophy & Public Affairs, Vol. 1, no. 1 (Fall 1971)

Most opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a human
being, a person, from the moment of conception. The premise is argued
for, but, as I think, not well. Take, for example, the most common

argument. We are asked to notice that the development of a human being from
conception through birth into childhood is continuous; then it is said that to draw
a line, to choose a point in this development and say “before this point the thing is
not a person, after this point it is a person” is to make an arbitrary choice, a choice
for which in the nature of things no good reason can be given. It is concluded that
the fetus is, or anyway that we had better say it is, a person from the moment of
conception. But this conclusion does not follow. Similar things might be said about
the development of an acorn into an oak tree, and it does not follow that acorns are
oak trees, or that we had better say they are. Arguments of this form are sometimes
called “slippery slope arguments”—the phrase is perhaps self-explanatory—and it
is dismaying that opponents of abortion rely on them so heavily and uncritically.

I am inclined to agree, however, that the prospects for “drawing a line” in the
development of the fetus look dim. I am inclined to think also that we shall probably
have to agree that the fetus has already become a human person well before birth.
Indeed, it comes as a surprise when one first learns how early in its life it begins to
acquire human characteristics. By the tenth week, for example, it already has a face,
arms and legs, fingers and toes; it has internal organs, and brain activity is detectable.
On the other hand, I think that the premise is false, that the fetus is not a person
from the moment of conception. A newly fertilized ovum, a newly implanted clump
of cells, is no more a person than an acorn is an oak tree. But I shall not discuss any of
this. For it seems to me to be of great interest to ask what happens if, for the sake of
argument, we allow the premise. How, precisely, are we supposed to get from there
to the conclusion that abortion is morally impermissible? Opponents of abortion
commonly spend most of their time establishing that the fetus is a person, and
hardly any time explaining the step from there to the impermissibility of abortion.
Perhaps they think the step too simple and obvious to require much comment. Or
perhaps instead they are simply being economical in argument. Many of those who
defend abortion rely on the premise that the fetus is not a person, but only a bit of
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2 A Defense of Abortion

tissue that will become a person at birth; and why pay out more arguments than
you have to? Whatever the explanation, I suggest that the step they take is neither
easy nor obvious, that it calls for closer examination than it is commonly given, and
that when we do give it this closer examination we shall feel inclined to reject it.

I propose, then, that we grant that the fetus is a person from the moment of
conception. How does the argument go from here? Something like this, I take
it. Every person has a right to life. So the fetus has a right to life. No doubt the
mother has a right to decide what shall happen in and to her body; everyone would
grant that. But surely a person’s right to life is stronger and more stringent than the
mother’s right to decide what happens in and to her body, and so outweighs it. So
the fetus may not be killed; an abortion may not be performed.

It sounds plausible. But now let me ask you to imagine this. You wake up in
the morning and find yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious violinist.
A famous unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney ailment,
and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records
and found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They have therefore
kidnapped you, and last night the violinist’s circulatory system was plugged into
yours, so that your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as well
as your own. The director of the hospital now tells you, “Look, we’re sorry the
Society of Music Lovers did this to you—we would never have permitted it if we
had known. But still, they did it, and the violinist is now plugged into you. To
unplug you would be to kill him. But never mind, it’s only for nine months. By then
he will have recovered from his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you.”
Is it morally incumbent on you to accede to this situation? No doubt it would be
very nice of you if you did, a great kindness. But do you have to accede to it? What
if it were not nine months, but nine years? Or longer still? What if the director
of the hospital says, “Tough luck, I agree, but now you’ve got to stay in bed, with
the violinist plugged into you, for the rest of your life. Because remember this. All
persons have a right to life, and violinists are persons. Granted you have a right to
decide what happens in and to your body, but a person’s right to life outweighs your
right to decide what happens in and to your body. So you cannot ever be unplugged
from him.” I imagine you would regard this as outrageous, which suggests that
something really is wrong with that plausible-sounding argument I mentioned a
moment ago.

In this case, of course, you were kidnapped, you didn’t volunteer for the opera-
tion that plugged the violinist into your kidneys. Can those who oppose abortion on
the ground I mentioned make an exception for a pregnancy due to rape? Certainly.
They can say that persons have a right to life only if they didn’t come into existence
because of rape; or they can say that all persons have a right to life, but that some
have less of a right to life than others, in particular, that those who came into
existence because of rape have less. But these statements have a rather unpleasant
sound. Surely the question of whether you have a right to life at all, or how much
of it you have, shouldn’t turn on the question of whether or not you are a product
of a rape. And in fact the people who oppose abortion on the ground I mentioned
do not make this distinction, and hence do not make an exception in case of rape.
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Nor do they make an exception for a case in which the mother has to spend the
nine months of her pregnancy in bed. They would agree that would be a great pity,
and hard on the mother; but all the same, all persons have a right to life, the fetus
is a person, and so on. I suspect, in fact, that they would not make an exception
for a case in which, miraculously enough, the pregnancy went on for nine years, or
even the rest of the mother’s life.

Some won’t even make an exception for a case in which continuation of the
pregnancy is likely to shorten the mother’s life; they regard abortion as impermis-
sible even to save the mother’s life. Such cases are nowadays very rare, and many
opponents of abortion do not accept this extreme view. All the same, it is a good
place to begin: a number of points of interest come out in respect to it.

1. Let us call the view that abortion is impermissible even to save the mother’s life
“the extreme view.” I want to suggest first that it does not issue from the argument I
mentioned earlier without the addition of some fairly powerful premises. Suppose a
woman has become pregnant, and now learns that she has a cardiac condition such
that she will die if she carries the baby to term. What may be done for her? The
fetus, being a person, has a right to life, but as the mother is a person too, so has
she a right to life. Presumably they have an equal right to life. How is it supposed
to come out that an abortion may not be performed? If mother and child have
an equal right to life, shouldn’t we perhaps flip a coin? Or should we add to the
mother’s right to life her right to decide what happens in and to her body, which
everybody seems to be ready to grant—the sum of her rights now outweighing the
fetus’s right to life?

The most familiar argument here is the following. We are told that performing
the abortion would be directly killing the child, whereas doing nothing would not
be killing the mother, but only letting her die. Moreover, in killing the child, one
would be killing an innocent person, for the child has committed no crime, and is
not aiming at his mother’s death. And then there are a variety of ways in which this
might be continued. (1) But as directly killing an innocent person is always and ab-
solutely impermissible, an abortion may not be performed. Or, (2) as directly killing
an innocent person is murder, and murder is always and absolutely impermissible,
an abortion may not be performed. Or, (3) as one’s duty to refrain from directly
killing an innocent person is more stringent than one’s duty to keep a person from
dying, an abortion may not be performed. Or, (4) if one’s only options are directly
killing an innocent person or letting a person die, one must prefer letting the person
die, and thus an abortion may not be performed.

Some people seem to have thought that these are not further premises which
must be added if the conclusion is to be reached, but that they follow from the
very fact that an innocent person has a right to life. But this seems to me to be
a mistake, and perhaps the simplest way to show this is to bring out that while
we must certainly grant that innocent persons have a right to life, the theses in (1)
through (4) are all false. Take (2), for example. If directly killing an innocent person
is murder, and thus is impermissible, then the mother’s directly killing the innocent
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person inside her is murder, and thus is impermissible. But it cannot seriously be
thought to be murder if the mother performs an abortion on herself to save her
life. It cannot seriously be said that she must refrain, that she must sit passively
by and wait for her death. Let us look again at the case of you and the violinist.
There you are, in bed with the violinist, and the director of the hospital says to
you, “It’s all most distressing, and I deeply sympathize, but you see this is putting
an additional strain on your kidneys, and you’ll be dead within the month. But
you have to stay where you are all the same. because unplugging you would be
directly killing an innocent violinist, and that’s murder, and that’s impermissible.”
If anything in the world is true, it is that you do not commit murder, you do not do
what is impermissible, if you reach around to your back and unplug yourself from
that violinist to save your life.

The main focus of attention in writings on abortion has been on what a third
party may or may not do in answer to a request from a woman for an abortion.
This is in a way understandable. Things being as they are, there isn’t much a woman
can safely do to abort herself. So the question asked is what a third party may do,
and what the mother may do, if it is mentioned at all, is deduced, almost as an
afterthought, from what it is concluded that third parties may do. But it seems to
me that to treat the matter in this way is to refuse to grant to the mother that very
status of person which is so firmly insisted on for the fetus. For we cannot simply
read off what a person may do from what a third party may do. Suppose you find
yourself trapped in a tiny house with a growing child. I mean a very tiny house,
and a rapidly growing child—you are already up against the wall of the house and
in a few minutes you’ll be crushed to death. The child on the other hand won’t
be crushed to death; if nothing is done to stop him from growing he’ll be hurt,
but in the end he’ll simply burst open the house and walk out a free man. Now
I could well understand it if a bystander were to say, “There’s nothing we can do
for you. We cannot choose between your life and his, we cannot be the ones to
decide who is to live, we cannot intervene.” But it cannot be concluded that you
too can do nothing, that you cannot attack it to save your life. However innocent
the child may be, you do not have to wait passively while it crushes you to death.
Perhaps a pregnant woman is vaguely felt to have the status of house, to which we
don’t allow the right of self-defense. But if the woman houses the child, it should
be remembered that she is a person who houses it.

I should perhaps stop to say explicitly that I am not claiming that people have a
right to do anything whatever to save their lives. I think, rather, that there are drastic
limits to the right of self-defense. If someone threatens you with death unless you
torture someone else to death, I think you have not the right, even to save your life,
to do so. But the case under consideration here is very different. In our case there
are only two people involved, one whose life is threatened, and one who threatens
it. Both are innocent: the one who is threatened is not threatened because of any
fault, the one who threatens does not threaten because of any fault. For this reason
we may feel that we bystanders cannot interfere. But the person threatened can.

In sum, a woman surely can defend her life against the threat to it posed by the
unborn child, even if doing so involves its death. And this shows not merely that
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the theses in (1) through (4) are false; it shows also that the extreme view of abortion
is false, and so we need not canvass any other possible ways of arriving at it from
the argument I mentioned at the outset.

2. The extreme view could of course be weakened to say that while abortion is
permissible to save the mother’s life, it may not be performed by a third party, but
only by the mother herself. But this cannot be right either. For what we have to
keep in mind is that the mother and the unborn child are not like two tenants in a
small house which has, by an unfortunate mistake, been rented to both: the mother
owns the house. The fact that she does adds to the offensiveness of deducing that the
mother can do nothing from the supposition that third parties can do nothing. But
it does more than this: it casts a bright light on the supposition that third parties
can do nothing. Certainly it lets us see that a third party who says “I cannot choose
between you” is fooling himself if he thinks this is impartiality. If Jones has found
and fastened on a certain coat, which he needs to keep him from freezing, but which
Smith also needs to keep him from freezing, then it is not impartiality that says “I
cannot choose between you” when Smith owns the coat. Women have said again
and again “This body is my body!” and they have reason to feel angry, reason to feel
that it has been like shouting into the wind. Smith, after all, is hardly likely to bless
us if we say to him, “Of course it’s your coat, anybody would grant that it is. But
no one may choose between you and Jones who is to have it.”

We should really ask what it is that says “no one may choose” in the face of the
fact that the body that houses the child is the mother’s body. It may be simply a
failure to appreciate this fact. But it may be something more interesting, namely
the sense that one has a right to refuse to lay hands on people, even where it would
be just and fair to do so, even where justice seems to require that somebody do so.
Thus justice might call for somebody to get Smith’s coat back from Jones, and yet
you have a right to refuse to be the one to lay hands on Jones, a right to refuse to do
physical violence to him. This, I think, must be granted. But then what should be
said is not “no one may choose,” but only “I cannot choose,” and indeed not even
this, but “I will not act,” leaving it open that somebody else can or should, and in
particular that anyone in a position of authority, with the job of securing people’s
rights, both can and should. So this is no difficulty. I have not been arguing that any
given third party must accede to the mother’s request that he perform an abortion
to save her life, but only that he may.

I suppose that in some views of human life the mother’s body is only on loan to
her, the loan not being one which gives her any prior claim to it. One who held this
view might well think it impartiality to say “I cannot choose.” But I shall simply
ignore this possibility. My own view is that if a human being has any just, prior
claim to anything at all, he has a just, prior claim to his own body. And perhaps
this needn’t be argued for here anyway, since, as I mentioned, the arguments against
abortion we are looking at do grant that the woman has a right to decide what
happens in and to her body. But although they do grant it, I have tried to show that
they do not take seriously what is done in granting it. I suggest the same thing will
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reappear even more clearly when we turn away from cases in which the mother’s life
is at stake, and attend, as I propose we now do, to the vastly more common cases
in which a woman wants an abortion for some less weighty reason than preserving
her own life.

3. Where the mother’s life is not at stake, the argument I mentioned at the outset
seems to have a much stronger pull. “Everyone has a right to life, so the unborn
person has a right to life.” And isn’t the child’s right to life weightier than anything
other than the mother’s own right to life, which she might put forward as ground
for an abortion?

This argument treats the right to life as if it were unproblematic. It is not, and
this seems to me to be precisely the source of the mistake.

For we should now, at long last, ask what it comes to, to have a right to life. In
some views having a right to life includes having a right to be given at least the bare
minimum one needs for continued life. But suppose that what in fact IS the bare
minimum a man needs for continued life is something he has no right at all to be
given? If I am sick unto death, and the only thing that will save my life is the touch
of Henry Fonda’s cool hand on my fevered brow, then all the same, I have no right
to be given the touch of Henry Fonda’s cool hand on my fevered brow. It would be
frightfully nice of him to fly in from the West Coast to provide it. It would be less
nice, though no doubt well meant, if my friends flew out to the West Coast and
brought Henry Fonda back with them. But I have no right at all against anybody
that he should do this for me. Or again, to return to the story I told earlier, the
fact that for continued life the violinist needs the continued use of your kidneys
does not establish that he has a right to be given the continued use of your kidneys.
He certainly has no right against you that you should give him continued use of
your kidneys. For nobody has any right to use your kidneys unless you give him
this right—if you do allow him to go on using your kidneys, this is a kindness on
your part, and not something he can claim from you as his due. Nor has he any
right against anybody else that they should give him continued use of your kidneys.
Certainly he had no right against the Society of Music Lovers that they should plug
him into you in the first place. And if you now start to unplug yourself, having
learned that you will otherwise have to spend nine years in bed with him, there is
nobody in the world who must try to prevent you, in order to see to it that he is
given some thing he has a right to be given.

Some people are rather stricter about the right to life. In their view, it does not
include the right to be given anything, but amounts to, and only to, the right not
to be killed by anybody. But here a related difficulty arises. If everybody is to refrain
from killing that violinist, then everybody must refrain from doing a great many
different sorts of things. Everybody must refrain from slitting his throat, everybody
must refrain from shooting him—and everybody must refrain from unplugging you
from him. But does he have a right against everybody that they shall refrain from
unplugging you from him? To refrain from doing this is to allow him to continue
to use your kidneys. It could be argued that he has a right against us that we should
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allow him to continue to use your kidneys. That is, while he had no right against us
that we should give him the use of your kidneys, it might be argued that he anyway
has a right against us that we shall not now intervene and deprive him of the use of
your kidneys. I shall come back to third-party interventions later. But certainly the
violinist has no right against you that you shall allow him to continue to use your
kidneys. As I said, if you do allow him to use them, it is a kindness on your part,
and not something you owe him.

The difficulty I point to here is not peculiar to the right of life. It reappears in
connection with all the other natural rights, and it is something which an adequate
account of rights must deal with. For present purposes it is enough just to draw
attention to it. But I would stress that I am not arguing that people do not have
a right to life—quite to the contrary, it seems to me that the primary control we
must place on the acceptability of an account of rights is that it should turn out in
that account to be a truth that all persons have a right to life. I am arguing only
that having a right to life does not guarantee having either a right to be given the
use of or a right to be allowed continued use of another person’s body—even if one
needs it for life itself. So the right to life will not serve the opponents of abortion
in the very simple and clear way in which they seem to have thought it would.

4. There is another way to bring out the difficulty. In the most ordinary sort of
case, to deprive someone of what he has a right to is to treat him unjustly. Suppose
a boy and his small brother are jointly given a box of chocolates for Christmas. If
the older boy takes the box and refuses to give his brother any of the chocolates, he
is unjust to him, for the brother has been given a right to half of them. But suppose
that, having learned that otherwise it means nine years in bed with that violinist,
you unplug yourself from him. You surely are not being unjust to him, for you gave
him no right to use your kidneys, and no one else can have given him any such
right. But we have to notice that in unplugging yourself, you are killing him; and
violinists, like everybody else, have a right to life, and thus in the view we were
considering just now, the right not to be killed. So here you do what he supposedly
has a right you shall not do, but you do not act unjustly to him in doing it.

The emendation which may be made at this point is this: the right to life consists
not in the right not to be killed, but rather in the right not to be killed unjustly.
This runs a risk of circularity, but never mind: it would enable us to square the fact
that the violinist has a right to life with the fact that you do not act unjustly toward
him in unplugging yourself, thereby killing him. For if you do not kill him unjustly,
you do not violate his right to life, and so it is no wonder you do him no injustice.

But if this emendation is accepted, the gap in the argument against abortion
stares us plainly in the face: it is by no means enough to show that the fetus is a
person, and to remind us that all persons have a right to life—we need to be shown
also that killing the fetus violates its right to life, i.e., that abortion is unjust killing.
And is it?

I suppose we may take it as a datum that in a case of pregnancy due to rape the
mother has not given the unborn person a right to the use of her body for food and
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shelter. Indeed, in what pregnancy could it be supposed that the mother has given
the unborn person such a right? It is not as if there are unborn persons drifting
about the world, to whom a woman who wants a child says “I invite you in.”

But it might be argued that there are other ways one can have acquired a right to
the use of another person’s body than by having been invited to use it by that person.
Suppose a woman voluntarily indulges in intercourse, knowing of the chance it
will issue in pregnancy, and then she does become pregnant; is she not in part
responsible for the presence, in fact the very existence, of the unborn person inside?
No doubt she did not invite it in. But doesn’t her partial responsibility for its being
there itself give it a right to the use of her body? If so, then her aborting it would
be more like the boy’s taking away the chocolates, and less like your unplugging
yourself from the violinist—doing so would be depriving it of what it does have a
right to, and thus would be doing it an injustice.

And then, too, it might be asked whether or not she can kill it even to save her
own life: If she voluntarily called it into existence, how can she now kill it, even in
self-defense?

The first thing to be said about this is that it is something new. Opponents of
abortion have been so concerned to make out the independence of the fetus, in
order to establish that it has a right to life, just as its mother does, that they have
tended to overlook the possible support they might gain from making out that the
fetus is dependent on the mother, in order to establish that she has a special kind
of responsibility for it, a responsibility that gives it rights against her which are not
possessed by any independent person—such as an ailing violinist who is a stranger
to her.

On the other hand, this argument would give the unborn person a right to its
mother’s body only if her pregnancy resulted from a voluntary act, undertaken in
full knowledge of the chance a pregnancy might result from it. It would leave out
entirely the unborn person whose existence is due to rape. Pending the availability
of some further argument, then, we would be left with the conclusion that unborn
persons whose existence is due to rape have no right to the use of their mothers’
bodies, and thus that aborting them is not depriving them of anything they have a
right to and hence is not unjust killing.

And we should also notice that it is not at all plain that this argument really does
go even as far as it purports to. For there are cases and cases, and the details make
a difference. If the room is stuffy, and I therefore open a window to air it, and a
burglar climbs in, it would be absurd to say, “Ah, now he can stay, she’s given him a
right to the use of her house—for she is partially responsible for his presence there,
having voluntarily done what enabled him to get in, in full knowledge that there are
such things as burglars, and that burglars burgle.” It would be still more absurd to
say this if I had had bars installed outside my windows, precisely to prevent burglars
from getting in, and a burglar got in only because of a defect in the bars. It remains
equally absurd if we imagine it is not a burglar who climbs in, but an innocent
person who blunders or falls in. Again, suppose it were like this: people-seeds drift
about in the air like pollen, and if you open your windows, one may drift in and
take root in your carpets or upholstery. You don’t want children, so you fix up your
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windows with fine mesh screens, the very best you can buy. As can happen, however,
and on very, very rare occasions does happen, one of the screens is defective, and
a seed drifts in and takes root. Does the person-plant who now develops have a
right to the use of your house? Surely not—despite the fact that you voluntarily
opened your windows, you knowingly kept carpets and upholstered furniture, and
you knew that screens were sometimes defective. Someone may argue that you are
responsible for its rooting, that it does have a right to your house, because after all
you could have lived out your life with bare floors and furniture, or with sealed
windows and doors. But this won’t do—for by the same token anyone can avoid a
pregnancy due to rape by having a hysterectomy, or anyway by never leaving home
without a (reliable!) army.

It seems to me that the argument we are looking at can establish at most that
there are some cases in which the unborn person has a right to the use of its mother’s
body, and therefore some cases in which abortion is unjust killing. There is room for
much discussion and argument as to precisely which, if any. But I think we should
sidestep this issue and leave it open, for at any rate the argument certainly does not
establish that all abortion is unjust killing.

5. There is room for yet another argument here, however. We surely must all grant
that there may be cases in which it would be morally indecent to detach a person
from your body at the cost of his life. Suppose you learn that what the violinist
needs is not nine years of your life, but only one hour: all you need do to save
his life is to spend one hour in that bed with him. Suppose also that letting him
use your kidneys for that one hour would not affect your health in the slightest.
Admittedly you were kidnapped. Admittedly you did not give anyone permission
to plug him into you. Nevertheless it seems to me plain you ought to allow him to
use your kidneys for that hour—it would be indecent to refuse.

Again, suppose pregnancy lasted only an hour, and constituted no threat to
life or health. And suppose that a woman becomes pregnant as a result of rape.
Admittedly she did not voluntarily do anything to bring about the existence of a
child. Admittedly she did nothing at all which would give the unborn person a right
to the use of her body. All the same it might well be said, as in the newly amended
violinist story, that she ought to allow it to remain for that hour—that it would be
indecent of her to refuse.

Now some people are inclined to use the term “right” in such a way that it
follows from the fact that you ought to allow a person to use your body for the hour
he needs, that he has a right to use your body for the hour he needs, even though
he has not been given that right by any person or act. They may say that it follows
also that if you refuse, you act unjustly toward him. This use of the term is perhaps
so common that it cannot be called wrong; nevertheless it seems to me to be an
unfortunate loosening of what we would do better to keep a tight rein on. Suppose
that box of chocolates I mentioned earlier had not been given to both boys jointly,
but was given only to the older boy. There he sits stolidly eating his way through the
box, his small brother watching enviously. Here we are likely to say, “You ought not
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to be so mean. You ought to give your brother some of those chocolates.” My own
view is that it just does not follow from the truth of this that the brother has any
right to any of the chocolates. If the boy refuses to give his brother any he is greedy,
stingy, callous—but not unjust. I suppose that the people I have in mind will say it
does follow that the brother has a right to some of the chocolates, and thus that the
boy does act unjustly if he refuses to give his brother any. But the effect of saying
this is to obscure what we should keep distinct, namely the difference between the
boy’s refusal in this case and the boy’s refusal in the earlier case, in which the box
was given to both boys jointly, and in which the small brother thus had what was
from any point of view clear title to half.

A further objection to so using the term “right” that from the fact that A ought
to do a thing for B it follows that B has a right against A that A do it for him, is that
it is going to make the question of whether or not a man has a right to a thing turn
on how easy it is to provide him with it; and this seems not merely unfortunate,
but morally unacceptable. Take the case of Henry Fonda again. I said earlier that
I had no right to the touch of his cool hand on my fevered brow even though I
needed it to save my life. I said it would be frightfully nice of him to fly in from
the West Coast to provide me with it, but that I had no right against him that he
should do so. But suppose he isn’t on the West Coast. Suppose he has only to walk
across the room, place a hand briefly on my brow—and lo, my life is saved. Then
surely he ought to do it—it would be indecent to refuse. Is it to be said, “Ah, well,
it follows that in this case she has a right to the touch of his hand on her brow, and
so it would be an injustice in him to refuse”? So that I have a right to it when it is
easy for him to provide it, though no right when it’s hard? It’s rather a shocking idea
that anyone’s rights should fade away and disappear as it gets harder and harder to
accord them to him.

So my own view is that even though you ought to let the violinist use your
kidneys for the one hour he needs, we should not conclude that he has a right to
do so—we should say that if you refuse, you are, like the boy who owns all the
chocolates and will give none away, self-centered and callous, indecent in fact, but
not unjust. And similarly, that even supposing a case in which a woman pregnant
due to rape ought to allow the unborn person to use her body for the hour he needs,
we should not conclude that he has a right to do so; we should say that she is self-
centered, callous, indecent, but not unjust, if she refuses. The complaints are no
less grave; they are just different. However, there is no need to insist on this point.
If anyone does wish to deduce “he has a right” from “you ought,” then all the same
he must surely grant that there are cases in which it is not morally required of you
that you allow that violinist to use your kidneys, and in which he does not have a
right to use them, and in which you do not do him an injustice if you refuse. And
so also for mother and unborn child. Except in such cases as the unborn person
has a right to demand it—and we were leaving open the possibility that there may
be such cases—nobody is morally required to make large sacrifices, of health, of all
other interests and concerns, of all other duties and commitments, for nine years,
or even for nine months, in order to keep another person alive.
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6. We have in fact to distinguish between two kinds of Samaritan: the Good
Samaritan and what we might call the Minimally Decent Samaritan. The story of
the Good Samaritan, you will remember, goes like this:

A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among
thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and
departed, leaving him half dead.

And by chance there came down a certain priest that way: and
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.

And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place, came and looked
on him, and passed by on the other side.

But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was, and
when he saw him he had compassion on him.

And went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and
wine, and set him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and
took care of him.

And on the morrow, when he departed, he took out two pence,
and gave them to the host, and said unto him, “Take care of him; and
whatsoever thou spendest more, when I come again, I will repay thee.”
(Luke 10:30–35)

The Good Samaritan went out of his way, at some cost to himself, to help one
in need of it. We are not told what the options were, that is, whether or not the
priest and the Levite could have helped by doing less than the Good Samaritan did,
but assuming they could have, then the fact they did nothing at all shows they were
not even Minimally Decent Samaritans, not because they were not Samaritans, but
because they were not even minimally decent.

These things are a matter of degree, of course, but there is a difference, and it
comes out perhaps most clearly in the story of Kitty Genovese, who, as you will
remember, was murdered while thirty-eight people watched or listened, and did
nothing at all to help her. A Good Samaritan would have rushed out to give direct
assistance against the murderer. Or perhaps we had better allow that it would have
been a Splendid Samaritan who did this, on the ground that it would have involved
a risk of death for himself. But the thirty-eight not only did not do this, they did not
even trouble to pick up a phone to call the police. Minimally Decent Samaritanism
would call for doing at least that, and their not having done it was monstrous.

After telling the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus said, “Go, and do thou like-
wise.” Perhaps he meant that we are morally required to act as the Good Samaritan
did. Perhaps he was urging people to do more than is morally required of them. At
all events it seems plain that it was not morally required of any of the thirty-eight
that he rush out to give direct assistance at the risk of his own life, and that it is
not morally required of anyone that he give long stretches of his life—nine years or
nine months—to sustaining the life of a person who has no special right (we were
leaving open the possibility of this) to demand it.
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Indeed, with one rather striking class of exceptions, no one in any country in
the world is legally required to do anywhere near as much as this for anyone else.
The class of exceptions is obvious. My main concern here is not the state of the
law in respect to abortion, but it is worth drawing attention to the fact that in no
state in this country is any man compelled by law to be even a Minimally Decent
Samaritan to any person; there is no law under which charges could be brought
against the thirty-eight who stood by while Kitty Genovese died. By contrast, in
most states in this country women are compelled by law to be not merely Min-
imally Decent Samaritans, but Good Samaritans to unborn persons inside them.
This doesn’t by itself settle anything one way or the other, because it may well be
argued that there should be laws in this country—as there are in many European
countries—compelling at least Minimally Decent Samaritanism. But it does show
that there is a gross injustice in the existing state of the law. And it shows also that
the groups currently working against liberalization of abortion laws, in fact working
toward having it declared unconstitutional for a state to permit abortion, had better
start working for the adoption of Good Samaritan laws generally, or earn the charge
that they are acting in bad faith.

I should think, myself, that Minimally Decent Samaritan laws would be one
thing, Good Samaritan laws quite another, and in fact highly improper. But we
are not here concerned with the law. What we should ask is not whether anybody
should be compelled by law to be a Good Samaritan, but whether we must accede
to a situation in which somebody is being compelled—by nature, perhaps—to be a
Good Samaritan. We have, in other words, to look now at third-party interventions.
I have been arguing that no person is morally required to make large sacrifices to
sustain the life of another who has no right to demand them, and this even where
the sacrifices do not include life itself; we are not morally required to be Good
Samaritans or anyway Very Good Samaritans to one another. But what if a man
cannot extricate himself from such a situation? What if he appeals to us to extricate
him? It seems to me plain that there are cases in which we can, cases in which a Good
Samaritan would extricate him. There you are, you were kidnapped, and nine years
in bed with that violinist lie ahead of you. You have your own life to lead. You are
sorry, but you simply cannot see giving up so much of your life to the sustaining
of his. You cannot extricate yourself, and ask us to do so. I should have thought
that—in light of his having no right to the use of your body—it was obvious that
we do not have to accede to your being forced to give up so much. We can do what
you ask. There is no injustice to the violinist in our doing so.

7. Following the lead of the opponents of abortion, I have throughout been
speaking of the fetus merely as a person, and what I have been asking is whether
or not the argument we began with, which proceeds only from the fetus’s being a
person, really does establish its conclusion. I have argued that it does not.

But of course there are arguments and arguments, and it may be said that I
have simply fastened on the wrong one. It may be said that what is important is not
merely the fact that the fetus is a person, but that it is a person for whom the woman
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has a special kind of responsibility issuing from the fact that she is its mother. And
it might be argued that all my analogies are therefore irrelevant—for you do not
have that special kind of responsibility for that violinist; Henry Fonda does not
have that special kind of responsibility for me. And our attention might be drawn
to the fact that men and women both are compelled by law to provide support for
their children.

I have in effect dealt (briefly) with this argument in section 4 above; but a (still
briefer) recapitulation now may be in order. Surely we do not have any such “special
responsibility” for a person unless we have assumed it, explicitly or implicitly. If a set
of parents do not try to prevent pregnancy, do not obtain an abortion, but rather
take it home with them, then they have assumed responsibility for it, they have
given it rights, and they cannot now withdraw support from it at the cost of its life
because they now find it difficult to go on providing for it. But if they have taken
all reasonable precautions against having a child, they do not simply by virtue of
their biological relationship to the child who comes into existence have a special
responsibility for it. They may wish to assume responsibility for it, or they may not
wish to. And I am suggesting that if assuming responsibility for it would require
large sacrifices, then they may refuse. A Good Samaritan would not refuse—or
anyway, a Splendid Samaritan, if the sacrifices that had to be made were enormous.
But then so would a Good Samaritan assume responsibility for that violinist; so
would Henry Fonda, if he is a Good Samaritan, fly in from the West Coast and
assume responsibility for me.

8. My argument will be found unsatisfactory on two counts by many of those
who want to regard abortion as morally permissible. First, while I do argue that
abortion is not impermissible, I do not argue that it is always permissible. There may
well be cases in which carrying the child to term requires only Minimally Decent
Samaritanism of the mother, and this is a standard we must not fall below. I am
inclined to think it a merit of my account precisely that it does not give a general
yes or a general no. It allows for and supports our sense that, for example, a sick and
desperately frightened fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, pregnant due to rape, may of
course choose abortion, and that any law which rules this out is an insane law. And
it also allows for and supports our sense that in other cases resort to abortion is even
positively indecent. It would be indecent in the woman to request an abortion, and
indecent in a doctor to perform it, if she is in her seventh month, and wants the
abortion just to avoid the nuisance of postponing a trip abroad. The very fact that
the arguments I have been drawing attention to treat all cases of abortion, or even
all cases of abortion in which the mother’s life is not at stake, as morally on a par
ought to have made them suspect at the outset.

Second, while I am arguing for the permissibility of abortion in some cases, I am
not arguing for the right to secure the death of the unborn child. It is easy to confuse
these two things in that up to a certain point in the life of the fetus it is not able to
survive outside the mother’s body; hence removing it from her body guarantees its
death. But they are importantly different. I have argued that you are not morally
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required to spend nine months in bed, sustaining the life of that violinist, but to
say this is by no means to say that if, when you unplug yourself, there is a miracle
and he survives, you then have a right to turn round and slit his throat. You may
detach yourself even if this costs him his life; you have no right to be guaranteed
his death, by some other means, if unplugging yourself does not kill him. There are
some people who will feel dissatisfied by this feature of my argument. A woman
may be utterly devastated by the thought of a child, a bit of herself, put out for
adoption and never seen or heard of again. She may therefore want not merely that
the child be detached from her, but more, that it die. Some opponents of abortion
are inclined to regard this as beneath contempt—thereby showing insensitivity to
what is surely a powerful source of despair. All the same, I agree that the desire for
the child’s death is not one which anybody may gratify, should it turn out to be
possible to detach the child alive.

At this place, however, it should be remembered that we have only been pre-
tending throughout that the fetus is a human being from the moment of concep-
tion. A very early abortion is surely not the killing of a person, and so is not dealt
with by anything I have said here.
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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 necessary for one people to dissolve the political 
bands which have connected them with another, and to assume, among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the 
separation.


We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed, by their 
Creator, with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundation 
on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect 
their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate, that governments long established, should 
not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown, that mankind 
are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms 
to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the 
same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 
to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the 
patient sufferance of these colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their 
former systems of government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated 
injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over these 
states. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.


He has refused his assent to laws the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.


He has forbidden his governors to pass laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless 
suspended in their operation till his assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he 
has utterly neglected to attend to them.


He has refused to pass other laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless 
those people would relinquish the right of representation in the legislature; a right 
inestimable to them, and formidable to tyrants only. He has called together legislative bodies 
at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the depository of their public records, for 
the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures.


He has dissolved representative houses repeatedly, for opposing, with manly firmness, his 
invasions on the rights of the people.


He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby 
the legislative powers, incapable of annihilation, have returned to the people at large for 
their exercise; the state remaining, in the mean time, exposed to all the dangers of invasion 
from without, and convulsions within.


He has 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, and raising the conditions of new appropriations of lands.


He has obstructed the administration of justice, by refusing his assent to laws for 
establishing judiciary powers.


He has made judges dependent on his will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the 
amount and payment of their salaries.


He has erected a multitude of new offices, and sent hither swarms of officers, to harass our 
people, and eat out their substance.


He has kept among us, in times of peace, standing armies, without the consent of our 
legislatures.


He has affected to render the military independent of, and superior to the civil power.


He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws; giving his assent to their acts of pretended legislation:


For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us;


For protecting them, by a mock trial, from punishment for any murders which they should 
commit on the inhabitants of these States;


For cutting off our trade with all parts of the world;


For imposing taxes on us without our consent;


For depriving us, in many cases, of the benefits of trial by jury;


For transporting us beyond seas to be tried for pretended offences;


For abolishing the free system of English laws in a neighbouring province, establishing 
therein an arbitrary government, and enlarging its boundaries, so as to render it at once an 
example and fit instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these colonies;


For taking away our charters, abolishing our most valuable laws, and altering fundamentally 
the forms of our governments;


For suspending our own legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to 
legislate for us in all cases whatsoever.


He has abdicated government here, by declaring us out of his protection, and waging war 
against us.


He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of 
our people.


He is at this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to complete the works of 
death, desolation, and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of cruelty and perfidy, 
scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the head of a civilized 
nation.


He has constrained our fellow-citizens, taken captive on the high seas, to bear arms against 
their country, to become the executioners of their friends and brethren, or to fall themselves 
by their hands.
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He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the 
inhabitants of our frontiers the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of warfare is an 
undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions.


In every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in the most humble terms. Our 
repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A prince, whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. Nor have we 
been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them, from time to time, of 
attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them 
of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their native justice 
and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these 
usurpations, which would inevitably interrupt our connexions and correspondence. They too have 
been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity 
which denounces our separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in 
peace friends.


We, therefore, the representatives of the  United States of America, in General Congress assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the name, and by 
authority of the good people of these colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these United 
Colonies are, and of right ought to be,  Free  and  Independent States; that they are absolved from all 
allegiance to the British crown, and that all political connexion between them and the state of Great 
Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved; and that, as Free and Independent States, they have full 
power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and 
things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of  Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our 
fortunes, and our sacred honour.


New Hampshire.—Josiah Bartlett, William Whipple, Matthew Thornton.


Massachusetts Bay.—Samuel Adams, John Adams, Robert Treat Paine, Elbridge Gerry.


Rhode Island, &c.—Stephen Hopkins, William Ellery.


Connecticut.—Roger Sherman, Samuel Huntington, William Williams, Oliver Wolcott.


New York.—William Floyd, Philip Livingston, Francis Lewis, Lewis Morris.


New Jersey.—Richard Stockton, John Witherspoon, Francis Hopkinson, John Hart, Abraham Clark.


Pennsylvania.—Robert Morris,  Benjamin Rush,  Benjamin Franklin,  John Morton,  George 
Clymer, James Smith, George Taylor, James Wilson, George Ross.


Delaware.—Caesar Rodney, George Read, Thomas McKean.


Maryland.—Samuel Chase, William Paca, Thomas Stone, Charles Carroll of Carrollton.


Virginia.—George Wythe, Richard Henry Lee, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Harrison, Thomas Nelson, 
Jun., Francis Lightfoot Lee, Carter Braxton.


North Carolina.—William Hooper, Joseph Hewes, John Penn.


South Carolina.—Edward Rutledge, Thomas Hayward, Jun., Thomas Lynch, Jun., Arthur Middleton.


Georgia.—Button Gwinnett, Lyman Hall, George Walton.
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Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies

A speech delivered to the House of Commons, March 22, 1775

Edmund Burke


[…] In this character of the Americans, a love of freedom is the predominating feature which marks and 
distinguishes the whole: and as an ardent is always a jealous affection, your colonies become suspicious, 
restive, and untractable, whenever they see the least attempt to wrest from them by force, or shuffle 
from them by chicane, what they think the only advantage worth living for. This fierce spirit of liberty is 
stronger in the English colonies probably than in any other people of the earth; and this from a great 
variety of powerful causes; which, to understand the true temper of their minds, and the direction 
which this spirit takes, it will not be amiss to lay open somewhat more largely.


First, the people of the colonies are descendants of Englishmen. England, Sir, is a nation, which still I 
hope respects, and formerly adored, her freedom. The colonists emigrated from you when this part of 
your character was most predominant; and they took this bias and direction the moment they parted 
from your hands. They are therefore not only devoted to liberty, but to liberty according to English 
ideas, and on English principles. Abstract liberty, like other mere abstractions, is not to be found. 
Liberty inheres in some sensible object; and every nation has formed to itself some favourite point, 
which by way of eminence becomes the criterion of their happiness. It happened, you know, Sir, that 
the great contests for freedom in this country were from the earliest times chiefly upon the question of 
taxing. Most of the contests in the ancient commonwealths turned primarily on the right of election of 
magistrates; or on the balance among the several orders of the state. The question of money was not 
with them so immediate. But in England it was otherwise. On this point of taxes the ablest pens, and 
most eloquent tongues, have been exercised; the greatest spirits have acted and suffered. In order to give 
the fullest satisfaction concerning the importance of this point, it was not only necessary for those who 
in argument defended the excellence of the English constitution, to insist on this privilege of granting 
money as a dry point of fact, and to prove, that the right had been acknowledged in ancient parchments, 
and blind usages, to reside in a certain body called a House of Commons. They went much farther; they 
attempted to prove, and they succeeded, that in theory it ought to be so, from the particular nature of a 
House of Commons, as an immediate representative of the people; whether the old records had 
delivered this oracle or not. They took infinite pains to inculcate, as a fundamental principle, that in all 
monarchies the people must in effect themselves, mediately or immediately, possess the power of 
granting their own money, or no shadow of liberty could subsist. The colonies draw from you, as with 
their life-blood, these ideas and principles. Their love of liberty, as with you, fixed and attached on this 
specific point of taxing. Liberty might be safe, or might be endangered, in twenty other particulars, 
without their being much pleased or alarmed. Here they felt its pulse; and as they found that beat, they 
thought themselves sick or sound. I do not say whether they were right or wrong in applying your 
general arguments to their own case. It is not easy indeed to make a monopoly of theorems and 
corollaries. The fact is, that they did thus apply those general arguments; and your mode of governing 
them, whether through lenity or indolence, through wisdom or mistake, confirmed them in the 
imagination, that they, as well as you, had an interest in these common principles.


They were further confirmed in this pleasing error by the form of their provincial legislative assemblies. 
Their governments are popular in a high degree; some are merely popular; in all, the popular 
representative is the most weighty; and this share of the people in their ordinary government never fails 
to inspire them with lofty sentiments, and with a strong aversion from whatever tends to deprive them 
of their chief importance.


If anything were wanting to this necessary operation of the form of government, religion would have 
given it a complete effect. Religion, always a principle of energy, in this new people is no way worn out 
or impaired; and their mode of professing it is also one main cause of this free spirit. The people are 
Protestants; and of that kind which is the most adverse to all implicit submission of mind and opinion. 
This is a persuasion not only favourable to liberty, but built upon it. I do not think, Sir, that the reason of 
this averseness in the dissenting churches, from all that looks like absolute government, is so much to 

be sought in their religious tenets, as in their history. Every one knows that the Roman Catholic religion 
is at least coeval with most of the governments where it prevails; that it has generally gone hand in hand 
with them, and received great favour and every kind of support from authority. The Church of England 
too was formed from her cradle under the nursing care of regular government. But the dissenting 
interests have sprung up in direct opposition to all the ordinary powers of the world; and could justify 
that opposition only on a strong claim to natural liberty. Their very existence depended on the powerful 
and unremitted assertion of that claim. All Protestantism, even the most cold and passive, is a sort of 
dissent. But the religion most prevalent in our northern colonies is a refinement on the principle of 
resistance; it is the dissidence of dissent, and the Protestantism of the Protestant religion. This religion, 
under a variety of denominations agreeing in nothing but in the communion of the spirit of liberty, is 
predominant in most of the northern provinces; where the Church of England, notwithstanding its 
legal rights, is in reality no more than a sort of private sect, not composing most probably the tenth of 
the people. The colonists left England when this spirit was high, and in the emigrants was the highest 
of all; and even that stream of foreigners, which has been constantly flowing into these colonies, has, for 
the greatest part, been composed of dissenters from the establishments of their several countries, and 
have brought with them a temper and character far from alien to that of the people with whom they 
mixed.


Sir, I can perceive by their manner, that some gentlemen object to the latitude of this description; 
because in the southern colonies the Church of England forms a large body, and has a regular 
establishment. It is certainly true. There is, however, a circumstance attending these colonies, which, in 
my opinion, fully counterbalances this difference, and makes the spirit of liberty still more high and 
haughty than in those to the northward. It is, that in Virginia and the Carolinas they have a vast 
multitude of slaves. Where this is the case in any part of the world, those who are free, are by far the 
most proud and jealous of their freedom. Freedom is to them not only an enjoyment, but a kind of rank 
and privilege. Not seeing there, that freedom, as in countries where it is a common blessing, and as 
broad and general as the air, may be united with much abject toil, with great misery, with all the 
exterior of servitude, liberty looks, amongst them, like something that is more noble and liberal. I do 
not mean, Sir, to commend the superior morality of this sentiment, which has at least as much pride as 
virtue in it; but I cannot alter the nature of man. The fact is so; and these people of the southern 
colonies are much more strongly, and with a higher and more stubborn spirit, attached to liberty, than 
those to the northward. Such were all the ancient commonwealths; such were our Gothic ancestors; 
such in our days were the Poles; and such will be all masters of slaves, who are not slaves themselves. In 
such a people, the haughtiness of domination combines with the spirit of freedom, fortifies it, and 
renders it invincible.


Permit me, Sir, to add another circumstance in our colonies, which contributes no mean part towards 
the growth and effect of this untractable spirit. I mean their education. In no country perhaps in the 
world is the law so general a study. The profession itself is numerous and powerful; and in most 
provinces it takes the lead. The greater number of the deputies sent to the congress were lawyers. But all 
who read, and most do read, endeavour to obtain some smattering in that science. I have been told by 
an eminent bookseller, that in no branch of his business, after tracts of popular devotion, were so many 
books as those on the law exported to the plantations. The colonists have now fallen into the way of 
printing them for their own use. I hear that they have sold nearly as many of Blackstone’s Commentaries 
in America as in England. General Gage marks out this disposition very particularly in a letter on your 
table. He states, that all the people in his government are lawyers, or smatterers in law; and that in 
Boston they have been enabled, by successful chicane, wholly to evade many parts of one of your 
capital penal constitutions. The smartness of debate will say, that this knowledge ought to teach them 
more clearly the rights of legislature, their obligations to obedience, and the penalties of rebellion. All 
this is mighty well. But my honourable and learned friend on the floor, who condescends to mark what 
I say for animadversion, will disdain that ground. He has heard, as well as I, that when great honours 
and great emoluments do not win over this knowledge to the service of the state, it is a formidable 
adversary to government. If the spirit be not tamed and broken by these happy methods, it is stubborn 
and litigious.  Abeunt studia in mores.  This study renders men acute, inquisitive, dexterous, prompt in 
attack, ready in defence, full of resources. In other countries, the people, more simple, and of a less 
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mercurial cast, judge of an ill principle in government only by an actual grievance; here they anticipate 
the evil, and judge of the pressure of the grievance by the badness of the principle. They augur 
misgovernment at a distance; and snuff the approach of tyranny in every tainted breeze.


The last cause of this disobedient spirit in the colonies is hardly less powerful than the rest, as it is not 
merely moral, but laid deep in the natural constitution of things. Three thousand miles of ocean lie 
between you and them. No contrivance can prevent the effect of this distance in weakening government. 
Seas roll, and months pass, between the order and the execution; and the want of a speedy explanation 
of a single point is enough to defeat a whole system. You have, indeed, winged ministers of vengeance, 
who carry your bolts in their pounces to the remotest verge of the sea. But there a power steps in, that 
limits the arrogance of raging passions and furious elements, and says, “So far shalt thou go, and no 
farther.” Who are you, that should fret and rage, and bite the chains of nature?—Nothing worse 
happens to you than does to all nations who have extensive empire; and it happens in all the forms into 
which empire can be thrown. In large bodies, the circulation of power must be less vigorous at the 
extremities. Nature has said it. The Turk cannot govern Egypt, and Arabia, and Curdistan, as he governs 
Thrace; nor has he the same dominion in Crimea and Algiers, which he has at Brusa and Smyrna. 
Despotism itself is obliged to truck and huckster. The Sultan gets such obedience as he can. He governs 
with a loose rein, that he may govern at all; and the whole of the force and vigour of his authority in his 
centre is derived from a prudent relaxation in all his borders. Spain, in her provinces, is, perhaps, not so 
well obeyed as you are in yours. She complies too; she submits; she watches times. This is the 
immutable condition, the eternal law, of extensive and detached empire.


Then, Sir, from these six capital sources; of descent; of form of government; of religion in the northern 
provinces; of manners in the southern; of education; of the remoteness of situation from the first mover 
of government; from all these causes a fierce spirit of liberty has grown up. It has grown with the growth 
of the people in your colonies, and increased with the increase of their wealth; a spirit, that unhappily 
meeting with an exercise of power in England, which, however lawful, is not reconcilable to any ideas of 
liberty, much less with theirs, has kindled this flame that is ready to consume us.


I do not mean to commend either the spirit in this excess, or the moral causes which produce it. Perhaps 
a more smooth and accommodating spirit of freedom in them would be more acceptable to us. Perhaps 
ideas of liberty might be desired, more reconcilable with an arbitrary and boundless authority. Perhaps 
we might wish the colonists to be persuaded, that their liberty is more secure when held in trust for 
them by us (as their guardians during a perpetual minority) than with any part of it in their own hands. 
The question is, not whether their spirit deserves praise or blame, but—what, in the name of God, shall 
we do with it? You have before you the object, such as it is, with all its glories, with all its imperfections 
on its head. You see the magnitude; the importance; the temper; the habits; the disorders. By all these 
considerations we are strongly urged to determine something concerning it. We are called upon to fix 
some rule and line for our future conduct, which may give a little stability to our politics, and prevent 
the return of such unhappy deliberations as the present. Every such return will bring the matter before 
us in a still more untractable form. For, what astonishing and incredible things have we not seen 
already! What monsters have not been generated from this unnatural contention! Whilst every 
principle of authority and resistance has been pushed, upon both sides, as far as it would go, there is 
nothing so solid and certain, either in reasoning or in practice, that has not been shaken. Until very 
lately, all authority in America seemed to be nothing but an emanation from yours. Even the popular 
part of the colony constitution derived all its activity, and its first vital movement, from the pleasure of 
the crown. We thought, Sir, that the utmost which the discontented colonists could do, was to disturb 
authority; we never dreamt they could of themselves supply it; knowing in general what an operose 
business it is to establish a government absolutely new. But having, for our purposes in this contention, 
resolved, that none but an obedient assembly should sit; the humours of the people there, finding all 
passage through the legal channel stopped, with great violence broke out another way. Some provinces 
have tried their experiment, as we have tried ours; and theirs has succeeded. They have formed a 
government sufficient for its purposes, without the bustle of a revolution, or the troublesome formality 
of an election. Evident necessity, and tacit consent, have done the business in an instant. So well they 
have done it, that Lord Dunmore (the account is among the fragments on your table) tells you, that the 

new institution is infinitely better obeyed than the ancient government ever was in its most fortunate 
periods. Obedience is what makes government, and not the names by which it is called; not the name of 
governor, as formerly, or committee, as at present. This new government has originated directly from 
the people; and was not transmitted through any of the ordinary artificial media of a positive 
constitution. It was not a manufacture ready formed, and transmitted to them in that condition from 
England. The evil arising from hence is this; that the colonists having once found the possibility of 
enjoying the advantages of order in the midst of a struggle for liberty, such struggles will not 
henceforward seem so terrible to the settled and sober part of mankind as they had appeared before the 
trial.


Pursuing the same plan of punishing by the denial of the exercise of government to still greater lengths, 
we wholly abrogated the ancient government of Massachusetts. We were confident that the first feeling, 
if not the very prospect of anarchy, would instantly enforce a complete submission. The experiment was 
tried. A new, strange, unexpected face of things appeared. Anarchy is found tolerable. A vast province 
has now subsisted, and subsisted in a considerable degree of health and vigour, for near a twelvemonth, 
without governor, without public council, without judges, without executive magistrates. How long it 
will continue in this state, or what may arise out of this unheard-of situation, how can the wisest of us 
conjecture? Our late experience has taught us that many of those fundamental principles, formerly 
believed infallible, are either not of the importance they were imagined to be; or that we have not at all 
adverted to some other far more important and far more powerful principles, which entirely overrule 
those we had considered as omnipotent. I am much against any further experiments, which tend to put 
to the proof any more of these allowed opinions, which contribute so much to the public tranquillity. In 
effect, we suffer as much at home by this loosening of all ties, and this concussion of all established 
opinions, as we do abroad. For, in order to prove that the Americans have no right to their liberties, we 
are every day endeavouring to subvert the maxims which preserve the whole spirit of our own. To prove 
that the Americans ought not to be free, we are obliged to depreciate the value of freedom itself; and we 
never seem to gain a paltry advantage over them in debate, without attacking some of those principles, 
or deriding some of those feelings, for which our ancestors have shed their blood. […]
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The Rattle-Snake as Symbol of America

“An American Guesser” [Benjamin Franklin]

Pennsylvania Journal, December 27, 1775


I observed on one of the drums belonging to the marines now raising, there was painted a Rattle-Snake, 
with this modest motto under it, “Don’t tread on me.” As I know it is the custom to have some device on 
the arms of every country, I supposed this may have been intended for the arms of America; and as I 
have nothing to do with public affairs, and as my time is perfectly my own, in order to divert an idle 
hour, I sat down to guess what could have been intended by this uncommon device – I took care, 
however, to consult on this occasion a person who is acquainted with heraldry, from whom I learned, 
that it is a rule among the learned of that science “That the worthy properties of the animal, in the crest-
born, shall be considered,” and, “That the base ones cannot have been intended;” he likewise informed 
me that the ancients considered the serpent as an emblem of wisdom, and in a certain attitude of 
endless duration – both which circumstances I suppose may have been had in view. Having gained this 
intelligence, and recollecting that countries are sometimes represented by animals peculiar to them, it 
occurred to me that the Rattle-Snake is found in no other quarter of the world besides America, and 
may therefore have been chosen, on that account, to represent her.


But then “the worldly properties” of a Snake I judged would be hard to point out. This rather raised 
than suppressed my curiosity, and having frequently seen the Rattle-Snake, I ran over in my mind every 
property by which she was distinguished, not only from other animals, but from those of the same 
genus or class of animals, endeavoring to fix some meaning to each, not wholly inconsistent with 
common sense.


I recollected that her eye excelled in brightness, that of any other animal, and that she has no eye-lids. 
She may therefore be esteemed an emblem of vigilance. She never begins an attack, nor, when once 
engaged, ever surrenders: She is therefore an emblem of magnanimity and true courage. As if anxious 
to prevent all pretensions of quarreling with her, the weapons with which nature has furnished her, she 
conceals in the roof of her mouth, so that, to those who are unacquainted with her, she appears to be a 
most defenseless animal; and even when those weapons are shown and extended for her defense, they 
appear weak and contemptible; but their wounds however small, are decisive and fatal. Conscious of 
this, she never wounds ’till she has generously given notice, even to her enemy, and cautioned him 
against the danger of treading on her.


Was I wrong, Sir, in thinking this a strong picture of the temper and conduct of America? The poison of 
her teeth is the necessary means of digesting her food, and at the same time is certain destruction to her 
enemies. This may be understood to intimate that those things which are destructive to our enemies, 
may be to us not only harmless, but absolutely necessary to our existence. I confess I was wholly at a 
loss what to make of the rattles, ’till I went back and counted them and found them just thirteen, exactly 
the number of the Colonies united in America; and I recollected too that this was the only part of the 
Snake which increased in numbers. Perhaps it might be only fancy, but, I conceited the painter had 
shown a half formed additional rattle, which, I suppose, may have been intended to represent the 
province of Canada.


’Tis curious and amazing to observe how distinct and independent of each other the rattles of this 
animal are, and yet how firmly they are united together, so as never to be separated but by breaking 
them to pieces. One of those rattles singly, is incapable of producing sound, but the ringing of thirteen 
together, is sufficient to alarm the boldest man living.


The Rattle-Snake is solitary, and associates with her kind only when it is necessary for their 
preservation. In winter, the warmth of a number together will preserve their lives, while singly, they 
would probably perish. The power of fascination attributed to her, by a generous construction, may be 
understood to mean, that those who consider the liberty and blessings which America affords, and once 
come over to her, never afterwards leave her, but spend their lives with her. She strongly resembles 

America in this, that she is beautiful in youth and her beauty increaseth with her age, “her tongue also 
is blue and forked as the lightning, and her abode is among impenetrable rocks.” 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What is an American?

Letters from an American Farmer, Letter III (1782)

J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur


I wish I could be acquainted with the feelings and thoughts which must agitate the heart and present 
themselves to the mind of an enlightened Englishman, when he first lands on this continent. He must 
greatly rejoice that he lived at a time to see this fair country discovered and settled; he must necessarily 
feel a share of national pride, when he views the chain of settlements which embellishes these extended 
shores. When he says to himself, this is the work of my countrymen, who, when convulsed by factions, 
afflicted by a variety of miseries and wants, restless and impatient, took refuge here. They brought along 
with them their national genius, to which they principally owe what liberty they enjoy, and what 
substance they possess. Here he sees the industry of his native country displayed in a new manner, and 
traces in their works the embryos of all the arts, sciences, and ingenuity which nourish in Europe. Here 
he beholds fair cities, substantial villages, extensive fields, an immense country filled with decent 
houses, good roads, orchards, meadows, and bridges, where an hundred years ago all was wild, woody, 
and uncultivated! What a train of pleasing ideas this fair spectacle must suggest; it is a prospect which 
must inspire a good citizen with the most heartfelt pleasure. The difficulty consists in the manner of 
viewing so extensive a scene. He is arrived on a new continent; a modern society offers itself to his 
contemplation, different from what he had hitherto seen. It is not composed, as in Europe, of great lords 
who possess everything, and of a herd of people who have nothing. Here are no aristocratical families, 
no courts, no kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion, no invisible power giving to a few a very 
visible one; no great manufacturers employing thousands, no great refinements of luxury. The rich and 
the poor are not so far removed from each other as they are in Europe. Some few towns excepted, we are 
all tillers of the earth, from Nova Scotia to West Florida. We are a people of cultivators, scattered over an 
immense territory, communicating with each other by means of good roads and navigable rivers, united 
by the silken bands of mild government, all respecting the laws, without dreading their power, because 
they are equitable. We are all animated with the spirit of an industry which is unfettered and 
unrestrained, because each person works for himself. If he travels through our rural districts he views 
not the hostile castle, and the haughty mansion, contrasted with the clay- built hut and miserable cabin, 
where cattle and men help to keep each other warm, and dwell in meanness, smoke, and indigence. A 
pleasing uniformity of decent competence appears throughout our habitations. The meanest of our log-
houses is a dry and comfortable habitation. Lawyer or merchant are the fairest titles our towns afford; 
that of a farmer is the only appellation of the rural inhabitants of our country. It must take some time 
ere he can reconcile himself to our dictionary, which is but short in words of dignity, and names of 
honour. There, on a Sunday, he sees a congregation of respectable farmers and their wives, all clad in 
neat homespun, well mounted, or riding in their own humble waggons. There is not among them an 
esquire, saving the unlettered magistrate. There he sees a parson as simple as his flock, a farmer who 
does not riot on the labour of others. We have no princes, for whom we toil, starve, and bleed: we are 
the most perfect society now existing in the world. Here man is free as he ought to be; nor is this 
pleasing equality so transitory as many others are. Many ages will not see the shores of our great lakes 
replenished with inland nations, nor the unknown bounds of North America entirely peopled. Who 
can tell how far it extends? Who can tell the millions of men whom it will feed and contain? for no 
European foot has as yet travelled half the extent of this mighty continent!


The next wish of this traveller will be to know whence came all these people? they are a mixture of 
English, Scotch, Irish, French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes. From this promiscuous breed, that race 
now called Americans have arisen. The eastern provinces must indeed be excepted, as being the 
unmixed descendants of Englishmen. I have heard many wish that they had been more intermixed also: 
for my part, I am no wisher, and think it much better as it has happened. They exhibit a most 
conspicuous figure in this great and variegated picture; they too enter for a great share in the pleasing 
perspective displayed in these thirteen provinces. I know it is fashionable to reflect on them, but I 
respect them for what they have done; for the accuracy and wisdom with which they have settled their 
territory; for the decency of their manners; for their early love of letters; their ancient college, the first in 
this hemisphere; for their industry; which to me who am but a farmer, is the criterion of everything. 

There never was a people, situated as they are, who with so ungrateful a soil have done more in so short 
a time. Do you think that the monarchical ingredients which are more prevalent in other governments, 
have purged them from all foul stains? Their histories assert the contrary.


In this great American asylum, the poor of Europe have by some means met together, and in 
consequence of various causes; to what purpose should they ask one another what countrymen they 
are? Alas, two thirds of them had no country. Can a wretch who wanders about, who works and starves, 
whose life is a continual scene of sore affliction or pinching penury; can that man call England or any 
other kingdom his country? A country that had no bread for him, whose fields procured him no harvest, 
who met with nothing but the frowns of the rich, the severity of the laws, with jails and punishments; 
who owned not a single foot of the extensive surface of this planet? No! urged by a variety of motives, 
here they came. Every thing has tended to regenerate them; new laws, a new mode of living, a new 
social system; here they are become men: in Europe they were as so many useless plants, wanting 
vegetative mould, and refreshing showers; they withered, and were mowed down by want, hunger, and 
war; but now by the power of transplantation, like all other plants they have taken root and flourished! 
Formerly they were not numbered in any civil lists of their country, except in those of the poor; here 
they rank as citizens. By what invisible power has this surprising metamorphosis been performed? By 
that of the laws and that of their industry. The laws, the indulgent laws, protect them as they arrive, 
stamping on them the symbol of adoption; they receive ample rewards for their labours; these 
accumulated rewards procure them lands; those lands confer on them the title of freemen, and to that 
title every benefit is affixed which men can possibly require. This is the great operation daily performed 
by our laws. From whence proceed these laws? From our government. Whence the government? It is 
derived from the original genius and strong desire of the people ratified and confirmed by the crown. 
This is the great chain which links us all, this is the picture which every province exhibits, Nova Scotia 
excepted.


There the crown has done all; either there were no people who had genius, or it was not much attended 
to: the consequence is, that the province is very thinly inhabited indeed; the power of the crown in 
conjunction with the musketos has prevented men from settling there. Yet some parts of it flourished 
once, and it contained a mild harmless set of people. But for the fault of a few leaders, the whole were 
banished. The greatest political error the crown ever committed in America, was to cut off men from a 
country which wanted nothing but men!


What attachment can a poor European emigrant have for a country where he had nothing? The 
knowledge of the language, the love of a few kindred as poor as himself, were the only cords that tied 
him: his country is now that which gives him land, bread, protection, and consequence: Ubi panis ibi 
patria [Where there is bread, there is my country], is the motto of all emigrants. What then is the American, 
this new man? He is either an European, or the descendant of an European, hence that strange mixture 
of blood, which you will find in no other country. I could point out to you a family whose grandfather 
was an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose son married a French woman, and whose present 
four sons have now four wives of different nations. He is an American, who, leaving behind him all his 
ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the 
new government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. He becomes an American by being received in 
the broad lap of our great Alma Mater. Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of 
men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world. Americans are the 
western pilgrims, who are carrying along with them that great mass of arts, sciences, vigour, and 
industry which began long since in the east; they will finish the great circle. The Americans were once 
scattered all over Europe; here they are incorporated into one of the finest systems of population which 
has ever appeared, and which will hereafter become distinct by the power of the different climates they 
inhabit. The American ought therefore to love this country much better than that wherein either he or 
his forefathers were born. Here the rewards of his industry follow with equal steps the progress of his 
labour; his labour is founded on the basis of nature, SELF-INTEREST: can it want a stronger 
allurement? Wives and children, who before in vain demanded of him a morsel of bread, now, fat and 
frolicsome, gladly help their father to clear those fields whence exuberant crops are to arise to feed and 
to clothe them all; without any part being claimed, either by a despotic prince, a rich abbot, or a mighty 
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lord. Here religion demands but little of him; a small voluntary salary to the minister, and gratitude to 
God; can he refuse these? The American is a new man, who acts upon new principles; he must 
therefore entertain new ideas, and form new opinions. From involuntary idleness, servile dependence, 
penury, and useless labour, he has passed to toils of a very different nature, rewarded by ample 
subsistence.—This is an American. […]


Remarks before the Sons of the American Revolution, Concord

April 19, 1894

Mellen Chamberlain


[…] When I was about twenty-one and Captain Preston about ninety-one, I interviewed him as to what 
he did and thought sixty-seven years before, on April 19, 1775. […] I began, “Captain Preston, why did you 
go to the Concord Fight, the 19th of April, 1775?”


The old man, bowed with the weight of years, raised himself upright, and turning to me said: “Why did 
I go?”


“Yes,” I replied; “my histories tell me that you men of the Revolution took up arms again ‘intolerable 
oppressions.’”

“What were they? Oppressions? I didn’t feel them.” 

“What, were you not oppressed by the Stamp Act?” 

“I never saw one of those stamps, and always understood that Governor Bernard put them all in Castle 
William. I am certain I never paid a penny for one of them.” 

“Well, what then about the tea-tax?” 

“Tea-tax! I never drank a drop of the stuff; the boys threw it all overboard.” 

“Then I suppose you had been reading Harrington or Sidney and Locke about the eternal principles of 
liberty.” 

“Never heard of ‘em. We read only the Bible, the Catechism, Watts’s Psalms and Hymns, and the 
Almanack.” 

“Well, then, what was the matter? And what did you mean in going to the fight?” 

“Young man, what we meant in going for those red-coats was this: we always had governed ourselves, 
and we always meant to. They didn’t mean we should.” 

And that, gentlemen, is the ultimate philosophy of the American Revolution. It correctly assigns its 
underlying cause, it explains and accounts for the action of the patriotic party. Doubtless there were 
subsidiary causes affecting localities and interests, especially on the sea-coast and in larger commercial 
towns; but the yeomanry of the interior felt none of those grievances. And yet, from Maine to Georgia, 
they were among the first to resist the British pretensions. Thomas Paine once said something like this: 
“The British ministry were too jealous of the colonists to govern them justly, too ignorant to govern 
them well, and too far away to govern them at all.” That puts the matter very neatly; but Levi Preston, 
the Danvers yeoman, put it far better; for no other words known to me ever expressed the actual 
condition of affairs with more historic truth or more tersely. For the attitude of the colonists was not that 
of slaves seeking liberty, but of freemen—free men for five generations—resisting political servitude. 
And as Mr. Webster (who must often have conversed with his father on the subject) once said, with his 
usual historical accuracy and with a felicity all his own: “While actual suffering was yet afar off ... they went 
to war against a preamble. They fought seven years against a declaration.” The preamble was that of the 
Stamp Act: “Whereas it is necessary to raise a revenue from the colonies for their defense.” The 
declaration was, “that the power of Parliament over the colonies extends to all cases whatsoever.” [...] 

It was no new thing to overthrow dynasties or to disrupt enemies. It was no new thing to make 
conquests or to repel invasions. But the battle-fields on which the condition of any considerable part of 
the human race has been permanently changed are few; and fewer still those on which has been 
instituted a new principle of government apparently destined to affect the whole human race. 
Thermopylae saved for a time the civilization of Greece, but it did not advance the civilization of the 
world. Waterloo merely restored the old status of Europe. The wars of the great English Revolution did 
not bring into the British constitution true representative government—that came two centuries later 
with the Reform Bill of 1832. But the Concord fight, as Levi Preston substantially said, preserved, if it did 
not inaugurate, what Webster called “a government of the people, for the people, and accountable to 
the people.” […]
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Letter: John Adams to the Abbé de Mably

January 15, 1783


Sir


It was with Pleasure, that I learn’d your Design of Writing upon the American Revolution, because your 
other Writings which are much admired by the Americans, contain Principles of Legislation, Polity and 
Negotiation perfectly conformable to theirs: so that it is impossible for you to write upon the Subject 
without producing a  Work which will be entertaining an instructive to the Public, and especially to 
America. But I hope you will not think me guilty of Presumption nor Affectation of Singularity, if I 
venture to give you my Opinion that it is too Soon to attempt a compleat History, of this great Event and 
that there is no Man in Europe or America, who is as yet qualified for it, and furnished with the 
necessary Materials.


[…] Let me close this Letter, Sir, by giving you a Clue to the whole Mistery. There is a general Analogy, in 
the Governments and Characters of all the thirteen States: But as the Controversy and the War, began in 
the Massachusetts Bay, the principal Province of New England, their Institutions had the first operation. 
Four of those Institutions, Should be Studied and fully examined by any one, who would write with any 
Intelligence upon the Subject because they produced the decisive Effect, not only by the first decisions 
of the Controversy in publick Councils, and the first determinations to resist in Arms, but by 
Influencing the Minds of the other Colonies to follow their Example and to adopt, in a greater or less 
degree the Same Institutions and Similar Measures.


The four Institutions intended are, 1. the Towns. 2. The Churches. 3. The Schools. and 4. the Militia.


1. The Towns are certain Pieces of Land or Districts of Territory, into which the Massachusetts Bay, 
Connecticut, New Hampshire and Rhode Island are divided.— Each Town contains upon an Average 
Six miles or two Leagues Square. The Inhabitants who live within its Limits are erected by Law into a 
Corporation or Body Politick and are vested with certain Powers and Priviledges, Such as repairing the 
Roads, maintaining the Poor, choosing the Select Men Constables Collectors of Taxes, and other 
Officers, and above all their Representatives in the Legislature; and that of Assembling, whenever 
warned to it by their select Men, in Town Meeting to deliberate upon the publick affairs of the Town, or 
to instruct their Representatives. The Consequence of this Institution has been, that all the Inhabitants 
have acquired from their Infancy, an Habit of debating, deliberating and judging of public Affairs. it was 
in these Town Meetings that the Sentiments of the People were first formed, and their Resolutions 
taken from the Beginning to the End of this Controversy and War.


2. The Churches are the religious Societies, which comprehend the whole People. each Town composes 
one Parish and one Church at least. most of them have more than one, and many of them Several. Each 
Parish has a Meeting house and a Minister, Supported at its own Expence. The Constitutions of the 
Churches are extreamly popular and the Clergy have little Authority or Influence, except such as their 
own Piety, Virtues and Learning naturally give them. They are chosen by the People of the Parish and 
ordained by the neighbouring Clergy. They all marry and have families, and live with their Parishes in 
mutual Friendship and good Offices. They visit the sick are charitable to the Poor, attend all Marriages 
& Funerals and preach, twice on every sunday. The least Reproach to their moral Character, ruins their 
Influence and forfeits their Livings, so that they are a wise virtuous and pious set of Men. Their 
sentiments are generally popular and they are zealous Friends of Liberty.


3. The Schools are in every Town. By an early Law of the Colony, every Town consisting of Sixty 
Families, is obliged, under a Penalty to maintain constantly a School House and a school Master, who 
teaches Reading, Writing Arithmetick and the Rudiments of Latin and Greek. To this public school the 
Children of all the Inhabitants poor as well as rich, have a Right to go. In these Schools are formed 
schollars for the Colleges at Cambridge New Haven, Warwick9 and Dartmouth, and in those Colledges 

are educated, Masters for the schools, Ministers for the Churches, Practitioners in Law and Physick, and 
Magistrates and officers for the Government of the Country.


4. The Militia comprehends the whole People.—By the Law of the Land every Male Inhabitant between 
Sixteen and Sixty Years of Age is enrolled in a Company and a Regiment of Militia, compleatly 
organized with all its officers, is obliged to keep at his own Expence constantly in his House, a Firelock 
in good order, a Powder Horn with a Pound of Powder, twelve Flynts four and Twenty Bullets, a 
Cartouch Box and an Havresack.—so that the whole Country is ready to march for their Defence at a 
short Warning. The Companies and Regiments are obliged to assemble certain Times of the Year, at the 
Command of their Officers, for the View of their Arms and Ammunition and to go through the military 
Exercises.


Thus, Sir you have a Brief Sketch of the four Principal Sources of that Wisdom in Council, and that skill 
and Bravery in War, which have produced the American Revolution and which I hope will be Sacredly 
preserved as the foundations of a free, happy and prosperous People.


If there is any other Particular in which I can give you any Information, you will do me a favour to 
mention it.


With very great Esteem I have the Honour to be, sir your most obedient and most humble servant.
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Declaration of Rights and Grievances

[Also known as the “Resolutions of the Stamp Act Congress”]

Stamp Act Congress


[October 19, 1765]


DECLARATION OF RIGHTS.


The members of this congress, sincerely devoted, with the warmest sentiments of affection and 
duty to his majesty’s person and government, inviolably attached to the present happy 
establishment of the protestant succession, and with minds deeply impressed by a sense of the 
present and impending misfortunes of the British colonies on this continent; having considered 
as maturely as time would permit, the circumstances of said colonies, esteem it our indispensable 
duty to make the following declarations, of our humble opinions, respecting the most 
essential  rights and liberties of the colonists, and of the grievances under which they labor, by 
reason of several late acts of parliament.


1st. That his majesty’s subjects in these colonies, owe the same allegiance to the crown of Great 
Britain that is owing from his subjects born within the realm, and all due subordination to that 
august body, the parliament of Great Britain.


2d. That his majesty’s liege subjects in these colonies are entitled to all the inherent rights and 
privileges of his natural born subjects within the kingdom of Great Britain.


3d. That it is inseparably essential to the freedom of a people, and the undoubted rights of 
Englishmen, that no taxes should be imposed on them, but with their own consent, given 
personally, or by their representatives.


4th. That the people of these colonies are not, and from their local circumstances, cannot be 
represented in the house of commons in Great Britain.


5th. That the only representatives of the people of these colonies are persons chosen therein, by 
themselves; and that no taxes ever have been, or can be constitutionally imposed on them, but by 
their respective legislatures.


6th. That all supplies to the crown, being free gifts of the people, it is unreasonable and 
inconsistent with the principles and spirit of the British constitution, for the people of Great 
Britain to grant to his majesty the property of the colonists.


7th. That trial by jury is the inherent and invaluable right of every British subject in these 
colonies.


8th. That the late act of parliament entitled, an act for granting and applying certain stamp duties, 
and other duties in the British colonies and plantations in America, &c. [viz., the “Stamp Act”], by 
imposing taxes on the inhabitants of these colonies, and the said act, and several other acts, by 
extending the jurisdiction of the courts of admiralty beyond its ancient  limits, have a manifest 
tendency to subvert the rights and liberties of the colonists.


9th. That the duties imposed by several late acts of parliament, from the peculiar circumstances of 
these colonies, will be extremely burthensome and grievous, and, from the scarcity of specie, the 
payment of them absolutely impracticable.


10th. That as the profits of the trade of these colonies ultimately centre in Great Britain, to pay for 
the manufactures which they are obliged to take from thence, they eventually contribute very 
largely to all supplies granted there to the crown.


11th. That the restrictions imposed by several late acts of parliament, on the trade of these 
colonies, will render them unable to purchase the manufactures of Great Britain.


12th. That the increase, prosperity, and happiness of these colonies, depend on the full and free 
enjoyment of their rights and liberties, and an intercourse, with Great Britain, mutually 
affectionate and advantageous.


13th. That it is the right of the British subjects in these colonies, to petition the king or either 
house of parliament.


Lastly, That it is the indispensable duty of these colonies to the best of sovereigns, to the mother 
country, and to themselves, to endeavor, by a loyal and dutiful address to his majesty, and humble 
application to both houses of parliament, to procure the repeal of the act for granting and 
applying certain stamp duties, of all clauses of any other acts of parliament, whereby the 
jurisdiction of the admiralty is extended as aforesaid, and of the other late acts for the restriction 
of the American commerce.
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Rules By Which A Great Empire May Be Reduced To A Small One

Benjamin Franklin

The Public Advertiser [London], September 11, 1773


An ancient Sage valued himself upon this, that tho’ he could not fiddle, he knew how to make a great 
City of a little one. The Science that I, a modern Simpleton, am about to communicate is the very 
reverse.


I address myself to all Ministers who have the Management of extensive Dominions, which from their 
very Greatness are become troublesome to govern, because the Multiplicity of their Affairs leaves no 
Time for fiddling.


I. In the first Place, Gentlemen, you are to consider, that a great Empire, like a great Cake, is most easily 
diminished at the Edges. Turn your Attention therefore first to your remotest Provinces; that as you get 
rid of them, the next may follow in Order.


II. That the Possibility of this Separation may always exist, take special Care the Provinces are never 
incorporated with the Mother Country, that they do not enjoy the same common Rights, the same 
Privileges in Commerce, and that they are governed by severer Laws, all of your enacting, without 
allowing them any Share in the Choice of the Legislators. By carefully making and preserving such 
Distinctions, you will (to keep to my Simile of the Cake) act like a wise Gingerbread Baker, who, to 
facilitate a Division, cuts his Dough half through in those Places, where, when bak’d, he would have it 
broken to Pieces.


III. These remote Provinces have perhaps been acquired, purchas’d, or conquer’d, at the sole Expence 
of the Settlers or their Ancestors, without the Aid of the Mother Country. If this should happen to 
increase her Strength by their growing Numbers ready to join in her Wars, her Commerce by their 
growing Demand for her Manufactures, or her Naval Power by greater Employment for her Ships and 
Seamen, they may probably suppose some Merit in this, and that it entitles them to some Favour; you 
are therefore to forget it all, or resent it as if they had done you Injury. If they happen to be zealous 
Whigs, Friends of Liberty, nurtur’d in Revolution Principles, remember all that to their Prejudice, and 
contrive to punish it: For such Principles, after a Revolution is thoroughly established, are of no more 
Use, they are even odious and abominable.


IV. However peaceably your Colonies have submitted to your Government, shewn their Affection to 
your Interest, and patiently borne their Grievances, you are to suppose them always inclined to revolt, 
and treat them accordingly. Quarter Troops among them, who by their Insolence may provoke the 
rising of Mobs, and by their Bullets and Bayonets suppress them. By this Means, like the Husband who 
uses his Wife ill from Suspicion, you may in Time convert your Suspicions into Realities.


V. Remote Provinces must have Governors, and Judges, to represent the Royal Person, and execute every 
where the delegated Parts of his Office and Authority. You Ministers know, that much of the Strength of 
Government depends on the Opinion of the People; and much of that Opinion on the Choice of Rulers 
placed immediately over them. If you send them wise and good Men for Governors, who study the 
Interest of the Colonists, and advance their Prosperity, they will think their King wise and good, and 
that he wishes the Welfare of his Subjects. If you send them learned and upright Men for Judges, they 
will think him a Lover of Justice. This may attach your Provinces more to his Government. You are 
therefore to be careful who you recommend for those Offices. -- If you can find Prodigals who have 
ruined their Fortunes, broken Gamesters or Stock-Jobbers, these may do well as Governors; for they will 
probably be rapacious, and provoke the People by their Extortions. Wrangling Proctors and petty-
fogging Lawyers too are not amiss, for they will be for ever disputing and quarrelling with their little 
Parliaments. If withal they should be ignorant, wrong-headed and insolent, so much the better. 
Attorneys Clerks and Newgate Solicitors will do for Chief-Justices, especially if they hold their Places 

during your Pleasure: -- And all will contribute to impress those ideas of your Government that are 
proper for a People you would wish to renounce it.


VI. To confirm these Impressions, and strike them deeper, whenever the Injured come to the Capital 
with Complaints of Mal-administration, Oppression, or Injustice, punish such Suitors with long Delay, 
enormous Expence, and a final Judgment in Favour of the Oppressor. This will have an admirable Effect 
every Way. The Trouble of future Complaints will be prevented, and Governors and Judges will be 
encouraged to farther Acts of Oppression and Injustice; and thence the People may become more 
disaffected, and at length desperate.


VII. When such Governors have crammed their Coffers, and made themselves so odious to the People 
that they can no longer remain among them with Safety to their Persons, recall and reward them with 
Pensions. You may make them Baronets too, if that respectable Order should not think fit to resent it. All 
will contribute to encourage new Governors in the same Practices, and make the supreme Government 
detestable.


VIII. If when you are engaged in War, your Colonies should vie in liberal Aids of Men and Money 
against the common Enemy, upon your simple Requisition, and give far beyond their Abilities, reflect, 
that a Penny taken from them by your Power is more honourable to you than a Pound presented by 
their Benevolence. Despise therefore their voluntary Grants, and resolve to harrass them with novel 
Taxes. They will probably complain to your Parliaments that they are taxed by a Body in which they 
have no Representative, and that this is contrary to common Right. They will petition for Redress. Let 
the Parliaments flout their Claims, reject their Petitions, refuse even to suffer the reading of them, and 
treat the Petitioners with the utmost Contempt. Nothing can have a better Effect, in producing the 
Alienation proposed; for though many can forgive Injuries, none ever forgave Contempt.


IX. In laying these Taxes, never regard the heavy Burthens those remote People already undergo, in 
defending their own Frontiers, supporting their own provincial Governments, making new Roads, 
building Bridges, Churches and other public Edifices, which in old Countries have been done to your 
Hands by your Ancestors, but which occasion constant Calls and Demands on the Purses of a new 
People. Forget the Restraints you lay on their Trade for your own Benefit, and the Advantage a 
Monopoly of this Trade gives your exacting Merchants. Think nothing of the Wealth those Merchants 
and your Manufacturers acquire by the Colony Commerce; their encreased Ability thereby to pay Taxes 
at home; their accumulating, in the Price of their Commodities, most of those Taxes, and so levying 
them from their consuming Customers: All this, and the Employment and Support of Thousands of 
your Poor by the Colonists, you are intirely to forget. But remember to make your arbitrary Tax more 
grievous to your Provinces, by public Declarations importing that your Power of taxing them has no 
Limits, so that when you take from them without their Consent a Shilling in the Pound, you have a clear 
Right to the other nineteen. This will probably weaken every Idea of Security in their Property, and 
convince them that under such a Government they have nothing they can call their own; which can 
scarce fail of producing the happiest Consequences!


X. Possibly indeed some of them might still comfort themselves, and say, “Though we have no Property, 
we have yet something left that is valuable; we have constitutional Liberty both of Person and of 
Conscience. This King, these Lords, and these Commons, who it seems are too remote from us to know 
us and feel for us, cannot take from us our Habeas Corpus Right, or our Right of Trial by a Jury of our 
Neighbours: They cannot deprive us of the Exercise of our Religion, alter our ecclesiastical 
Constitutions, and compel us to be Papists if they please, or Mahometans.” To annihilate this Comfort, 
begin by Laws to perplex their Commerce with infinite Regulations impossible to be remembered and 
observed; ordain Seizures of their Property for every Failure; take away the Trial of such Property by 
Jury, and give it to arbitrary Judges of your own appointing, and of the lowest Characters in the Country, 
whose Salaries and Emoluments are to arise out of the Duties or Condemnations, and whose 
Appointments are during Pleasure. Then let there be a formal Declaration of both Houses, that 
Opposition to your Edicts is Treason, and that Persons suspected of Treason in the Provinces may, 
according to some obsolete Law, be seized and sent to the Metropolis of the Empire for Trial; and pass 
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an Act that those there charged with certain other Offences shall be sent away in Chains from their 
Friends and Country to be tried in the same Manner for Felony. Then erect a new Court of Inquisition 
among them, accompanied by an armed Force, with Instructions to transport all such suspected 
Persons, to be ruined by the Expence if they bring over Evidences to prove their Innocence, or be found 
guilty and hanged if they can’t afford it. And lest the People should think you cannot possibly go any 
farther, pass another solemn declaratory Act, that “King, Lords, and Commons had, hath, and of Right 
ought to have, full Power and Authority to make Statutes of sufficient Force and Validity to bind the 
unrepresented Provinces IN ALL CASES WHATSOEVER.” This will include spiritual with temporal; 
and taken together, must operate wonderfully to your Purpose, by convincing them, that they are at 
present under a Power something like that spoken of in the Scriptures, which can not only kill their 
Bodies, but damn their Souls to all Eternity, by compelling them, if it pleases, to worship the Devil.


XI. To make your Taxes more odious, and more likely to procure Resistance, send from the Capital a 
Board of Officers to superintend the Collection, composed of the most indiscreet, ill-bred and insolent 
you can find. Let these have large Salaries out of the extorted Revenue, and live in open grating Luxury 
upon the Sweat and Blood of the Industrious, whom they are to worry continually with groundless and 
expensive Prosecutions before the above-mentioned arbitrary Revenue-Judges, all at the Cost of the 
Party prosecuted tho’ acquitted, because the King is to pay no Costs. -- Let these Men by your Order be 
exempted from all the common Taxes and Burthens of the Province, though they and their Property are 
protected by its Laws. If any Revenue Officers are suspected of the least Tenderness for the People, 
discard them. If others are justly complained of, protect and reward them. If any of the Under-officers 
behave so as to provoke the People to drub them, promote those to better Offices: This will encourage 
others to procure for themselves such profitable Drubbings, by multiplying and enlarging such 
Provocations, and all with work towards the End you aim at.


XII. Another Way to make your Tax odious, is to misapply the Produce of it. If it was originally 
appropriated for the Defence of the Provinces and the better Support of Government, and the 
Administration of Justice where it may be necessary, then apply none of it to that Defence, but bestow it 
where it is not necessary, in augmented Salaries or Pensions to every Governor who has distinguished 
himself by his Enmity to the People, and by calumniating them to their Sovereign. This will make them 
pay it more unwillingly, and be more apt to quarrel with those that collect it, and those that imposed it, 
who will quarrel again with them, and all shall contribute to your main Purpose of making them weary 
of your Government.


XIII. If the People of any Province have been accustomed to support their own Governors and Judges to 
Satisfaction, you are to apprehend that such Governors and Judges may be thereby influenced to treat 
the People kindly, and to do them Justice. This is another Reason for applying Part of that Revenue in 
larger Salaries to such Governors and Judges, given, as their Commissions are, during your Pleasure 
only, forbidding them to take any Salaries from their Provinces; that thus the People may no longer 
hope any Kindness from their Governors, or (in Crown Cases) any Justice from their Judges. And as the 
Money thus mis-applied in one Province is extorted from all, probably all will resent the Mis-
application.


XIV. If the Parliaments of your Provinces should dare to claim Rights or complain of your 
Administration, order them to be harass’d with repeated Dissolutions. If the same Men are continually 
return’d by new Elections, adjourn their Meetings to some Country Village where they cannot be 
accommodated, and there keep them during Pleasure; for this, you know, is your PREROGATIVE; and 
an excellent one it is, as you may manage it, to promote Discontents among the People, diminish their 
Respect, and increase their Dis-affection.


XV. Convert the brave honest Officers of your Navy into pimping Tide-waiters and Colony Officers of 
the Customs. Let those who in Time of War fought gallantly in Defence of the Commerce of their 
Countrymen, in Peace be taught to prey upon it. Let them learn to be corrupted by great and real 
Smugglers, but (to shew their Diligence) scour with armed Boats every Bay, Harbour, River, Creek, Cove 
or Nook throughout the Coast of your Colonies, stop and detain every Coaster, every Wood-boat, every 

Fisherman, tumble their Cargoes, and even their Ballast, inside out and upside down; and if a Penn’orth 
of Pins is found un-entered, let the Whole be seized and confiscated. Thus shall the Trade of your 
Colonists suffer more from their Friends in Time of Peace, than it did from their Enemies in War. Then 
let these Boats Crews land upon every Farm in their Way, rob the Orchards, steal the Pigs and Poultry, 
and insult the Inhabitants. If the injured and exasperated Farmers, unable to procure other Justice, 
should attack the Agressors, drub them and burn their Boats, you are to call this High Treason and 
Rebellion, order Fleets and Armies into their Country, and threaten to carry all the Offenders three 
thousand Miles to be hang’d, drawn and quartered. O! this will work admirably!


XVI. If you are told of Discontents in your Colonies, never believe that they are general, or that you have 
given Occasion for them; therefore do not think of applying any Remedy, or of changing any offensive 
Measure. Redress no Grievance, lest they should be encouraged to demand the Redress of some other 
Grievance. Grant no Request that is just and reasonable, lest they should make another that is 
unreasonable. Take all your Informations of the State of the Colonies from your Governors and Officers 
in Enmity with them. Encourage and reward these Leasing-makers; secrete their lying Accusations lest 
they should be confuted; but act upon them as the clearest Evidence, and believe nothing you hear from 
the Friends of the People. Suppose all their Complaints to be invented and promoted by a few factious 
Demagogues, whom if you could catch and hang, all would be quiet. Catch and hang a few of them 
accordingly; and the Blood of the Martyrs shall work Miracles in favour of your Purpose.


XVII. If you see rival Nations rejoicing at the Prospect of your Disunion with your Provinces, and 
endeavouring to promote it: If they translate, publish and applaud all the Complaints of your 
discontented Colonists, at the same Time privately stimulating you to severer Measures; let not that 
alarm or offend you. Why should it? since you all mean the same Thing.


XVIII. If any Colony should at their own Charge erect a Fortress to secure their Port against the Fleets of 
a foreign Enemy, get your Governor to betray that Fortress into your Hands. Never think of paying what 
it cost the Country, for that would look, at least, like some Regard for Justice; but turn it into a Citadel to 
awe the Inhabitants and curb their Commerce. If they should have lodged in such Fortress the very 
Arms they bought and used to aid you in your Conquests, seize them all, ’twill provoke like Ingratitude 
added to Robbery. One admirable Effect of these Operations will be, to discourage every other Colony 
from erecting such Defences, and so their and your Enemies may more easily invade them, to the great 
Disgrace of your Government, and of course the Furtherance of your Project.


XIX. Send Armies into their Country under Pretence of protecting the Inhabitants; but instead of 
garrisoning the Forts on their Frontiers with those Troops, to prevent Incursions, demolish those Forts, 
and order the Troops into the Heart of the Country, that the Savages may be encouraged to attack the 
Frontiers, and that the Troops may be protected by the Inhabitants: This will seem to proceed from your 
Ill will or your Ignorance, and contribute farther to produce and strengthen an Opinion among them, 
that you are no longer fit to govern them.


XX. Lastly, Invest the General of your Army in the Provinces with great and unconstitutional Powers, 
and free him from the Controul of even your own Civil Governors. Let him have Troops enow under his 
Command, with all the Fortresses in his Possession; and who knows but (like some provincial Generals 
in the Roman Empire, and encouraged by the universal Discontent you have produced) he may take it 
into his Head to set up for himself. If he should, and you have carefully practised these few excellent 
Rules of mine, take my Word for it, all the Provinces will immediately join him, and you will that Day (if 
you have not done it sooner) get rid of the Trouble of governing them, and all the Plagues attending 
their Commerce and Connection from thenceforth and for ever. Q. E. D.
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Declaration and Resolves

First Continental Congress


Friday, October 14, 1774.


The Congress met according to adjournment, and resuming the consideration of the subject 
under debate, came into the following Resolutions:


Whereas, since the close of the last war, the British Parliament, claiming a power of right to bind 
the people of America, by statute, in all cases whatsoever, hath, in some Acts, expressly imposed 
taxes on them, and in others, under various pretences, but in fact for the purpose of raising a 
revenue, hath imposed rates and duties payable in these Colonies, established a Board of 
Commissioners, with unconstitutional powers, and extended the jurisdiction of Courts of 
Admiralty, not only for collecting the said duties, but for the trial of causes merely arising within 
the body of a County:


And whereas, in consequence of other Statutes, Judges, who before held only estates at will in 
their offices, have been made dependent on the Crown alone for their salaries, and Standing 
Armies kept in times of peace: And it has lately been resolved in Parliament, that by force of a 
Statute, made in the thirty-fifth year of the reign of King  Henry  the Eighth, Colonists may be 
transported to  England, and tried there upon accusations for treason, and misprisions, or 
concealments of treasons committed in the Colonies, and by a late Statute, such trials have been 
directed in cases therein mentioned:


And whereas, in the last session of Parliament, three Statutes were made, one, entituled “An Act 
to discontinue, in such manner, and for such time, as are therein mentioned, the landing and 
discharging, lading or shipping of Goods, Wares, and Merchandise, at the Town, and within the 
Harbour of Boston, in the Province of Massachusetts Bay, in North America;” another, entituled “An 
Act for the better regulating the Government of the Province of  Massachusetts Bay, in  New 
England;” and another, entituled “An Act for the impartial administration of Justice in the cases of 
persons questioned for any act done by them in the execution of the law, or for the suppression of 
riots and tumults in the Province of the Massachusetts Bay, in New England;” and another Statute 
was then made “for making more effectual provision for the Government of the Province 
of  Quebec,” &c. All which statutes are impolitick, unjust, and cruel, as well as unconstitutional, 
and most dangerous and destructive of American rights:


And whereas, Assemblies have been frequently dissolved, contrary to the rights of the people, 
when they attempted to deliberate on grievances; and their dutiful, humble, loyal, and reasonable 
Petitions to the Crown for redress, have been repeatedly treated with contempt by his Majesty’s 
Ministers of State:


The good people of the several Colonies of  New-Hampshire, Massachusetts Bay, Rhode-
Island  and  Providence Plantations, Connecticut, New-York, New-Jersey, Pennsylvania, New-Castle, 
Kent,  and  Sussex, on  Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and  South Carolina, justly 
alarmed at these arbitrary proceedings of Parliament and Administration, have severally elected, 
constituted, and appointed Deputies to meet and sit in General Congress, in the City 
of Philadelphia, in order to obtain such establishment as that their religion, laws, and liberties may 
not be subverted: Whereupon the Deputies so appointed being now assembled, in a full and free 
representation of these Colonies, taking into their most serious consideration the best means of 
attaining the ends aforesaid, do, in the first place, as Englishmen, their ancestors in like cases have 
usually done, for asserting and vindicating their rights and liberties, declare,


That the inhabitants of the English Colonies in North America, by the immutable laws of nature, 
the principles of the  English  Constitution, and the several Charters or Compacts, have the 
following Rights:


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


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


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


Resolved, 4. That the foundation of English Liberty, and of all free Government, is a right in 
the people to participate in their Legislative Council: and as the  English  Colonists are not 
represented, and from their local and other circumstances cannot be properly represented 
in the British Parliament, they are entitled to a free and exclusive power of legislation in their 
several Provincial Legislatures, where their right of Representation can alone be preserved, 
in all cases of taxation and internal polity, subject only to the negative of their Sovereign, in 
such manner as has been heretofore used and accustomed. But, from the necessity of the 
case, and a regard to the mutual interest of both Countries, we cheerfully consent to the 
operation of such Acts of the British Parliament, as are, bona fide, restrained to the regulation 
of our external commerce, for the purpose of securing the commercial advantages of the 
whole Empire to the mother country, and the commercial benefits of its respective members; 
excluding every idea of Taxation, internal or external, for raising a revenue on the subjects 
in America, without their consent.


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


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


Resolved, N. C. D.  7. That these, his Majesty’s Colonies, are likewise entitled to all the 
immunities and privileges granted and confirmed to them by Royal Charters, or secured by 
their several codes of Provincial Laws.


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


Resolved, N. C. D. 9. That the keeping a Standing Army in these Colonies, in times of peace, 
without the consent of the Legislature of that Colony, in which such Army is kept, is against 
law.


Resolved, N. C. D.  10. It is indispensably necessary to good Government, and rendered 
essential by the  English  Constitution, that the constituent branches of the  Legislature be 
independent of each other; that, therefore, the exercise of Legislative power in several 
Colonies, by a Council appointed, during pleasure, by the Crown, is unconstitutional, 
dangerous, and destructive to the freedom of American Legislation.


All and each of which the aforesaid Deputies, in behalf of themselves and their constituents, do 
claim, demand, and insist on, as their indubitable rights and liberties; which cannot be legally 
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taken from them, altered or abridged by any power whatever, without their own consent, by their 
Representatives in their several Provincial Legislatures.


In the course of our inquiry we find many infringements and violations of the foregoing Rights, 
which from an ardent desire, that harmony and mutual intercourse of affection and interest may 
be restored, we pass over for the present, and proceed to state such Acts and measures as have 
been adopted since the last war, which demonstrate a system formed to enslave America.


Resolved, N. C. D. That the following Acts of Parliament are infringements and violations of the 
rights of the Colonists; and that the repeal of them is essentially necessary in order to restore 
harmony between Great Britain and the American Colonies, viz:


The several Acts of 4 George III. ch. 15, and ch. 34. 5 George III. ch. 25. 6 George III. ch. 52. 7 George III. 
ch. 41, and ch. 46. 8 George  III. ch. 22, which impose duties for the purpose of raising a revenue 
in  America, extend the powers of the Admiralty Courts beyond their ancient limits, deprive 
the American subject of trial by jury, authorize the Judge’s certificate to indemnify the prosecutor 
from damages, that he might otherwise be liable to, requiring oppressive security from a claimant 
of ships and goods seized, before he shall be allowed to defend his property, and are subversive 
of American rights.


Also the 12 George  III. ch. 24, entituled “An Act for the better securing his Majesty’s Dock-yards, 
Magazines, Ships, Ammunition, and Stores,” which declares a new offence in  America, and 
deprives the American subject of a constitutional trial by jury of the vicinage, by authorizing the 
trial of any person, charged with the committing any offence described in the said Act, out of the 
Realm, to be indicted and tried for the same in any Shire or County within the Realm.


Also the three Acts passed in the last session of Parliament, for stopping the Port and blocking up 
the Harbour of Boston, for altering the Charter and Government of the Massachusetts Bay, and 
that which is entituled “An Act for the better administration of Justice,” &c.


Also the Act passed in the same session for  establishing the Roman Catholick Religion in the 
Province of  Quebec, abolishing the equitable system of  English  Laws, and erecting a tyranny 
there, to the great danger, from so total a dissimilarity of Religion, Law, and Government of the 
neighbouring  British  Colonies, by the assistance of whose blood and treasure the said country 
was conquered from France.


Also the Act passed in the same session for the better providing suitable Quarters for Officers and 
Soldiers in his Majesty’s service in North America.


Also, that the keeping a Standing Army in several of these Colonies, in time of peace, without the 
consent of the Legislature of that Colony in which such Army is kept, is against law.


To these grevious Acts and measures Americans cannot submit, but in hopes that their fellow-
subjects in  Great Britain  will, on a revision of them, restore us to that state in which both 
countries found happiness and prosperity, we have for the present only resolved to pursue the 
following peaceable measures: 1. To enter into a Non-Importation, Non-Consumption, and Non-
Exportatation Agreement or Association [viz., the “Continental Association,” adopted Oct. 20, 
1774]. 2. To prepare an Address to the People of Great Britain, and a Memorial to the Inhabitants 
of British America [adopted Oct. 21, 1774]; and 3. To prepare a loyal Address to his Majesty [viz., the 
“Petition to the King,” adopted October 26, 1774], agreeable to Resolutions already entered into.
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Continental Association

[Also known as the “Articles of Association”]

First Continental Congress


Thursday, October 20, 1774.


The Association being copied, was read, and signed at the table, and is as follows:


We, his Majesty’s most loyal subjects, the Delegates of the several Colonies of  New-Hampshire, 
Massachusetts Bay, Rhode-Island, Connecticut, New-York, New-Jersey, Pennsylvania, the three Lower 
Counties of  New-Castle, Kent, and  Sussex, on Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North 
Carolina,  and  South Carolina, deputed to represent them in a Continental Congress, held in the 
City of Philadelphia, on the fifth day of September, 1774, avowing our allegiance to his Majesty; our 
affection and regard for our fellow-subjects in  Great Britain  and elsewhere; affected with the 
deepest anxiety and most alarming apprehensions at those grievances and distresses with which 
his Majesty’s  American  subjects are oppressed; and having taken under our most serious 
deliberation the state of the whole Continent, find that the present unhappy situation of our 
affairs is occasioned by a ruinous system of Colony Administration, adopted by 
the  British  Ministry about the year 1763, evidently calculated for enslaving these Colonies, and, 
with them, the British Empire. In prosecution of which system, various Acts of Parliament have 
been passed for raising a Revenue in  America, for depriving the  American  subjects, in many 
instances, of the constitutional Trial by Jury, exposing their lives to danger by directing a new and 
illegal trial beyond the seas for crimes alleged to have been committed in  America; and in 
prosecution of the same system, several late, cruel, and oppressive Acts have been passed 
respecting the Town of  Boston  and the  Massachusetts Bay, and also an Act for extending the 
Province of  Quebec, so as to border on the Western Frontiers of these Colonies, establishing an 
arbitrary Government therein, and discouraging the settlement of  British  subjects in that wide 
extended country; thus, by the influence of civil principles and ancient prejudices, to dispose the 
inhabitants to act with hostility against the free Protestant Colonies, whenever a wicked Ministry 
shall choose so to direct them.


To obtain redress of these Grievances, which threaten destruction to the Lives, Liberty, and 
Property of his Majesty’s subjects in  North America, we are of opinion that a Non-Importation, 
Non-Consumption, and Non-Exportation Agreement, faithfully adhered to, will prove the most 
speedy, effectual, and peaceable measure; and, therefore, we do, for ourselves, and the inhabitants 
of the several Colonies whom we represent, firmly agree and associate, under the sacred ties of 
Virtue, Honour, and Love of our Country, as follows:


1. That from and after the first day of December next, we will not import into British America, 
from  Great Britain  or  Ireland, any Goods, Wares, or Merchandises whatsoever, or from any 
other place, any such Goods, Wares, or Merchandises as shall have been exported from Great 
Britain or Ireland; nor will we, after that day, import any East India Tea from any part of the 
World; nor any Molasses, Syrups, Paneles, Coffee, or Pimento, from the British Plantations or 
from Dominica; nor Wines from Madeira, or the Western Islands; nor Foreign Indigo.


2. That we will neither import nor purchase any Slave imported after the first day 
of  December  next; after which time we will wholly discontinue the Slave Trade, and will 
neither be concerned in it ourselves, nor will we hire our vessels, nor sell our Commodities 
or Manufactures to those who are concerned in it.


3. As a Non-Consumption Agreement, strictly adhered to, will be an effectual security for the 
observation of the Non-Importation, we, as above, solemnly agree and associate, that from 
this day we will not purchase or use any Tea imported on account of the East India Company, 
or any on which a Duty hath been or shall be paid; and from and after the first day of March 
next we will not purchase or use any East India Tea whatsoever; nor will we, nor shall any 

person for or under us, purchase or use any of those Goods, Wares, or Merchandises we 
have agreed not to import, which we shall know, or have cause to suspect, were imported 
after the first day of  December, except such as come under the rules and directions of the 
tenth Article hereafter mentioned.


4. The earnest desire we have not to injure our fellow-subjects in  Great Britain, Ireland, or 
the West Indies, induces us to suspend a Non-Exportation until the tenth day of September, 
1775; at which time, if the said Acts and parts of Acts of the British Parliament herein after 
mentioned, are not repealed, we will not, directly or indirectly, export any Merchandise or 
Commodity whatsoever to Great Britain, Ireland, or the West Indies, except Rice to Europe.


5. Such as are Merchants, and use the  British  and  Irish  Trade, will give orders as soon as 
possible to their Factors, Agents, and Correspondents, in  Great Britain  and  Ireland, not to 
ship any Goods to them, on any pretence whatsoever, as they cannot be received 
in America; and if any Merchant residing in Great Britain or Ireland, shall directly or indirectly 
ship any Goods, Wares, or Merchandises for  America, in order to break the said Non-
Importation Agreement, or in any manner contravene the same, on such unworthy conduct 
being well attested, it ought to be made publick; and, on the same being so done, we will not 
from thenceforth have any commercial connection with such Merchant.


6. That such as are Owners of vessels will give positive orders to their Captains, or Masters, 
not to receive on board their vessels any Goods prohibited by the said Non-Importation 
Agreement, on pain of immediate dismission from their service.


7. We will use our utmost endeavours to improve the breed of Sheep, and increase their 
number to the greatest extent; and to that end, we will kill them as sparingly as may be, 
especially those of the most profitable kind; nor will we export any to the  West Indies  or 
elsewhere; and those of us who are or may become overstocked with, or can conveniently 
spare any Sheep, will dispose of them to our neighbours, especially to the poorer sort, upon 
moderate terms.


8. That we will, in our several stations, encourage Frugality, Economy, and Industry, and 
promote Agriculture, Arts, and the Manufactures of this Country, especially  that of Wool; 
and will discountenance and discourage every species of extravagance and dissipation, 
especially all horse-racing, and all kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibitions of plays, 
shews, and other expensive diversions and entertainments; and on the death of any relation 
or friend, none of us, or any of our families, will go into any further mourning-dress than a 
black crape or ribbon on the arm or hat for gentlemen, and a black ribbon and necklace for 
ladies, and we will discontinue the giving of gloves and scarfs at funerals.


9. That such as are venders of Goods or Merchandises will not take advantage of the scarcity 
of Goods that may be occasioned by this Association, but will sell the same at the rates we 
have been respectively accustomed to do for twelve months last past. And if any vender of 
Goods or Merchandises shall sell any such Goods on higher terms, or shall, in any manner, 
or by any device whatsoever, violate or depart from this Agreement, no person ought, nor 
will any of us deal with any such person, or his or her Factor or Agent, at any time thereafter 
for any commodity whatever.


10. In case any Merchant, Trader, or other person, shall import any Goods or Merchandise, 
after the first day of  December, and before the first day of  February  next, the same ought 
forthwith, at the election of the owner, to be either re-shipped or delivered up to the 
Committee of the County or Town wherein they shall be imported, to be stored at the risk of 
the importer, until the Non-Importation Agreement shall cease, or be sold under the 
direction of the Committee aforesaid; and in the last mentioned case, the owner or owners 
of such Goods shall be reimbursed out of the sales the first cost and charges; the profit, if any, 
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to be applied towards relieving and employing such poor inhabitants of the Town 
of Boston  as are immediate sufferers by the Boston Port Bill; and a particular account of all 
Goods so returned, stored, or sold, to be inserted in the publick papers; and if any Goods or 
Merchandises shall be imported after the said first day of February, the same ought 
forthwith to be sent back again, without breaking any of the packages thereof.


11. That a Committee be chosen in every County, City, and Town, by those who are qualified 
to vote for Representatives in the Legislature, whose business it shall be attentively to 
observe the conduct of all persons touching this Association; and when it shall be made to 
appear to the satisfaction of a majority of any such Committee, that any person within the 
limits of their appointment has violated this Association, that such majority do forthwith 
cause the truth of the case to be published in the Gazette, to the end that all such foes to the 
rights of British America may be publickly known, and universally contemned as the enemies 
of American Liberty; and thenceforth we respectively will break off all dealings with him or 
her.


12. That the Committee of Correspondence, in the respective Colonies, do frequently inspect 
the Entries of their Custom Houses, and inform each other, from time to time, of the true 
state thereof, and of every other material circumstance that may occur relative to this 
Association.


13. That all Manufactures of this country be sold at reasonable prices, so that no undue 
advantage be taken of a future scarcity of Goods.


14. And we do further agree and resolve that we will have no Trade, Commerce, Dealings, or 
Intercourse whatsoever with any Colony or Province in  North America, which shall not 
accede to, or which shall hereafter violate this Association, but will hold them as unworthy 
of the rights of freemen, and as inimical to the liberties of this country.


And we do solemnly bind ourselves and our constituents, under the ties aforesaid, to adhere to 
this Association until such parts of the several Acts of Parliament passed since the close of the last 
war, as impose or continue Duties on Tea, Wine, Molasses, Syrups, Paneles, Coffee, Sugar, 
Pimento, Indigo, Foreign Paper, Glass, and Painters’ Colours, imported into America, and extend 
the powers of the Admiralty Courts beyond their ancient limits, deprive the American subjects of 
Trial by Jury, authorize the Judge’s certificate to indemnify the prosecutor from damages that he 
might otherwise be liable to from a trial by his peers, require oppressive security from a claimant 
of Ships or Goods seized, before he shall be allowed to defend his property, are repealed.—And 
until that part of the Act of the 12th George III. ch. 24, entitled “An Act for the better securing his 
Majesty’s Dock-yards, Magazines, Ships, Ammunition, and Stores,” by which any person charged 
with committing any of the offences therein described, in America, may be tried in any Shire or 
County within the Realm, is repealed—and until the four Acts, passed in the last session of 
Parliament, viz: that for stopping the Port and blocking up the Harbour of  Boston—that for 
altering the Charter and Government of the Massachusetts Bay—and that which is entitled An Act 
for the better Administration of Justice, &c.—and that for extending the Limits of Quebec, &c., are 
repealed. And we recommend it to the Provincial Conventions, and to the Committees in the 
respective Colonies, to establish such farther Regulations as they may think proper for carrying 
into execution this Association.


The foregoing Association being determined upon by the Congress, was ordered to be subscribed 
by the several Members thereof; and thereupon, we have hereunto set our respective names 
accordingly.


In Congress, Philadelphia, October 20, 1774.


[List of signatories]
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Address to the People of Great Britain

First Continental Congress


[Composed, September 5, 1774; adopted, October 21, 1774]


To the People of GREAT BRITAIN, from the Delegates appointed by the several ENGLISH Colonies of NEW-
HAMPSHIRE, MASSACHUSETTS BAY, RHODE ISLAND and PROVIDENCE PLANTATIONS, CONNECTICUT, 
NEW-YORK, NEW-JERSEY, PENNSYLVANIA, the Lower Counties on DELAWARE, MARYLAND, VIRGINIA, 

NORTH CAROLINA, and SOUTH CAROLINA, to consider of their Grievances in General Congress, 
at PHILADELPHIA, SEPTEMBER 5, 1774.


Friends and Fellow-Subjects: When a Nation, lead to greatness by the hand of Liberty, and 
possessed of all the Glory that heroism, munificence, and humanity can bestow, descends to the 
ungrateful task of forging chains for her friends and children, and instead of giving support to 
Freedom, turns advocate for Slavery and Oppression, there is reason to suspect she has either 
ceased to be virtuous, or been extremely negligent in the appointment of her Rulers.


In almost every age, in repeated conflicts, in long and bloody wars, as well civil as foreign, against 
many and powerful Nations, against the open assaults of enemies, and the more dangerous 
treachery of friends, have the inhabitants of your Island, your great and glorious ancestors, 
maintained their independence, and transmitted the rights of Men, and the blessings of Liberty, 
to you, their posterity.


Be not surprised therefore, that we, who are descended from the same common ancestors; that 
we, whose forefathers participated in all the rights, the liberties, and the Constitution you so 
justly boast of, and who have carefully conveyed the same fair inheritance to us, guarantied by the 
plighted faith of Government, and the most solemn compacts with  British  Sovereigns, should 
refuse to surrender them to men who found their claims on no principles of reason, and who 
prosecute them with a design, that by having our lives and property in their power, they may with 
the greater facility enslave you.


The cause of America is now the object of universal attention; it has at length become very serious. 
This unhappy country has not only been oppressed, but abused and misrepresented; and the 
duty we owe to ourselves and posterity, to your interest, and the general welfare of 
the British Empire, leads us to address you on this very important subject.


Know then, That we consider ourselves, and do insist, that we are and ought to be as free as our 
fellow-subjects in  Britain, and that no power on earth has a right to take our property from us 
without our consent.


That we claim all the benefits secured to the subject by the English Constitution, and particularly 
that inestimable one of Trial by Jury.


That we hold it essential to English liberty, that no man be condemned unheard, or punished for 
supposed offences, without having an opportunity of making his defence.


That we think the Legislature of Great Britain is not authorized by the Constitution to establish a 
Religion fraught with sanguinary and impious tenets, or to erect an arbitrary form of Government 
in any quarter of the globe. These rights we, as well as you, deem sacred; and yet, sacred as they 
are, they have, with many others, been repeatedly and flagrantly violated.


Are not the Proprietors of the soil of  Great Britain  lords of their own property? Can it be taken 
from them without their consent? Will they yield it to the arbitrary disposal of any man, or 
number of men whatever? You know they will not.


Why then are the Proprietors of the soil of  America  less lords of their property than you are of 
yours? Or why should they submit it to the disposal of your Parliament, or any other Parliament 
or Council in the world, not of their election? Can the intervention of the sea that divides us cause 
disparity in rights? Or can any reason be given, why  English  subjects, who live three thousand 
miles from the Royal Palace, should enjoy less liberty than those who are three hundred miles 
distant from it?


Reason looks with indignation on such distinctions, and Freemen can never perceive their 
propriety. And yet, however chimerical and unjust such discriminations are, the Parliament assert 
that they have a right to bind us in all cases, without exception, whether we consent or not; that 
they may take and use our property when and in what manner they please; that we are 
pensioners on their bounty for all that we possess, and can hold it no longer than they vouchsafe 
to permit. Such declarations we consider as heresies in English politicks, and which can no more 
operate to deprive us of our property, than the interdicts of the Pope can divest Kings of sceptres 
which the laws of the land and the voice of the people have placed in their hands.


At the conclusion of the late war—a war rendered glorious by the abilities and integrity of a 
Minister, to whose efforts the British Empire owes its safety and its fame: at the conclusion of this 
war, which was succeeded by an inglorious peace, formed under the auspices of a Minister of 
principles and of a family unfriendly to the Protestant cause, and inimical to liberty; we say, at this 
period, and under the influence of that man, a plan for enslaving your fellow-subjects 
in America was concerted, and has ever since been pertinaciously carrying into execution. Prior to 
this era you were content with drawing from us the wealth produced by our commerce. You 
restrained our trade in every way that could conduce to your emolument. You exercised 
unbounded sovereignty over the sea. You named the Ports and Nations to which alone our 
merchandise should be carried, and with whom alone we should trade; and though some of these 
restrictions were grievous, we nevertheless did not complain. We looked up to you as to our 
parent state, to which we were bound by the strongest ties, and were happy in being instrumental 
to your prosperity and your grandeur.


We call upon you yourselves to witness our loyalty and attachment to the common interest of the 
whole Empire. Did we not, in the last war, add all the strength of this vast Continent to the force 
which repelled our common enemy? Did we not leave our native shores, and meet disease and 
death, to promote the success of British  arms in foreign climates? Did you not thank us for our 
zeal, and even reimburse us large sums of money, which you confessed we had advanced beyond 
our proportion, and far beyond our abilities? You did.


To what causes, then, are we to attribute the sudden change of treatment, and that system of 
slavery which was prepared for us at the restoration of peace?


Before we had recovered from the distresses which ever attend war, an attempt was made to drain 
this country of all its money, by the oppressive Stamp Act. Paint, Glass, and other commodities, 
which you would not permit us to purchase of other Nations, were taxed. Nay, although no Wine 
is made in any country subject to the British state, you prohibited our procuring it of foreigners, 
without paying a tax imposed by your Parliament, on all we imported. These and many other 
impositions were laid upon us most unjustly and unconstitutionally, for the express purpose of 
raising a Revenue. In order to silence complaint, it was, indeed, provided that this revenue should 
be expended in America, for its protection and defence. These exactions however can receive no 
justification from a pretended necessity of protecting and defending us; they are lavishly 
squandered on Court favourites and Ministerial dependants, generally avowed enemies 
to  America, and employing themselves, by partial representations, to traduce and embroil the 
Colonies. For the necessary support of Government here we ever were and ever shall be ready to 
provide. And whenever the exigencies of the state may require it, we shall, as we have heretofore 
done, cheerfully contribute our full proportion of men and money. To enforce this 
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unconstitutional and unjust scheme of taxation, every fence that the wisdom of 
our  British  ancestors had carefully erected against arbitrary power, has been violently thrown 
down in America; and the inestimable right of Trial by Jury taken away in cases that touch both 
life and property. It was ordained, that whenever offences should be committed in the Colonies 
against particular Acts imposing various duties and restrictions upon trade, the prosecutor might 
bring his action for the penalties in the Courts of Admiralty; by which means the subject lost the 
advantage of being tried by an honest uninfluenced jury of the vicinage, and was subjected to the 
sad necessity of being judged  by a single man—a creature of the Crown; and, according to the 
course of a law, which exempts the prosecutor from the trouble of proving his accusation, and 
obliges the defendant either to evince his innocence, or to suffer. To give this new Judicatory the 
greater importance, and as if with design to protect false accusers, it is further provided, that the 
Judge's certificate of there having been probable causes of seizure and prosecution, shall protect 
the prosecutor from actions at common law for recovery of damages.


By the course of our law, offences committed in such of the British Dominions in which Courts are 
established and justice duly and regularly administered, shall be there tried by a jury of the 
vicinage. There the offenders and the witnesses are known, and the degree of credibility to be 
given to their testimony, can be ascertained.


In all these Colonies justice is regularly and impartially administered, and yet, by the 
construction of some, and the direction of other Acts of Parliament, offenders are to be taken by 
force, together with all such persons as may be pointed out as witnesses, and carried to England, 
there to be tried in a distant land by a jury of strangers, and subject to all the disadvantages that 
result from want of friends, want of witnesses, and want of money.


When the design of raising a Revenue from the Duties imposed on the importation of Tea 
into  America, had, in a great measure, been rendered abortive, by our ceasing to import that 
commodity, a scheme was concerted by the Ministry with the  East India  Company, and an Act 
passed enabling and encouraging them to transport and vend it in the Colonies. Aware of the 
danger of giving success to this insidious manœuvre, and of permitting a precedent of taxation 
thus to be established among us, various methods were adopted to elude the stroke. The people 
of  Boston, then ruled by a Governour, whom, as well as his predecessor, Sir  Francis Bernard, 
all America considers as her enemy, were exceedingly embarrassed. The ships which had arrived 
with the Tea, were, by his management, prevented from returning; the duties would have been 
paid; the cargoes landed and exposed to sale; a Governour's influence would have procured and 
protected many purchasers. While the Town was suspended by deliberations on this important 
subject, the Tea was destroyed. Even supposing a trespass was thereby committed, and the 
proprietors of the Tea entitled to damages, the Courts of Law were open, and Judges appointed by 
the Crown presided in them. The  East India  Company, however, did not think proper to 
commence any suits; nor did they even demand satisfaction, either from individuals or from the 
community in general. The Ministry, it seems, officiously made the case their own, and the great 
Council of the Nation descended to intermeddle with a dispute about private property. Divers 
papers, letters, and other unauthenticated  ex parte  evidence were laid before them; neither the 
persons who destroyed the Tea, nor the people of  Boston, were called upon to answer the 
complaint. The Ministry, incensed by being disappointed in a favourite scheme, were determined 
to recur from the little arts of finese, to open force and unmanly violence. The Port of Boston was 
blocked up by a Fleet, and an Army placed in the Town. Their trade was to be suspended, and 
thousands reduced to the necessity of gaining subsistence from charity, till they should submit to 
pass under the yoke and consent to become slaves, by confessing the omnipotence of Parliament, 
and acquiescing in whatever disposition they might think proper to make of their lives and 
property.


Let justice and humanity cease to be the boast of your Nation! Consult your history; examine your 
records of former transactions, nay, turn to the annals of the many arbitrary States and Kingdoms 
that surround you, and show us a single instance of men being condemned to suffer for imputed 

crimes, unheard, unquestioned, and without even the specious formality of a trial; and that, too, 
by laws made expressly for the purpose, and which had no existence at the time of the fact 
committed. If it be difficult to reconcile these proceedings to the genius and temper of your Laws 
and Constitution, the task will become more arduous, when we call upon our Ministerial enemies 
to justify, not only condemning men untried, and by hearsay, but involving the innocent in one 
common punishment with the guilty; and for the act of thirty or forty, to bring poverty, distress, 
and calamity, on thirty thousand souls, and those not your enemies, but your friends, brethren, 
and fellow-subjects.


It would be some consolation to us if the catalogue of American oppressions ended here. It gives us 
pain to be reduced to the necessity of reminding you that, under the confidence reposed in the 
faith of Government, pledged in a Royal Charter from a British Sovereign, the forefathers of the 
present inhabitants of the  Massachusetts Bay  left their former habitations and established that 
great, flourishing and loyal Colony. Without incurring or being charged with a forfeiture of their 
rights; without being heard; without being tried; without law, and without justice, by an  Act of 
Parliament  [viz., the “Massachusetts Government Act,” one of the “Intolerable Acts”] their 
Charter is destroyed; their liberties violated; their Constitution and form of Government 
changed; and all this upon no better pretence than because in one of their Towns a trespass was 
committed on some merchandise said to belong to one of the Companies, and because the 
Ministry were of opinion that such high political regulations were necessary to compel due 
subordination and obedience to their mandates.


Nor are these the only capital grievances under which we labour. We might tell of dissolute, weak, 
and wicked Governours having been set over us; of Legislatures being suspended for asserting the 
rights of British subjects; of needy and ignorant dependents on great men advanced to the seats of 
Justice, and to other places of trust and importance; of hard restrictions on Commerce, and a 
great variety of lesser evils, the recollection of which is almost lost under the weight and pressure 
of greater and more poignant calamities.


Now mark the progression of the Ministerial plan for enslaving us.


Well aware that such hardy attempts to take our property from us; to deprive us of that valuable 
right of Trial by Jury; to seize our persons and carry us for trial to Great Britain;  to blockade our 
Ports; to destroy our Charters and change our forms of Government, would occasion, and had 
already occasioned great discontent in the Colonies, which might produce opposition to these 
measures, an Act [viz., the “Administration of Justice Act”] was passed to protect, indemnify, and 
screen from punishment such as might be guilty even of murder, in endeavouring to carry their 
oppressive edicts into execution; and by another  Act  [viz., the “Quebec Act”] the dominion 
of  Canada  is to be so extended, modelled, and governed, as that by being disunited from us, 
detached from our interests, by civil as well as religious prejudices, that by their numbers daily 
swelling with Catholick emigrants from  Europe, and by their devotion to Administration, so 
friendly to their religion, they might become formidable to us, and, on occasion, be fit 
instruments in the hands of power, to reduce the ancient, free, Protestant Colonies to the same 
state of slavery with themselves.


This was evidently the object of the Act; and in this view being extremely dangerous to our liberty 
and quiet, we cannot forbear complaining of it as hostile to British America. Superadded to these 
considerations, we cannot help deploring the unhappy condition to which it has reduced the 
many English  settlers, who, encouraged by the Royal Proclamation, promising the enjoyment of 
all their rights, have purchased estates in that country. They are now the subjects of an arbitrary 
Government, deprived of trial by jury, and when imprisoned, cannot claim the benefit of the 
Habeas Corpus Act, that great bulwark and palladium of English Liberty. Nor can we suppress our 
astonishment that a British Parliament should ever consent to establish in that country a Religion 
that has deluged your Island in blood, and dispersed impiety, bigotry, persecution, murder, and 
rebellion, through every part of the world.
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This being a true state of facts, let us beseech you to consider to what end they lead.


Admit that the Ministry, by the powers of Britain, and the aid of our Roman Catholick neighbours, 
should be able to carry the point of taxation, and reduce us to a state of perfect humiliation and 
slavery; such an enterprise would doubtless make some addition to your National Debt, which 
already presses down your liberties, and fills you with pensioners and placemen. We presume, 
also, that your commerce will somewhat be diminished. However, suppose you should prove 
victorious, in what condition will you  then be? What advantages or what laurels will you reap 
from such a conquest?


May not a Ministry with the same Armies enslave you? It may be said you will cease to pay them; 
but remember the taxes from America, the wealth, and we may add the men, and particularly the 
Roman Catholicks of this vast Continent, will then be in the power of your enemies; nor will you 
have any reason to expect, that after making slaves of us, many among us should refuse to assist in 
reducing you to the same abject state.


Do not treat this as chimerical. Know that in less than half a century, the quit-rents reserved to the 
Crown, from the numberless grants of this vast Continent, will pour large streams of wealth into 
the Royal coffers; and if to this be added the power of taxing America at pleasure, the Crown will 
be rendered independent of you for supplies, and will possess more treasure than may be 
necessary to purchase the remains of liberty in your Island. In a word, take care that you do not 
fall into the pit that is preparing for us.


We believe there is yet much virtue, much justice, and much publick spirit in the English Nation. 
To that justice we now appeal. You have been told that we are seditious, impatient of Government, 
and desirous of Independency. Be assured that these are not facts, but calumnies. Permit us to be 
as free as yourselves, and we shall ever esteem a union with you to be our greatest glory and our 
greatest happiness; we shall ever be ready to contribute all in our power to the welfare of the 
Empire; we shall consider your enemies as our enemies, and your interest as our own.


But, if you are determined that your Ministers shall wantonly sport with the rights of mankind; if 
neither the voice of justice, the dictates of the law, the principles of the Constitution, or the 
suggestions of humanity, can restrain your hands from shedding human blood in such an 
impious cause, we must then tell you that we will never submit to be hewers of wood or drawers 
of water for any Ministry or Nation in the world.


Place us in the same situation that we were at the close of the last war, and our former harmony 
will be restored.


But, lest the same supineness, and the same inattention to our common interest, which you have 
for several years shown, should continue, we think it prudent to anticipate the consequences.


By the destruction of the trade of Boston the Ministry have endeavoured to induce submission to 
their measures. The like fate may befall us all. We will endeavour therefore to live without trade, 
and recur for subsistence to the fertility and bounty of our native soil, which will afford us all the 
necessaries, and some of the conveniences of life. We have suspended our importation from Great 
Britain and Ireland; and, in less than a year's time, unless our grievances should be redressed, shall 
discontinue our exports to those Kingdoms and the West Indies.


It is with the utmost regret, however, that we find ourselves compelled, by the over-ruling 
principles of self-preservation, to adopt measures detrimental in their consequences to numbers 
of our fellow-subjects in Great Britain and Ireland. But we hope, that the magnanimity and justice 
of the British Nation will furnish a Parliament of such wisdom, independence, and publick spirit, 
as may save the violated rights of the whole Empire from the devices of wicked Ministers and evil 

Counsellors, whether in or out of office; and thereby restore that harmony, friendship, and 
fraternal affection between all the inhabitants of his Majesty's Kingdoms and Territories so 
ardently wished for by every true and honest American.
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Petition to the King

First Continental Congress


[October 26, 1774]


To the King's Most Excellent Majesty:


MOST GRACIOUS SOVEREIGN:  We, your Majesty's faithful subjects of the Colonies of  New-
Hampshire, Massachusetts Bay, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations, Connecticut, New-York, New-
Jersey, Pennsylvania, the Counties of New-Castle, Kent, and Sussex, on Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, 
North Carolina, and  South Carolina, in behalf of ourselves and the inhabitants of those Colonies 
who have deputed us to represent them in General Congress, by this our humble Petition, beg 
leave to lay our Grievances before the Throne.


A Standing Army has been kept in these Colonies ever since the conclusion of the late war, 
without the consent of our Assemblies; and this Army, with a considerable Naval armament, has 
been employed to enforce the collection of Taxes.


The authority of the Commander-in-Chief, and under him of the Brigadiers General has, in time 
of peace, been rendered supreme in all the Civil Governments in America.


The Commander-in-chief of all your Majesty's Forces in North America, has, in time of peace, been 
appointed Governour of a Colony.


The charges of usual offices have been greatly increased; and new, expensive, and oppressive 
offices have been multiplied.


The Judges of Admiralty and Vice Admiralty Courts are empowered to receive their salaries and 
fees from the effects condemned by themselves.


The Officers of the Customs are empowered to break open and enter houses, without the 
authority of any Civil Magistrate, founded on legal information.


The Judges of Courts of Common Law have been made entirely dependent on one part of the 
Legislature for their salaries, as well as for the duration of their commissions.


Counsellors, holding their commissions during pleasure, exercise Legislative authority.


Humble and reasonable Petitions from the Representatives of the People, have been fruitless.


The Agents of the People have been discountenanced, and Governours have been instructed to 
prevent the payment of their salaries.


Assemblies have been repeatedly and injuriously dissolved.


Commerce has been burthened with many useless and oppressive restrictions.


By several Acts of Parliament made in the fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth years of your 
Majesty's Reign, Duties are imposed on us for the purpose of raising a Revenue; and the powers of 
Admiralty and Vice Admiralty Courts are extended beyond their ancient limits, whereby our 
property is taken from us without our consent; the trial by jury, in many civil cases, is abolished; 
enormous forfeitures are incurred for slight offences; vexatious informers are exempted from 
paying damages, to which they are justly liable, and oppressive security is required from owners 
before they are allowed to defend their right.


Both Houses of Parliament have resolved, that Colonists may be tried in  England  for offences 
alleged to have been committed in America, by virtue of a Statute passed in the thirty-fifth year 
of  Henry the Eighth, and, in consequence thereof, attempts have been made to enforce that 
Statute.


A Statute was passed in the twelfth year of your Majesty's Reign, directing that persons charged 
with committing any offence therein described, in any place out of the Realm, may be indicted 
and tried for the same in any Shire or County within the Realm, whereby the inhabitants of these 
Colonies may, in sundry cases, by that Statute made capital, be deprived of a trial by their peers of 
the vicinage.


In the last sessions of Parliament an Act was passed for blocking up the Harbour of Boston [the 
“Boston Port Act”]; another empowering the Governour of the Massachusetts Bay to send persons 
indicted for murder in that Province, to another Colony, or even to  Great Britain, for trial [the 
“Administration of Justice Act”], whereby such offenders may escape legal punishment; a third 
for  altering the chartered Constitution of Government in that Province [the “Massachusetts 
Government Act”]; and a fourth for extending the limits of Quebec [the “Quebec Act”], abolishing 
the English and restoring the French laws, whereby great numbers of British Freemen are subjected 
to the latter, and establishing an absolute Government and the Roman Catholick Religion 
throughout those vast regions that border on the Westerly and Northerly boundaries of the free 
Protestant English settlements; and a fifth, for the better providing suitable Quarters for Officers 
and Soldiers in his Majesty's service in North America [the “Quartering Act”].


To a Sovereign, who glories in the name of Briton, the bare recital of these Acts must, we presume, 
justify the loyal subjects, who fly to the foot of his Throne, and implore his clemency for 
protection against them.


From this destructive system of Colony Administration, adopted since the conclusion of the last 
war, have flowed those distresses, dangers, fears, and jealousies, that overwhelm your Majesty's 
dutiful Colonists with affliction; and we defy our most subtle and inveterate enemies to trace the 
unhappy differences between  Great Britain  and these Colonies, from an earlier period, or from 
other causes than we have assigned. Had they proceeded on our part from a restless levity of 
temper, unjust impulses of ambition, or artful suggestions of seditious persons, we should merit 
the opprobrious terms frequently bestowed upon us by those we revere. But so far from 
promoting innovations, we have only opposed them; and can be charged with no offence, unless 
it be one to receive injuries and be sensible of them.


Had our Creator been pleased to give us existence in a land of slavery, the sense of our condition 
might have been mitigated by ignorance and habit. But, thanks be to his adorable goodness, we 
were born the heirs of freedom, and ever enjoyed our right under the auspices of your Royal 
ancestors, whose family was seated on the British Throne to rescue and secure a pious and gallant 
Nation from the Popery and despotism of a superstitious and inexorable tyrant. Your Majesty, we 
are confident, justly rejoices that your title to the Crown is thus founded on the title of your 
people to liberty; and, therefore, we doubt not but your royal wisdom must approve the sensibility 
that teaches your subjects anxiously to guard the blessing they received from Divine Providence, 
and thereby to prove the performance of that compact which elevated the illustrious House 
of Brunswick to the imperial dignity it now possesses.


The apprehension of being degraded into a state of servitude, from the pre-eminent rank 
of  English  freemen, while our minds retain the strongest love of liberty, and clearly foresee the 
miseries preparing for us and our posterity, excites emotions in our breasts which, though we 
cannot describe, we should not wish to conceal. Feeling as men, and thinking as subjects, in the 
manner we do, silence would be disloyalty. By giving this faithful information, we do all in our 
power to promote the great objects of your Royal cares, the tranquillity of your Government, and 
the welfare of your people.
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Duty to your Majesty, and regard for the preservation of ourselves and our posterity, the primary 
obligations of nature and of society, command us to entreat your Royal attention; and, as your 
Majesty enjoys the signal distinction of reigning over freemen, we apprehend the language of 
freemen cannot be displeasing. Your Royal indignation, we hope, will rather fall on those 
designing and dangerous men, who, daringly interposing themselves between your Royal person 
and your faithful subjects, and for several years past incessantly employed to dissolve the bonds 
of society, by abusing your Majesty's authority, misrepresenting your  American  subjects, and 
prosecuting the most desperate and irritating projects of oppression, have at length compelled us, 
by the force of accumulated injuries, too severe to be any longer tolerable, to disturb your 
Majesty's repose by our complaints.


These sentiments are extorted from hearts that much more willingly would bleed in your 
Majesty’s service. Yet, so greatly have we been misrepresented, that a necessity has been alleged of 
taking our property from us without our consent, “to defray the charge of the administration of 
justice, the support of Civil Government, and the defence, protection, and security of the 
Colonies.” But we beg leave to assure your Majesty that such provision has been and will be made 
for defraying the two first  articles, as has been and shall be judged by the Legislatures of the 
several Colonies just and suitable to their respective circumstances; and, for the defence, 
protection, and security of the Colonies, their Militias, if properly regulated, as they earnestly 
desire may immediately be done, would be fully sufficient, at least in times of peace; and, in case 
of war, your faithful Colonists will be ready and willing, as they ever have been, when 
constitutionally required, to demonstrate their loyalty to your Majesty, by exerting their most 
strenuous efforts in granting supplies and raising forces. 
1

Yielding to no  British  subjects in affectionate  attachment to your Majesty's person, family, and 
Government, we too dearly prize the privilege of expressing that attachment by those proofs that 
are honourable to the Prince who receives them, and to the People who give them, ever to resign it 
to any body of men upon earth.


Had we been permitted to enjoy, in quiet, the inheritance left us by our forefathers, we should, at 
this time, have been peaceably, cheerfully, and usefully employed in recommending ourselves, by 
every testimony of devotion, to your Majesty, and of veneration to the state, from which we derive 
our origin. But though now exposed to unexpected and unnatural scenes of distress by a 
contention with that Nation in whose parental guidance on all important affairs, we have hitherto, 
with filial reverence, constantly trusted, and therefore can derive no instruction in our present 
unhappy and perplexing circumstances from any former experience; yet, we doubt not, the purity 
of our intention, and the integrity of our conduct, will justify us at that grand tribunal before 
which all mankind must submit to judgment.


We ask but for Peace, Liberty, and Safety. We wish not a diminution of the prerogative, nor do we 
solicit the grant of any new right in our favour. Your Royal authority over us, and our connection 
with Great Britain, we shall always carefully and zealously endeavour to support and maintain.


Filled with sentiments of duty to your Majesty, and of affection to our parent state, deeply 
impressed by our education, and strongly confirmed by our reason, and anxious to evince the 
sincerity of these dispositions, we present this Petition only to obtain redress of Grievances, and 
relief from fears and jealousies, occasioned by the system of Statutes and Regulations adopted 
since the close of the late war, for raising a Revenue in America—extending the powers of Courts 
of Admiralty and Vice Admiralty—trying persons in  Great Britain  for offences alleged to be 
committed in  America—affecting the Province of  Massachusetts Bay—and altering the 

Government and extending the limits of Quebec; by the abolition of which system the harmony 
between Great Britain and these Colonies, so necessary to the happiness of both, and so ardently 
desired by the latter, and the usual intercourses will be immediately restored. In the magnanimity 
and justice of your Majesty and Parliament we confide for a redress of our other grievances, 
trusting, that, when the causes of our apprehensions are removed, our future conduct will prove 
us not unworthy of the regard we have been accustomed in our happier days to enjoy. For, 
appealing to that Being, who searches thoroughly the hearts of his creatures, we solemnly 
profess, that our Councils have been influenced by no other motive than a dread of impending 
destruction.


Permit us then, most gracious Sovereign, in the name of all your faithful People in America, with 
the utmost humility, to implore you, for the honour of Almighty  God, whose pure Religion our 
enemies are undermining; for your glory, which can be advanced only by rendering your subjects 
happy, and keeping them united; for the interests of your family depending on an adherence to 
the principles that enthroned it; for the safety and welfare of your Kingdoms and Dominions, 
threatened with almost unavoidable dangers and distresses, that your Majesty, as the loving 
Father of your whole People, connected by the same bands of Law, Loyalty, Faith, and Blood, 
though dwelling in various countries, will not suffer the transcendent relation formed by these 
ties to be farther violated, in uncertain expectation of effects, that, if attained, never can 
compensate for the calamities through which they must be gained.


We therefore most earnestly beseech your Majesty, that your Royal authority and interposition 
may be used for our relief, and that a gracious Answer may be given to this Petition.


That your Majesty may enjoy every felicity through a long and glorious Reign, over loyal and 
happy subjects, and that your descendants may inherit your prosperity and Dominions till time 
shall be no more, is, and always will be, our sincere and fervent prayer.


[List of signatories]


 An Estimate of the number of Souls in the following Provinces, made in Congress, September, 1774: In Massachusetts 400,000; New-Hampshire 150,000; Rhode-Island 59,678; Connecticut 192,000; 1

New-York 250,000; New-Jersey 130,000; Pennsylvania, including the Lower Counties, 350,000; Maryland 320,000; Virginia 650,000; North Carolina 300,000; South Carolina 225,000. Total 3,026,678.
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Washington’s Commission

[Drafted by Richard Henry Lee, Edward Rutledge, and John Adams]

Second Continental Congress


[June 19, 1775]


IN CONGRESS


The  delegates of the United Colonies of New-hampshire, Massachusetts bay, Rhode-island, 
Connecticut, New-York, New-Jersey,  Pennsylvania, New Castle Kent & Sussex on Delaware, 
Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina & South Carolina


To GEORGE WASHINGTON Esquire


We reposing especial trust and confidence in your patriotism, conduct and fidelity Do by these 
presents constitute and appoint you to be General and Commander in chief of the army of the 
United Colonies and of all the forces raised or to be raised by them and of all others who shall 
voluntarily offer their service and join the said army for the defence of American Liberty and for 
repelling every hostile invasion thereof And you are hereby vested with full power and authority 
to act as you shall think for the good and Welfare of the service.


And we do hereby strictly charge and require all officers and soldiers under your command to be 
obedient to your orders & diligent in the exercise of their several dut⟨ies.⟩ And we do also enjoin 
and require you to be careful in executing the great trust reposed in you, by causing strict 
discipline and order to be observed in th⟨e⟩ army and that the soldiers are duly exercised an⟨d⟩ 
provided with all convenient necessaries.


And  you are to regulate your conduct in every respect by the rules and discipline of war (as 
herewith given you) and punctually to observe and foll⟨ow⟩ such orders and directions from time 
to time as you shall receive from this or a future Congress of the said United Colonies or a 
committee of Congress for that purpose appointed.


This Commission to continue inforce until revoked by this or a future Congress.


By order of the Congress

John Hancock President


Washington’s Instructions

[Drafted by Richard Henry Lee, Edward Rutledge, and John Adams]


Philadelphia June 22d 1775


In Congress


This Congress having appointed you to be General & Commander in chief of the army of the 
United Colonies and of all the forces raised or to be raised by them and of all others who shall 
voluntarily offer their service and join the said army for the defence of American liberty and for 
repelling every hostile invasion thereof,1  you are to repair with all expedition to the colony of 
Massachusetts-bay and take charge of the army of the United Colonies.


For your better direction


First, You are to make a return to us, as soon as possible of all forces, which you shall have under 
your command, together with their military stores and provisions; and also as exact an account as 
you can obtain of the forces, which compose the British army in America.


Secondly, You are not to disband any of the men you find raised until further direction from this 
Congress; and if you shall think their numbers not adequate to the purpose of security, you may 
recruit them to a number you shall think sufficient not exceeding double that of the enemy.


Thirdly, In all cases of vacancy occasioned by death or a removal of a Colonel or other inferior 
officer, you are by Brevet or Warrant under your seal to appoint another person to fill up such 
vacancy, until it shall be otherwise ordered by the provincial Convention or Assembly of the 
colony, from whence the troops, in which such vacancy happen, shall direct otherwise.


Fourthly, You are to victual at the continental expence all such volunteers as have joined, or shall 
join the united army.


Fifthly, You shall take every method in your power, consistent with prudence, to destroy or make 
prisoners of all persons, who now are, or who hereafter shall appear in arms against the good 
people of the United Colonies.


Sixthly, And whereas all particulars cannot be foreseen, nor positive instructions for such 
emergencies so beforehand given, but that many things must be left to your prudent and discreet 
management, as occurrences may arise upon the place or from  time to time fall out; You are, 
therefore, upon all such accidents or any occasion, that may happen, to use your best 
circumspection and (advising with your council of war) to order and dispose of the said army 
under your command, as may be most advantageous for the obtaining the end, for which these 
forces have been raised, making it your special care, in discharge of the great trust committed 
unto you that the liberties of America receive no detriment.


By Order of Congress,


John Hancock President


In addition to yr Instructions it is Resolved by Congress, That the troops including the volunteers 
be furnished with camp Equipage & blankets if necessary at the continental expence. That the 
Officers now in the army receive their commissions from the Genl & commander in chief. That a 
Sum not exceeding two Millions of Spanish milled dollars be emitted by the Congress in bills of 
Credit for the defence of America.


(2) CRISIS. What events precipitated the Declaration of Independence?  of 13 18

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-01-02-0010#GEWN-03-01-02-0010-fn-0001


Olive Branch Petition

[Written by John Dickinson; adopted by the Second Continental Congress, July 5, 1775; signed, 
July 8; reached London on August 14; George III’s reply, the “Proclamation of Rebellion,” issued 
August 23]


To the King's Most Excellent Majesty.


MOST GRACIOUS SOVEREIGN: We, your Majesty’s faithful subjects of the Colonies of  New-
Hampthire, Massachusetts-Bay, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations, Connecticut, New-York, New-
Jersey, Pennsylvania, the Counties of Newcastle, Kent, and Sussex, on Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, 
North Carolina, and South Carolina, in behalf of ourselves and the inhabitants of these Colonies, 
who have deputed us to represent them in General Congress, entreat your Majesty's gracious 
attention to this our humble petition.


The union between our Mother Country and these Colonies, and the energy of mild and just 
Government, produced benefits so remarkably important, and afforded such an assurance of their 
permanency and increase, that the wonder and envy of other nations were excited, while they 
beheld Great Britain rising to a power the most extraordinary the world had ever known.


Her rivals, observing that there was no probability of this happy connexion being broken by civil 
dissensions, and apprehending its future effects if left any longer undisturbed, resolved to prevent 
her receiving such continual and formidable accessions of wealth and strength, by checking the 
growth of those settlements from which they were to be derived.


In the prosecution of this attempt, events so unfavourable to the design took place, that every 
friend to the interest of  Great Britain  and these Colonies, entertained pleasing and reasonable 
expectations of seeing an additional force and exertion immediately given to the operations of the 
union hitherto experienced, by an enlargement of the dominions of the Crown, and the removal 
of ancient and warlike enemies to a greater distance.


At the conclusion, therefore, of the late war, the most glorious and advantageous that ever had 
been carried on by  British  arms, your loyal Colonists having contributed to its success by such 
repeated and strenuous exertions as frequently procured them the distinguished approbation of 
your Majesty, of the late King, and of Parliament, doubted not but that they should be permitted, 
with the rest of the Empire, to share in the blessings of peace, and the emoluments of victory and 
conquest.


While these recent and honourable acknowledgments of their merits remained on record in the 
Journals and acts of that august Legislature, the Parliament, undefaced by the imputation or even 
the suspicion of any offence, they were alarmed by a new system of statutes and regulations 
adopted for the administration of the Colonies, that filled their minds with the most painful fears 
and jealousies; and, to their inexpressible astonishment, perceived the danger of a foreign quarrel 
quickly succeeded by domestick danger, in their judgment of a more dreadful kind.


Nor were these anxieties alleviated by any tendency in this system to promote the welfare of their 
Mother Country. For though its effects were more immediately felt by them, yet its influence 
appeared to be injurious to the commerce and prosperity of Great Britain.


We shall decline the ungrateful task of describing the irksome variety of artifices practised by 
many of your Majesty’s Ministers, the delusive pretences, fruitless terrours, and unavailing 
severities, that have, from time to time, been dealt out by them, in their attempts to execute this 
impolitick plan, or of tracing through a series of years past the progress of the unhappy 
differences between Great Britain and these Colonies, that have flowed from this fatal source.


Your Majesty’s Ministers, persevering in their measures, and proceeding to open hostilities for 
enforcing them, have compelled us to arm in our own defence, and have engaged us in a 
controversy so peculiarly abhorrent to the affections of your still faithful Colonists, that when we 
consider whom we must oppose in this contest, and if it continues, what may be the 
consequences, our own particular misfortunes are accounted by us only as parts of our distress. 
Knowing to what violent resentments and incurable animosities civil discords are apt to 
exasperate and inflame the  contending parties, we think ourselves required by indispensable 
obligations to Almighty God, to your Majesty, to our fellow-subjects, and to ourselves, immediately 
to use all the means in our power, not incompatible with our safety, for stopping the further 
effusion of blood, and for averting the impending calamities that threaten the British Empire.


Thus called upon to address your Majesty on affairs of such moment to America, and probably to 
all your Dominions, we are earnestly desirous of performing this office with the utmost deference 
for your Majesty; and we therefore pray, that your Majesty’s royal magnanimity and benevolence 
may make the most favourable constructions of our expressions on so uncommon an occasion. 
Could we represent in their full force the sentiments that agitate the minds of us your dutiful 
subjects, we are persuaded your Majesty would ascribe any seeming deviation from reverence in 
our language, and even in our conduct, not to any reprehensible intention, but to the 
impossibility of reconciling the usual appearances of respect with a just attention to our own 
preservation against those artful and cruel enemies who abuse your royal confidence and 
authority, for the purpose of effecting our destruction.


Attached to your Majesty's person, family, and Government, with all devotion that principle and 
affection can inspire; connected with  Great Britain  by the strongest ties that can unite societies, 
and deploring every event that tends in any degree to weaken them, we solemnly assure your 
Majesty, that we not only most ardently desire the former harmony between her and these 
Colonies may be restored, but that a concord may be established between them upon so firm a 
basis as to perpetuate its blessings, uninterrupted by any future dissensions, to succeeding 
generations in both countries, and to transmit your Majesty's name to posterity, adorned with that 
signal and lasting glory that has attended the memory of those illustrious personages, whose 
virtues and abilities have extricated states from dangerous convulsions, and, by securing 
happiness to others, have erected the most noble and durable monuments to their own fame.


We beg leave further to assure your Majesty, that notwithstanding the sufferings of your loyal 
Colonists during the course of this present controversy, our breasts retain too tender a regard for 
the kingdom from which we derive our origin, to request such a reconciliation as might, in any 
manner, be inconsistent with her dignity or her welfare. These, related as we are to her, honour 
and duty, as well as inclination, induce us to support and advance; and the apprehensions that 
now oppress our hearts with unspeakable grief, being once removed, your Majesty will find your 
faithful subjects on this Continent ready and willing at all times, as they have ever been, with 
their lives and fortunes, to assert and maintain the rights and interests of your Majesty, and of our 
Mother Country.


We therefore beseech your Majesty, that your royal authority and influence may be graciously 
interposed to procure us relief from our afflicting fears and jealousies, occasioned by the system 
before-mentioned, and to settle peace through every part of our Dominions, with all humility 
submitting to your Majesty's wise consideration, whether it may not be expedient, for facilitating 
those important purposes, that your Majesty be pleased to direct some mode, by which the united 
applications of your faithful Colonists to the Throne, in pursuance of their common counsels, 
may be improved into a happy and permanent reconciliation; and that, in the mean time, 
measures may be taken for preventing the further destruction of the lives of your Majesty's 
subjects; and that such statutes as more immediately distress any of your Majesty's Colonies, may 
be repealed.


(2) CRISIS. What events precipitated the Declaration of Independence?  of 14 18



For such arrangements as your Majesty’s wisdom can form for collecting the united sense of 
your  American  people, we are convinced your Majesty would receive such satisfactory proofs of 
the disposition of the Colonists towards their Sovereign and Parent State, that the wished for 
opportunity would soon be restored to them, of evincing the sincerity of their professions, by 
every testimony of devotion becoming the most dutiful subjects, and the most affectionate 
Colonists.


That your Majesty may enjoy a long and prosperous reign, and that your descendants may govern 
your Dominions with honour to themselves and happiness to their subjects, is our sincere prayer.


[List of signatories]
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Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms

[Written by Thomas Jefferson; revised by John Dickinson; adopted by the Second Continental 
Congress, July 6, 1775]


A Declaration by the Representatives of the United Colonies of NORTH-AMERICA, now met in Congress 
at PHILADELPHIA, setting forth the causes and necessity of their taking up Arms.


If it was possible for men who exercise their reason, to believe that the divine Author of our 
existence intended a part of the human race to hold an absolute property in, and an unbounded 
power over others, marked out by his infinite goodness and wisdom, as the objects of a legal 
domination never rightfully resistible, however severe and oppressive, the inhabitants of these 
Colonies might at least require from the Parliament of  Great Britain  some evidence, that this 
dreadful authority over them has been granted to that body. But a reverence for our great Creator, 
principles of humanity, and the dictates of common sense, must convince all those who reflect 
upon the subject, that Government was instituted to promote the welfare of mankind, and ought 
to be administered for the attainment of that end. The Legislature of  Great Britain, however, 
stimulated by an inordinate passion for a power, not only unjustifiable, but which they know to 
be peculiarly reprobated by the very Constitution of that Kingdom, and desperate of success in 
any mode of contest where regard should be had to truth, law, or right, have at length, deserting 
those, attempted to effect their cruel and impolitick purpose of enslaving these Colonies by 
violence, and have thereby rendered it necessary for us to close with their last appeal from reason 
to arms. Yet, however blinded that Assembly may be, by their intemperate rage for unlimited 
domination, so to slight justice and the opinion of mankind, we esteem ourselves bound, by 
obligations of respect to the rest of the world, to make known the justice of our cause.


Our forefathers, inhabitants of the Island of Great Britain, left their native land, to seek on these 
shores a residence for civil and religious freedom. At the expense of their blood, at the hazard of 
their fortunes, without the least charge to the Country from which they removed, by unceasing 
labour, and an unconquerable spirit, they effected settlements in the distant and inhospitable 
wilds of  America, then filled with numerous and warlike nations of barbarians. Societies or 
Governments, vested with perfect Legislatures, were formed under Charters from the Crown, and 
a harmonious intercourse was established between the Colonies and the Kingdom from which 
they derived their origin. The mutual benefits of this union became in a short time so 
extraordinary, as to excite astonishment. It is universally confessed, that the amazing increase of 
the wealth, strength, and navigation of the Realm, arose from this source; and the Minister who 
so wisely and successfully directed the measures of  Great Britain  in the late war, publickly 
declared, that these Colonies enabled her to triumph over her enemies. Towards the conclusion 
of that war, it pleased our Sovereign to make a change in his Councils. From that fatal moment, 
the affairs of the  British  Empire began to fall into confusion, and gradually sliding from the 
summit of glorious prosperity, to which they had been advanced by the virtues and abilities of 
one man, are at length distracted by the convulsions that now shake it to its deepest foundations. 
The new Ministry finding the brave foes of  Britain, though frequently defeated, yet still 
contending, took up the unfortunate idea of granting them a hasty peace, and of then subduing 
her faithful friends.


These devoted Colonies were judged to be in such a state as to present victories without 
bloodshed, and all the easy emoluments of statutable plunder. The uninterrupted tenour of their 
peaceable and respectful behaviour,  from the beginning of colonization; their dutiful, zealous, 
and useful services during the war, though so recently and amply acknowledged in the most 
honourable manner by His Majesty, by the late King, and by Parliament, could not save them 
from the meditated innovations. Parliament was influenced to adopt the pernicious project; and 
assuming a new power over them, have, in the course of eleven years, given such decisive 
specimens of the spirit and consequences attending this power, as to leave no doubt concerning 
the effects of acquiescence under it. They have undertaken to give and grant our money without 

our consent, though we have ever exercised an exclusive right to dispose of our own property; 
statutes have been passed for extending the jurisdiction of Courts of Admiralty and Vice-
Admiralty beyond their ancient limits; for depriving us of the accustomed and inestimable 
privilege of Trial by Jury, in cases affecting both life and property; for suspending the Legislature 
of one of the Colonies; for interdicting all commerce to the capital of another; and for altering 
fundamentally the form of Government established by Charter, and secured by acts of its own 
Legislature, solemnly confirmed by the Crown; for exempting the “murderers” of Colonists from 
legal trial, and, in effect, from punishment; for erecting in a neighbouring Province, acquired by 
the joint arms of Great Britain and America, a despotism dangerous to our very existence; and for 
quartering soldiers upon the Colonists in time of profound peace. It has also been resolved in 
Parliament, that Colonists charged with committing certain offences, shall be transported 
to England to be tried.


But why should we enumerate our injuries in detail? By one statute it is declared that Parliament 
can “of right make laws to bind us in all cases whatsoever.” What is to defend us against so 
enormous, so unlimited a power? Not a single man of those who assume it is chosen by us, or is 
subject to our control or influence; but, on the contrary, they are all of them exempt from the 
operation of such laws, and an American revenue, if not diverted from the ostensible purposes for 
which it is raised, would actually lighten their own burdens, in proportion as they increase ours. 
We saw the misery to which such despotism would reduce us. We, for ten years, incessantly and 
ineffectually besieged the Throne as supplicants; we reasoned, we remonstrated with Parliament, 
in the most mild and decent language.


Administration, sensible that we should regard these oppressive measures as freemen ought to 
do, sent over fleets and armies to enforce them. The indignation of the Americans was roused, it is 
true; but it was the indignation of a virtuous, loyal, and affectionate people. A Congress of 
Delegates from the United Colonies was assembled at  Philadelphia, on the fifth day of 
last  September. We resolved again to offer an humble and dutiful  petition to the King, and 
also addressed our fellow-subjects of Great Britain [documents of the First Continental Congress, 
October 1774]. We have pursued every temperate, every respectful measure; we have even 
proceeded to break off our commercial intercourse with our fellow-subjects, as the last peaceable 
admonition, that our attachment to no Nation upon earth should supplant our attachment to 
liberty. This, we flattered ourselves, was the ultimate step of the controversy; but subsequent 
events have shown how vain was this hope of finding moderation in our enemies.


Several threatening expressions against the Colonies were inserted in His Majesty's Speech; our 
Petition, though we were told it was a decent one, and that His Majesty had been pleased to 
receive it graciously, and to promise laying it before his Parliament, was huddled into both Houses 
among a bundle of American papers, and there neglected.


The Lords and Commons, in their Address, in the month of February, said, that “a rebellion at that 
time actually existed within the Province of Massachusetts-Bay; and that those concerned in it had 
been countenanced and encouraged by unlawful combinations and engagements entered into by 
His Majesty’s subjects in several of the other Colonies; and, therefore, they besought His Majesty, 
that he would take the most effectual measures to enforce due obedience to the laws and 
authority of the supreme Legislature.” Soon after, the commercial intercourse of whole Colonies 
with foreign countries, and with each other, was  cut off by an act of Parliament; by another, 
several of them were entirely prohibited from the Fisheries in the seas near their coasts, on which 
they always depended for their sustenance; and large re-enforcements of ships and troops were 
immediately sent over to General Gage.


Fruitless were all the entreaties, arguments, and eloquence of an illustrious band of the most 
distinguished Peers and Commoners, who nobly and strenuously asserted the justice of our 
cause, to stay, or even to mitigate the heedless fury with which these accumulated and 
unexampled outrages were hurried on. Equally fruitless was the interference of the City 
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of  London, of  Bristol, and many other respectable Towns, in our favour. Parliament adopted an 
insidious manœuvre, calculated to divide us, to establish a perpetual auction of taxations, where 
Colony should bid against Colony, all of them uninformed what ransom would redeem their lives; 
and thus to extort from us, at the point of the bayonet, the unknown sums that should be 
sufficient to gratify, if possible to gratify, Ministerial rapacity, with the miserable indulgence left to 
us of raising, in our own mode, the prescribed tribute. What terms more rigid and humiliating 
could have been dictated by remorseless victors to conquered enemies? In our circumstances, to 
accept them, would be to deserve them.


Soon after intelligence of these proceedings arrived on this Continent, General Gage, who, in the 
course of the last year had taken possession of the Town of  Boston, in the Province of 
Massachusetts-Bay, and still occupied it as a garrison, on the 19th day of April  sent out from that 
place a large detachment of his army, who made an unprovoked assault on the inhabitants of the 
said Province, at the Town of Lexington, as appears by the affidavits of a great number of persons, 
some of whom were officers and soldiers of that detachment, murdered eight of the inhabitants, 
and wounded many others. From thence the troops proceeded in warlike array to the Town 
of  Concord, where they set upon another party of the inhabitants of the same Province, killing 
several and wounding more, until compelled to retreat by the country people suddenly 
assembled to repel this cruel aggression. Hostilities, thus commenced by the British Troops, have 
been since prosecuted by them without regard to faith or reputation. The inhabitants of Boston, 
being confined within that Town by the General, their Governour, and having, in order to procure 
their dismission, entered into a treaty with him, it was stipulated that the said inhabitants, having 
deposited their arms with their own Magistrates, should have liberty to depart, taking with them 
their other effects. They accordingly delivered up their arms; but in open violation of honour, in 
defiance of the obligation of treaties, which even savage nations esteemed sacred, the Governour 
ordered the arms deposited as aforesaid, that they might be preserved for their owners, to be 
seized by a body of soldiers; detained the greatest part of the inhabitants in the Town, and 
compelled the few who were permitted to retire, to leave their most valuable effects behind.


By this perfidy, wives are separated from their husbands, children from their parents, the aged 
and the sick from their relations and friends, who wish to attend and comfort them; and those 
who have been used to live in plenty, and even elegance, are reduced to deplorable distress.


The General, further emulating his Ministerial masters, by a Proclamation, bearing date on the 
12th day of June, after venting the grossest falsehoods and calumnies against the good people of 
these Colonies, proceeds to “declare them all, either by name or description, to be rebels and 
traitors; to supersede the course of the common law, and instead thereof to publish and order the 
use and exercise of the law martial.” His troops have butchered our countrymen; have wantonly 
burnt Charlestown, besides a considerable number of houses in other places; our ships and vessels 
are seized; the necessary supplies of provisions are intercepted, and he is exerting his utmost 
power to spread destruction and devastation around him.


We have received certain intelligence, that General  Carleton, the Governour of  Canada, is 
instigating the people of that Province, and the Indians, to fall upon us; and we have but too much 
reason to apprehend, that schemes have been formed to excite domestick enemies against us. In 
brief, a part of these Colonies now feel, and all of them are sure of feeling, as far as the vengeance 
of Administration can inflict them, the complicated calamities of fire, sword, and famine. We are 
reduced to the alternative of choosing an unconditional submission to the tyranny of irritated 
Ministers, or resistance by force. The latter is our choice. We have counted the cost of this contest, 
and find nothing so dreadful as voluntary slavery. Honour, justice, and humanity, forbid us tamely 
to surrender that freedom which we received from our gallant ancestors, and which our innocent 
posterity have a right to receive from us. We cannot endure the infamy and guilt of resigning 
succeeding generations to that wretchedness which inevitably awaits them, if we basely entail 
hereditary bondage upon them.


Our cause is just. Our union is perfect. Our internal resources are great, and, if necessary, foreign 
assistance is undoubtedly attainable. We gratefully acknowledge, as signal instances of the Divine 
favour towards us, that His providence would not permit us to be called into this severe 
controversy until we were grown up to our present strength, had been previously exercised in 
warlike operations, and possessed of the means of defending ourselves. With hearts fortified with 
these animating reflections, we most solemnly, before  God  and the world,  declare, that, exerting 
the utmost energy of those powers which our beneficent Creator hath graciously bestowed upon 
us, the arms we have been compelled by our enemies to assume, we will, in defiance of every 
hazard, with unabating firmness and perseverance, employ for the preservation of our liberties; 
being, with one mind, resolved to die freemen rather than live slaves.


Lest this declaration should disquiet the minds of our friends and fellow-subjects in any part of 
the Empire, we assure them that we mean not to dissolve that union which has so long and so 
happily subsisted between us, and which we sincerely wish to see restored. Necessity has not yet 
driven us into that desperate measure, or induced us to excite any other nation to war against 
them. We have not raised armies with ambitious designs of separating from  Great Britain, and 
establishing independent states. We fight not for glory or for conquest. We exhibit to mankind the 
remarkable spectacle of a people attacked by unprovoked enemies, without any imputation or 
even suspicion of offence. They boast of their privileges and civilization, and yet proffer no milder 
conditions than servitude or death.


In our own native land, in defence of the freedom that is our birth-right, and which we ever 
enjoyed till the late violation of it; for the protection of our property, acquired solely by the honest 
industry of our forefathers and ourselves, against violence actually offered, we have taken up 
arms. We shall lay them down when hostilities shall cease on the part of the aggressors, and all 
danger of their being renewed shall be removed, and not before.


With an humble confidence in the mercies of the supreme and impartial Judge and Ruler of the 
Universe, we most devoutly implore his divine goodness to protect us happily through this great 
conflict, to dispose our adversaries to reconciliation on reasonable terms, and thereby to relieve 
the Empire from the calamities of civil war.
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Proclamation of Rebellion

George III, King of Great Britain and Ireland


[August 23, 1775]


Whereas many of our subjects in divers parts of our Colonies and Plantations in North America, 
misled by dangerous and ill designing men, and forgetting the allegiance which they owe to the 
power that has protected and supported them; after various disorderly acts committed in 
disturbance of the publick peace, to the obstruction of lawful commerce, and to the oppression of 
our loyal subjects carrying on the same; have at length proceeded to open and avowed rebellion, 
by arraying themselves in a hostile manner, to withstand the execution of the law, and 
traitorously preparing, ordering and levying war against us: And whereas, there is reason to 
apprehend that such rebellion hath been much promoted and encouraged by the traitorous 
correspondence, counsels and comfort of divers wicked and desperate persons within this realm: 
To the end therefore, that none of our subjects may neglect or violate their duty through 
ignorance thereof, or through any doubt of the protection which the law will afford to their 
loyalty and zeal, we have thought fit, by and with the advice of our Privy Council, to issue our 
Royal Proclamation, hereby declaring, that not only all our Officers, civil and military, are obliged 
to exert their utmost endeavors to suppress such rebellion, and to bring the traitors to justice, but 
that all our subjects of this Realm, and the dominions thereunto belonging, are bound by law to 
be aiding and assisting in the suppression of such rebellion, and to disclose and make known all 
traitorous conspiracies and attempts against us, our crown and dignity; and we do accordingly 
strictly charge and command all our Officers, as well civil as military, and all others our obedient 
and loyal subjects, to use their utmost endeavors to withstand and suppress such rebellion, and to 
disclose and make known all treasons and traitorous conspiracies which they shall know to be 
against us, our crown and dignity; and for that purpose, that they transmit to one of our principal 
Secretaries of State, or other proper officer, due and full information of all persons who shall be 
found carrying on correspondence with, or in any manner or degree aiding or abetting the 
persons now in open arms and rebellion against our Government, within any of our Colonies and 
Plantations in North America, in order to bring to condign punishment the authors, perpetrators, 
and abettors of such traitorous designs.


Given at our Court at St. James’s the twenty-third day of August, one thousand seven hundred and 
seventy-five, in the fifteenth year of our reign.


God save the King.


Resolution for Independence

[Also known as the “Lee Resolution”; introduced to Congress by Richard Henry Lee of Virginia]


[June 7, 1776]


Resolved, That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, 
that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 
between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.


That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances.


That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies for their 
consideration and approbation.
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Thoughts on Government: Applicable to the Present State of the American Colonies

John Adams (1775)


MY DEAR SIR,—If I was equal to the task of forming a plan for the government of a colony, I should be 
flattered with your request, and very happy to comply with it; because, as the divine science of politics is 
the science of social happiness, and the blessings of society depend entirely on the constitutions of 
government, which are generally institutions that last for many generations, there can be no 
employment more agreeable to a benevolent mind than a research after the best. 


Pope flattered tyrants too much when he said, 


“For forms of government let fools contest,

That which is best administered is best.” 


Nothing can be more fallacious than this. But poets read history to collect flowers, not fruits; they attend 
to fanciful images, not the effects of social institutions. Nothing is more certain, from the history of 
nations and nature of man, than that some forms of government are better fitted for being well 
administered than others. 


We ought to consider what is the end of government, before we determine which is the best form. Upon 
this point all speculative politicians will agree, that the happiness of society is the end of government, as 
all divines and moral philosophers will agree that the happiness of the individual is the end of man. 
From this principle it will follow, that the form of government which communicates ease, comfort, 
security, or, in one word, happiness, to the greatest number of persons, and in the greatest degree, is the 
best. 


All sober inquirers after truth, ancient and modern, pagan and Christian, have declared that the 
happiness of man, as well as his dignity, consists in virtue. Confucius, Zoroaster, Socrates, Mahomet, not 
to mention authorities really sacred, have agreed in this. 


If there is a form of government, then, whose principle and foundation is virtue, will not every sober 
man acknowledge it better calculated to promote the general happiness than any other form? 


Fear is the foundation of most governments; but it is so sordid and brutal a passion, and renders men in 
whose breasts it predominates so stupid and miserable, that Americans will not be likely to approve of 
any political institution which is founded on it. 


Honor is truly sacred, but holds a lower rank in the scale of moral excellence than virtue. Indeed, the 
former is but a part of the latter, and consequently has not equal pretensions to support a frame of 
government productive of human happiness. 


The foundation of every government is some principle or passion in the minds of the people. The 
noblest principles and most generous affections in our nature, then, have the fairest chance to support 
the noblest and most generous models of government. 


A man must be indifferent to the sneers of modern Englishmen, to mention in their company the 
names of Sidney, Harrington, Locke, Milton, Nedham, Neville, Burnet, and Hoadly. No small fortitude is 
necessary to confess that one has read them. The wretched condition of this country, however, for ten or 
fifteen years past, has frequently reminded me of their principles and reasonings. They will convince 
any candid mind, that there is no good government but what is republican. That the only valuable part 
of the British constitution is so; because the very definition of a republic is “an empire of laws, and not 
of men.” That, as a republic is the best of governments, so that particular arrangement of the powers of 
society, or, in other words, that form of government which is best contrived to secure an impartial and 
exact execution of the laws, is the best of republics. 


Of republics there is an inexhaustible variety, because the possible combinations of the powers of 
society are capable of innumerable variations. 


As good government is an empire of laws, how shall your laws be made? In a large society, inhabiting an 
extensive country, it is impossible that the whole should assemble to make laws. The first necessary 
step, then, is to depute power from the many to a few of the most wise and good. But by what rules shall 
you choose your representatives? Agree upon the number and qualifications of persons who shall have 
the benefit of choosing, or annex this privilege to the inhabitants of a certain extent of ground. 


The principal difficulty lies, and the greatest care should be employed, in constituting this 
representative assembly. It should be in miniature an exact portrait of the people at large. It should 
think, feel, reason, and act like them. That it may be the interest of this assembly to do strict justice at all 
times, it should be an equal representation, or, in other words, equal interests among the people should 
have equal interests in it. Great care should be taken to effect this, and to prevent unfair, partial, and 
corrupt elections. Such regulations, however, may be better made in times of greater tranquillity than 
the present; and they will spring up themselves naturally, when all the powers of government come to 
be in the hands of the people’s friends. At present, it will be safest to proceed in all established modes, 
to which the people have been familiarized by habit.


[…]


A militia law, requiring all men, or with very few exceptions besides cases of conscience, to be provided 
with arms and ammunition, to be trained at certain seasons; and requiring counties, towns, or other 
small districts, to be provided with public stocks of ammunition and intrenching utensils, and with 
some settled plans for transporting provisions after the militia, when marched to defend their country 
against sudden invasions; and requiring certain districts to be provided with field-pieces, companies of 
matrosses [artillerymen], and perhaps some regiments of light-horse, is always a wise institution, and, 
in the present circumstances of our country, indispensable. 


Laws for the liberal education of youth, especially of the lower class of people, are so extremely wise 
and useful, that, to a humane and generous mind, no expense for this purpose would be thought 
extravagant. 


The very mention of sumptuary laws will excite a smile. Whether our countrymen have wisdom and 
virtue enough to submit to them, I know not; but the happiness of the people might be greatly 
promoted by them, and a revenue saved sufficient to carry on this war forever. Frugality is a great 
revenue, besides curing us of vanities, levities, and fopperies, which are real antidotes to all great, 
manly, and warlike virtues.


[…]
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Letter: John Adams to Timothy Pickering, August 6, 1822


In the first three paragraphs of this excerpt, Adams is describing the Massachusetts delegation to the First Continental 
Congress, which was convened in response to the blockade of Boston Harbor and the Intolerable Acts (Parliament’s 
retaliation for the Boston Tea Party), and which met from September 5–October 26, 1774. The First Continental Congress 
issued the Declaration and Resolves (Oct. 14; also known as the “Declaration of Colonial Rights”), the Continental 
Association (Oct. 20; also known as the “Articles of Association”), and the Petition to the King (Oct. 25).


[…] [Thomas] Cushing, t[w]o Adams’s [Samuel and John] and [Robert Treat] Paine, all destitute of 
fortune; four poor Pilgrims, proceeded in one Coach; were escorted through Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, New York and New Jersey into Pennsylvania.


We were met at Frankfort by Dr Rush, Mr Mifflin, Mr Bayard and several others of the most active Sons 
of Liberty, in Philadelphia, who desired a conference with us. We invited them to take Tea with us in a 
private apartment. They asked leave to give us some information and advice, which we thankfully 
granted. They represented to us that the friends of Government [i.e., “Loyalists”] in Boston and in the 
Eastern States, in their correspondence with their friends in Pennsylvania and all the Southern States, 
had represented us as four desperate adventurers. Mr Cushing was a harmless kind of man, but poor 
and wholly dependent upon his popularity for his subsistence. Mr Samuel Adams was a very artful 
designing man, but desperately poor and wholly dependent on his popularity with the lowest vulgar for 
his living. John Adams and Mr Paine were two young Lawyers of no great talents reputation or weight, 
who had no other means of raising themselves into consequence but by courting popularity. We were 
all suspected of having Independence in view. Now, said they, you must not utter the word 
Independence, nor give the least hint or insinuation of the idea, neither in Congress or any private 
conversation; if you do you are undone; for the idea of Independence is as unpopular in Pennsylvania 
and in all the middle and Southern States as the Stamp Act itself. No Man dares to speak of it. 
Moreover, you are the Representatives of the suffering State. Boston and Massachusetts are under a rod 
of Iron. British fleets and Armies are tyranizing over you; you yourselves are personally obnoxious to 
them and all the friends of government. You have been long persecuted by them all:—Your feelings have 
been hurt; your passions excited; you are thought to be too warm, too zealous, too sanguine, you must 
be therefore very cautious. You must not come forward with any bold measures; you must not pretend 
to take the lead. You know Virginia is the most populous State in the Union. They are very proud of 
their antient Dominion, as they call it; they think they have a right to take the lead, and the Southern 
States and middle States too, are too much disposed to yield it to them.


This was plain dealing, Mr Pickering, and I must confess, that there appeared so much wisdom and 
good sense in it, that it made a deep impression on my mind, and it had an equal effect on all my 
Colleagues. This conversation and the principles[,] facts[,] and motives suggested in it, have given a 
colour[,] complection[,] and character to the whole policy of the United States, from that day to this. 
Without it, Mr: Washington would never have commanded our armies, nor Mr: Jefferson have been the 
Author of the declaration of Independence, nor Mr: Richard Henry Lee the mover of it; nor Mr: 
[Samuel] Chase the mover of foreign connections. […]


The remainder of this excerpt concerns committee work of the Second Continental Congress, convened in May 1775 in 
response to the Battles of Lexington and Concord (April 19, 1775). The Second Continental Congress governed the United 
States throughout the War of Independence, issuing among other documents the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity 
of Taking Up Arms (July 6, 1775), the “Lee Resolution” or Resolution for Independence (July 2, 1776), and—Adams’s focus 
here—the Declaration of Independence (July 4, 1776). The Second Continental Congress subsequently debated and 
adopted the Articles of Confederation, according to which it was replaced by the Congress of the Confederation in March 
1781.


You enquire why so young a man as Jefferson was placed at the head of the Committee for preparing a 
declaration of Independence? I answer, it was the Frankfort advice, to place Virginia at the head of 
everything. Mr: Richard Henry Lee, might be gone to Virginia, to his sick family, for aught I know, but 
that was not the reason of Mr: Jefferson’s appointment. There were three Committees appointed at the 
same time. One for the declaration of Independence; another for preparing Articles of Confederation; 

and another for preparing a Treaty to be proposed to France. Mr Lee was chosen for the Committee of 
confederation, and it was not thought convenient that the same person should be upon both. Mr 
Jefferson came into Congress in June 1775. and brought with him a reputation for literature, science, and 
a happy talent at composition. Writings of his were handed about remarkable for the peculiar felicity of 
expression. Though a silent member in Congress, he was so prompt, frank, explicit and decisive upon 
Committees, not even Saml Adams was more so, that he soon seized upon my heart, and upon this 
occasion I gave him my vote and did all in my power to procure the votes of others. I think he had one 
more vote than any other, and that placed him at the head of the Committee. I had the next highest 
number and that placed me the second. The Committee met, discussed the subject, and then appointed 
Mr: Jefferson & me to make the draught; I suppose, because we were the two highest on the list. The 
Sub-Committee met; Jefferson proposed to me to make the draught. I said I will not; You shall do it. Oh 
No! Why will you not? You ought to do it. I will not. Why? Reasons enough. What can be your reasons? 
Reason 1st. You are a Virginian, and Virginia ought to appear at the head of this business. Reason 2d. I 
am obnoxious, suspected and unpopular; You are very much otherwise. Reason 3d: You can write ten 
times better than I can. “Well,” said Jefferson, “if you are decided I will do as well as I can.” Very well, 
when you have drawn it up we will have a meeting. A meeting we accordingly had and conn’d the paper 
over. I was delighted with its high tone, and the flights of Oratory with which it abounded, especially 
that concerning Negro Slavery, which though I knew his Southern Bretheren would never suffer to pass 
in Congress, I certainly never would oppose.


There were other expressions, which I would not have inserted if I had drawn it up; particularly that 
which called the King a Tyrant. I thought this too personal, for I never believed George to be a tyrant in 
disposition and in nature; I always believed him to be deceived by his Courtiers on both sides the 
Atlantic, and in his Official capacity only, Cruel. I thought the expression too passionate and too much 
like scolding for so grave and solemn a document; but as [Benjamin] Franklin and [Roger] Sherman 
were to inspect it afterwards, I thought it would not become me to strike it out. I consented to report it 
and do not now remember that I made or suggested a single alteration.


We reported it to the Committee of Five. It was read and I do not remember that Franklin or Sherman 
criticized any thing. We were all in haste; Congress was impatient and the Instrument was reported, as I 
believe in Jefferson’s hand writing as he first drew it. Congress cut off about a quarter part of it, as I 
expected they would, but they obliterated some of the best of it and left all that was exceptionable, if 
any thing in it was.


I have long wondered that the Original draft has not been published. I suppose the reason is the 
vehement Phillipic against Negro Slavery. As you justly observe, there is not an idea in it, but what had 
been hackney’d in Congress for two years before. The substance of it is contained in the declaration of 
rights and the violation of those rights [viz., the Declaration and Resolves], in the Journals of Congress in 
1774. Indeed, the essence of it is contained in a pamphlet, voted and printed by the Town of Boston 
before the first Congress met; composed by James Otis, as I suppose—in one of his lucid intervals, and 
pruned and polished by Saml: Adams. […]
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“Original Rough Draught” of the Declaration of Independence

[Thomas Jefferson’s original draft of the Declaration, before revisions by other members of the 
Committee of Five and the Second Continental Congress]


[June 1776]


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 merce naries 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 
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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, & 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 & 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 a 
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 independent 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.
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Of Man, As a Member of Society

James Wilson, Lectures on Law (1791)


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

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

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

Heaven, forming each on other to depend, 
Bids each on other for assistance call, 
‘Till one man’s weakness grows the strength of all.

Wants, frailties, passions closer still ally 
The common interest, or endear the tie: 
To these we owe true friendship, love sincere,

Each home-felt joy, that life inherits here. 
[Pope, Essay on Man]

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

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

men are equal; so, in the same state, all men are free. In such a state, no one can claim, in preference to 
another, superiour right: in the same state, no one can claim over another superiour authority. […]
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Property

James Madison (March 29, 1792)


This term in its particular application means “that dominion which one man claims and exercises over 
the external things of the world, in exclusion of every other individual.”


In its larger and juster meaning, it embraces every thing to which a man may attach a value and have a 
right; and which leaves to every one else the like advantage. 

In the former sense, a man’s land, or merchandize, or money is called his property. 

In the latter sense, a man has a property in his opinions and the free communication of them. 

He has a property of peculiar value in his religious opinions, and in the profession and practice dictated 
by them. 

He has a property very dear to him in the safety and liberty of his person. 

He has an equal property in the free use of his faculties and free choice of the objects on which to 
employ them. 

In a word, as a man is said to have a right to his property, he may be equally said to have a property in 
his rights. 

Where an excess of power prevails, property of no sort is duly respected. No man is safe in his opinions, 
his person, his faculties, or his possessions. 

Where there is an excess of liberty, the effect is the same, tho’ from an opposite cause. 

Government is instituted to protect property of every sort; as well that which lies in the various rights of 
individuals, as that which the term particularly expresses. This being the end of government, that alone 
is a just government, which impartially secures to every man, whatever is his own. 

According to this standard of merit, the praise of affording a just securing to property, should be 
sparingly bestowed on a government which, however scrupulously guarding the possessions of 
individuals, does not protect them in the enjoyment and communication of their opinions, in which 
they have an equal, and in the estimation of some, a more valuable property. 

More sparingly should this praise be allowed to a government, where a man’s religious rights are 
violated by penalties, or fettered by tests, or taxed by a hierarchy. Conscience is the most sacred of all 
property; other property depending in part on positive law, the exercise of that, being a natural and 
unalienable right. To guard a man’s house as his castle, to pay public and enforce private debts with the 
most exact faith, can give no title to invade a man’s conscience which is more sacred than his castle, or to 
withhold from it that debt of protection, for which the public faith is pledged, by the very nature and 
original conditions of the social pact. 

That is not a just government, nor is property secure under it, where the property which a man has in 
his personal safety and personal liberty, is violated by arbitrary seizures of one class of citizens for the 
service of the rest. A magistrate issuing his warrants to a press gang, would be in his proper functions in 
Turkey or Indostan, under appellations proverbial of the most compleat despotism. 

That is not a just government, nor is property secure under it, where arbitrary restrictions, exemptions, 
and monopolies deny to part of its citizens that free use of their faculties, and free choice of their 

occupations, which not only constitute their property in the general sense of the word; but are the 
means of acquiring property strictly so called. What must be the spirit of legislation where a 
manufacturer of linen cloth is forbidden to bury his own child in a linen shroud, in order to favour his 
neighbour who manufactures woolen cloth; where the manufacturer and wearer of woolen cloth are 
again forbidden the oeconomical use of buttons of that material, in favor of the manufacturer of buttons 
of other materials! 

A just security to property is not afforded by that government, under which unequal taxes oppress one 
species of property and reward another species: where arbitrary taxes invade the domestic sanctuaries 
of the rich, and excessive taxes grind the faces of the poor; where the keenness and competitions of 
want are deemed an insufficient spur to labor, and taxes are again applied, by an unfeeling policy, as 
another spur; in violation of that sacred property, which Heaven, in decreeing man to earn his bread by 
the sweat of his brow, kindly reserved to him, in the small repose that could be spared from the supply 
of his necessities. 

If there be a government then which prides itself in maintaining the inviolability of property; which 
provides that none shall be taken directly even for public use without indemnification to the owner, and 
yet directly violates the property which individuals have in their opinions, their religion, their persons, 
and their faculties; nay more, which indirectly violates their property, in their actual possessions, in the 
labor that acquires their daily subsistence, and in the hallowed remnant of time which ought to relieve 
their fatigues and soothe their cares, the inference will have been anticipated, that such a government is 
not a pattern for the United States. 

If the United States mean to obtain or deserve the full praise due to wise and just governments, they will 
equally respect the rights of property, and the property in rights: they will rival the government that 
most sacredly guards the former; and by repelling its example in violating the latter, will make 
themselves a pattern to that and all other governments.
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Of the Nature of Equality in Republics

Nathaniel Chipman, Sketches of the Principles of Government (1793)


[…] Some of the most eminent writers on government, have supposed an equality of property, as well as 
of rights to be necessary in a republic. They have, therefore, prescribed limits to individual acquisition. 
The Reason given is, that riches give power to those who possess them, and that those who possess 
power, will always abuse it to the oppression of others. If this be a good reason for limiting the 
acquisition of riches, there is equal reason for limiting the improvement of bodily strength and mental 
abilities. Such a step would be an abridgement of the primary rights of man, and counteract almost all 
the laws of his nature. It would, perhaps, could it be reduced to practice, place the whole human race in 
a state of fearless quietude; but it would be a state of tasteless enjoyment, of stupid inactivity, not to be 
envied by the lowest tribes of the animal creation. 

If such be the principles of a republican government, it is a government out of nature. Those have made 
a wiser choice, who have submitted to the less tyrannical principles of absolute monarchy. These are 
not the principles of a republic. They are the principles of anarchy, and of popular tyranny. 

We have just now enquired into the nature of equality among men, and have seen in what it consists; a 
free and equal enjoyment of the primary rights, which are, the intellectual rights, and the right which 
men have of using their powers and faculties, under certain reciprocal modifications, for their own 
convenience and happiness. The equality necessary in a republic, requires nothing more, than this 
equality of primary rights. I shall here instance in the right of acquisition only, as being sufficient for my 
present purpose. 

To the security of this right, certain regulations, as to the modes and conditions of enjoying the 
secondary rights, or in other words, of holding property, are necessary. Not, indeed, as to the quantity, 
but the freedom of acquisition, use, and disposal. To give to any individual, or class of men, a monopoly, 
an exclusive right of acquisition in those things, which nature has made the subjects of property, to 
perpetuate, and render them unalienable in their hands, is an exclusion of the rights of others. It is a 
violation of the equal rights of man. Of this nature are all exclusive privileges; all perpetuities of riches 
and honor, and all the pretended rights of primogeniture. Inequality of property, in the possession of 
individuals, is not directly, nor by inevitable consequence, subversive of genuine liberty. Those laws are, 
indeed, subversive of liberty, which, by establishing perpetuities, deprive the owner of a right of 
disposal, and others, so far as they extend, of the right of acquisition; which annex privileges to 
property, and by making it a qualification in government, create a powerful aristocracy. 

Riches are the fruit of industry. Honor the fruit of merit. Both ought, as to their continuance, and the 
influence which attends them, to be left to the conduct of the possessor. If a man, who, by industry and 
economy, has acquired riches, become indolent, or profligate, let him sink into poverty. Let those who 
are still industrious and economical, succeed to his enjoyments, as to their just reward. If a man, who, 
by noble and virtuous actions, has acquired honor, the esteem of mankind, will behave infamously, let 
him sink into contempt. To exclude the meritorious from riches and honors, and to perpetuate either to 
the undeserving, are equally injurious to the rights of man in society. In both it is to counteract the laws 
of nature, which have, by the connection of cause and effect, annexed the proper rewards and 
punishments to the actions of men. Wealth, or at least, a competency, is the reward, provided by the 
laws of nature, for prudent industry; want, the punishment of idleness and profligacy. 

If we make equality of property necessary in a society, we must employ force, against both the 
industrious and the indolent. On the one hand, the industrious must be restrained, from every exertion, 
which may exceed the power, or inclination of common capacities; on the other hand, the indolent 
must be forcibly stimulated to common exertions. This would be acting the fable of Procrustes, who, by 
stretching, or lopping to his iron bedstead, would reduce every man to his own standard length. 

If this method should be deemed ineligible, the only alternative will be, either by open violence, or the 
secret fraud of the law, to turn a certain portion of the well-earned acquisitions of the vigilant and 
industrious, to the use of the indolent and neglectful. 

Let us not, in a Republic, attempt the extreme of equality: It verges on the extreme of tyranny. Guarantee 
to every man, the full enjoyment of his natural rights. Banish all exclusive privileges; all perpetuities of 
riches and honors. Leave free the acquisition and disposal of property to supply the occasions of the 
owner, and to answer all claims of right, both of the society, and of individuals. To give a stimulus to 
industry, to provide solace and assistance, in the last helpless stages of life, and a reward for the 
attentions of humanity, confirm to the owner the power of directing, who shall succeed to his right of 
property after his death; but let it be without any limitation, or restraint upon the future use, or 
disposal. Divert not the consequences of actions, as to the individual actors, from their proper course. 
Let no preference be given to any one in government, but what his conduct can secure, from the 
sentiments of his fellow citizens. Of property, left to the disposal of the law, let a descent from parents to 
children, in equal portions, be held a sacred principle of the constitution. Secure but these, and every 
thing will flow in the channel intended by nature. The operation of the equal laws of nature, tend to 
exclude, or correct every dangerous excess. 

Thus industry will be excited; arts will flourish, and virtuous conduct meet its just reward, the esteem 
and confidence of mankind. Am I deceived? or are these the true principles of equality in a democratic 
republic? Principles, which will secure its prosperity, and, if any thing in this stage of existence can be 
durable, its perpetual duration. […]
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A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law

John Adams (1765)


[…] [The first colonists in America] were convinced, by their knowledge of human nature, derived from 
history and their own experience, that nothing could preserve their posterity from the encroachments 
of the two systems of tyranny, in opposition to which, as has been observed already, they erected their 
government in church and state, but knowledge diffused generally through the whole body of the 
people. Their civil and religious principles, therefore, conspired to prompt them to use every measure 
and take every precaution in their power to propagate and perpetuate knowledge. For this purpose they 
laid very early the foundations of colleges, and invested them with ample privileges and emoluments; 
and it is remarkable that they have left among their posterity so universal an affection and veneration 
for those seminaries, and for liberal education, that the meanest of the people contribute cheerfully to 
the support and maintenance of them every year, and that nothing is more generally popular than 
projections for the honor, reputation, and advantage of those seats of learning. But the wisdom and 
benevolence of our fathers rested not here. They made an early provision by law, that every town 
consisting of so many families, should be always furnished with a grammar school. They made it a 
crime for such a town to be destitute of a grammar schoolmaster for a few months, and subjected it to a 
heavy penalty. So that the education of all ranks of people was made the care and expense of the public, 
in a manner that I believe has been unknown to any other people ancient or modern. […]


The Report of a Constitution, or Form of Government, for the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts

John Adams (1779)


CHAPTER VI 

THE UNIVERSITY AT CAMBRIDGE, AND ENCOURAGEMENT OF LITERATURE, &C.


Section I 

THE UNIVERSITY


ART. I. WHEREAS OUR WISE AND PIOUS ANCESTORS, so early as the year one thousand six hundred and 
thirty-six, laid the foundation of Harvard College, in which university many persons of great eminence 
have by the blessing of God been initiated in those arts and sciences which qualified them for public 
employments, both in church and state. And whereas the encouragement of arts and sciences, and all 
good literature, tends to the honor of God, the advantage of the Christian religion, and the great benefit 
of this and the other United States of America,—it is declared, That the President and Fellows of 
Harvard College, in their corporate capacity, and their successors in that capacity, their officers and 
servants, shall have, hold, use, exercise, and enjoy, all the powers, authorities, rights, liberties, privileges, 
immunities, and franchises, which they now have, or are entitled to have, hold, use, exercise, and enjoy; 
and the same are hereby ratified and confirmed unto them, the said President and Fellows of Harvard 
College, and to their successors, and to their officers and servants, respectively, forever.


[…]


Section II

THE ENCOURAGEMENT OF LITERATURE, &C.


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


Letter: John Adams to Benjamin Rush, October 13, 1810


[…] [Thomas] Hobbes calumniated the Classicks, because they filled young Mens heads with Ideas of 
Liberty, and excited them to rebellion against Leviathan.


Suppose We Should agree to Study the oriental Languages especially the Arabic, instead of Greek and 
Latin. This would not please the Ladies So well, but it would gratify Hobbes much better. According to 
many present appearances in the World many useful Lessons and deep Maxims might be learned from 
the Asiatic Writers. There are great Models of Heroes and Conquerors fit for the Imitation of the 
Emperors of Britain and France. For Example in the Life of Timur Bec, or Tamerlane the great We read 
vol. 1. p. 202. “It was Timurs Ambition of Universal Empire which caused him to undertake Such 
glorious Actions. He has been often heard to Say, that it was neither agreable nor decent, that the 
habitable World Should be governed by two Kings: according to the Words of the Poet, ‘as there is but 
one God, there ought to be but one King, all the Earth being very Small in Comparison of the Ambition 
of a great Prince.’”


Where can you find in any Greek or Roman Writer a Sentiment so Sublime and edifying for George and 
Napoleon? There are Some faint Traces of it in the Conduct of Alexander and Cæsar but far less frank 
and noble, and these have been imprudently branded with Infamy by Greek and Roman orators and 
Historians. There is an Abundance more of Such profound Instruction in the Life of this Tamerlane as 
well as in that of Gengizcan, both of which I believe Napoleon has closely Studied. With Homer in one 
Pocket, Cæsars Commentaries in the other, Quintus Curtius under his Pillow, and the Lives of 
Mahomet, Gengizcan, and Tamerlane in his Port Folio, and Polybius, Folard, Montecucculi, 
Charlemagne, Charles twelfth, Charles 5th cum multis aliis among his Baggage, this Man has formed 
himself: but the Classics among them have damped his ardor and prevented his rising as yet to the lofty 
Heights of the Asiatic Emperors. Would it not be better that George and Napoleon Should forget all 
their Classicks and mount at once to all Sublimities of Mahomet, Gengizcan and Tamerlane? In that 
Case one or the other must Soon Succumb; and would it not be better that one Such should govern the 
Globe than two? […] 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Letter: Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, June 27, 1812


[...] Men have differed in opinion, and been divided into parties by these opinions, from the first origin 
of societies; and in all governments where they have been permitted freely to think and to speak. The 
same political parties which now agitate the US have existed thro’ all time. Whether the power of the 
people, or that of the aristoi should prevail, were questions which kept the states of Greece and Rome in 
eternal convulsions; as they now schismatize every people whose minds and mouths are not shut up by 
the gag of a despot. And in fact the terms of Whig and Tory belong to natural, as well as to civil history. 
They denote the temper and constitution of mind of different individuals. 

To come to our own country, and to the times when you and I became first acquainted, we well 
remember the violent parties which agitated the old Congress, and their bitter contests. There you & I 
were together, and the Jays, and the Dickinsons, and other anti-independants were arrayed against us. 
They cherished the monarchy of England; and we the rights of our countrymen. When our present 
government was in the mew, passing from Confederation to Union, how bitter was the schism between 
the Feds and Antis! Here you and I were together again. For altho’ for a moment, separated by the 
Atlantic from the scene of action, I favored the opinion that nine states should confirm the constitution, 
in order to secure it, and the others hold off, until certain amendments, deemed favorable to freedom, 
should be made, I rallied in the first instant to the wiser proposition of Massachusets, that all should 
confirm, and then all instruct their delegates to urge those amendments. The amendments were made, 
and all were reconciled to the government. But as soon as it was put into motion, the line of division was 
again drawn; we broke into two parties, each wishing to give a different direction to the government; the 
one to strengthen the most popular branch, the other the more permanent branches, and to extend 
their permanence. Here you & I separated for the first time: and as we had been longer than most others 
on the public theatre, and our names therefore were more familiar to our countrymen, the party which 
considered you as thinking with them, placed your name at their head; the other, for the same reason, 
selected mine. [...] 


Letter: Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, October 28, 1813


[...] For I agree with you that there is a natural aristocracy among men. The grounds of this are virtue & 
talents. Formerly bodily powers gave place among the aristoi. But since the invention of gunpowder has 
armed the weak as well as the strong with missile death, bodily strength, like beauty, good humor, 
politeness and other accomplishments, has become but an auxiliary ground of distinction. There is also 
an artificial aristocracy founded on wealth and birth, without either virtue or talents; for with these it 
would belong to the first class. The natural aristocracy I consider as the most precious gift of nature, for 
the instruction, the trusts, and government of society. And indeed it would have been inconsistent in 
creation to have formed man for the social state, and not to have provided virtue and wisdom enough to 
manage the concerns of the society. 

May we not even say that that form of government is the best which provides the most effectually for a 
pure selection of these natural aristoi into the offices of government? The artificial aristocracy is a 
mischievous ingredient in government, and provision should be made to prevent its ascendancy. On the 
question, What is the best provision? you and I differ; but we differ as rational friends, using the free 
exercise of our own reason, and mutually indulging its errors. You think it best to put the Pseudo-aristoi 
into a separate chamber of legislation where they may be hindered from doing mischief by their 
coordinate branches, and where also they may be a protection to wealth against the Agrarian and 
plundering enterprises of the Majority of the people. I think that to give them power in order to prevent 
them from doing mischief, is arming them for it, and increasing instead of remedying the evil. For if the 
coordinate branches can arrest their action, so may they that of the coordinates. mischief may be done 
negatively as well as positively. Of this a cabal in the Senate of the US has furnished many proofs. Nor 
do I believe them necessary to protect the wealthy; because enough of these will find their way into 

every branch of the legislature to protect themselves. From 15 to 20 legislatures of our own, in action for 
30 years past, have proved that no fears of an equalisation of property are to be apprehended from them. 
I think the best remedy is exactly that provided by all our constitutions, to leave to the citizens the free 
election and separation of the aristoi from the pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from the chaff. In general 
they will elect the real good and wise. In some instances, wealth may corrupt, and birth blind them; but 
not in sufficient degree to endanger the society. 

It is probable that our difference of opinion may in some measure be produced by a difference of 
character in those among whom we live. From what I have seen of Massachusets and Connecticut 
myself, and still more from what I have heard, and the character given of the former by yourself, who 
know them so much better, there seems to be in those two states a traditionary reverence for certain 
families, which has rendered the offices of the government nearly hereditary in those families. I 
presume that from an early period of your history, members of these families happening to possess 
virtue and talents, have honestly exercised them for the good of the people, and by their services have 
endeared their names to them. In coupling Connecticut with you, I mean it politically only, not morally. 
For having made the Bible the Common law of their land they seem to have modelled their morality on 
the story of Jacob and Laban. But altho’ this hereditary succession to office with you may in some 
degree be founded in real family merit, yet in a much higher degree it has proceeded from your strict 
alliance of church and state. These families are canonised in the eyes of the people on the common 
principle ‘you tickle me, and I will tickle you.’ 

In Virginia we have nothing of this. Our clergy, before the revolution, having been secured against 
rivalship by fixed salaries, did not give themselves the trouble of acquiring influence over the people. of 
wealth, there were great accumulations in particular families, handed down from generation to 
generation under the English law of entails. But the only object of ambition for the wealthy was a seat 
in the king’s council. All their court then was paid to the crown and its creatures; and they Philipised in 
all collisions between the king & people. Hence they were unpopular; and that unpopularity continues 
attached to their names. A Randolph, a Carter, or a Burwell must have great personal superiority over a 
common competitor to be elected by the people, even at this day. At the first session of our legislature 
after the Declaration of Independance, we passed a law abolishing entails. And this was followed by 
one abolishing the privilege of Primogeniture, and dividing the lands of intestates equally among all 
their children, or other representatives. 

These laws, drawn by myself, laid the axe to the root of Pseudo-aristocracy. And had another which I 
prepared been adopted by the legislature, our work would have been compleat. It was a Bill for the 
more general diffusion of learning. This proposed to divide every county into wards of 5 or 6 miles 
square, like your townships; to establish in each ward a free school for reading, writing and common 
arithmetic; to provide for the annual selection of the best subjects from these schools who might recieve 
at the public expence a higher degree of education at a district school; and from these district schools to 
select a certain number of the most promising subjects to be compleated at an University, where all the 
useful sciences should be taught. Worth and genius would thus have been sought out from every 
condition of life, and compleatly prepared by education for defeating the competition of wealth & birth 
for public trusts. My proposition had for a further object to impart to these wards those portions of self-
government for which they are best qualified, by confiding to them the care of their poor, their roads, 
police, elections, the nomination of jurors, administration of justice in small cases, elementary exercises 
of militia, in short, to have made them little republics, with a Warden at the head of each, for all those 
concerns which, being under their eye, they would better manage than the larger republics of the 
county or state. A general call of ward-meetings by their Wardens on the same day thro’ the state would 
at any time produce the genuine sense of the people on any required point, and would enable the state 
to act in mass, as your people have so often done, and with so much effect, by their town-meetings. The 
law for religious freedom, which made a part of this system, having put down the aristocracy of the 
clergy, and restored to the citizen the freedom of the mind, and those of entails and descents nurturing 
an equality of condition among them, this on Education would have raised the mass of the people to the 
high ground of moral respectability necessary to their own safety, & to orderly government; and would 
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have compleated the great object of qualifying them to select the veritable aristoi, for the trusts of 
government, to the exclusion of the Pseudalists: and the same Theognis who has furnished the 
epigraphs of your two letters assures us that ‘Ουδεμιαν πω, Κυρν’, αγαθοι πολιν ωλεςαν ανδρες’ [Kurnis, 
good men have never harmed any city]. Altho’ this law has not yet been acted on but in a small and 
inefficient degree, it is still considered as before the legislature, with other bills of the revised code, not 
yet taken up, and I have great hope that some patriotic spirit will, at a favorable moment, call it up, and 
make it the key-stone of the arch of our government.


With respect to Aristocracy we should further consider that, before the establishment of the American 
states, nothing was known to History but the Man of the old world, crowded within limits either small 
or overcharged, and steeped in the vices which that situation generates. A government adapted to such 
men would be one thing; but a very different one that for the Man of these states. Here every one may 
have land to labor for himself if he chooses; or, preferring the exercise of any other industry, may exact 
for it such compensation as not only to afford a comfortable subsistence, but wherewith to provide for a 
cessation from labor in old age. Every one, by his property, or by his satisfactory situation, is interested 
in the support of law and order. And such men may safely and advantageously reserve to themselves a 
wholsome control over their public affairs, and a degree of freedom, which in the hands of the Canaille 
of the cities of Europe, would be instantly perverted to the demolition and destruction of every thing 
public and private. The history of the last 25 years of France [1788–1813], and of the last 40 years in 
America [1773–1813], nay of it’s last 200 years [1613–1813], proves the truth of both parts of this 
observation.


But even in Europe a change has sensibly taken place in the mind of Man. Science had liberated the 
ideas of those who read and reflect, and the American example had kindled feelings of right in the 
people. An insurrection has consequently begun, of science, talents & courage against rank and birth, 
which have fallen into contempt. It has failed in its first effort, because the mobs of the cities, the 
instrument used for its accomplishment, debased by ignorance, poverty and vice, could not be 
restrained to rational action. But the world will recover from the panic of this first catastrophe. Science 
is progressive, and talents and enterprize on the alert. Resort may be had to the people of the country, a 
more governable power from their principles & subordination; and rank and birth and tinsel-
aristocracy will finally shrink into insignificance even there. this however we have no right to meddle 
with. It suffices for us, if the moral & physical condition of our own citizens qualifies them to select the 
able and good for the direction of their government, with a recurrence of elections at such short periods 
as will enable them to displace an unfaithful servant before the mischief he meditates may be 
irremediable. [...]
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Letter: John Adams to the Massachusetts Militia, October 11, 1798


To the Officers of the first Brigade of the third Division of the Militia of Massachusetts


Quincy October 11. 1798

Gentlemen


I have received from Major General Hull and Brigadier General Walker your unanimous Address from 
Lexington, animated with a martial Spirit and expressed with a military Dignity, becoming your 
Characters and the memorable Plains, in which it was adopted.


While our Country remains untainted with the Principles and manners, which are now producing 
desolation in so many Parts of the World: while she continues Sincere and incapable of insidious and 
impious Policy: We shall have the Strongest Reason to rejoice in the local destination assigned Us by 
Providence. But should the People of America, once become capable of that deep simulation towards 
one another and towards foreign nations, which assumes the Language of Justice and moderation while 
it is practicing Iniquity and Extravagance; and displays in the most captivating manner the charming 
Pictures of Candour frankness & sincerity while it is rioting in rapine and Insolence: this Country will 
be the most miserable Habitation in the World. Because We have no Government armed with Power 
capable of contending with human Passions unbridled by morality and Religion. Avarice, Ambition, 
Revenge or Galantry, would break the strongest Cords of our Constitution as a Whale goes through a 
Net. Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious People. It is wholly inadequate to the 
government of any other.


An Address so unanimous and firm from the officers commanding two thousand Eight hundred Men, 
consisting of such substantial Citizens as are able and willing at their own Expence, compleatly to arm, 
and cloath themselves in handsome Uniforms does honor to that Division of the Militia which has 
done so much honor to their Country. Oaths, in this Country, are as yet universally considered as Sacred 
Obligations. That which you have taken and so solemnly repeated on that venerable Spot is an ample 
Pledge of your sincerity, and devotion to your Country and its Government.


John Adams


Spirit of Governments

James Madison (February 18, 1792)


No Government is perhaps reducible to a sole principle of operation. Where the theory approaches 
nearest to this character, different and often heterogeneous principles mingle their influence in the 
administration. It is useful nevertheless to analyse the several kinds of government, and to characterize 
them by the spirit which predominates in each.


Montesquieu has resolved the great operative principles of government into fear, honor, and virtue, 
applying the first to pure despotisms, the second to regular monarchies, and the third to republics. The 
portion of truth blended with the ingenuity of this system, sufficiently justifies the admiration bestowed 
on its author. Its accuracy however can never be defended against the criticisms which it has 
encountered. Montesquieu was in politics not a Newton or a Locke, who established immortal systems, 
the one in matter, the other in mind. He was in his particular science what Bacon was in universal 
science: He lifted the veil from the venerable errors which enslaved opinion, and pointed the way to 
those luminous truths of which he had but a glimpse himself.


May not governments be properly divided, according to their predominant spirit and principles into 
three species of which the following are examples?


First. A government operating by a permanent military force, which at once maintains the 
government, and is maintained by it; which is at once the cause of burdens on the people, and of 
submission in the people to their burdens. Such have been the governments under which human 
nature has groaned through every age. Such are the governments which still oppress it in almost 
every country of Europe, the quarter of the globe which calls itself the pattern of civilization, and 
the pride of humanity.


Secondly. A government operating by corrupt influence; substituting the motive of private interest 
in place of public duty; converting its pecuniary dispensations into bounties to favorites, or bribes 
to opponents; accommodating its measures to the avidity of a part of the nation instead of the 
benefit of the whole: in a word, enlisting an army of interested partizans, whose tongues, whose 
pens, whose intrigues, and whose active combinations, by supplying the terror of the sword, may 
support a real domination of the few, under an apparent liberty of the many. Such a government, 
wherever to be found, is an imposter. It is happy for the new world that it is not on the west side of 
the Atlantic. It will be both happy and honorable for the United States, if they never descend to 
mimic the costly pageantry of its form, nor betray themselves into the venal spirit of its 
administration.


Thirdly. A government, deriving its energy from the will of the society, and operating by the reason 
of its measures, on the understanding and interest of the society. Such is the government for which 
philosophy has been searching, and humanity been sighing, from the most remote ages. Such are 
the republican governments which it is the glory of America to have invented, and her unrivalled 
happiness to possess. May her glory be compleated by every improvement on the theory which 
experience may teach; and her happiness be perpetuated by a system of administration 
corresponding with the purity of the theory.
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Address on the Anniversary of Independence

John Quincy Adams (July 4, 1821)


[…] The Declaration of Independence pronounced the irrevocable decree of political separation, 
between the United States and their people on the one part, and the British king, government, and 
nation on the other.  It proclaimed the first principles on which civil government is founded, and 
derived from them the justification before earth and heaven of this act of sovereignty. But it left the 
people of this union, collective and individual, without organized government. In contemplating this 
state of things, one of the profoundest of British statesmen, in an ecstacy of astonishment exclaimed,
“Anarchy is found tolerable!” But there was no anarchy. From the day of the Declaration, the people of 
the North American union, and of its constituent states, were associated bodies of civilized men and 
christians, in a state of nature, but not of anarchy. They were bound by the laws of God, which they all, 
and by the laws of the gospel, which they nearly all, acknowledged as the rules of their conduct. They 
were bound by the principles which they themselves had proclaimed in the declaration. They were 
bound by all those tender and endearing sympathies, the absence of which, in the British government 
and nation, towards them, was the primary cause of the distressing conflict in which they had been 
precipitated by the headlong rashness and unfeeling insolence, of their oppressors. They were bound 
by all the beneficent laws and institutions, which their forefathers had brought with them from their 
mother country, not as servitudes but as rights. They were bound by habits of hardy industry, by frugal 
and hospitable manners,  by the general sentiments of social equality, by pure and virtuous morals; and 
lastly they were bound by the grappling-hooks of common suffering under the scourge of oppression. 
Where then, among such a people, were the materials for anarchy! Had there been among them no 
other law, they would have been  a law unto themselves.

 
They had before them in their new position, besides  the maintenance of the independence which they 
had declared, three great objects to attain; the first, to cement and prepare for perpetuity their common 
union and that of their posterity; the second, to erect and organize civil and municipal governments in 
their respective states: and the third, to form connexions of friendship and of commerce with foreign 
nations. For all these objects, the same Congress which issued the Declaration, and at the same time 
with it, had provided. They recommended to the several states to form civil governments for themselves; 
with guarded and cautious deliberation they matured a confederation for the whole Union; and they 
prepared treaties of commerce, to be offered to the principal maritime nations of the world. All these 
objects were in a great degree accomplished amid the din of arms, and while every quarter of our 
country was ransacked by the fury of invasion. The states organized their governments, all in republican 
forms, all on the principles of the Declaration. The confederation was unanimously accepted by the 
thirteen states : and treaties of commerce were concluded with France and the Netherlands, in which, 
for the first time, the same just and magnanimous principles, consigned in the Declaration of 
Independence, were, so far as they could be applicable to the intercourse between nation and nation, 
solemnly recognized. When experience had proved that the confederation was not adequate to the 
national purposes of the country, the people of the United States, without tumult, without violence, by 
their delegates all chosen upon principles of equal right, formed a more perfect union, by the 
establishment of the federal constitution. This has already passed the ordeal of one human generation. 
In all the changes of men and of parties through which it has passed, it has been administered on the 
same fundamental principles. Our manners, our habits, our feelings, are all republican; and if our 
principles had been, when first proclaimed, doubtful to the ear of reason or the sense of humanity, they 
would have been reconciled to our understanding and endeared to our hearts by their practical 
operation. In the progress of forty years since the acknowledgment of our Independence, we have gone 
through many modifications of internal government, and through all the vicissitudes of peace and war, 
with other mighty nations. But never, never for a moment have the great principles, consecrated by the 
Declaration of this day, been renounced or abandoned.


And now, friends and countrymen, if the wise and learned philosophers of the older world, the first 
observers of nutation and aberration, the discoverers of maddening ether and invisible planets, the 
inventors of Congreve rockets and shrapnel shells, should find their hearts disposed to inquire, what 

has America done for the benefit of mankind? let our answer be this—America, with the same voice 
which spoke herself into existence as a nation, proclaimed to mankind the inextinguishable rights of 
human nature, and the only lawful foundations of government. America, in the assembly of nations, 
since her admission among them, has invariably, though often fruitlessly, held forth to them the hand 
of honest friendship, of equal freedom, of generous reciprocity. She has uniformly spoken among them, 
though often to heedless and often to disdainful ears, the language of equal liberty, equal justice, and 
equal rights. She has, in the lapse of nearly half a century, without a single exception, respected the 
independence of other nations, while asserting and maintaining her own. She has abstained from 
interference in the concerns of others, even when the conflict has been for principles to which she 
clings, as to the last vital drop that visits the heart. She has seen that probably for centuries to come, all 
the contests of that Aceldama [the potter’s field or “field of blood”: cf. Mt 27:7, Acts 1:18–19], the European 
World, will be contests between inveterate power, and emerging right. Wherever the standard of 
freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will her heart, her benedictions and 
her prayers be. But she goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the 
freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and Vindicator only of her own. She will 
recommend the general cause, by the countenance of her voice, and the benignant sympathy of her 
example. She well knows that by once enlisting under other banners than her own, were they even the 
banners of foreign independence, she would involve herself, beyond the power of extrication, in all the 
Wars of interest and intrigue, of individual avarice, envy, and ambition, which assume the colors and 
usurp the standard of freedom. The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from 
liberty to force. The frontlet upon her brows would no longer beam with the ineffable splendor of 
freedom and independence; but in its stead would soon be substituted an imperial diadem, flashing in 
false and tarnished lustre the murky radiance of dominion and power. She might become the dictatress 
of the world: she would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit. […]
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Letter: Thomas Jefferson to Henry Lee, May 8, 1825


[…] With respect to our rights and the acts of the British government contravening those rights, there 
was but one opinion on this side of the water.  All  American whigs  thought alike  on these subjects. 
When forced therefore to resort to arms for redress, an appeal to the tribunal of the world was deemed 
proper for our justification. This was the object of the Declaration of Independance. Not to find out new 
principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been 
said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject; in terms so plain and firm, as 
to command their assent, and to justify ourselves in the independant stand we  were  compelled to 
take.  Neither  aiming at  originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and 
previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that 
expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion. All its authority rests then on the 
harmonising sentiments of the day, whether expressed, in convers[atio]ns, in letters, printed essays, or 
in the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney Etc. […]


Letter: Thomas Jefferson to Roger Weightman, June 24, 1826


Respected Sir


The kind invitation I receive 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 proposed 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. That 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 forever refresh our 
recollections of these rights, and an undiminished devotion to them.


I will ask permission here to express the pleasure with which I should have met my ancient neighbors 
of the City of Washington and of its 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 receive for yourself, and those for whom you 
write, the assurance of my highest respect and friendly attachments.


Th. Jefferson
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Speech on the 150th Anniversary of the Declaration of Independence

Calvin Coolidge (July 5, 1926)


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


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


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


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


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


We are obliged to conclude that the Declaration of Independence represented the movement of a 
people. It was not, of course, a movement from the top. Revolutions do not come from that direction. It 
was not without the support of many of the most respectable people in the Colonies, who were entitled 

to all the consideration that is given to breeding, education, and possessions. It had the support of 
another element of great significance and importance to which I shall later refer. But the 
preponderance of all those who occupied a position which took on the aspect of aristocracy did not 
approve of the Revolution and held toward it an attitude either of neutrality or open hostility. It was in 
no sense a rising of the oppressed and downtrodden. It brought no scum to the surface, for the reason 
that colonial society had developed no scum. The great body of the people were accustomed to 
privations, but they were free from depravity. If they had poverty, it was not of the hopeless kind that 
afflicts great cities, but the inspiring kind that marks the spirit of the pioneer. The American Revolution 
represented the informed and mature convictions of a great mass of independent, liberty-loving, God-
fearing people who knew their rights, and possessed the courage to dare to maintain them.


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


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


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


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


It was not because it was proposed to establish a new nation, but because it was proposed to establish a 
nation on new principles, that July 4, 1776, has come to be regarded as one of the greatest days in history. 
Great ideas do not burst upon the world unannounced. They are reached by a gradual development 
over a length of time usually proportionate to their importance. This is especially true of the principles 
laid down in the Declaration of Independence. Three very definite propositions were set out in its 
preamble regarding the nature of mankind and therefore of government. These were the doctrine that 
all men are created equal, that they are endowed with certain inalienable rights, and that therefore the 
source of the just powers of government must be derived from the consent of the governed.
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If no one is to be accounted as born into a superior station, if there is to be no ruling class, and if all 
possess rights which can neither be bartered away nor taken from them by any earthly power, it follows 
as a matter of course that the practical authority of the Government has to rest on the consent of the 
governed. While these principles were not altogether new in political action, and were very far from 
new in political speculation, they had never been assembled before and declared in such a 
combination. But remarkable as this may be, it is not the chief distinction of the Declaration of 
Independence. The importance of political speculation is not to be underestimated, as I shall presently 
disclose. Until the idea is developed and the plan made there can be no action.


It was the fact that our Declaration of Independence containing these immortal truths was the political 
action of a duly authorized and constituted representative public body in its sovereign capacity, 
supported by the force of general opinion and by the armies of Washington already in the field, which 
makes it the most important civil document in the world. It was not only the principles declared, but 
the fact that therewith a new nation was born which was to be founded upon those principles and 
which from that time forth in its development has actually maintained those principles, that makes this 
pronouncement an incomparable event in the history of government. It was an assertion that a people 
had arisen determined to make every necessary sacrifice for the support of these truths and by their 
practical application bring the War of Independence to a successful conclusion and adopt the 
Constitution of the United States with all that it has meant to civilization.


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


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


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


“The choice of public magistrates belongs unto the people by God’s own allowance.”


This doctrine found wide acceptance among the nonconformist clergy who later made up the 
Congregational Church. The great apostle of this movement was the Rev. John Wise, of Massachusetts. 
He was one of the leaders of the revolt against the royal governor Andros in 1687, for which he suffered 
imprisonment. He was a liberal in ecclesiastical controversies. He appears to have been familiar with 
the writings of the political scientist, Samuel Pufendorf, who was born in Saxony in 1632. Wise 
published a treatise, entitled “The Church’s Quarrel Espoused,” in 1710, which was amplified in another 
publication in 1717. In it he dealt with the principles of civil government. His works were reprinted in 

1772 and have been declared to have been nothing less than a textbook of liberty for our Revolutionary 
fathers.


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


That these ideas were prevalent in Virginia is further revealed by the Declaration of Rights, which was 
prepared by George Mason and presented to the general assembly on May 27, 1776. This document 
asserted popular sovereignty and inherent natural rights, but confined the doctrine of equality to the 
assertion that “All men are created equally free and independent.” It can scarcely be imagined that 
Jefferson was unacquainted with what had been done in his own Commonwealth of Virginia when he 
took up the task of drafting the Declaration of Independence. But these thoughts can very largely be 
traced back to what John Wise was writing in 1710. He said, “Every man must be acknowledged equal to 
every man.” Again, “The end of all good government is to cultivate humanity and promote the 
happiness of all and the good of every man in all his rights, his life, liberty, estate, honor, and so forth. 
…” And again, “For as they have a power every man in his natural state, so upon combination they can 
and do bequeath this power to others and settle it according as their united discretion shall determine.” 
And still again, “Democracy is Christ’s government in church and state.” Here was the doctrine of 
equality, popular sovereignty, and the substance of the theory of inalienable rights clearly asserted by 
Wise at the opening of the eighteenth century, just as we have the principle of the consent of the 
governed stated by Hooker as early as 1638.


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


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


Placing every man on a plane where he acknowledged no superiors, where no one possessed any right 
to rule over him, he must inevitably choose his own rulers through a system of self-government. This 
was their theory of democracy. In those days such doctrines would scarcely have been permitted to 
flourish and spread in any other country. This was the purpose which the fathers cherished. In order 
that they might have freedom to express these thoughts and opportunity to put them into action, whole 
congregations with their pastors had migrated to the Colonies. These great truths were in the air that 
our people breathed. Whatever else we may say of it, the Declaration of Independence was profoundly 
American.
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If this apprehension of the facts be correct, and the documentary evidence would appear to verify it, 
then certain conclusions are bound to follow. A spring will cease to flow if its source be dried up; a tree 
will wither if its roots be destroyed. In its main features the Declaration of Independence is a great 
spiritual document. It is a declaration not of material but of spiritual conceptions. Equality, liberty, 
popular sovereignty, the rights of man — these are not elements which we can see and touch. They are 
ideals. They have their source and their roots in the religious convictions. They belong to the unseen 
world. Unless the faith of the American people in these religious convictions is to endure, the principles 
of our Declaration will perish. We can not continue to enjoy the result if we neglect and abandon the 
cause.


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


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


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


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


It was in the contemplation of these truths that the fathers made their declaration and adopted their 
Constitution. It was to establish a free government, which must not be permitted to degenerate into the 
unrestrained authority of a mere majority or the unbridled weight of a mere influential few. They 
undertook the balance these interests against each other and provide the three separate independent 

branches, the executive, the legislative, and the judicial departments of the Government, with checks 
against each other in order that neither one might encroach upon the other. These are our guaranties of 
liberty. As a result of these methods enterprise has been duly protected from confiscation, the people 
have been free from oppression, and there has been an ever-broadening and deepening of the 
humanities of life.


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


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

Robert Frost (1941)


The land was ours before we were the land’s.

She was our land more than a hundred years

Before we were her people. She was ours

In Massachusetts, in Virginia,

But we were England’s, still colonials,

Possessing what we still were unpossessed by,

Possessed by what we now no more possessed.

Something we were withholding made us weak

Until we found out that it was ourselves

We were withholding from our land of living,

And forthwith found salvation in surrender.

Such as we were we gave ourselves outright

(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)

To the land vaguely realizing westward,

But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced,

Such as she was, such as she would become.
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