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THE DŌMBŌC

Alfred the Great’s codification of three previous Saxon lawcodes under the 
overarching teaching of Scripture, implemented circa 890 AD, translated from 
the Old English by Benjamin Thorpe in Volume One of his 1840 book Ancient 
Laws and Institutes of England. We have also converted some of the Roman 
numerals to plain English numbers. 

THE LAWS OF KING ALFRED
The Lord spake these words to Moses, and thus said: I am the Lord thy God. 
I led thee out of the land of the Egyptians, and of their bondage.

1. Love thou not other strange gods above me.

2. Utter thou not my name idly, for thou shalt not be guiltless towards me if thou utter my name idly.

3. Remember that thou hallow the rest-day. Work for yourselves six days, and on the seventh 
rest. For in six days Christ wrought the heavens and the earth, the seas, and all creatures 
that are in them, and rested on the seventh day: and therefore the Lord hallowed it.

4. Honour thy father and thy mother whom the Lord hath given 
thee, that thou mayst be the longer living on earth.

5. Slay thou not.

6. Commit thou not adultery.

7. Steal thou not.

8. Say thou not false witness.

9. Covet thou not thy neighbour’s goods unjustly.

10. Make thou not to thyself golden or silver gods.

11. These are the dooms which thou shalt set for them. If anyone buy a Christian ‘theow,’ let him 
serve 6 years; the seventh he shall be free without purchase. With such raiment as he went in, with 
such go he out. If he have a wife of his own, go she out with him. If, however, the lord have given 
him a wife, be she and her child the lord’s. But if the ‘theow’ should say: ‘ I will not from my lord, 
nor from my wife, nor from my child, nor from my goods;’ let his lord then bring him to the door of 
the Temple, and bore his ear through with an awl, in token that he ever after shall be a ‘theow.’

12. Though any one sell his daughter to servitude, let her not be altogether such a 
‘theowu’ as other female slaves are. He ought not to sell her away among a strange 
folk. But if he who bought her reek not of her; let her go free among a strange folk. If, 
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however, he allow his son to cohabit with her, let him marry her: and let him see that 
she have raiment, and that which is the worth of her maidhood, that is, the dowry; let 
him give her that. If he do unto her none of these things, then let her be free.

13. Let the man who slayeth another wilfully perish by death. Let him who slayeth another 
of necessity or unwillingly or unwilfully, as God may have sent him into his hands, and 
for whom he has not Iain in wait, be worthy of his life, and of lawful ‘bot,’ if he seek an 
asylum. If, however, any one presumptuously and wilfully slay his neighbour through 
guile, pluck thou him from my altar, to the end that he may perish by death.

14. He who smiteth his father or his mother, he shall perish by death.

15. He who stealeth a freeman, and selleth him, and it be proved against 
him so that he cannot clear himself; let him perish by death. He who 
curseth his father or his mother, let him perish by death.

16. If any one smite his neighbour with a stone or with his fist, and he nevertheless can go 
out with a staff; let him get him a leech, and work his work the while that himself may not.

17. He who smiteth his own ‘theow-esne’ or his female slave, and he die not on the 
same day; though he live but two or three nights, he is not altogether so guilty, because 
it was his own property; but if he die the same day, then let the guilt rest on him.

18. If any one, in strife, hurt a breeding woman, let him make ‘ bot ‘ for the hurt, 
as the judges shall prescribe to him. If she die, let him give soul for soul.

19. If any one thrust out another’s eye, let him give his own for it ; tooth for tooth, hand 
for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

20. If any one smite out the eye of his ‘theow’ or of his ‘theowen,’ and he then make them 
one-eyed; let him free them on this account. And if he smite out a tooth, let him do the like.

21. If an ox gore a man or a woman, so that they die, let it be stoned, and let not its flesh be 
eaten. The lord shall not be liable, if the ox were wont to push with its horns for two or three days 
before, and the lord knew it not; but if he knew it, and he would not shut it in, and it then shall have 
slain a man or a woman, let it be stoned; and let the lord be slain, or the man be paid for, as the ‘ 
witan, decree to be right. If it gore a son or a daughter, let him be subject to the like judgment.

But if it gore a ‘theow’ or a ‘theow-mennen,’ let 30 Shillings of 
silver be given to the lord, and let the ox be stoned.

22. If any one dig a water-pit, or open one that is shut up, and close it not again; let 
him pay for whatever cattle may fall therein ; and let him have the dead beast.

23. If an ox wound another man’s ox, and it then die, let them sell the live ox, and have the worth 
in common, and also the flesh of the dead one. But if the lord knew that the ox hath used to push, 
and he would not confine it, let him give him another ox for it, and have all the flesh for himself.

24. If any one steal another’s ox, and slay or sell it, let him give two for it; and four 
sheep for one. If he have not what he may give, be he himself sold for the cattle.
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25. If a thief break into a man’s house by night, and he be there slain ; the slayer 
shall not be guilty of manslaughter. But if he do this after sunrise, he shall be guilty of 
manslaughter; and then he himself shall die, unless he were an unwilling agent. If with 
him living that be found which he had before stolen, let him pay for it two-fold.

26. If any one injure another man’s vineyard, or his fields, or aught 
of his lands; let him make ‘bot’ as it may be valued.

27. If fire be kindled to burn ‘ryht,’ let him who kindled the fire make ‘bot’ for the mischief.

28. If any one entrust property to his friend, if he steal it himself, let him pay for it 
two-fold. If he know not who hath stolen it, let him clear himself that he hath therein 
committed no fraud. If, however, it were live cattle, and he say, that the ‘here’ hath 
taken it, or that it perished of itself, and he have witness; he needeth not to pay 
for it. But if he have no witness, and he believe him not, then let him swear.

29. If any one deceive an unbetrothed woman, and sleep with her; let him 
pay for her, and have her afterwards to wife. But if the father of the woman 
will not give her, let him render money according to her dowry.

30. The women who are wont to receive enchanters, and workers 
of phantasms, and witches, suffer thou not to live.

31. And let him who lieth with cattle perish by death.

32. And let him who sacrificeth to gods, save unto God alone, perish by death.

33. Vex thou not comers from afar, and strangers; for ye were 
formerly strangers in the land of the Egyptians.

34. Injure ye not the widows and the step-children, nor hurt them anywhere : for if ye do 
otherwise, they will cry unto me, and I will hear them, and I will then slay you with my sword; 
and I will so do that your wives shall be widows, and your children shall be step-children.

35. If thou give money in loan to thy fellow who willeth to dwell with thee, urge 
thou him not as a ‘niedling,’ and oppress him not with the increase.

36. If a man have only a single garment wherewith to cover himself, or to wear, 
and he give it [to thee] in pledge; let it be returned before sunset. If thou dost not 
so, then shall he call unto me, and I will hear him; for I am very merciful.

37. Revile thou not thy Lord God: nor curse thou the Lord of the people.

38. Thy tithes, and thy first-fruits of moving and growing things, render thou to God.

39. All the flesh that wild beasts leave, eat ye not that, but give it to the dogs.

40. To the word of a lying man reek thou not to hearken, nor allow 
thou of his judgments; nor say thou any witness after him.



The Dōmbōc

4 The Path of Liberty trex-arms.com

41. Turn thou not thyself to the foolish counsel and unjust desire of the 
people, in their speech and cry, against thine own reason, and according 
to the teaching of the most unwise; neither allow thou of them,

42. If the stray cattle of another man come to thy hand, though it be thy foe, make it known to him.

43. Judge thou very evenly: judge thou not one doom to the rich, another 
to the poor; nor one to thy friend, another to thy foe, judge thou.

44, Shun thou ever leasings.

45. A just and innocent man, him slay thou never.

46. Receive thou never meed-monies; for they blind full oft the 
minds of wise men, and pervert their words.

47. To the stranger and comer from afar behave thou not 
unkindly, nor oppress thou him with any wrongs.

48. Swear ye never by heathen gods, nor cry ye unto them for any cause.

49. These are the dooms which the Almighty God himself spake unto Moses, and 
commanded him to keep : and after the only begotten son of the Lord, our God, that is, 
our Saviour Christ, came on earth, he said that he came not to break nor to forbid these 
commandments, but with all good to increase them : and mercy and humility he taught. 
Then after his Passion, before his Apostles were dispersed throughout all the earth, 
teaching, and while they were yet together, many heathen nations they turned to God. 
When they were all assembled, they sent messengers to Antioch and to Syria, to teach

the law of Christ. But when they understood that it speeded them not, then sent they 
a letter unto them. Now this is the letter which all the Apostles sent to Antioch, and 
to Syria, and to Cilicia, which now from heathen nations are turned to Christ.

The Apostles and the elder brethren wish you health : and we make known unto you, that we have 
heard that some of our fellows have come to you with our words, and have commanded you to 
observe a heavier rule than we commanded them, and have too much misled you with manifold 
commands, and have subverted more of your souls than they have directed. Then we assembled 
ourselves concerning that; and it then seemed good to us all that we should send Paul and 
Barnabas, men who desire to give their · souls for the name of the Lord. With them we have sent 
Judas and Silas, that they might say the same to you. It seemed to the Holy Ghost and to us, 
that we should set no burthen upon you above that which it was needful for you to bear: now that 
is, that ye forbear from worshiping idols, and from tasting blood or things strangled, and from 
fornications: and that which ye will that other men do not unto you, do ye not that to other men.

From this one doom a man may remember that he judge every one righteously; he need 
heed no other doom-book. Let him remember that he adjudge to no man that which 
he would not that he should adjudge to him, if he sought judgment against him.
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After this, then happened it that many nations received the faith of Christ; then were many 
synods assembled throughout all the earth, and also among the English race, after they 
had received the faith of Christ, of holy bishops, and also of other exalted ‘witan.’ They then 
ordained, out of that mercy which Christ had taught, that secular lords, with their leave, might, 
without sin, take for almost every misdeed, for the first offence, the money-’bot’ which they 
then ordained; except in cases of treason against a lord, to which they dared not assign 
any mercy, because God Almighty adjudged none to them who despised him, nor did Christ 
the son of God adjudge any to him who sold him to death: and he commanded that a lord 
should be loved as one’s self. They then in many synods ordained a ‘bot’ for many human 
misdeeds; and in many synod books they wrote at one place one doom, at another another.

I, then, Alfred, king, gathered these together, and commanded many of those to be written 
which our forefathers held, those which to me seemed good; and many of those which 
seemed to me not good I rejected them, by the counsel of my ‘witan,’ and in other wise 
commanded them to be holden; for I durst not venture to set down in writing much of my 
own, for it was unknown to me what of it would please those who should come after us. But 
those things which I met with, either of the days of Ine my kinsman, or of Offa king of the 
Mercians, or of AEthelbryht, who first among the English race received baptism, those which 
seemed to me the rightest, those I have here gathered together, and rejected the others.

I, then, Alfred, king of the West-Saxons, shewed these to all my ‘witan,’ and 
they then said that it seemed good to them all to be holden.

OF OATHS AND OF ‘WEDS’
1. At the first we teach, that it is most needful that every man warily keep his oath and his 
‘wed.’ If any one be constrained to either of these wrongfully, either to treason against his 
lord, or to any unlawful aid; then is it juster to belie than to fulfil. But if he pledge himself to 
that which it is lawful to fulfil, and in that belie himself, let him submissively deliver up his 
weapon and his goods to the keeping of his friends, and be in prison forty days in a king’s 
‘tun:’ let him there suffer whatever the bishop may prescribe to him; and let his kinsmen feed 
him, if he himself have no food. If he have no kinsmen, or have no food, let the king’s reeve 
feed him. If he must be forced to this, and he otherwise will not,, if they bind him, let him 
forfeit his weapons and his property. If he be slain, let him lie uncompensated. If he :flee 
thereout before the time, and he be taken, let him be in prison forty days, as he should before 
have been. But if he escape, let him be held a fugitive, and be excommunicate of all Christ’s 
churches. If, however, there be another man’s ‘borh,’ let him make ‘ bot’ for the ‘borh-bryce,’ 
b as the law may direct him, and the ‘wed-bryce,’ as his confessor may prescribe to him.

OF CHURCH-’ SOCNS’
2. If any one, for whatever crime, seek any of the ‘mynsterhams’ to which the king’s ‘feorm’ 
is incident, or other ‘free-hired’ which is worthy of reverence, let him have a space of three 
days to protect himself, unless he be willing to come to terms. If during this space, any one 
harm him by blow, or by bond, or wound him, let him make ‘bot’ for each of these according 
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to regular usage, as well with ‘wer’ as with ‘wite :’ and to the brotherhood one hundred and 
twenty shillings, a ‘bot’ for the church-’frith:’ and let him a not have ‘forfongen’ his own.

OF ‘ BORH-BRYCE’
3. If any one break the king’s ‘borh,’ let him make ‘bot’ for the plaint, as the law shall direct 
him ; and for the ‘ borh-bryce’ with 5 pounds of ‘mrerra’ pence. For an archbishop’s ‘borh-
bryce,’ or his ‘mund-byrd,’ let him make ‘bot’ with three pounds: for any other bishop’s or 
an ‘earldorman’s ‘ ‘borh-bryce,’ or’ mund-byrd,’ let him make ‘bot’ with two pounds,

OF PLOTTING AGAINST A LORD
4. If any one plot against the king’s life, of himself, or by harbouring of exiles, or of his 
men; let him be liable in his life and in all that he has. If he desire to prove himself true, 
let him do so according to the king’s ‘wer-gild.’ So also we ordain for all degrees, whether 
‘ceorl’ or ‘eorl.’ He who plots against his lord’s life, let him be liable in his life to him 
and in all that he has; or let him prove himself true according to his lord’s ‘wer.’

OF CHURCH-’FRITH’
5. We also ordain to every church which has been hallowed by a bishop, this ‘frith:’ if a ‘fah-
man’ flee to a or reach one, that for seven days no one drag him out. But if any one do so, 
then let him be liable in the king’s ‘mund-byrd’ and the church-’frith;’ b more if he there 
commit more wrong, if, despite of hunger, he can live; unless he fight his way out.

If the brethren have further need of their church, let them keep him in another house, and 
let not that have more doors than the church. Let the church-’ealdor’ take care that during 
this term no one give him food. If he himself be willing to deliver up his weapons to his 
foes, let them keep him thirty days, and let them give notice of him to his kinsmen.

It is also church-’frith:’ if any man seek a church for any of those offences, which had 
not been before revealed, and there confess himself in God’s name, be it half forgiven. 
He who steals on Sunday, or at Yule, or at Easter, or on Holy Thursday, and on Rogation 
days ; for each of these we will that the ‘ bot’ be two-fold, as during Lent-fast. 

OF STEALING IN A CHURCH
6. If any one thieve aught in a church, let him pay the ‘angylde,’ and the ‘wite,’ such as 
shall belong to the ‘angylde;’ and let the hand be struck off with which he did it. If he will 
redeem the hand, and that be allowed him, let him pay as may belong to his ‘wer.’

IN CASE A MAN FIGHT IN THE KING’S HALL
7. If any one fight in the king’s hall, or draw his weapon, and he be taken ; be it in 
the king’s doom, either death, or life, as he may be willing to grant him. If he escape, 
and be taken again, let him pay for himself according to his ‘wer-gild,’ and make ‘ 
bot’ for the offence, . as well ‘wer’ as ‘wite,’ according as he may have wrought.
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OF FORNICATION WITH A NUN
8. If any one carry off a nun from a minster, without the king’s or the bishop’s leave, let him pay a 
hundred and twenty shillings, half to the king, half to the bishop and to the church-’ hlaford’ who 
owns the nun. If she live longer than he who carried her off, let her not have aught of his property. If 
she bear a child, let not that have of the property more than the mother. If any one slay her child, let 
him pay to the king the maternal kindred’s share; to the paternal kindred let their share be given.

OF SLAYING A CHILD-BEARING WOMAN
9. If a man kill a woman with her child, while the child is in her, let him pay for the woman 
her full ‘wer-gild,’ and pay for the child half a ‘wer-gild,’ according to the ‘wer’ of the father’s 
kin. Let the ‘wite’ be always sixty shillings, until the ‘angylde’ rise to thirty shillings. After the 
‘angylde’ has risen to that let the ‘wite’ be one hundred and twenty shillings. Formerly there was 
a distinct ‘wite’ for a gold-thief, and a mare-thief, and a bee-thief, and many ‘wites,’ greater 
than others ; now are all alike,except for a man-thief, one hundred and twenty shillings.

OF THE ADULTERY OF A TWELVE-’HYNDE’ MAN’S WIFE
IO. If a man lie with the wife of a twelve-’hynde’ man, let him make ‘bot’ to the husband 
with one hundred and twenty shillings. To a six-’hynde’ man, let him make ‘bot’ with 
one hundred shillings. To a ‘ceorlish’ man, let him make ‘bot’ with forty shillings.

OF SEIZING HOLD OF A ‘CEORLISH’ WOMAN
11. If a man seize hold of the breast of a ‘ceorlish’ woman; let him make ‘bot’ to her with v. shillings. 
If he throw her down and do not lie with her, let him make ‘bot’ with ten shillings. If he lie with 
her, let him make ‘bot’ with sixty shillings. If another man had before lain with her, then let the 
‘bot’ be half that. If she be charged therewith, let her clear herself with sixty hides, or forfeit half 
the ‘bot.’ If this befall a woman more nobly born, let the ‘bot’ increase according to the ‘wer.’

OF THE BURNING OF WOODS
12. If a man burn or hew another’s wood without leave, let him pay for every 
great tree with five shillings, and afterwards for each, let there be as many 
of them as may be, with five pence; and thirty shillings as ‘wite.’

IF ONE MAN SLAY ANOTHER AT THEIR COMMON WORK
13. If at their common work one man slay another unwilfully, let the tree be given to the kindred, and 
let them have it off the land within thirty days; or let him take possession of it who owns the wood.

OF DUMB MEN’S DEEDS
14. If a man be born dumb or deaf, so that he cannot acknowledge or 
confess his offences, let the father make ‘bot’ for his misdeeds.
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OF THOSE MEN WHO FIGHT BEFORE A BISHOP
15. If a man fight before an archbishop or draw his weapon, let him make 
‘bot’ with one hundred and fifty shillings. If before another bishop or an 
ealdorman this happen, let him make ‘bot’ with one hundred shillings.

IN CASE ANY ONE DRIVE OFF A MARE’S FOAL OR A COW’S CALF
16. If a man steal a cow or a stud-mare, and drive off the foal or the calf, let 
him pay with a shilling, and for the mothers according to their worth.

IN CASE ANY ONE COMMIT A MINOR TO ANOTHER’S KEEPING
17. If any one commit his infant to another’s keeping, and he die during such keeping, let 
him who feeds him prove himself innocent of treachery, if any one accuse him of aught.

OF SEIZING HOLD OF A NUN
18. If any one, with libidinous intent, seize a nun either by her raiment or by her breast without her 
leave, let the ‘bot’ be twofold, as we have before ordained concerning a laywoman. If a betrothed 
woman commit adultery, if she be of ‘ceorlish’ degree, let ‘ bot’ be made to the ‘byrgea’ with sixty 
shillings, and let it be in live stock, cattle goods, and in that let no human being be given: if she 
be of six-’hynde’ degree, let him pay one hundred shillings to the ‘byrgea :’ if she be of twelve-
’hynde ‘ degree, let him make ‘ bot’ to the ‘ byrgea’ with one hundred and twenty shillings.

OF THOSE MEN WHO LEND THEIR WEAPONS FOR MAN-SLAYING
19. If any one lend his weapon to another that he may kill some one therewith, they 
may join together if they will in the ‘wer.’ If they will not join together, let him who lent 
the weapon pay of the’ wer’ a third part, and of the ‘wite’ a third part. If he be willing 
to justify himself, that he knew of no ill-design in the loan; that he may do. 

If a sword-polisher receive another man’s weapon to furbish, or a smith a man’s 
material, let them both return it a sound as either of them may have before received 
it: unless either of them had before agreed that he should not hold it ‘angylde.’

OF THOSE WHO ENTRUST THEIR CATTLE TO MONKS WITHOUT LEAVE
20. If a man entrust cattle to another man’s monk, without leave of the monk’s 
lord, and it escape from him, let him forfeit it who before owned it.

OF THE FIGHTING OF PRIESTS
21. If a priest kill another man, let all in his home that he had a bought be 
delivered up, and let the bishop secularize him: then let him be given up 
from the minster, unless the lord will compound for his ‘wer.’



The Dōmbōc

9 The Path of Liberty trex-arms.com

OF CONFESSION OF DEBT
22. If any one at the folk-mote make declaration of a debt, and afterwards 
wish to withdraw it, let him charge it on a righter person, if he can; if he 
cannot, let him forfeit his ‘angylde,’ and take possession of the ‘wite.’

OF TEARING BY A DOG
23. If a dog tear or bite a man, for the first misdeed let six shillings be paid; if he 
[the owner] give him food; for the second time, twelve shillings; for the third, thirty 
shillings. If, after any of these misdeeds, the dog escape, let this ‘bot’ nevertheless 
take place. If the dog do more misdeeds, and he keep him ; let him make ‘bot’ 
according to the full ‘wer:’ as well wound-’bot’ as for whatever he may do.

OF MISDEEDS BY CATTLE
24. If a neat wound a man, let the neat be delivered up or compounded for.

OF THE RAPE OF A ‘CEORL’S’ FEMALE SLAVE
25. If a man commit a rape upon a ‘ceorl’s’ female slave, let him make ‘bot’ to 
the ‘ceorl’ with five shillings, and let the ‘wite ‘ be sixty shillings. If a male ‘theow’ 
commit a rape upon a female ‘theow,’ let him make ‘bot’ with his testicles.

OF THE RAPE OF A WOMAN UNDER AGE
26. If a man commit a rape upon a woman under age, let the ‘ bot’ be as that of a full-aged person.

OF KINLESS MEN
27. If a man, kinless of paternal relatives, fight, and slay a man, and then if he have maternal 
relatives, let them pay a third of the ‘wer;’ his guild-brethren a third part; for a third let him 
flee. If he have no maternal relatives, let his guild-brethren pay half, for half let him flee.

OF SLAYING A MAN THUS CIRCUMSTANCED
28. If a man kill a man thus circumstanced, if he have no relatives, 
let half be paid to the king; half to his guild-brethren. 

OF ‘HLOTH’-SLAYING OF A ‘TWY-HYNDE’ MAN
29. If any one with a ‘hloth’ slay an unoffending ‘twyhynde’ man, let him 
who acknowledges the death-blow pay ‘wer’ and ‘wite ;’ and let every 
one who was of the party pay thirty shillings as ‘hloth-bot.’

OF A SIX-’HYNDE’ MAN
30. If it be a six-’hynde’ man, let every man pay sixty shillings 
as ‘hloth-bot;’ and the slayer, ‘wer’ and full ‘wite.’
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OF A TWELVE-’HYNDE’ MAN
31. If he be a twelve-’hynde’ man, let each of them pay one hundred and twenty 
shillings; and the slayer, ‘wer’ and ‘wite.’ If a ‘hloth ‘ do this, and afterwards 
will deny it on oath, let them all be accused, and let them then all pay the 
‘wer’ in common; and all, one ‘wite,’ such as shall belong to the ‘wer.’

OF THOSE WHO COMMIT ‘FOLK-LEASING’
32. If a man commit ‘folk-leasing,’ and it be fixed upon him, with no lighter thing 
let him make ‘bot’ than that his tongue be cut out; which must not be redeemed 
at any cheaper rate than it is estimated at according to his ‘wer.’ 

OF ‘GOD-BORHS’
33. If any one accuse another on account of a ‘god-borh,’ and wish to make plaint that he has 
not fulfilled any of those ‘god-borhs’ which he gave him, let him make his ‘fore-ath’ in four 
churches; and if the other will prove himself innocent: let him do so in twelve churches.

OF CHAPMEN
34. It is also directed to chapmen, that they bring the men whom they take up with them before 
the king’s reeve at the folk-mote, and let it be stated how many of them there are; and let them 
take such men with them as they may be able afterwards to present for justice at the folk-
mote; and when they have need of more men up with them on their journey, let them always 
declare it:, as often as their need may be, to the king’s reeve, in presence of the ‘gemot.’

OF BINDING A ‘CEORLISH’ MAN
35. If any one bind an unoffending ‘ceorlish’ man, let him make ‘bot’ with x. 
shillings. If any one scourge him, let him. make ‘bot ‘ with twenty shillings. If 
he lay him in prison, let him make ‘ bot• with thirty shillings. If, in insult, he 
shave his head like a ‘homola,’ let him make ‘bot’ with ten shillings.

If, without binding him, he shave him like a priest, let him make ‘bot’ with thirty 
shillings. If he shave off his beard, let him make ‘ bot ‘ with twenty shillings. If he bind 
him, and thenshave him like a priest, let him make ‘bot’ with sixty shillings.

OF HEEDLESSNESS WITH A SPEAR
36. It is moreover decreed: if a man have a spear over his shoulder, and any man stake 
himself upon it, that he pay the ‘wer’ without the ‘wite.’ If he stake himself before his 
face, let him pay the ‘wer.’ If he be accused of wilfulness in the deed, let him clear 
himself according to the ‘wite;’ and with that let the ‘wite’ abate. And let this be if the 
point be three fingers higher than the hindmost part of the shaft; if they be both on 
a level, the point and the hindmost part of the shaft, be that without danger.
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OF A ‘BOLD-GETAEL’
37. If a man from one ‘bold-getael’ wish to seek a lord in another a ‘bold-getael,’ let him do it 
with the knowledge of the ‘ealdorman’ whom he before followed in his shire. If he do it without 
his knowledge, let him who entertains him as his man pay one hundred and twenty shillings as 
‘wite;’ let him, however, deal the half to the king in the shire where he before followed, half in that 
into which he comes. If he has done any wrong where he before was, let him make ‘bot’ for it who 
has then received him as his man ; and to the king one hundred and twenty shillings as ‘wite.’

IN CASE A MAN FIGHT BEFORE AN ‘EALDORMAN’ IN THE ‘GEMOT’
38. If a man fight before a king’s ‘ealdorman’ in the ‘gemot,’ let him make ‘bot’ with 
‘wer’ and ‘wite,’ as it may be right; and before this, one hundred and twenty shillings 
to the ‘ ealdorman’ as ‘wite.’ If he disturb the folk-mote by drawing his weapon, one 
hundred and twenty shillings to the ‘ ealdorman’ as ‘wite.’ If aught of this happen 
before a king’s ‘ealdorman’s’ junior, or a king’s priest, thirty shillings as ‘ wite.’

OF FIGHTING IN A ‘CEORLISH’ MAN’S ‘FLET’
39. If any one fight in a ‘ceorlish’ man’s ‘flet,’ with six shillings let him make ‘ bot’ to the 
‘ceorl.’ If he draw his weapon and fight not, let it be half of that. If, however, either of 
these happen to a six-’hynde’ man, let it increase threefoldly, according to the ‘ ceorlish 
‘ ‘bot:’ to a twelve-’hynde’ man, twofoldly, according to the six-’hynde’s’ ‘bot.’

OF ‘BURH-BRYCE’
40. The king’s ‘burh-bryce’ shall be one hundred and twenty shillings. An archbishop’s, ninety 
shillings. Any other bishop’s, and an ‘ealdorman’s,’ sixty shillings. A twelve-’hynde’ man’s, thirty 
shillings. A six-’hynde’ man’s, fifteen shillings. A ‘ceorl’s edor-bryce,’ five shillings. If aught of this 
happen when the ‘fyrd’ is out, or in Lent fast, let the ‘bot’ be twofold. If any one in Lent put down 
holy law among the people without leave, let him make ‘ bot’ with one hundred and twenty shillings.

OF ‘BOC-LANDS’
41. The man who has ‘boc-land,’ and which his kindred left him, then ordain we that he must 
not give it from his ‘maegburg,’ if there be writing or witness that it was forbidden by those 
men who at first acquired it, and by those who gave it to him, that he should do so ; and then 
let that be declared in the presence of the king and of the bishop, before his kinsmen.

OF FEUDS
42. We also command: that the man who knows his foe to be home-sitting fight not before he 
demand justice of him. If he have such power that he can beset his foe, and besiege him within, 
let him keep him within for vu. days, and attack him not, if he will remain within. And then, after 
seven days, if he will surrender, and deliver up his weapons, let him be kept safe for thirty days, 
and let notice of him be given to his kinsmen and his friends. If, however, he flee to a church, 
then let it be according to the sanctity of the church ; as we have before said above. But if he 
have not sufficient power to besiege him within, let him ride to the ‘ealdorman,’ and beg aid of 
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him. If he will not aid him, let him ride to the king before he fights. In like manner also, if a man 
come upon his foe, and he did not before know him to be home-staying; if he be willing to deliver 
up his weapons, let him be kept for thirty days, and let notice of him be given to his friends ; if 
he will not deliver up his weapons, then he may attack him. If he be willing to surrender, and to 
deliver up his weapons, and any one after that attack him, let him pay as well ‘werl as wound, as 
he may do, and a ‘wite,’ and let him have forfeited his ‘maeg’-ship. We also declare, that with his 
lord a man may fight  ‘orwige,’ if any one attack the lord: thus may the lord fight for his man. After 
the same wise, a man may fight with his born kinsman, if a man attack him wrongfully, except 
against his lord; that we do not allow. And a man may fight ‘orwige,’ if he find another with his 
lawful wife, within closed doors, or under one covering, or with his lawfully-born daughter, or 
with his lawfully-born sister, or with his mother, who was given to his father as his lawful wife.

OF THE CELEBRATION OF MASS-DAYS
43. To all freemen let these days be given, but not to ‘ theow’-men and ‘esne’-workmen: 
seven days at Yule, and the day on which Christ overcame the devil, and the commemoration 
day of St. Gregory, and seven days before Easter and seven days after, and one day at St. 
Peter’s tide and St. Paul’s, and in harvest the whole week before St. Mary-mass, and one 
day at the celebration of All-Hallows and the four Wednesdays in the four Ember weeks. 
To all ‘theow’-men be given, to those to whom it may be most desirable to give, whatever 
any man shall give them in God’s name, or they at any of their moments may deserve.

OF HEAD-WOUND
44. For head-wound, as ‘bot:’ if the bones be both pierced, let thirty shillings be 
given him. If the outer bone be pierced, let fifteen shillings be given as ‘bot.’

OF HAIR-WOUND
45. If within the hair there be a wound an inch long, let  one shilling be given as 
‘bot.’ If before the hair there be a wound an inch long, two shillings as ‘bot.’

OF STRIKING OFF AN EAR
46. If his other ear be struck off, let thirty shillings be given as ‘bot.’ If the hearing 
be impaired, so that he cannot hear, let sixty shillings be given as ‘bot.’

OF A MAN’S EYE-WOUND AND OF VARIOUS OTHER LIMBS
47. If a man strike out another’s eye, let him pay him sixty shillings, and six shillings 
and six pennies and a third part of a penny, as ‘bot.’ If it remain in the head, and 
he cannot see aught therewith, let one third part of the ‘bot’ be retained.

48. If a man strike off another’s nose, let him make ‘bot’ with sixty shillings.

49. If a man strike out another’s tooth in the front of his head, let him 
make ‘bot’ for it with seven shillings: if it be the canine tooth, let four 
shillings be paid as ‘bot.’ A man’s grinder is worth 15 shillings.
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50. If a man smite another’s cheeks so that they be broken, let him make ‘bot’ with fifteen 
shillings. A man’s chin-bone, if it be cloven, let twelve shillings be paid as ‘bot.’

51. If a man’s wind-pipe be pierced, let ‘bot’ be made with twelve shillings.

52. If a man’s tongue be done out of his head by another 
man’s deeds, that shall be like as eye-’bot.’

53. If a man be wounded on the shoulder so that the joint oil 
flow out, let ‘ bot’ be made with thirty shillings.

54. If the arm be broken above the elbow, there shall be fifteen shillings as ‘bot.’

55. If the arm-shanks be both broken, the ‘bot’ is thirty shillings.

56. If the thumb be struck off, for that shall be thirty  shillings as ‘bot.’ 
If the nail be struck off, for that shall be five shillings as ‘bot.’

57. If the shooting [i.e. fore] finger be struck off, the’ bot’ is xv. 
Fifteen shillings; for its nail it is four shillings.

58. If the middlemost finger be struck off, the ‘ bot’ is twelve 
shillings; and its nail’s ‘bot’ is two shillings.

59. If the gold [i.e. ring] finger be struck off, for that shall be seventeen 
shillings as ‘bot;’ and for its nail four shillings as ‘bot.’

60. If the little finger be struck off, for that shall be as ‘bot’ nine 
shillings; and for its nail one shilling, if that be struck off.

61. If a man be wounded in the belly, let thirty shillings be paid him as 
‘bot:’ if it be horough-wounded, for either orifice twenty shillings.

62. If a man’s thigh be pierced, let thirty shillings be paid him as 
‘bot;’ if it be broken, the ‘bot’ is likewise thirty shillings.

63. If the shank be pierced beneath the knee, there shall be twelve shillings as 
‘bot;’ if it be broken beneath the knee, let thirty shillings be paid him as ‘bot.’

64. If the great toe be struck off, let twenty shillings be paid him as ‘bot;’ if it be 
the second toe, let fifteen shillings be paid as ‘bot;’ if the middlemost toe be struck 
off, there shall be nine shillings as ‘bot;’ if it be the fourth toe, there shall be six 
shillings as ‘bot;’ if the little toe be struck off, let five shillings be paid him.

65. If a man be so severely wounded in the genitals that he cannot beget 
a child, let ‘bot’ be made to him for that with eighty shillings.

66. If a man’s arm, with the hand, be entirely cut off before the elbow, let 
‘bot’ be made for it with eighty shillings. For every wound before the hair, and 
before the sleeve, and beneath the knee, the ‘bot’ is two parts more.
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67. If the loin be maimed, there shall be sixty shillings as ‘bot;’ if it be pierced, let fifteen 
shillings be paid as ‘bot;’ if it be pierced through, then shall there be thirty shillings as ‘bot.’

68. If a man be wounded in the shoulder, let ‘bot’ be made with eighty shillings, if the man be alive.

69. If a man maim another’s hand outwardly, let twenty shillings be paid him as ‘ 
bot,’ if he can be healed; if it half fly off, then shall be forty shillings as ‘bot.’

70. If a man break another’s rib within the whole skin, let 10 shillings be paid as ‘bot;’ 
if the skin be broken, and bone be taken out, let 15 shillings be paid as ‘bot.’

71. If a man strike out another’s eye, or his hand or his foot off, there goeth like ‘bot’ to 
all; six  pennies and six shillings and sixty shillings and the third part of a penny. 

72. If a man’s shank be struck off near the knee, there shall be eighty shillings as ‘bot.’

73. If a man fracture another’s shoulder, let twenty shillings be paid him as ‘bot.’

74. If it be broken inwardly, and bone be taken out, let fifteen 
shillings [in addition] be paid as its ‘bot.’

7 5. If a man rupture the great sinew, if it can be healed so that it be sound, let 
twelve shillings be paid as ‘bot.’ If the man be halt on account of the wounded 
sinew, and he cannot be cured, let thirty shillings be paid as ‘bot.’

76. If the small sinew be ruptured, let fifteen shillings be paid him as ‘ bot.’

77. If a man rupture the tendons on another’s neck, and wound them so severely that he 
has no power of them, and nevertheless live so maltreated; let one hundred shillings be 
given him as ‘bot,’ unless the ‘witan’ shall decree to him one juster, and greater. 
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ASSIZE OF ARMS

Issued in 1181 by Edward II, these are the rights and responsibilities of the 
English people to keep and bear arms. Men of high net worth are required to 
have the armaments of a knight, and the poorest are required to have the most 
basic infantry weapons. This creates a well-equipped citizenry, which is not 
only important for national defense, but for stabilizing political power across 
the country.

1.	 Whoever possesses one knight’s fee shall have a shirt of mail, a helmet, 
a shield, and a lance; and every knight shall have as many shirts of mail, 
helmets, shields, and lances as he possesses knight’s fees in demesne.

2.	 Moreover, every free layman who possesses chattels or rents to the 
value of 16 marks shall have a shirt of mail, a helmet, a shield, and a 
lance; and every free layman possessing chattels or rents to the value 
of 10 marks shall have a hauberk, an iron cap, and a lance.

3.	 Item, all burgesses and the whole community of freemen shall 
have [each] a gambeson, an iron cap, and a lance.

4.	 Besides, each of them shall swear to have these arms before the feast of St. 
Hilary, to be faithful to the lord king Henry — namely, the son of the Empress 
Matilda — and to bear these arms in his service according to his command 
and in fealty to the lord king and his kingdom. And henceforth no one having 
these arms shall sell them or pledge them or lend them or alienate them in 
any other way; nor shall a lord in any way alienate them from his men, either 
through forfeiture or through gift or through pledge or in any other way.

5.	 If any one having these arms dies, his arms shall remain to his heir. If, however, the heir 
is not of age to use arms in time of need, that person who has wardship over him shall 
also have custody of the arms and shall find a man who can use the arms in the service 
of the lord king until the heir is of age to bear arms, and then he shall have them.

6.	 Any burgess who has more arms than he ought to have by this assize shall 
sell them, or give them away, or in some way alienate them to such a man 
as will keep them for the service of the lord king of England. And none of 
them shall keep more arms than he ought to have by this assize.

7.	 Item, no Jew shall keep in his possession a shirt of mail or a 
hauberk, but he shall sell it or give it away or alienate it in some 
other way, so that it shall remain in the king’s service.

8.	 Item, no one shall carry arms out of England except by the command of 
the lord king: no one is to sell arms to another to carry out of England; 
nor shall a merchant or any other man carry them out of England.
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9.	 Item, the justices shall have [a report] sworn by lawful knights, or by other free and lawful 
men of the hundreds and neighbourhoods and boroughs — as many as they see fit to 
employ — as to what persons possess chattels to the amount that they should have 
a shirt of mail, a helmet, a lance, and a shield according to what has been provided; 
so that they shall separately name for those [justices] all men of their hundreds and 
neighbourhoods and boroughs who are worth 16 marks in either chattels or rents, and 
likewise those who are worth 10 marks And then the justices shall have written down [the 
names of] all those jurors and other men, [recording] how much in chattels or rents they 
[each] have and what arms, according to the value of the chattels or rents, they should 
[each] have. Then, in their presence and in a common assembly of those men, they 
shall have read this assize regarding the possession of arms, and they shall have those 
men swear to have arms according to the value of the aforesaid chattels or rents, and to 
keep them for the service of the lord king according to this aforesaid assize, under the 
command of and in fealty to the lord king Henry and his kingdom. If, moreover, it should 
happen that any one of them, who ought to have these arms, is not in the county during 
the period when the justices are in that county, the justices shall set a time for him [to 
appear] before them in another county. And if he does not come to them in any county 
through which they are to go, and is not in that land [at all], they shall set him a time at 
Westminster toward the octave of St. Michael; so that, as he loves his life and all that 
he has, he shall be there for swearing his oath. And they shall command him, before the 
aforesaid feast of St. Hilary, to have arms according to the obligation resting on him.

10.	 Item, the justices shall have proclamation made in the counties through which they are to 
go that, with respect to those who do not have such arms as have been specified above, 
the lord king will take vengeance, not merely on their lands or chattels, but on their limbs.

11.	 Item, no one who does not possess 16 marks [as specified above] or 
10 marks in chattels is to swear concerning free and lawful men.

12.	 Item, the justices shall command through all the counties that no one, as 
he loves his life and all that he has, shall buy or sell any ship to be taken 
away from England, and that no one shall carry any timber or cause it to 
be carried out of England. And the lord king commands that no one shall 
be received for the oath concerning arms unless he is a freeman.
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THE MAGNA CARTA

This is England’s first constitutional document. The tyrant King John was 
brought to heel by his own nobles, who restrained him and forced him to sign 
a document in 1215 recognizing the rights of Englishmen and the limits of the 
crown. King John reneged on the deal, which is why this final document was 
reissued in 1224 by Henry III.

THE THIRD GREAT CHARTER OF KING HENRY THE THIRD
Granted AD 1224–25, In the Ninth Year of His Reign. Translated from the 

Original, Preserved in the Archives of Durham Cathedral.

Henry, by the Grace Of God, King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, 
and Count of Anjou, to the Archbishops, Bishops, Abbots, Priors, Earls, Barons, Sheriffs, 
Governors, Officers, and all Bailiffs, and his faithful subjects, who see this present Charter,

Greeting. Know ye, that in the presence of God, and for the salvation of our own soul, and 
of the souls of our ancestors, and of our successors, to the exaltation of the Holy Church, 
and the amendment of our kingdom, that we spontaneously and of our own free will, do 
give and grant to the Archbishops, the Bishops, Abbots, Priors, Earls, Barons, and all of 
our kingdom, these under-written liberties to be held in our realm of England for ever.

1.	 (I.) In the first place we grant unto God, and by this our present Charter we have 
confirmed for us, and for our heirs for ever, that the English Church shall be free, and 
shall have her whole rights and her liberties inviolable. We have also granted to all 
the free-men of our kingdom, for us and for our heirs for ever, all the under-written 
liberties to be had and held by them and by their heirs, of us and of our heirs.

2.	 (II.) If any of our Earls or Barons, or others who hold of us in chief by Military 
Service, shall die, and at his death his heir shall be of full age, and shall owe a 
relief, he shall have his inheritance by the ancient relief; that is to say, the heir 
or heirs of an Earl, a whole Earl’s Barony for one hundred pounds: the heir or 
heirs of a Baron, a whole Barony, for one hundred pounds; the heir or heirs of 
a Knight, a whole Knight’s Fee, for one hundred shillings at the most: and he 
who owes less, shall give less, according to the ancient customs of fees.

3.	 (III.) But if the heir of any such be under age, his Lord shall not have the 
Wardship of him nor of his land, before he shall have received his homage, and 
afterward such heir shall be in ward; and when he shall come to age, that is to 
say, to twenty and one years, he shall have his inheritance without relief and 
without fine: yet so, that if he be made a Knight, whilst he is under age, his lands 
shall nevertheless remain in custody of his Lords, until the term aforesaid.
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4.	 (IV.) The warden of the land of such heir who shall be under age, shall not take 
from the lands of the heir any but reasonable issues, and reasonable customs, and 
reasonable services, and that without destruction and waste of the men or goods. 
And if we commit the custody of any such lands to a Sheriff, or to any other person 
who is bound to us for the issues of them, and he shall make destruction or waste 
upon the ward-lands, we will recover damages from him, and the lands shall be 
committed to two lawful and discreet men of the same fee, who shall answer for the 
issues to us, or to him to whom we have assigned them: and if we shall give or sell to 
any one the custody of any such lands, and he shall make destruction or waste upon 
them, he shall lose the custody; and it shall be committed to two lawful and discreet 
men of the same fee, who shall answer to us in like manner as it is said before.

5.	 (V.) But the warden, as long as he hath the custody of the lands, shall keep up 
and maintain the houses, parks, warrens, ponds, mills, and other things belonging 
to them, out of their issues; and shall restore to the heir, when he comes of full 
age, his whole estate, provided with carriages and all other things at the least 
as such as he received it. All these things shall be observed in the custodies 
of vacant Archbishoprics, Bishoprics, Abbies, Priories, Churches, and Dignities, 
which appertain to us; excepting that these wardships are not to be sold.

6.	 (VI.) Heirs shall be married without disparagement.

7.	 (VII.) A widow, after the death of her husband, shall immediately, and without difficulty, 
have her freedom of marriage and her inheritance; nor shall she give any thing for her 
dower, or for her freedom of marriage, or for her inheritance, which her husband and 
she held at the day of his death; and she may remain in the principal messuage of her 
husband, for forty days after husband’s death, within which time her dower shall be 
assigned; unless it shall have been assigned before, or excepting his house shall be 
a Castle; and if she depart from the Castle, there shall be provided for her a complete 
house in which she may decently dwell, until her dower shall be assigned to her as 
aforesaid: and she shall have her reasonable Estover within a common term. And for 
her dower, shall be assigned to her the third part of all the lands of her husband, which 
were his during his life, except she were endowed with less at the church door.

No widow shall be distrained to marry herself, whilst she is willing to live without a 
husband; but yet she shall give security that she will not marry herself, without our 
consent, if she hold of us, or without the consent of her lord if she hold of another.

8.	 (VIII.) We nor our Bailiffs, will not seize any land or rent for any debt, whilst the chattels of 
the debtor present sufficient for the payment of the debt, and the debtor shall be ready to 
make satisfaction: nor shall the sureties of the debtor be distrained, whilst the principal 
debtor is able to pay the debt; and if the principal debtor fail in payment of the debt, not 
having wherewith to discharge it, or will not discharge it when he is able, then the sureties 
shall answer for the debt; and if they be willing, they shall have the lands and rents of the 
debtor, until satisfaction be made to them for the debt which they had before paid for him, 
unless the principal debtor can shew himself acquitted thereof against the said sureties.

9.	 (IX.) The City of London shall have all its ancient liberties, and 
its free customs, as well by land as by water.
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Furthermore, we will and grant that all other Cities, and Burghs, and Towns, and the Barons 
of the Cinque Ports, and all Ports, should have all their liberties and free customs.

10.	 (X.) None shall be distrained to do more service for a Knight’s-Fee, nor 
for any other free tenement, than what is due from thence.

11.	 (XI.) Common Pleas shall not follow our court, but shall be held in any certain place.

12.	 (XII.) Trials upon the Writs of Novel Disseisin and of Mort d’Ancestre, 
shall not be taken but in their proper counties, and in this manner:

We, or our Chief Justiciary, if we should be out of the kingdom, will send 
Justiciaries into every county, once in the year; who, with the knights 
of each county, shall hold in the county, the aforesaid assizes.

And those things, which at the coming of the aforesaid Justiciaries being sent to take the 
said assizes, cannot be determined, shall be ended by them in some other place in their 
circuit; and those things which for difficulty of some of the articles cannot be determined 
by them, shall be determined by our Justiciaries of the Bench, and there shall be ended.

13.	 (XIII.) Assizes of Last Presentation shall always be taken before our 
Justiciaries of the Bench, and there shall be determined.

14.	 (XIV.) A Free-man shall not be amerced for a small offence, but only according to the 
degree of the offence; and for a great delinquency, according to the magnitude of the 
delinquency, saving his contentment: and a Merchant in the same manner, saving his 
merchandise, and a villain, if he belong to another, shall be amerced after the same 
manner, saving to him his Wainage, if he shall fall into our mercy; and none of the aforesaid 
amerciaments shall be assessed, but by the oath of honest and lawful men of the vicinage.

Earls and Barons shall not be amerced but by their Peers, and 
that only according to the degree of their delinquency.

No Ecclesiastical person shall be amerced according to the quantity of his ecclesiastical 
benefice, but according to the quantity of his lay-fee, and the extent of his crime.

15.	 (XV.) Neither a town nor any person shall be distrained to build bridges or 
embankments, excepting those which anciently, and of right, are bound to do it.

16.	 (XVI.) No embankments shall from henceforth be defended, but such as were 
in defence in the time of King Henry our grandfather; by the same places, 
and the same bounds as they were accustomed to be in his time.

17.	 (XVII.) No Sheriff, Constable, Coroners, nor other of our Bailiffs, shall hold pleas of our crown.

18.	 (XVIII.) If any one holding of us a lay-fee die, and the Sheriff or our Bailiff shall 
shew our letters-patent of summons concerning the debt, which the defunct owed 
to us, it shall be lawful for the Sheriff, or for our Bailiff to attach and register all 
the goods and chattels of the defunct found on that lay-fee, to the amount of that 
debt by the view of lawful men. So that nothing shall be removed from thence 
until our debt be paid to us; and the rest shall be left to the executors to fulfil 
the will of the defunct; and if nothing be owing to us by him, all the chattels shall 
fall to the defunct, saving to his wife and children their reasonable shares.
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19.	 (XIX.) No Constable, nor his Bailiff, shall take the corn or other goods of any one, 
who is not of that town where his Castle is, without instantly paying money for 
them, unless he can obtain a respite from the free will of the seller; but if he be of 
that town wherein the Castle is, he shall give him the price within forty days.

20.	 (XX.) No Constable shall distrain any Knight to give him money for Castle-guard, if 
he be willing to perform it in his own person, or by another able man, if he cannot 
perform it himself, for a reasonable cause: and if we do lead or send him into the army, 
he shall be excused from Castle-guard, according to the time that he shall be with 
us in the army, on account of the fee for which he hath done service in the host.

21.	 (XXI.) No Sheriff nor Bailiff of ours, nor of any other person, shall take the horses 
or carts of any, for the purpose of carriage, without paying according to the 
rate anciently appointed; that is to say, for a cart with two horses, ten-pence 
by the day, and for a cart with three horses, fourteen-pence by the day.

No demesne cart of any ecclesiastical person, or knight, or of any lord, 
shall be taken by the aforesaid Bailiffs.—Neither we, nor our Bailiffs, nor 
those of another, shall take another man’s wood, for our Castles or for other 
uses, unless by the consent of him to whom the wood belongs.

22.	 (XXII.) We will not retain the lands of those who have been convicted of felony, excepting 
for one year and one day, and then they shall be given up to the Lords of the fees.

23.	 (XXIII.) All Kydells (fish weirs) for the future, shall be quite removed out of the 
Thames and the Medway, and through all England, excepting upon the sea coast.

24.	 (XXIV.) The Writ which is called Præcipe, for the future shall not be granted 
to any one of any tenement, by which a Free-man loses his court.

25.	 (XXV.) There shall be one Measure of Wine throughout all our kingdom, and 
one Measure of Ale, and one Measure of Corn, namely, the Quarter of London; 
and one breadth of Dyed Cloth, of Russets, and of Halberjects, namely, Two Ells 
within the lists. Also it shall be the same with Weights as with Measures.

26.	 (XXVI.) Nothing shall for the future be given or taken for a Writ of Inquisition, nor taken of him 
that prayeth Inquisition of life or limb; but it shall be given without charge, and not denied.

27.	 (XXVII.) If any hold of us by Fee-Farm, or Socage, or Burgage, and hold land of another 
by Military Service, we will not have the custody of the heir, nor of his lands, which 
are of the fee of another, on account of that Fee-Farm, or Socage, or Burgage; nor 
will we have the custody of the Fee-Farm, Socage, or Burgage, unless the Fee-Farm 
owe Military Service. We will not have the custody of the heir, nor of the lands of any 
one, which he holds of another by Military Service, on account of any Petty-Sergeantry 
which he holds of us, by the service of giving us daggers, or arrows, or the like.

28.	 (XXVIII.) No Bailiff, for the future, shall put any man to his open law, nor to an oath, 
upon his own simple affirmation, without faithful witnesses produced for that purpose.

29.	 (XXIX.) No Free-man shall be taken, or imprisoned, or dispossessed, of his 
free tenement, or liberties, or free customs, or be outlawed, or exiled, or in 
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anyway destroyed; nor will we condemn him, nor will we commit him to prison, 
excepting by the legal judgment of his peers, or by the laws of the land.

To none will we sell, to none will we deny, to none will we delay right or justice.

30.	 (XXX.) All Merchants, unless they have before been publicly prohibited, shall have 
safety and security in going out of England, and in coming into England, and in 
staying and in travelling through England, as well by land as by water, to buy and sell, 
without any unjust exactions, according to ancient and right customs, excepting in 
the time of war, and if they be of a country at war against us: and if such are found 
in our land at the beginning of a war, they shall be apprehended, without injury of 
their bodies or goods, until it be known to us, or to our Chief Justiciary, how the 
Merchants of our country are treated who are found in the country at war against 
us: and if ours be in safety there, the others shall be in safety in our land.

31.	 (XXXI.) If any hold of any Escheat, as of the Honour of Wallingford, Boulogne, 
Nottingham, Lancaster, or of other Escheats which are in our hand, and are Baronies, 
and shall die, his heir shall not give any other relief, nor do any other service to us, 
than he should have done to the Baron, if those lands had been in the hands of the 
Baron; and we will bold it in the same manner that the Baron held it. Neither will we 
have, by occasion of any Barony or Escheat, any Escheat, or the custody of any of 
our men, unless he who held the Barony or Escheat, held otherwise of us in chief.

32.	 (XXXII.) No Free-man shall, from henceforth, give or sell any more 
of his land, but so that of the residue of his lands, the Lord of the fee 
may have the service due to him which belongeth to the fee.

33.	 (XXXIII.) All Patrons of Abbies, which are held by Charters of Advowson from the Kings of 
England, or by ancient tenure or possession of the same, shall have the custody of them 
when they become vacant, as they ought to have, and such as it hath been declared above.

34.	 (XXXIV.) No man shall be apprehended or imprisoned on the appeal 
of a woman, for the death of any other man than her husband.

35.	 (XXXV.) No County Court shall, from henceforth, be holden but from month to month; 
and where a greater term hath been used, it shall be greater. Neither shall any Sheriff 
or his Bailiff, keep his turn in the hundred but twice in the year; and no where but in 
due and accustomed place; that is to say, once after Easter, and again after the Feast 
of Saint Michael. And the view of Frank-pledge, shall be likewise at Saint Michael’s 
term, without occasion; so that every man may have his liberties, which he had and 
was accustomed to have, in the time of King Henry our grandfather, or which he hath 
since procured him. Also the view of Frank-pledge shall be so done, that our peace 
may be kept, and that the tything may be wholly kept, as it hath been accustomed; and 
that the Sheriff seek no occasions, and that he be content with so much as the Sheriff 
was wont to have for his view-making, in the time of King Henry our grandfather.

36.	 (XXXVI.) It shall not from henceforth, be lawful for any to give his lands to any 
Religious House, and to take the same land again to hold of the same House. 
Nor shall it be lawful to any House of Religion to take the lands of any, and to 
lease the same to him from whom they were received. Therefore, if any from 
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henceforth do give his land to any Religious House, and thereupon be convict, 
his gift shall be utterly void, and the land shall accrue to the Lord of the fee.

37.	 (XXXVII.) Scutage from henceforth shall be taken as it was accustomed 
to be taken in the time of King Henry our grandfather.

Saving to the Archbishops, Bishops, Abbots, Priors, Templars, Hospitallers, 
Earls, Barons, and all others, as well ecclesiastical as secular persons, 
the liberties and free customs which they have formerly had.

Also all those customs and liberties aforesaid, which we have granted to be held in our 
kingdom, for so much of it as belongs to us, all our subjects, as well clergy as laity, shall 
observe towards their tenants as far as concerns them. And for this our grant and gift of these 
Liberties, and of the others contained in our Charter of Liberties of our Forest, the Archbishops, 
Bishops, Abbots, Priors, Earls, Barons, Knights, Free Tenants, and all others of our Kingdom, 
have given unto us the fifteenth part of all their move-ables. And we have granted to them 
for us and our heirs, that neither we nor our heirs shall procure or do any thing, whereby the 
Liberties in this Charter contained shall be infringed or broken; and if any thing shall be 
procured by any person contrary to the premises, it shall be had of no force nor effect. 

These being witnesses, the Lord Stephen Archbishop of Canterbury, Roger of London, Joceline 
of Bath, Peter of Winchester, Hugh of Lincoln, Richard of Salisbury, Benedict of Rochester, 
William of Worcester, John of Ely, Hugh of Hereford, Ralph of Chi-chester, William of Exeter, for 
the Bishops: the Abbot of Saint Edmund’s, the Abbot of Saint Alban’s, the Abbot of Battle Abbey, 
the Abbot of Saint Augustine’s Canterbury, the Abbot of Evesham, the Abbot of Westminster, the 
Abbot of Peterborough, the Abbot of Reading, the Abbot of Abingdon, the Abbot of Malmsbury, 
the Abbotof Winchcomb, the Abbot of Hyde, the Abbot of Chertsey, the Abbot of Sherburn, 
the Abbot of Cerne, the Abbot of Abbotsbury, the Abbot of Middleton, the Abbot of Selby, the 
Abbot of Whitby, the Abbot of Cirencester, Hubert de Burgh, the King’s Justiciary, Randolph 
Earl of Chester and Lincoln, William Earl of Salisbury, William Earl of Warren, Gilbert de Clare, 
Earl of Gloucester and Hertford, William de Ferrers, Earl of Derby, William de Mandeville, Earl 
of Essex, Hugh le Bigod, Earl of Norfolk, William Earl of Albemarle, Humphrey Earl of Hereford, 
John Constable of Chester, Robert de Ros, Robert Fitz Walter, Robert de Vipont, William de 
Brewer, Richard de Montfichet, Peter Fitz Herbert, Matthew Fitz Herbert, William de Albiniac, 
Robert Gresley, Reginald de Bruce, John de Monmouth, John Fitz Alan, Hugh de Mortimer, 
Walter de Beauchamp, William de Saint John, Peter de Mauley, Brian de Lisle, Thomas de 
Muleton, Richard de Argentine, Walter de Neville, William Mauduit, John de Baalun.

Given at Westminster, the Eleventh day of February, in the Ninth Year of our Reign.
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THE MAYFLOWER COMPACT

One hundred twenty members of the Scrooby congregation came to 
Massachusetts to start a new town and colony in 1620. Before they landed at 
Plymouth, they wrote this document, which binds them together as a civil entity 
under the King, with the ability to make laws and the promise to abide by them.

IN THE NAME OF GOD, AMEN. We, whose names are underwritten, the Loyal Subjects of our 
dread Sovereign Lord King James, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, 
King, Defender of the Faith, &c. Having undertaken for the Glory of God, and Advancement 
of the Christian Faith, and the Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the first 
Colony in the northern Parts of Virginia; Do by these Presents, solemnly and mutually, in the 
Presence of God and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil Body 
Politick, for our better Ordering and Preservation, and Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid: And 
by Virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and frame, such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, 
Constitutions, and Officers, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for 
the general Good of the Colony; unto which we promise all due Submission and Obedience. 

IN WITNESS whereof we have hereunto subscribed our names at Cape-Cod the eleventh 
of November, in the Reign of our Sovereign Lord King James, of England, France, and 
Ireland, the eighteenth, and of Scotland the fifty-fourth, Anno Domini; 1620.

Signed:
Mr. John Carver

Mr. William Bradford

Mr Edward Winslow

Mr. William Brewster

Isaac Allerton

Myles Standish

John Alden

John Turner

Francis Eaton

James Chilton

John Craxton

John Billington

Joses Fletcher 

John Goodman

Mr. Samuel Fuller

Mr. Christopher Martin

Mr. William Mullins

Mr. William White

Mr. Richard Warren

John Howland

Mr. Steven Hopkins

Digery Priest

Thomas Williams

Gilbert Winslow

Edmund Margesson

Peter Brown

Richard Britteridge

George Soule

Edward Tilly

John Tilly

Francis Cooke

Thomas Rogers

Thomas Tinker

John Ridgdale

Edward Fuller

Richard Clark

Richard Gardiner

Mr. John Allerton

Thomas English

Edward Doten

Edward Liester
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THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION  
OF THE UNITED COLONIES OF NEW ENGLAND

Although they were only a small bunch of ragtag colonies in the wilderness 
of 1643, these legal entities considered themselves fully empowered to make 
peace treaties and military alliances, and even go to war to protect one another. 
They did not believe they needed to appeal to a higher magistrate to do this, but 
had this authority at a relatively low level of local government.

The Articles of Confederation between the Plantations under the Government of the Massachusetts, 
the Plantations under the Government of New Plymouth, the Plantations under the Government of 
Connecticut, and the Government of New Haven with the Plantations in Combination therewith:

1.	 Whereas we all came into these parts of America with one and the same end and aim, 
namely, to advance the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ and to enjoy the liberties of 
the Gospel in purity with peace; and whereas in our settling (by a wise providence of 
God) we are further dispersed upon the sea coasts and rivers than was at first intended, 
so that we can not according to our desire with convenience communicate in one 
government and jurisdiction; and whereas we live encompassed with people of several 
nations and strange languages which hereafter may prove injurious to us or our posterity. 
And forasmuch as the natives have formerly committed sundry Insolence and outrages 
upon several Plantations of the English and have of late combined themselves against 
us: and seeing by reason of those sad distractions in England which they have heard 
of, and by which they know vie are hindered from that humble way of seeking advice, 
or reaping those comfortable fruits of protection, which at other times we might well 
expect. We therefore do conceive it our bounder duty, without delay to enter into a 
present Consociation amongst ourselves, for mutual help and strength in all our future 
concernments: That, as in nation and religion, so in other respects, we be and continue 
one according to the tenor and true meaning of the ensuing articles: Wherefore it is 
fully agreed and concluded by and between the parties or Jurisdictions above named, 
and they jointly and severally do by these presents agree and conclude that they all 
be and henceforth be called by the name of the United Colonies of New England.

2.	 The said United Colonies for themselves and their posterities do jointly 
and severally hereby enter into a firm and perpetual league of friendship 
and amity for offence and defence, mutual advice and succor upon all 
just occasions both for preserving and propagating the truth and liberties 
of the Gospel and for their own mutual safety and welfare.

3.	 It is further agreed that the Plantations which at present are or hereafter shall be 
settled within the limits of the Massachusetts shall be forever under the Massachusetts 
and shall have peculiar jurisdiction among themselves in all cases as an entire 
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body, and that Plymouth, Connecticut, and New Haven shall each of them have like 
peculiar jurisdiction and government within their limits; and in reference to the 
Plantations which already are settled, or shall hereafter be erected, or shall settle 
within their limits respectively; provided no other Jurisdiction shall hereafter be 
taken in as a distinct head or member of this Confederation, nor shall any other 
Plantation or Jurisdiction in present being, and not already in combination or under 
the jurisdiction of any of these Confederates, be received by any of them; nor shall 
any two of the Confederates join in one Jurisdiction without consent of the rest, 
which consent to be interpreted as is expressed in the sixth article ensuing.

4.	 It is by these Confederates agreed that the charge of all just wars, whether offensive 
or defensive, upon what part or member of this Confederation soever they fall, shall 
both in men, provisions and all other disbursements be borne by all the parts of this 
Confederation in different proportions according to their different ability in manner 
following, namely, that the Commissioners for each Jurisdiction from time to time, as 
there shall be occasion, bring a true account and number of all their males in every 
Plantation, or any way belonging to or under their several Jurisdictions, of what quality 
or condition soever they be, from sixteen years old to threescore, being inhabitants 
there. And that according to the different numbers which from time to time shall be 
found in each Jurisdiction upon a true and just account, the service of men and all 
charges of the war be borne by the poll: each Jurisdiction or Plantation being left 
to their own just course and custom of rating themselves and people according to 
their different estates with due respects to their qualities and exemptions amongst 
themselves though the Confederation take no notice of any such privilege: and that 
according to their different charge of each Jurisdiction and Plantation the whole 
advantage of the war (if it please God so to bless their endeavors) whether it be in lands, 
goods, or persons, shall be proportionately divided among the said Confederates.

5.	 It is further agreed, that if any of these Jurisdictions or any Plantation under or in 
combination with them, be invaded by any enemy whomsoever, upon notice and request 
of any three magistrates of that Jurisdiction so invaded, the rest of the Confederates 
without any further meeting or expostulation shall forthwith send aid to the Confederate 
in danger but in different proportions; namely, the Massachusetts an hundred men 
sufficiently armed and provided for such a service and journey, and each of the rest, 
forty-five so armed and provided, or any less number, if less be required according 
to this proportion. But if such Confederate in danger may be supplied by their next 
Confederates, not exceeding the number hereby agreed, they may crave help there, and 
seek no further for the present: the charge to be borne as in this article is expressed: 
and at the return to be victualled and supplied with powder and shot for their journey 
(if there be need) by that Jurisdiction which employed or sent for them; but none of the 
Jurisdictions to exceed these numbers until by a meeting of the Commissioners for 
this Confederation a greater aid appear necessary. And this proportion to continue till 
upon knowledge of greater numbers in each Jurisdiction which shall be brought to the 
next meeting, some other proportion be ordered. But in any such case of sending men 
for present aid, whether before or after such order or alteration, it is agreed that at the 
meeting of the Commissioners for this Confederation, the cause of such war or invasion 
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be duly considered: and if it appear that the fault lay in the parties so invaded then that 
Jurisdiction or Plantation make just satisfaction, both to the invaders whom they have 
injured, and bear all the charges of the war themselves, without requiring any allowance 
from the rest of the Confederates towards the same. And further that if any Jurisdiction see 
any danger of invasion approaching, and there be time for a meeting, that in such a case 
three magistrates of the Jurisdiction may summon a meeting at such convenient place 
as themselves shall think meet, to consider and provide against the threatened danger; 
provided when they are met they may remove to what place they please; only whilst any of 
these four Confederates have but three magistrates in their Jurisdiction, their requests, 
or summons, from any two of them shall be accounted of equal force with the three 
mentioned in both the clauses of this article, till there be an increase of magistrates there.

6.	 It is also agreed, that for the managing and concluding of all Stairs and concerning the 
whole Confederation two Commissioners shall be chosen by and out of each of these four 
Jurisdictions: namely, two for the Massachusetts, two for Plymouth, two for Connecticut, and 
two for New Haven, being all in Church-fellowship with us, which shall bring full power from 
their several General Courts respectively to hear, examine, weigh, and determine all affairs 
of our war, or peace, leagues, aids, charges, and numbers of men for war, division of spoils 
and whatsoever is gotten by conquest, receiving of more Confederates for Plantations 
into combination with any of the Confederates, and all things of like nature, which are 
the proper concomitants or consequents of such a Confederation for amity, offense, and 
defence: not intermeddling with the government of any of the Jurisdictions, which by the 
third article is preserved entirely to themselves. But if these eight Commissioners when 
they meet shall not all agree yet it [is] concluded that any six of the eight agreeing shall 
have power to settle and determine the business in question. But if six do not agree, that 
then such propositions with their reasons so far as they have been debated, be sent and 
referred to the four General Courts; namely, the Massachusetts, Plymouth, Connecticut, and 
New Haven; and if at all the said General Courts the business so referred be concluded, 
then to be prosecuted by the Confederates and all their members. It is further agreed that 
these eight Commissioners shall meet once every year besides extraordinary meetings 
(according to the fifth article) to consider, treat, and conclude of all affairs belonging to 
this Confederation, which meeting shall ever be the first Thursday in September. And that 
the next meeting after the date of these presents, which shall be accounted the second 
meeting, shall be at Boston in the Massachusetts, the third at Hartford, the fourth at New 
Haven, the fifth at Plymouth, the sixth and seventh at Boston; and then Hartford, New 
Haven, and Plymouth, and so n course successively, if in the meantime some middle place 
be not found out and agreed on, which may be commodious for all the Jurisdictions.

7.	 It is further agreed that at each meeting of these eight Commissioners, whether ordinary 
or extraordinary, they or six of them agreeing as before, may choose their President out 
of themselves whose office work shall be to take care and direct for order and a comely 
carrying on of all proceedings in the present meeting: but he shall be invested with no 
such power or respect, as by which he shall hinder the propounding or progress of any 
business, or any way cast the scales otherwise than in the precedent article is agreed.
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8.	 It is also agreed that the Commissioners for this Confederation hereafter at their 
meetings, whether ordinary or extraordinary, as they may have commission or opportunity, 
do endeavor to frame and establish agreements and orders in general cases of a 
civil nature, wherein all the Plantations are interested, for preserving of peace among 
themselves, for preventing as much as may be all occasion of war or differences with 
others, as about the free and speedy passage of justice in every Jurisdiction, to all the 
Confederates equally as to their own, receiving those that remove from one Plantation 
to another without due certificate, how all the Jurisdictions may carry it towards the 
Indians, that they neither grow insolent nor be injured without due satisfaction, lest war 
break in upon the Confederates through such miscarriages. It is also agreed that if any 
servant run away from his master into any other of these confederated Jurisdictions, 
that in such case, upon the ceritficate of one magistrate in the Jurisdiction out of which 
the said servant fled, or upon other due proof; the said servant shall be delivered, either 
to his master, or any other that pursues and brings such certificate or proof. And that 
upon the escape of any prisoner whatsoever, or fugitive for any criminal cause, whether 
breaking prison, or getting from the officer, or otherwise escaping, upon the certificate 
of two magistrates of the Jurisdiction out of which the escape is made, that he was a 
prisoner, or such an offender at the time of the escape, the magistrates, or some of 
them of that Jurisdiction where for the present the said prisoner or fugitive abideth, 
shall forthwith grant such a warrant as the case will bear, for the apprehending of any 
such person, and the delivery of him into the hands of the officer or other person who 
pursues him. And if there be help required, for the safe returning of any such offender, 
then it shall be granted to him that craves the same, he paying the charges thereof.

9.	 And for that the justest wars may be of dangerous consequence, especially to the smaller 
Plantations in these United Colonies, it is agreed that neither the Massachusetts, Plymouth, 
Connecticut, nor New Haven, nor any of the members of them, shall at any time hereafter 
begin, undertake, or engage themselves, or this Confederation, or any part thereof in any 
war whatsoever (sudden exigencies, with the necessary consequents thereof excepted), 
which are also to be moderated as much as the case will permit, without the consent and 
agreement of the forementioned eight Commissioners, or at least six of them, as in the 
sixth article is provided: and that no charge be required of any of the Confederates, in 
case of a defensive war, till the said Commissioners have met, and approved the justice 
of the war, and have agreed upon the sum of money to be levied, which sum is then 
to be paid by the several Confederates in proportion according to the fourth article

10.	 That in extraordinary occasions, when meetings are summoned by three magistrates 
of any Jurisdiction, or two as in the fifth article, ii) any of the Commissioners 
come not, due warning being given or sent, it is agreed that four of the 
Commissioners shall have power to direct a war which cannot be delayed, and to 
send for due proportions of men out of each Jurisdiction, as well as six might do 
if all met; but not less than six shall determine the justice of the war, or allow the 
demands or bills of charges, or cause any levies to be made for the same.

11.	 It is further agreed that if any of the Confederates shall hereafter break any of 
these present articles, or be any other ways injurious to any one of the other 
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Jurisdictions; such breach of agreement or injury shall be duly considered and 
ordered by the Commissioners for the other Jurisdictions, that both peace and 
this present Confederation may be entirely preserved without violation.

12.	 Lastly, this perpetual Confederation, and the several articles and agreements thereof 
being read and seriously considered, both by the General Court for the Massachusetts, 
and by the Commissioners for Plymouth, Connecticut, and New Haven, were fully allowed 
and confirmed by three of the forenamed Confederates, namely, the Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, and New Haven; only the Commissioners for Plymouth having no commission 
to concludes desired respite until they might advise with their General Court; whereupon it 
was agreed and concluded by the said Court of the Massachusetts, and the Commissioners 
for the other two Confederates, that, if Plymouth consent, then the whole treaty as it stands 
in these present articles is, and shall continue, firm and stable without alteration: but if 
Plymouth come not in yet the other three Confederates do by these presents confirm the 
whole Confederation, and all the articles thereof; only in September next when the second 
meeting of the Commissioners is to be at Boston, new consideration may be taken of the 
sixth article, which concerns number of Commissioners for meeting and concluding the 
affairs of this Confederation to the satisfaction of the Court of the Massachusetts, and 
the Commissioners for the other two Confederates, but the rest to stand unquestioned.

In testimony whereof, the General Court of the Massachusetts by their Secretary, and the 
Commissioners for Connecticut and New Haven, have subscribed these present articles 
of this nineteenth of the third month, commonly called May, Anno Domini 1643.

At a meeting of the Commissioners for the Confederation held at Boston the 7th of 
September, it appearing that the General Court of New Plymouth and the several 
townships thereof have read, considered, and approved these Articles of Confederation, 
as appeareth by commission of their General Court bearing date the 29th of August, 
1643, to Mr. Edward Winslow and Mr. William Collier to ratify and confirm the same 
on their behalf: we therefore, the Commissioners for the Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
and New Haven, do also from our several Governments subscribe unto them.
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ENGLISH BILL OF RIGHTS

Following the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and the arrival William of Orange 
on the English throne, this new constitutional document builds on top of the 
protections of the Magna Carta. It recognizes additional rights of British 
citizens, lays out clearer guidelines about arms and weapons, and defines some 
additional limits on the Crown.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•	 And whereas of late years partial corrupt and unqualified persons have 
been returned and served on juries in trials, and particularly divers 
jurors in trials for high treason which were not freeholders;
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•	 And excessive bail hath been required of persons committed in criminal cases 
to elude the benefit of the laws made for the liberty of the subjects;

•	 And excessive fines have been imposed;

•	 And illegal and cruel punishments inflicted;

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•	 That it is the right of the subjects to petition the king, and all 
commitments and prosecutions for such petitioning are illegal;

•	 That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time 
of peace, unless it be with consent of Parliament, is against law;

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

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

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

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

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

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

And they do claim, demand and insist upon all and singular the premises as their undoubted rights 
and liberties, and that no declarations, judgments, doings or proceedings to the prejudice of the 
people in any of the said premises ought in any wise to be drawn hereafter into consequence or 
example; to which demand of their rights they are particularly encouraged by the declaration of his 
Highness the prince of Orange as being the only means for obtaining a full redress and remedy 
therein. Having therefore an entire confidence that his said Highness the prince of Orange will 
perfect the deliverance so far advanced by him, and will still preserve them from the violation of 
their rights which they have here asserted, and from all other attempts upon their religion, rights 
and liberties, the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons assembled at Westminster 
do resolve that William and Mary, prince and princess of Orange, be and be declared king and 
queen of England, France and Ireland and the dominions thereunto belonging, to hold the crown 
and royal dignity of the said kingdoms and dominions to them, the said prince and princess, 
during their lives and the life of the survivor to them, and that the sole and full exercise of the 
regal power be only in and executed by the said prince of Orange in the names of the said prince 
and princess during their joint lives, and after their deceases the said crown and royal dignity of 
the same kingdoms and dominions to be to the heirs of the body of the said princess, and for 
default of such issue to the Princess Anne of Denmark and the heirs of her body, and for default 
of such issue to the heirs of the body of the said prince of Orange. And the Lords Spiritual and 
Temporal and Commons do pray the said prince and princess to accept the same accordingly.

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

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

I, A.B., do swear that I do from my heart abhor, detest and abjure as impious and 
heretical this damnable doctrine and position, that princes excommunicated or deprived 
by the Pope or any authority of the see of Rome may be deposed or murdered by their 
subjects or any other whatsoever. And I do declare that no foreign prince, person, 
prelate, state or potentate hath or ought to have any jurisdiction, power, superiority, pre-
eminence or authority, ecclesiastical or spiritual, within this realm. So help me God.
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Upon which their said Majesties did accept the crown and royal dignity of the kingdoms of 
England, France and Ireland, and the dominions thereunto belonging, according to the resolution 
and desire of the said Lords and Commons contained in the said declaration. And thereupon 
their Majesties were pleased that the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons, being 
the two Houses of Parliament, should continue to sit, and with their Majesties’ royal concurrence 
make effectual provision for the settlement of the religion, laws and liberties of this kingdom, 
so that the same for the future might not be in danger again of being subverted, to which the 
said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons did agree, and proceed to act accordingly. 

Now in pursuance of the premises the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons in 
Parliament assembled, for the ratifying, confirming and establishing the said declaration and 
the articles, clauses, matters and things therein contained by the force of law made in due form 
by authority of Parliament, do pray that it may be declared and enacted that all and singular 
the rights and liberties asserted and claimed in the said declaration are the true, ancient and 
indubitable rights and liberties of the people of this kingdom, and so shall be esteemed, allowed, 
adjudged, deemed and taken to be; and that all and every the particulars aforesaid shall be 
firmly and strictly holden and observed as they are expressed in the said declaration, and all 
officers and ministers whatsoever shall serve their Majesties and their successors according 
to the same in all time to come. And the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons, 
seriously considering how it hath pleased Almighty God in his marvellous providence and 
merciful goodness to this nation to provide and preserve their said Majesties’ royal persons 
most happily to reign over us upon the throne of their ancestors, for which they render unto him 
from the bottom of their hearts their humblest thanks and praises, do truly, firmly, assuredly 
and in the sincerity of their hearts think, and do hereby recognize, acknowledge and declare, 
that King James the Second having abdicated the government, and their Majesties having 
accepted the crown and royal dignity as aforesaid, their said Majesties did become, were, are 
and of right ought to be by the laws of this realm our sovereign liege lord and lady, king and 
queen of England, France and Ireland and the dominions thereunto belonging, in and to whose 
princely persons the royal state, crown and dignity of the said realms with all honours, styles, 
titles, regalities, prerogatives, powers, jurisdictions and authorities to the same belonging and 
appertaining are most fully, rightfully and entirely invested and incorporated, united and annexed. 

And for preventing all questions and divisions in this realm by reason of any pretended titles 
to the crown, and for preserving a certainty in the succession thereof, in and upon which the 
unity, peace, tranquility and safety of this nation doth under God wholly consist and depend, 
the said Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons do beseech their Majesties that it may be 
enacted, established and declared, that the crown and regal government of the said kingdoms 
and dominions, with all and singular the premises thereunto belonging and appertaining, shall be 
and continue to their said Majesties and the survivor of them during their lives and the life of the 
survivor of them, and that the entire, perfect and full exercise of the regal power and government 
be only in and executed by his Majesty in the names of both their Majesties during their joint 
lives; and after their deceases the said crown and premises shall be and remain to the heirs of 
the body of her Majesty, and for default of such issue to her Royal Highness the Princess Anne of 
Denmark and the heirs of the body of his said Majesty; and thereunto the said Lords Spiritual and 
Temporal and Commons do in the name of all the people aforesaid most humbly and faithfully 
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submit themselves, their heirs and posterities for ever, and do faithfully promise that they will 
stand to, maintain and defend their said Majesties, and also the limitation and succession of the 
crown herein specified and contained, to the utmost of their powers with their lives and estates 
against all persons whatsoever that shall attempt anything to the contrary. And whereas it hath 
been found by experience that it is inconsistent with the safety and welfare of this Protestant 
kingdom to be governed by a popish prince, or by any king or queen marrying a papist, the said 
Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons do further pray that it may be enacted, that all and 
every person and persons that is, are or shall be reconciled to or shall hold communion with 
the see or Church of Rome, or shall profess the popish religion, or shall marry a papist, shall be 
excluded and be for ever incapable to inherit, possess or enjoy the crown and government of this 
realm and Ireland and the dominions thereunto belonging or any part of the same, or to have, use 
or exercise any regal power, authority or jurisdiction within the same; and in all and every such 
case or cases the people of these realms shall be and are hereby absolved of their allegiance; 
and the said crown and government shall from time to time descend to and be enjoyed by such 
person or persons being Protestants as should have inherited and enjoyed the same in case the 
said person or persons so reconciled, holding communion or professing or marrying as aforesaid 
were naturally dead; and that every king and queen of this realm who at any time hereafter shall 
come to and succeed in the imperial crown of this kingdom shall on the first day of the meeting 
of the first Parliament next after his or her coming to the crown, sitting in his or her throne in 
the House of Peers in the presence of the Lords and Commons therein assembled, or at his or 
her coronation before such person or persons who shall administer the coronation oath to him 
or her at the time of his or her taking the said oath (which shall first happen), make, subscribe 
and audibly repeat the declaration mentioned in the statute made in the thirtieth year of the 
reign of King Charles the Second entitled, An Act for the more effectual preserving the king’s 
person and government by disabling papists from sitting in either House of Parliament. But if 
it shall happen that such king or queen upon his or her succession to the crown of this realm 
shall be under the age of twelve years, then every such king or queen shall make, subscribe and 
audibly repeat the same declaration at his or her coronation or the first day of the meeting of 
the first Parliament as aforesaid which shall first happen after such king or queen shall have 
attained the said age of twelve years. All which their Majesties are contented and pleased shall 
be declared, enacted and established by authority of this present Parliament, and shall stand, 
remain and be the law of this realm for ever; and the same are by their said Majesties, by and 
with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons in Parliament 
assembled and by the authority of the same, declared, enacted and established accordingly.

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

III. Provided that no charter or grant or pardon granted before the three and twentieth 
day of October in the year of our Lord one thousand six hundred eighty-nine shall be any 
ways impeached or invalidated by this Act, but that the same shall be and remain of the 
same force and effect in law and no other than as if this Act had never been made.
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PETITION OF THE VIRGINIA HOUSE OF BURGESSES 
TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS

Despite increased recognition of the inherent rights of British Citizens, 
colonists were still somewhat seen as second-class citizens. American 
colonists dedicated years of support and countless men defending British 
interests in the French and Indian War, but afterwards Parliament still saddled 
them with massive taxes and tariffs to refill the British treasuries. This taxation 
without representation was deeply unjust, and it sparked many legal appeals for 
Parliament to recognize the rights of the free colonies. This appeal was signed 
and sent on December 18th, 1764

To the Honourable Knights, Citizens, and Burgesses of Great Britain in Parliament assembled:

The Remonstrance of the Council and Burgesses of Virginia. It appearing by the printed votes 
of the House of Commons of Great Britain in Parliament assembled that in a committee 
of the whole House, the 17th day of March last, it was resolved that towards defending, 
protecting, and securing the British colonies and plantations in America, it may be proper to 
charge certain stamp duties in the said colonies and plantations; and it being apprehended 
that the same subject, which was then declined, may be resumed and further pursued in a 
succeeding session, the Council and Burgesses of Virginia, met in General Assembly, judge 
it their indispensable duty, in a respectful manner but with decent firmness, to remonstrate 
against such a measure, that at least a cession of those rights, which in their opinion must be 
infringed by that procedure, may not be inferred from their silence, at so important a crisis.

They conceive it is essential to British liberty that laws imposing taxes on the people ought not 
to be made without the consent of representatives chosen by themselves; who, at the same 
time that they are acquainted with the circumstances of their constituents, sustain a proportion 
of the burden laid on them. This privilege, inherent in the persons who discovered and settled 
these regions, could not be renounced or forfeited by their removal hither, not as vagabonds or 
fugitives, but licensed and encouraged by their prince and animated with a laudable desire of 
enlarging the British dominion, and extending its commerce. On the contrary, it was secured 
to them and their descendants, with all other rights and immunities of British subjects, by a 
royal charter, which hath been invariably recognized and confirmed by his Majesty and his 
predecessors in their commissions to the several governors, granting a power, and prescribing a 
forum of legislation; according to which, laws for the administration of justice, and for the welfare 
and good government of the colony, have been hitherto enacted by the Governor, Council, and 
General Assembly, and to them requisitions and applications for supplies have been directed 
by the Crown. As an instance of the opinion which former sovereigns entertained of these rights 
and privileges, we beg leave to refer to three acts of the General Assembly passed in the 32d 
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year of the reign of King Charles II (one of which is entitled An Act for raising a Public Revenue 
for the better Support of the Government of his Majesty’s Colony of Virginia, imposing several 
duties for that purpose) which they thought absolutely necessary, were prepared in England, and 
sent over by their then governor, the Lord Culpepper, to be passed by the General Assembly, with 
a full power to give the royal assent thereto; and which were accordingly passed, after several 
amendments were made to them here. Thus tender was his Majesty of the rights of his American 
subjects; and the remonstrants do not discern by what distinction they can be deprived of that 
sacred birthright and most valuable inheritance by their fellow subjects, nor with what propriety 
they can be taxed or affected in their estates by the Parliament, wherein they are not, and indeed 
cannot, constitutionally be represented. and if it were proper for the Parliament to impose taxes 
on the colonies at all, which the remonstrants take leave to think would be inconsistent with the 
fundamental principles of the constitution, the exercise of that power at this time would be ruinous 
to Virginia, who exerted herself in the late war, it is feared, beyond her strength, insomuch that to 
redeem the money granted for that exigence her people are taxed for several years to come; this 
with the large expenses incurred for defending the frontiers against the restless Indians, who have 
infested her as much since the peace as before, is so grievous that an increase of the burden 
will be intolerable; especially as the people are very greatly distressed already from the scarcity 
of circulating cash amongst them, and from the little value of their staple at the British markets.

And it is presumed that adding to that load which the colony now labours under will not be more 
oppressive to her people than destructive of the interests of Great Britain; for the plantation 
trade, confined as it is to the mother country, hath been a principal means of multiplying 
and enriching her inhabitants; and if not too much discouraged, may prove an inexhaustible 
source of treasure to the nation. For satisfaction in this point, let the present state of the 
British fleets and trade be compared with what they were before the settlement of the colonies; 
and let it be considered that whilst property in land may be acquired on very easy terms, in 
the vast uncultivated territory of North America, the colonists will be mostly, if not wholly, 
employed in agriculture; whereby the exportation of their commodities of Great Britain, and 
the consumption of their manufactures supplied from thence, will be daily increasing. But this 
most desirable connection between Great Britain and her colonies, supported by such a happy 
intercourse of reciprocal benefits as is continually advancing the prosperity of both, must 
be interrupted, if the people of the latter, reduced to extreme poverty, should be compelled 
to manufacture those articles they have been hitherto furnished with from the former.

From these considerations it is hoped that the honourable House of Commons will not 
prosecute a measure which those who may suffer under it cannot but look upon as fitter 
for exiles driven from their native country, After ignominiously forfeiting her favours and 
protection, than for the prosperity of Britons who have at all times been forward to demonstrate 
all due reverence to the mother kingdom, and are so instrumental in promoting her glory 
and felicity; and that British patriots will never consent to the exercise of anticonstitutional 
power, which even in this remote corner may be dangerous in its example to the interior 
parts of the British Empire, and will certainly be detrimental to its commerce.
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RESOLUTIONS OF THE  
PROVINCIAL CONGRESS OF VIRGINIA

The Crown and Parliament refused to listen to appeals from individual colonies 
or the united Continental Congress that had been formed to discuss how to 
more effectively resist British Tyranny. Virginia legislators, inspired by Patrick 
Henry’s famous “Liberty or Death” speech, called for increased militia assets 
on March 23rd, 1775, mere weeks before the Battle of Lexington and Concord. 

Resolved, that a well regulated militia composed of gentlemen and yeomen is the natural 
strength and only security of a free government; that such a militia in this colony would forever 
render it unnecessary for the mother country to keep among us, for the purpose of our defence, 
any standing army of mercenary forces, always subversive of the quiet, and dangerous to 
the liberties of the people, and would obviate the pretext of taxing us for their support.

That the establishment of such a militia is at this time peculiarly necessary, by the state of our 
laws for the protection and defence of the country some of which have already expired, and 
others will shortly do so; and that the known remissness of government in calling us together 
in a legislative capacity renders it too insecure in this time of danger and distress, to rely that 
opportunity will be given of renewing them in General Assembly or making any provision to secure 
our inestimable rights and liberties from those farther violations with which they are threatened.

Resolved therefore, that this colony be immediately put into a posture of defence: and that 
Patrick Henry, Richard Henry Lee, Robert Carter Nicholas, Benjamin Harrison, Lemuel Riddick, 
George Washington, Adam Stephen, Andrew Lewis, William Christian, Edmund Pendleton, 
Thomas Jefferson and Isaac Zane, Esquires, be a committee to prepare a plan for the embodying 
arming and disciplining such a number of men as may be sufficient for that purpose.



37 The Path of Liberty trex-arms.com

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

The Lexington and Concord battle was the first open conflict in the War for 
American Independence, but even as the battle raged in the northern and 
southern colonies, there was no rush to declare independence. Many founders 
were still hopeful that this tyrannical government could be restrained by overt 
yet lawful resistance, like Charles I and James II had been, and a better path of 
liberty could be established for America and Britain. However, after months of 
British attacks on Colonial forces and towns while the Crown refused options for 
reconciliation, this Declaration was famously signed on July 4th, 1776.

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve 
the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among 
the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and 
of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires 
that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident:

That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of 
the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it 
is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its 
foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem 
most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments 
long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath 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.
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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 invasions 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 migration 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;
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For depriving us, in many cases, of the benefits of trial by jury;

For transporting us beyond seas, to be tried for pretended offenses;

For abolishing the free system of English laws in a neighboring 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, burned 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.

He has excited domestic insurrection among us, and 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, 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 our attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them, 
from time to time, of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over 
us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We 
have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity; and we have conjured them, by the 
ties of our common kindred, to disavow these usurpations which would inevitably interrupt 
our connections and correspondence. They too, have been deaf to the voice of justice and 
of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity which denounces our 
separation, and hold them as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in peace friends.

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

Signed by John Hancock, President

New Hampshire
Josiah Bartlett
Wm. Whipple
Matthew Thornton

Massachusetts Bay
Saml. Adams
John Adams
Robt. Treat Paine
Elbridge Gerry

Rhode Island
Step. Hopkins
William Ellery

Connecticut
Roger Sherman
Sam’el Huntington
Wm. Williams
Oliver Wolcott

New York
Wm. Floyd
Phil. Livingston
Frans. Lewis
Lewis Morris

New Jersey
Richd. Stockton
Jno. Witherspoon
Fras. Hopkinson
John Hart
Abra. Clark

Pennsylvania
Robt. Morris
Benjamin Rush
Benja. Franklin
John Morton
Geo. Clymer
Jas. Smith
Geo. Taylor
James Wilson
Geo. Ross

Delaware
Caesar Rodney
Geo. Read
Tho. M’Kean

Maryland
Samuel Chase
Wm. Paca
Thos. Stone
Charles Carroll

Virginia
George Wythe
Richard Henry Lee
Th. Jefferson
Benja. Harrison
Ths. Nelson, Jr.
Francis Lightfoot Lee
Carter Braxton

North Carolina
Wm. Hooper
Joseph Hewes
John Penn

South Carolina
Edward Rutledge
Thos. Hayward, Jr.
Thomas Lynch, Jr.
Arthur Middleton

Georgia
Button Gwinnett
Lyman Hall
Geo. Walton
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ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION

Adopted in 1777, this was a stronger unifying document, allowing the United 
Colonies to rename themselves “The United States” and more formally behave 
as a nation, with a state military, military treaties, and international relationships 
with other countries. John Witherspoon spearheaded the committee that 
produced these Articles, which were sufficient to do this, but some Federalists 
did want a more robust document that would create a more powerful Government.

To all to whom these Presents shall come, we the undersigned 
Delegates of the States affixed to our Names send greeting.

ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION AND PERPETUAL UNION 
between the states of New Hampshire, Massachusetts-bay Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia.

I. 
The Stile of this Confederacy shall be “The United States of America”.

II.
Each state retains its sovereignty, freedom, and independence, and every 
power, jurisdiction, and right, which is not by this Confederation expressly 
delegated to the United States, in Congress assembled.

III. 
The said States hereby severally enter into a firm league of friendship with each other, for their 
common defense, the security of their liberties, and their mutual and general welfare, binding 
themselves to assist each other, against all force offered to, or attacks made upon them, or 
any of them, on account of religion, sovereignty, trade, or any other pretense whatever.

IV. 
The better to secure and perpetuate mutual friendship and intercourse among the people of the 
different States in this Union, the free inhabitants of each of these States, paupers, vagabonds, and 
fugitives from justice excepted, shall be entitled to all privileges and immunities of free citizens 
in the several States; and the people of each State shall free ingress and regress to and from any 
other State, and shall enjoy therein all the privileges of trade and commerce, subject to the same 
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duties, impositions, and restrictions as the inhabitants thereof respectively, provided that such 
restrictions shall not extend so far as to prevent the removal of property imported into any State, 
to any other State, of which the owner is an inhabitant; provided also that no imposition, duties 
or restriction shall be laid by any State, on the property of the United States, or either of them.

If any person guilty of, or charged with, treason, felony, or other high misdemeanor in 
any State, shall flee from justice, and be found in any of the United States, he shall, 
upon demand of the Governor or executive power of the State from which he fled, 
be delivered up and removed to the State having jurisdiction of his offense.

Full faith and credit shall be given in each of these States to the records, acts, and 
judicial proceedings of the courts and magistrates of every other State.

V.
For the most convenient management of the general interests of the United States, 
delegates shall be annually appointed in such manner as the legislatures of each State 
shall direct, to meet in Congress on the first Monday in November, in every year, with 
a power reserved to each State to recall its delegates, or any of them, at any time 
within the year, and to send others in their stead for the remainder of the year.

No State shall be represented in Congress by less than two, nor more than seven members; and 
no person shall be capable of being a delegate for more than three years in any term of six years; 
nor shall any person, being a delegate, be capable of holding any office under the United States, 
for which he, or another for his benefit, receives any salary, fees or emolument of any kind.

Each State shall maintain its own delegates in a meeting of the States, 
and while they act as members of the committee of the States.

In determining questions in the United States in Congress 
assembled, each State shall have one vote.

Freedom of speech and debate in Congress shall not be impeached or questioned in 
any court or place out of Congress, and the members of Congress shall be protected in 
their persons from arrests or imprisonments, during the time of their going to and from, 
and attendence on Congress, except for treason, felony, or breach of the peace.

VI. 
No State, without the consent of the United States in Congress assembled, shall send 
any embassy to, or receive any embassy from, or enter into any conference, agreement, 
alliance or treaty with any King, Prince or State; nor shall any person holding any office 
of profit or trust under the United States, or any of them, accept any present, emolument, 
office or title of any kind whatever from any King, Prince or foreign State; nor shall the 
United States in Congress assembled, or any of them, grant any title of nobility.
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No two or more States shall enter into any treaty, confederation or alliance whatever between 
them, without the consent of the United States in Congress assembled, specifying accurately 
the purposes for which the same is to be entered into, and how long it shall continue.

No State shall lay any imposts or duties, which may interfere with any stipulations in treaties, 
entered into by the United States in Congress assembled, with any King, Prince or State, in 
pursuance of any treaties already proposed by Congress, to the courts of France and Spain.

No vessel of war shall be kept up in time of peace by any State, except such number only, as 
shall be deemed necessary by the United States in Congress assembled, for the defense of 
such State, or its trade; nor shall any body of forces be kept up by any State in time of peace, 
except such number only, as in the judgement of the United States in Congress assembled, 
shall be deemed requisite to garrison the forts necessary for the defense of such State; but 
every State shall always keep up a well-regulated and disciplined militia, sufficiently armed and 
accoutered, and shall provide and constantly have ready for use, in public stores, a due number 
of filed pieces and tents, and a proper quantity of arms, ammunition and camp equipage.

No State shall engage in any war without the consent of the United States in Congress 
assembled, unless such State be actually invaded by enemies, or shall have received certain 
advice of a resolution being formed by some nation of Indians to invade such State, and the 
danger is so imminent as not to admit of a delay till the United States in Congress assembled 
can be consulted; nor shall any State grant commissions to any ships or vessels of war, nor 
letters of marque or reprisal, except it be after a declaration of war by the United States in 
Congress assembled, and then only against the Kingdom or State and the subjects thereof, 
against which war has been so declared, and under such regulations as shall be established by 
the United States in Congress assembled, unless such State be infested by pirates, in which 
case vessels of war may be fitted out for that occasion, and kept so long as the danger shall 
continue, or until the United States in Congress assembled shall determine otherwise.

VII.
When land forces are raised by any State for the common defense, all officers of or under 
the rank of colonel, shall be appointed by the legislature of each State respectively, 
by whom such forces shall be raised, or in such manner as such State shall direct, and 
all vacancies shall be filled up by the State which first made the appointment.

VIII. 
All charges of war, and all other expenses that shall be incurred for the common defense or 
general welfare, and allowed by the United States in Congress assembled, shall be defrayed 
out of a common treasury, which shall be supplied by the several States in proportion to 
the value of all land within each State, granted or surveyed for any person, as such land and 
the buildings and improvements thereon shall be estimated according to such mode as 
the United States in Congress assembled, shall from time to time direct and appoint.
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The taxes for paying that proportion shall be laid and levied by the authority 
and direction of the legislatures of the several States within the time 
agreed upon by the United States in Congress assembled.

IX. 
The United States in Congress assembled, shall have the sole and exclusive right and power of 
determining on peace and war, except in the cases mentioned in the sixth article -- of sending 
and receiving ambassadors -- entering into treaties and alliances, provided that no treaty of 
commerce shall be made whereby the legislative power of the respective States shall be restrained 
from imposing such imposts and duties on foreigners, as their own people are subjected to, 
or from prohibiting the exportation or importation of any species of goods or commodities 
whatsoever -- of establishing rules for deciding in all cases, what captures on land or water shall 
be legal, and in what manner prizes taken by land or naval forces in the service of the United 
States shall be divided or appropriated -- of granting letters of marque and reprisal in times 
of peace -- appointing courts for the trial of piracies and felonies committed on the high seas 
and establishing courts for receiving and determining finally appeals in all cases of captures, 
provided that no member of Congress shall be appointed a judge of any of the said courts.

The United States in Congress assembled shall also be the last resort on appeal in all disputes 
and differences now subsisting or that hereafter may arise between two or more States 
concerning boundary, jurisdiction or any other causes whatever; which authority shall always 
be exercised in the manner following. Whenever the legislative or executive authority or lawful 
agent of any State in controversy with another shall present a petition to Congress stating the 
matter in question and praying for a hearing, notice thereof shall be given by order of Congress 
to the legislative or executive authority of the other State in controversy, and a day assigned for 
the appearance of the parties by their lawful agents, who shall then be directed to appoint by 
joint consent, commissioners or judges to constitute a court for hearing and determining the 
matter in question: but if they cannot agree, Congress shall name three persons out of each of 
the United States, and from the list of such persons each party shall alternately strike out one, 
the petitioners beginning, until the number shall be reduced to thirteen; and from that number 
not less than seven, nor more than nine names as Congress shall direct, shall in the presence 
of Congress be drawn out by lot, and the persons whose names shall be so drawn or any five 
of them, shall be commissioners or judges, to hear and finally determine the controversy, so 
always as a major part of the judges who shall hear the cause shall agree in the determination: 
and if either party shall neglect to attend at the day appointed, without showing reasons, which 
Congress shall judge sufficient, or being present shall refuse to strike, the Congress shall 
proceed to nominate three persons out of each State, and the secretary of Congress shall strike 
in behalf of such party absent or refusing; and the judgement and sentence of the court to be 
appointed, in the manner before prescribed, shall be final and conclusive; and if any of the 
parties shall refuse to submit to the authority of such court, or to appear or defend their claim 
or cause, the court shall nevertheless proceed to pronounce sentence, or judgement, which 
shall in like manner be final and decisive, the judgement or sentence and other proceedings 
being in either case transmitted to Congress, and lodged among the acts of Congress for the 
security of the parties concerned: provided that every commissioner, before he sits in judgement, 
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shall take an oath to be administered by one of the judges of the supreme or superior court 
of the State, where the cause shall be tried, ‘well and truly to hear and determine the matter in 
question, according to the best of his judgement, without favor, affection or hope of reward’: 
provided also, that no State shall be deprived of territory for the benefit of the United States.

All controversies concerning the private right of soil claimed under different grants of two or more 
States, whose jurisdictions as they may respect such lands, and the States which passed such 
grants are adjusted, the said grants or either of them being at the same time claimed to have 
originated antecedent to such settlement of jurisdiction, shall on the petition of either party to the 
Congress of the United States, be finally determined as near as may be in the same manner as is 
before presecribed for deciding disputes respecting territorial jurisdiction between different States.

The United States in Congress assembled shall also have the sole and exclusive right and power 
of regulating the alloy and value of coin struck by their own authority, or by that of the respective 
States -- fixing the standards of weights and measures throughout the United States -- regulating 
the trade and managing all affairs with the Indians, not members of any of the States, provided that 
the legislative right of any State within its own limits be not infringed or violated -- establishing 
or regulating post offices from one State to another, throughout all the United States, and 
exacting such postage on the papers passing through the same as may be requisite to defray 
the expenses of the said office -- appointing all officers of the land forces, in the service of the 
United States, excepting regimental officers -- appointing all the officers of the naval forces, and 
commissioning all officers whatever in the service of the United States -- making rules for the 
government and regulation of the said land and naval forces, and directing their operations.

The United States in Congress assembled shall have authority to appoint a committee, to sit in 
the recess of Congress, to be denominated ‘A Committee of the States’, and to consist of one 
delegate from each State; and to appoint such other committees and civil officers as may be 
necessary for managing the general affairs of the United States under their direction -- to appoint 
one of their members to preside, provided that no person be allowed to serve in the office of 
president more than one year in any term of three years; to ascertain the necessary sums of 
money to be raised for the service of the United States, and to appropriate and apply the same for 
defraying the public expenses -- to borrow money, or emit bills on the credit of the United States, 
transmitting every half-year to the respective States an account of the sums of money so borrowed 
or emitted -- to build and equip a navy -- to agree upon the number of land forces, and to make 
requisitions from each State for its quota, in proportion to the number of white inhabitants in 
such State; which requisition shall be binding, and thereupon the legislature of each State shall 
appoint the regimental officers, raise the men and cloath, arm and equip them in a solid-like 
manner, at the expense of the United States; and the officers and men so cloathed, armed and 
equipped shall march to the place appointed, and within the time agreed on by the United States 
in Congress assembled. But if the United States in Congress assembled shall, on consideration 
of circumstances judge proper that any State should not raise men, or should raise a smaller 
number of men than the quota thereof, such extra number shall be raised, officered, cloathed, 
armed and equipped in the same manner as the quota of each State, unless the legislature of 
such State shall judge that such extra number cannot be safely spread out in the same, in which 
case they shall raise, officer, cloath, arm and equip as many of such extra number as they judge 
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can be safely spared. And the officers and men so cloathed, armed, and equipped, shall march to 
the place appointed, and within the time agreed on by the United States in Congress assembled.

The United States in Congress assembled shall never engage in a war, nor grant letters of 
marque or reprisal in time of peace, nor enter into any treaties or alliances, nor coin money, 
nor regulate the value thereof, nor ascertain the sums and expenses necessary for the 
defense and welfare of the United States, or any of them, nor emit bills, nor borrow money 
on the credit of the United States, nor appropriate money, nor agree upon the number of 
vessels of war, to be built or purchased, or the number of land or sea forces to be raised, 
nor appoint a commander in chief of the army or navy, unless nine States assent to the 
same: nor shall a question on any other point, except for adjourning from day to day be 
determined, unless by the votes of the majority of the United States in Congress assembled.

The Congress of the United States shall have power to adjourn to any time within the year, 
and to any place within the United States, so that no period of adjournment be for a longer 
duration than the space of six months, and shall publish the journal of their proceedings 
monthly, except such parts thereof relating to treaties, alliances or military operations, as in 
their judgement require secrecy; and the yeas and nays of the delegates of each State on 
any question shall be entered on the journal, when it is desired by any delegates of a State, 
or any of them, at his or their request shall be furnished with a transcript of the said journal, 
except such parts as are above excepted, to lay before the legislatures of the several States.

X. 
The Committee of the States, or any nine of them, shall be authorized to execute, 
in the recess of Congress, such of the powers of Congress as the United States 
in Congress assembled, by the consent of the nine States, shall from time to time 
think expedient to vest them with; provided that no power be delegated to the said 
Committee, for the exercise of which, by the Articles of Confederation, the voice of 
nine States in the Congress of the United States assembled be requisite.

XI.
Canada acceding to this confederation, and adjoining in the measures of the United States, 
shall be admitted into, and entitled to all the advantages of this Union; but no other colony 
shall be admitted into the same, unless such admission be agreed to by nine States.

XII. 
All bills of credit emitted, monies borrowed, and debts contracted by, or under the authority of 
Congress, before the assembling of the United States, in pursuance of the present confederation, 
shall be deemed and considered as a charge against the United States, for payment and 
satisfaction whereof the said United States, and the public faith are hereby solemnly pleged.
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XIII. 
Every State shall abide by the determination of the United States in Congress assembled, on all 
questions which by this confederation are submitted to them. And the Articles of this Confederation 
shall be inviolably observed by every State, and the Union shall be perpetual; nor shall any 
alteration at any time hereafter be made in any of them; unless such alteration be agreed to in a 
Congress of the United States, and be afterwards confirmed by the legislatures of every State.

And Whereas it hath pleased the Great Governor of the World to incline the hearts of the 
legislatures we respectively represent in Congress, to approve of, and to authorize us to ratify 
the said Articles of Confederation and perpetual Union. Know Ye that we the undersigned 
delegates, by virtue of the power and authority to us given for that purpose, do by these 
presents, in the name and in behalf of our respective constituents, fully and entirely ratify 
and confirm each and every of the said Articles of Confederation and perpetual Union, 
and all and singular the matters and things therein contained: And we do further solemnly 
plight and engage the faith of our respective constituents, that they shall abide by the 
determinations of the United States in Congress assembled, on all questions, which by the 
said Confederation are submitted to them. And that the Articles thereof shall be inviolably 
observed by the States we respectively represent, and that the Union shall be perpetual.

In Witness whereof we have hereunto set our hands in Congress. Done at Philadelphia in 
the State of Pennsylvania the ninth day of July in the Year of our Lord One Thousand Seven 
Hundred and Seventy-Eight, and in the Third Year of the independence of America.

Agreed to by Congress 15 November 1777

In force after ratification by Maryland, 1 March 1781
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THE UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION

After years of drafting, redrafting, and heated debate, this document replaced the 
Articles of Confederation in 1788, greatly expanding the powers of the Congress 
and creating new Executive and Judicial Branches with new powers. This came 
at the cost of de-powering the decentralized authority of the State governments, 
but it still separated these powers within the centralized Federal government in 
an attempt to balance the authority of greater and lesser magistrates to avoid 
tyranny.

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish 
Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the 
general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, 
do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

The Constitutional Convention

ARTICLE I

Section 1: Congress
All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United 
States, which shall consist of a Senate and House of Representatives.

Section 2: The House of Representatives
The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members chosen every second 
Year by the People of the several States, and the Electors in each State shall have the 
Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most numerous Branch of the State Legislature.

No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the Age of twenty 
five Years, and been seven Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, 
when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall be chosen.

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be 
included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined 
by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 
Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons. The actual Enumeration 
shall be made within three Years after the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, 
and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law direct. The 
Number of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty Thousand, but each State shall 
have at Least one Representative; and until such enumeration shall be made, the State of New 
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Hampshire shall be entitled to chuse three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and Providence 
Plantations one, Connecticut five, New-York six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware 
one, Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina five, South Carolina five, and Georgia three.

When vacancies happen in the Representation from any State, the Executive 
Authority thereof shall issue Writs of Election to fill such Vacancies.

The House of Representatives shall chuse their Speaker and other 
Officers;and shall have the sole Power of Impeachment.

Section 3: The Senate
The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Senators from each State, 
chosen by the Legislature thereof, for six Years; and each Senator shall have one Vote.

Immediately after they shall be assembled in Consequence of the first Election, they shall be 
divided as equally as may be into three Classes. The Seats of the Senators of the first Class 
shall be vacated at the Expiration of the second Year, of the second Class at the Expiration 
of the fourth Year, and of the third Class at the Expiration of the sixth Year, so that one third 
may be chosen every second Year; and if Vacancies happen by Resignation, or otherwise, 
during the Recess of the Legislature of any State, the Executive thereof may make temporary 
Appointments until the next Meeting of the Legislature, which shall then fill such Vacancies.

No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained to the Age of thirty 
Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, 
when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen.

The Vice President of the United States shall be President of the Senate, 
but shall have no Vote, unless they be equally divided.

The Senate shall chuse their other Officers, and also a President pro tempore, in the Absence 
of the Vice President, or when he shall exercise the Office of President of the United States.

The Senate shall have the sole Power to try all Impeachments. When sitting for 
that Purpose, they shall be on Oath or Affirmation. When the President of the 
United States is tried, the Chief Justice shall preside: And no Person shall be 
convicted without the Concurrence of two thirds of the Members present.

Judgment in Cases of Impeachment shall not extend further than to removal from 
Office, and disqualification to hold and enjoy any Office of honor, Trust or Profit 
under the United States: but the Party convicted shall nevertheless be liable and 
subject to Indictment, Trial, Judgment and Punishment, according to Law.

Section 4: Elections
The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators and Representatives, shall 
be prescribed in each State by the Legislature thereof; but the Congress may at any time 
by Law make or alter such Regulations, except as to the Places of chusing Senators.
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The Congress shall assemble at least once in every Year, and such Meeting shall be on 
the first Monday in December, unless they shall by Law appoint a different Day.

Section 5: Powers and Duties of Congress
Each House shall be the Judge of the Elections, Returns and Qualifications of its own 
Members,and a Majority of each shall constitute a Quorum to do Business; but a smaller 
Number may adjourn from day to day, and may be authorized to compel the Attendance of 
absent Members, in such Manner, and under such Penalties as each House may provide.

Each House may determine the Rules of its Proceedings, punish its Members for 
disorderly Behaviour, and, with the Concurrence of two thirds, expel a Member.

Each House shall keep a Journal of its Proceedings, and from time to time 
publish the same, excepting such Parts as may in their Judgment require Secrecy; 
and the Yeas and Nays of the Members of either House on any question shall, 
at the Desire of one fifth of those Present, be entered on the Journal.

Neither House, during the Session of Congress, shall, without the Consent of the other, adjourn for 
more than three days, nor to any other Place than that in which the two Houses shall be sitting.

Section 6: Rights and Disabilities of Members
The Senators and Representatives shall receive a Compensation for their Services, to be 
ascertained by Law, and paid out of the Treasury of the United States. They shall in all Cases, 
except Treason, Felony and Breach of the Peace, be privileged from Arrest during their Attendance 
at the Session of their respective Houses, and in going to and returning from the same; and 
for any Speech or Debate in either House, they shall not be questioned in any other Place.

No Senator or Representative shall, during the Time for which he was elected, 
be appointed to any civil Office under the Authority of the United States, which 
shall have been created, or the Emoluments whereof shall have been encreased 
during such time; and no Person holding any Office under the United States, 
shall be a Member of either House during his Continuance in Office.

Section 7: Legislative Process
All Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in the House of Representatives; but 
the Senate may propose or concur with Amendments as on other Bills.

Every Bill which shall have passed the House of Representatives and the Senate, shall, before it 
become a Law, be presented to the President of the United States; If he approve he shall sign 
it, but if not he shall return it, with his Objections to that House in which it shall have originated, 
who shall enter the Objections at large on their Journal, and proceed to reconsider it. If after 
such Reconsideration two thirds of that House shall agree to pass the Bill, it shall be sent, 
together with the Objections, to the other House, by which it shall likewise be reconsidered, and 
if approved by two thirds of that House, it shall become a Law. But in all such Cases the Votes 
of both Houses shall be determined by yeas and Nays, and the Names of the Persons voting 
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for and against the Bill shall be entered on the Journal of each House respectively. If any Bill 
shall not be returned by the President within ten Days (Sundays excepted) after it shall have 
been presented to him, the Same shall be a Law, in like Manner as if he had signed it, unless 
the Congress by their Adjournment prevent its Return, in which Case it shall not be a Law.

Every Order, Resolution, or Vote to which the Concurrence of the Senate and House of 
Representatives may be necessary (except on a question of Adjournment) shall be presented 
to the President of the United States; and before the Same shall take Effect, shall be approved 
by him, or being disapproved by him, shall be repassed by two thirds of the Senate and House 
of Representatives, according to the Rules and Limitations prescribed in the Case of a Bill.

Section 8: Powers of Congress
The Congress shall have Power To lay and collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and Excises, to pay 
the Debts and provide for the common Defence and general Welfare of the United States; 
but all Duties, Imposts and Excises shall be uniform throughout the United States;

To borrow Money on the credit of the United States;

To regulate Commerce with foreign Nations, and among the 
several States, and with the Indian Tribes;

To establish a uniform Rule of Naturalization, and uniform Laws on 
the subject of Bankruptcies throughout the United States;

To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof, and of foreign Coin, 
and fix the Standard of Weights and Measures;

To provide for the Punishment of counterfeiting the Securities 
and current Coin of the United States;

To establish Post Offices and post Roads;

To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to 
Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries;

To constitute Tribunals inferior to the supreme Court;

To define and punish Piracies and Felonies committed on the 
high Seas, and Offences against the Law of Nations;

To declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and make 
Rules concerning Captures on Land and Water;

To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation of Money to 
that Use shall be for a longer Term than two Years;

To provide and maintain a Navy;

To make Rules for the Government and Regulation of the land and naval Forces;
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To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute the Laws of the 
Union, suppress Insurrections and repel Invasions;

To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia, and for governing 
such Part of them as may be employed in the Service of the United States, reserving 
to the States respectively, the Appointment of the Officers, and the Authority of 
training the Militia according to the discipline prescribed by Congress;

To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatsoever, over such District (not exceeding 
ten Miles square) as may, by Cession of particular States, and the Acceptance of Congress, 
become the Seat of the Government of the United States, and to exercise like Authority over 
all Places purchased by the Consent of the Legislature of the State in which the Same shall be, 
for the Erection of Forts, Magazines, Arsenals, dock-Yards and other needful Buildings;-And

To make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into Execution 
the foregoing Powers, and all other Powers vested by this Constitution in the 
Government of the United States, or in any Department or Officer thereof.

Section 9: Powers Denied Congress
The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing 
shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the 
Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed 
on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.

The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not be suspended, unless 
when in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion the public Safety may require it.

No Bill of Attainder or ex post facto Law shall be passed.

No Capitation, or other direct, Tax shall be laid, unless in Proportion to 
the Census or enumeration herein before directed to be taken.

No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported from any State.

No Preference shall be given by any Regulation of Commerce or Revenue to 
the Ports of one State over those of another: nor shall Vessels bound to, or 
from, one State, be obliged to enter, clear, or pay Duties in another.

No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in Consequence of Appropriations 
made by Law; and a regular Statement and Account of the Receipts and 
Expenditures of all public Money shall be published from time to time.

No Title of Nobility shall be granted by the United States: And no Person holding any Office of 
Profit or Trust under them, shall, without the Consent of the Congress, accept of any present, 
Emolument, Office, or Title, of any kind whatever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State.
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Section 10: Powers Denied to the States
No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, or Confederation; grant Letters of 
Marque and Reprisal; coin Money; emit Bills of Credit; make any Thing but gold and 
silver Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts; pass any Bill of Attainder, ex post facto 
Law, or Law impairing the Obligation of Contracts, or grant any Title of Nobility.

No State shall, without the Consent of the Congress, lay any Imposts or Duties on 
Imports or Exports, except what may be absolutely necessary for executing it’s 
inspection Laws: and the net Produce of all Duties and Imposts, laid by any State 
on Imports or Exports, shall be for the Use of the Treasury of the United States; and 
all such Laws shall be subject to the Revision and Control of the Congress.

No State shall, without the Consent of Congress, lay any Duty of Tonnage, 
keep Troops, or Ships of War in time of Peace, enter into any Agreement or 
Compact with another State, or with a foreign Power, or engage in War, unless 
actually invaded, or in such imminent Danger as will not admit of delay.

ARTICLE II

Section 1
The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America.

He shall hold his Office during the Term of four Years, and, together with the 
Vice President, chosen for the same Term, be elected, as follows:

Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature thereof may direct, a Number 
of Electors, equal to the whole Number of Senators and Representatives to which the State 
may be entitled in the Congress: but no Senator or Representative, or Person holding 
an Office of Trust or Profit under the United States, shall be appointed an Elector.

The Electors shall meet in their respective States, and vote by Ballot for two Persons, of whom one 
at least shall not be an Inhabitant of the same State with themselves. And they shall make a List of 
all the Persons voted for, and of the Number of Votes for each; which List they shall sign and certify, 
and transmit sealed to the Seat of the Government of the United States, directed to the President 
of the Senate. The President of the Senate shall, in the Presence of the Senate and House of 
Representatives, open all the Certificates, and the Votes shall then be counted. The Person having 
the greatest Number of Votes shall be the President, if such Number be a Majority of the whole 
Number of Electors appointed; and if there be more than one who have such Majority, and have an 
equal Number of Votes, then the House of Representatives shall immediately chuse by Ballot one 
of them for President; and if no Person have a Majority, then from the five highest on the List the 
said House shall in like Manner chuse the President. But in chusing the President, the Votes shall 
be taken by States, the Representation from each State having one Vote; A quorum for this Purpose 
shall consist of a Member or Members from two thirds of the States, and a Majority of all the States 
shall be necessary to a Choice. In every Case, after the Choice of the President, the Person having 
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the greatest Number of Votes of the Electors shall be the Vice President. But if there should remain 
two or more who have equal Votes, the Senate shall chuse from them by Ballot the Vice President.

The Congress may determine the Time of chusing the Electors, and the Day on which they 
shall give their Votes; which Day shall be the same throughout the United States.

No Person except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen of the United States, at the time 
of the Adoption of this Constitution, shall be eligible to the Office of President; neither 
shall any Person be eligible to that Office who shall not have attained to the Age of 
thirty five Years, and been fourteen Years a Resident within the United States.

In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of his Death, Resignation, or Inability to 
discharge the Powers and Duties of the said Office, the Same shall devolve on the Vice President, 
and the Congress may by Law provide for the Case of Removal, Death, Resignation or Inability, 
both of the President and Vice President, declaring what Officer shall then act as President, and 
such Officer shall act accordingly, until the Disability be removed, or a President shall be elected.

The President shall, at stated Times, receive for his Services, a Compensation, which shall neither 
be encreased nor diminished during the Period for which he shall have been elected, and he shall 
not receive within that Period any other Emolument from the United States, or any of them.

Before he enter on the Execution of his Office, he shall take the following Oath 
or Affirmation:--”I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will faithfully execute 
the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my Ability, 
preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

Section 2
The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of 
the Militia of the several States, when called into the actual Service of the United States; he may 
require the Opinion, in writing, of the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, upon 
any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective Offices, and he shall have Power to grant 
Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment.

He shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, to make Treaties, 
provided two thirds of the Senators present concur; and he shall nominate, and by and with 
the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers 
and Consuls, Judges of the supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States, whose 
Appointments are not herein otherwise provided for, and which shall be established by Law: 
but the Congress may by Law vest the Appointment of such inferior Officers, as they think 
proper, in the President alone, in the Courts of Law, or in the Heads of Departments.

The President shall have Power to fill up all Vacancies that may happen during the Recess of 
the Senate, by granting Commissions which shall expire at the End of their next Session.
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Section 3
He shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, 
and recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary 
and expedient; he may, on extraordinary Occasions, convene both Houses, or either 
of them, and in Case of Disagreement between them, with Respect to the Time of 
Adjournment, he may adjourn them to such Time as he shall think proper; he shall 
receive Ambassadors and other public Ministers; he shall take Care that the Laws be 
faithfully executed, and shall Commission all the Officers of the United States.

Section 4
The President, Vice President and all civil Officers of the United States, 
shall be removed from Office on Impeachment for, and Conviction of, 
Treason, Bribery, or other high Crimes and Misdemeanors.

ARTICLE III

Section 1
The judicial Power of the United States, shall be vested in one supreme Court, and 
in such inferior Courts as the Congress may from time to time ordain and establish. 
The Judges, both of the supreme and inferior Courts, shall hold their Offices 
during good Behaviour, and shall, at stated Times, receive for their Services, a 
Compensation, which shall not be diminished during their Continuance in Office.

Section 2
The judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in Law and Equity, arising under this 
Constitution, the Laws of the United States, and Treaties made, or which shall be made, 
under their Authority;--to all Cases affecting Ambassadors, other public Ministers and 
Consuls;--to all Cases of admiralty and maritime Jurisdiction;--to Controversies to which 
the United States shall be a Party;--to Controversies between two or more States;--
between a State and Citizens of another State;--between Citizens of different States;--
between Citizens of the same State claiming Lands under Grants of different States, and 
between a State, or the Citizens thereof, and foreign States, Citizens or Subjects.

In all Cases affecting Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, and those in which 
a State shall be Party, the supreme Court shall have original Jurisdiction. In all the other 
Cases before mentioned, the supreme Court shall have appellate Jurisdiction, both as to Law 
and Fact, with such Exceptions, and under such Regulations as the Congress shall make.

The Trial of all Crimes, except in Cases of Impeachment; shall be by Jury; and such Trial shall be 
held in the State where the said Crimes shall have been committed; but when not committed within 
any State, the Trial shall be at such Place or Places as the Congress may by Law have directed.
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Section 3
Treason against the United States, shall consist only in levying War against them, or in adhering 
to their Enemies, giving them Aid and Comfort. No Person shall be convicted of Treason unless 
on the Testimony of two Witnesses to the same overt Act, or on Confession in open Court.

The Congress shall have Power to declare the Punishment of Treason, but no Attainder of Treason 
shall work Corruption of Blood, or Forfeiture except during the Life of the Person attainted.

ARTICLE IV

Section 1
Full Faith and Credit shall be given in each State to the public Acts, Records, and judicial 
Proceedings of every other State. And the Congress may by general Laws prescribe the Manner 
in which such Acts, Records and Proceedings shall be proved, and the Effect thereof.

Section 2
The Citizens of each State shall be entitled to all Privileges and 
Immunities of Citizens in the several States.

A Person charged in any State with Treason, Felony, or other Crime, who shall flee from Justice, 
and be found in another State, shall on Demand of the executive Authority of the State from 
which he fled, be delivered up, to be removed to the State having Jurisdiction of the Crime.

No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping into another, 
shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, 
but shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.

Section 3
New States may be admitted by the Congress into this Union; but no new State 
shall be formed or erected within the Jurisdiction of any other State; nor any State 
be formed by the Junction of two or more States, or Parts of States, without the 
Consent of the Legislatures of the States concerned as well as of the Congress.

The Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make all needful Rules 
and Regulations respecting the Territory or other Property belonging to the 
United States; and nothing in this Constitution shall be so construed as to 
Prejudice any Claims of the United States, or of any particular State.

Section 4
The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union a Republican Form of Government, 
and shall protect each of them against Invasion; and on Application of the Legislature, or 
of the Executive (when the Legislature cannot be convened) against domestic Violence.
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ARTICLE V
The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall deem it necessary, shall propose 
Amendments to this Constitution, or, on the Application of the Legislatures of two thirds of 
the several States, shall call a Convention for proposing Amendments, which, in either Case, 
shall be valid to all Intents and Purposes, as Part of this Constitution, when ratified by the 
Legislatures of three fourths of the several States, or by Conventions in three fourths thereof, 
as the one or the other Mode of Ratification may be proposed by the Congress; Provided that 
no Amendment which may be made prior to the Year One thousand eight hundred and eight 
shall in any Manner affect the first and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of the first Article; 
and that no State, without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the Senate.

ARTICLE VI
All Debts contracted and Engagements entered into, before the Adoption of this Constitution, 
shall be as valid against the United States under this Constitution, as under the Confederation.

This Constitution, and the Laws of the United States which shall be made in Pursuance 
thereof; and all Treaties made, or which shall be made, under the Authority of the United 
States, shall be the supreme Law of the Land; and the Judges in every State shall be bound 
thereby, any Thing in the Constitution or Laws of any State to the Contrary notwithstanding.

The Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and the Members of the several State 
Legislatures, and all executive and judicial Officers, both of the United States and of the several 
States, shall be bound by Oath or Affirmation, to support this Constitution; but no religious Test 
shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States.

ARTICLE VII
The Ratification of the Conventions of nine States, shall be sufficient for the 
Establishment of this Constitution between the States so ratifying the Same.
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THE BILL OF RIGHTS

The Federalists ultimately succeeded in implementing the Constitution, 
but the Anti-Federalists still had strong cautions. In addition the existing 
protections, they added the Bill of Rights: specific areas into which the new 
Federal Government could not go, recognizing (not creating) inherent rights 
that American citizens possessed which could not be denied them. The first ten 
Amendments were ratified in 1789, but others have been added over the years.

THE CONVENTIONS OF A NUMBER OF THE STATES,
having at the time of their adopting the Constitution, expressed a desire, in order 
to prevent misconstruction or abuse of its powers, that further declaratory and 
restrictive clauses should be added: And as extending the ground of public confidence 
in the Government, will best ensure the beneficent ends of its institution.

RESOLVED 
by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America, in 
Congress assembled, two thirds of both Houses concurring, that the following Articles be 
proposed to the Legislatures of the several States, as amendments to the Constitution of 
the United States, all, or any of which Articles, when ratified by three fourths of the said 
Legislatures, to be valid to all intents and purposes, as part of the said Constitution; viz.

ARTICLES 
in addition to, and Amendment of the Constitution of the United States 
of America, proposed by Congress, and ratified by the Legislatures of the 
several States, pursuant to the fifth Article of the original Constitution.

FIRST AMENDMENT
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

SECOND AMENDMENT
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the 
right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.
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THIRD AMENDMENT
No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent 
of the Owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

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

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

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

SEVENTH AMENDMENT
In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right 
of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise re-examined 
in any Court of the United States, than according to the rules of the common law.

EIGHTH AMENDMENT
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, 
nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

NINTH AMENDMENT
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be 
construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people.

TENTH AMENDMENT
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited 
by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.
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11th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1795

The Judicial power of the United States shall not be construed to extend to any 
suit in law or equity, commenced or prosecuted against one of the United States 
by Citizens of another State, or by Citizens or Subjects of any Foreign State.

12th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1804

The Electors shall meet in their respective states and vote by ballot for President and Vice-
President, one of whom, at least, shall not be an inhabitant of the same state with themselves; they 
shall name in their ballots the person voted for as President, and in distinct ballots the person 
voted for as Vice-President, and they shall make distinct lists of all persons voted for as President, 
and of all persons voted for as Vice-President, and of the number of votes for each, which lists 
they shall sign and certify, and transmit sealed to the seat of the government of the United States, 
directed to the President of the Senate; -- the President of the Senate shall, in the presence of 
the Senate and House of Representatives, open all the certificates and the votes shall then be 
counted; -- The person having the greatest number of votes for President, shall be the President, 
if such number be a majority of the whole number of Electors appointed; and if no person have 
such majority, then from the persons having the highest numbers not exceeding three on the list 
of those voted for as President, the House of Representatives shall choose immediately, by ballot, 
the President. But in choosing the President, the votes shall be taken by states, the representation 
from each state having one vote; a quorum for this purpose shall consist of a member or members 
from two-thirds of the states, and a majority of all the states shall be necessary to a choice. And 
if the House of Representatives shall not choose a President whenever the right of choice shall 
devolve upon them, before the fourth day of March next following, then the Vice-President shall 
act as President, as in case of the death or other constitutional disability of the President.-- The 
person having the greatest number of votes as Vice-President, shall be the Vice-President, if 
such number be a majority of the whole number of Electors appointed, and if no person have 
a majority, then from the two highest numbers on the list, the Senate shall choose the Vice-
President; a quorum for the purpose shall consist of two-thirds of the whole number of Senators, 
and a majority of the whole number shall be necessary to a choice. But no person constitutionally 
ineligible to the office of President shall be eligible to that of Vice-President of the United States.

13th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1865

Section 1
Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within 
the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.

Section 2
Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.
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14th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1868

Section 1
All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, 
are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make 
or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United 
States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process 
of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

Section 2
Representatives shall be apportioned among the several States according to their respective 
numbers, counting the whole number of persons in each State, excluding Indians not taxed. 
But when the right to vote at any election for the choice of electors for President and Vice-
President of the United States, Representatives in Congress, the Executive and Judicial 
officers of a State, or the members of the Legislature thereof, is denied to any of the male 
inhabitants of such State, being twenty-one years of age, and citizens of the United States, 
or in any way abridged, except for participation in rebellion, or other crime, the basis of 
representation therein shall be reduced in the proportion which the number of such male 
citizens shall bear to the whole number of male citizens twenty-one years of age in such State.

Section 3
No person shall be a Senator or Representative in Congress, or elector of President and 
Vice-President, or hold any office, civil or military, under the United States, or under any 
State, who, having previously taken an oath, as a member of Congress, or as an officer of 
the United States, or as a member of any State legislature, or as an executive or judicial 
officer of any State, to support the Constitution of the United States, shall have engaged in 
insurrection or rebellion against the same, or given aid or comfort to the enemies thereof. 
But Congress may by a vote of two-thirds of each House, remove such disability.

Section 4
The validity of the public debt of the United States, authorized by law, including debts incurred for 
payment of pensions and bounties for services in suppressing insurrection or rebellion, shall not be 
questioned. But neither the United States nor any State shall assume or pay any debt or obligation 
incurred in aid of insurrection or rebellion against the United States, or any claim for the loss or 
emancipation of any slave; but all such debts, obligations and claims shall be held illegal and void.

Section 5
The Congress shall have power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.
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15th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1869

Section 1
The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the 
United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.

Section 2
The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

16th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1913

The Congress shall have power to lay and collect taxes on incomes, from whatever source derived, 
without apportionment among the several States, and without regard to any census or enumeration.

17th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1913

The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Senators from each State, elected by the 
people thereof, for six years; and each Senator shall have one vote. The electors in each State shall 
have the qualifications requisite for electors of the most numerous branch of the State legislatures.

When vacancies happen in the representation of any State in the Senate, the executive 
authority of such State shall issue writs of election to fill such vacancies: Provided, That 
the legislature of any State may empower the executive thereof to make temporary 
appointments until the people fill the vacancies by election as the legislature may direct.

This amendment shall not be so construed as to affect the election or term of 
any Senator chosen before it becomes valid as part of the Constitution.

18th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1919

Section 1
After one year from the ratification of this article the manufacture, sale, or 
transportation of intoxicating liquors within, the importation thereof into, or 
the exportation thereof from the United States and all territory subject to 
the jurisdiction thereof for beverage purposes is hereby prohibited.

Section 2
The Congress and the several States shall have concurrent power 
to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

Section 3
This article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been ratified as an amendment to the 
Constitution by the legislatures of the several States, as provided in the Constitution, within 
seven years from the date of the submission hereof to the States by the Congress.
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19th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1919

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.

Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

20th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1933

Section 1
The terms of the President and the Vice President shall end at noon on the 20th 
day of January, and the terms of Senators and Representatives at noon on the 3d 
day of January, of the years in which such terms would have ended if this article 
had not been ratified; and the terms of their successors shall then begin.

Section 2
The Congress shall assemble at least once in every year, and such meeting shall begin 
at noon on the 3d day of January, unless they shall by law appoint a different day.

Section 3
If, at the time fixed for the beginning of the term of the President, the President elect 
shall have died, the Vice President elect shall become President. If a President shall not 
have been chosen before the time fixed for the beginning of his term, or if the President 
elect shall have failed to qualify, then the Vice President elect shall act as President until a 
President shall have qualified; and the Congress may by law provide for the case wherein 
neither a President elect nor a Vice President elect shall have qualified, declaring who shall 
then act as President, or the manner in which one who is to act shall be selected, and such 
person shall act accordingly until a President or Vice President shall have qualified.

Section 4
The Congress may by law provide for the case of the death of any of the persons from whom 
the House of Representatives may choose a President whenever the right of choice shall have 
devolved upon them, and for the case of the death of any of the persons from whom the Senate 
may choose a Vice President whenever the right of choice shall have devolved upon them.

Section 5
Sections 1 and 2 shall take effect on the 15th day of October following the ratification of this article.

Section 6
This article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been ratified as an 
amendment to the Constitution by the legislatures of three-fourths of the 
several States within seven years from the date of its submission.
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21st AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1933

Section 1
The eighteenth article of amendment to the Constitution of the United States is hereby repealed.

Section 2
The transportation or importation into any State, Territory, or possession of the United States for 
delivery or use therein of intoxicating liquors, in violation of the laws thereof, is hereby prohibited.

Section 3
This article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been ratified as an amendment to the 
Constitution by conventions in the several States, as provided in the Constitution, within 
seven years from the date of the submission hereof to the States by the Congress.

22nd AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1951

Section 1
No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice, and no person who has 
held the office of President, or acted as President, for more than two years of a term to which 
some other person was elected President shall be elected to the office of the President more than 
once. But this Article shall not apply to any person holding the office of President when this Article 
was proposed by the Congress, and shall not prevent any person who may be holding the office 
of President, or acting as President, during the term within which this Article becomes operative 
from holding the office of President or acting as President during the remainder of such term.

Section 2
This article shall be inoperative unless it shall have been ratified as an amendment 
to the Constitution by the legislatures of three-fourths of the several States within 
seven years from the date of its submission to the States by the Congress.

23rd AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1961

Section 1
The District constituting the seat of Government of the United States 
shall appoint in such manner as Congress may direct:

A number of electors of President and Vice President equal to the whole number of Senators 
and Representatives in Congress to which the District would be entitled if it were a State, 
but in no event more than the least populous State; they shall be in addition to those 
appointed by the States, but they shall be considered, for the purposes of the election of 
President and Vice President, to be electors appointed by a State; and they shall meet in 
the District and perform such duties as provided by the twelfth article of amendment.
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Section 2
The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

24th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1964

Section 1
The right of citizens of the United States to vote in any primary or other election 
for President or Vice President, for electors for President or Vice President, or for 
Senator or Representative in Congress, shall not be denied or abridged by the 
United States or any State by reason of failure to pay poll tax or other tax.

Section 2
The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

25th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1967

Section 1
In case of the removal of the President from office or of his death or 
resignation, the Vice President shall become President.

Section 2
Whenever there is a vacancy in the office of the Vice President, the President shall nominate a Vice 
President who shall take office upon confirmation by a majority vote of both Houses of Congress.

Section 3
Whenever the President transmits to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker 
of the House of Representatives his written declaration that he is unable to discharge the powers 
and duties of his office, and until he transmits to them a written declaration to the contrary, 
such powers and duties shall be discharged by the Vice President as Acting President.

Section 4
Whenever the Vice President and a majority of either the principal officers of the executive 
departments or of such other body as Congress may by law provide, transmit to the President 
pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives their written 
declaration that the President is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office, the Vice 
President shall immediately assume the powers and duties of the office as Acting President.

Thereafter, when the President transmits to the President pro tempore of the Senate 
and the Speaker of the House of Representatives his written declaration that no inability 
exists, he shall resume the powers and duties of his office unless the Vice President and a 
majority of either the principal officers of the executive department or of such other body as 
Congress may by law provide, transmit within four days to the President pro tempore of the 
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Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives their written declaration that the 
President is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office. Thereupon Congress 
shall decide the issue, assembling within forty-eight hours for that purpose if not in session. 
If the Congress, within twenty-one days after receipt of the latter written declaration, or, if 
Congress is not in session, within twenty-one days after Congress is required to assemble, 
determines by two-thirds vote of both Houses that the President is unable to discharge the 
powers and duties of his office, the Vice President shall continue to discharge the same as 
Acting President; otherwise, the President shall resume the powers and duties of his office.

26th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1971

Section 1
The right of citizens of the United States, who are eighteen years of age or older, to vote 
shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of age.

Section 2
The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

27th AMENDMENT	 RATIFIED 1992

No law, varying the compensation for the services of the Senators and Representatives, 

shall take effect, until an election of Representatives shall have intervened.
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THE ORIGIN AND PRINCIPLES  
OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

COMPARED WITH THE ORIGIN AND PRINCIPLES OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

The separation of the American colonies from Britain, and the formation of their 
new Federal Government to better support their preexisting State Governments 
was widely used to justify other revolutions, even revolutions that are wildly 
different in their goals, processes, and outcomes. In 1789, there was a rebellion 
in France that led to massive political upheaval, and, despite an appeal to 
slogans from the American Colonies, even more tyranny and bloodshed. In 1800 
the German diplomat Friedrich Gentz compared these two movements, and in 
1820 his pamphlet was translated into English and annotated by John Quincy 
Adams (his additions are marked by asterisks). It is a valuable contemporary 
analysis of the Path of Liberty that the American founders stayed on throughout 
their fight for independence. 

The Revolution of North America, had, in the course of events, been the nearest neighbour to that 
of France. A very considerable part of those, who were cotemporaries and witnesses of the latter 
had likewise survived the former. Some of the most important personages, who made a figure in 
the French revolution, scarce ten years before, had been active on the theatre of that in America. 
The example of this undertaking, crowned with the most complete success, must have had a more 
immediate and powerful influence upon those, who destroyed the old government of France, than 
the example of any earlier European revolution: the circumstances, in which France was, at the 
breaking out of her revolution, had been, if not wholly, yet for the greatest part brought on by the 
part she had taken in that of America. In the conduct and language of most of the founders of the 
French revolution, it was impossible not to perceive an endeavour to imitate the course, the plans, 
the measures, the forms, and, in part, the language of those, who had conducted that of America; 
and to consider this, upon all occasions, as at once the model, and the justification of their own.

From all these causes, but especially because the recollection of the American revolution was 
yet fresh in every mind; because the principles to which it had given currency still sounded in 
every ear; because the preparatory temper of mind, which it had everywhere in Europe excited 
and left behind, favoured every similar, or only seemingly similar undertaking, it became so easy 
for those, who felt an evident interest in seeing the French revolution superficially compared, 
and thereby placed on the same ground, and confounded with that of America, to draw the 
great majority of the public into this fundamentally false point of view. At the period of great 
commotions, and of animated, vehement, widely grasping discussions, a very small number of 
men are able, and, perhaps, a still smaller number willing, with vigorous native energy, to penetrate 
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into the essence of events, and take upon themselves the painful task of forming a judgment 
founded upon long meditation and persevering study. The similarity of the two revolutions was 
taken upon trust, and as many persons of respectable understanding and discernment had loudly 
and decisively declared themselves in favour of the American, it became a sort of accredited 
commonplace, “that what had been just in America, could not be unjust in Europe.” As, further, 
the last result of the American revolution had been in the highest degree splendid and glorious; 
as its issue had been undoubtedly advantageous for America, undoubtedly advantageous for 
most other states, was undoubtedly advantageous for England herself; as this most important 
circumstance, and the greater moderation and impartiality which time and tranquillity always bring 
to the judgments of men, had at last reconciled with this revolution its most violent opponents; 
an irresistible analogy seemed to justify a similar expectation in respect to that of France; and 
a second commonplace, far more dangerous than the first, because it seized its materials, in 
the empty space of distant futurity, gathered a great portion of the human race under the spell 
of the delusive hope, that “what in America, had conduced to the public benefit, will, and must, 
sooner or later, in France and throughout Europe conduce in like manner to the public benefit.”

The melancholy experience of ten disastrous years, has indeed considerably cooled down this 
belief; but it is not yet altogether extinguished; and even those who, have begun to totter in the 
faith, without, however, renouncing the principles, by which they justify the French revolution, 
extricate themselves from their perplexity, by recurring to external and accidental circumstances, 
which have hindered all the good that might have ensued, to the pretence that the revolution 
is not yet wholly completed, and to other equally nugatory subterfuges. The justice of the origin 
of both revolutions, they suppose to be taken for granted; and if one of them has produced 
more salutary consequences than the other, they impute this to Fortune, which here favours, 
and there abandons the undertakings of men. An equality of wisdom in the founders of the 
two revolutions, upon the whole, is as much taken for granted, as an equality of integrity.

Hence, it will certainly be no ungrateful task to compare the two revolutions in their essential 
features, in their originating causes, and in their first principles with each other. But in 
order to prepare the way for such a comparison, it will not be superfluous to exhibit in a 
small compass, the principal features of the origin of the American revolution. It may justly 
be taken for granted, that since the last ten years have almost exhausted all the powers of 
attention and of memory, the characteristic features of the origin and first progress of that 
revolution are no longer distinctly present in the minds even of many of its cotemporaries: 
there are, besides, some points in the picture of this great event, which, at the time when 
it happened, escaped almost every observer; and which, not until a later period, discovered 
themselves in all their vivid colours to the piercing eyes of meditation and experience.*

* Thus, for example, among all the statesmen and literati, who spoke or wrote, either for or 

against the American revolution, there were only two, who even then foresaw that the loss of 

the colonies would be no misfortune to England: The one, Adam Smith, was at that time little 

read, and, perhaps, little understood: The other, Dean Tucker, was held an eccentric visionary. 

The English colonies in North-America, far from being a designed regular institution of 
European wisdom, calculated for futurity, had been much more the pure production of 
European short-sightedness and injustice. Political and religious intolerance, political and 
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religious convulsions, had driven the first settlers from their country: the single favour indulged 
them was to leave them to themselves. That their establishments were, in less than two 
hundred years, to form a great nation, and to give the world a new form, was concealed no 
less to their own eyes, than to the eyes of those who had ejected them from their bosom.

In the apparent insignificance of those settlements, and in the false measure, by which 
the profound ignorance of the Europeans estimated the value of such distant possessions, 
lay the first ground of the extraordinary progress which the North American colonies had 
already made under the second and third generations of their new inhabitants. Gold and 
silver alonecould then attract the attention of European governments. A distant land, 
where neither of these was to be found, was, without hesitation, abandoned to its fortunes. 
From such a country was expected no revenue; and what increases not immediately the 
revenues of the state, could make no pretensions to its support, or to its particular care.

Nevertheless, by the peculiar, creative energy of a rapidly growing mass of enterprising and 
indefatigably active men, favoured by an extensive, fruitful, and happily situated territory; by simple 
forms of government, well adapted to their ends, and by profound peace, these colonies, thus 
neglected, and well nigh forgotten by the mother country, sprang up, after a short infancy, with giant 
strides, to the fulness and consistency of a brilliant youth. The phenomenon of their unexpected 
greatness, roused the Europeans, with sudden violence, from the slumber of a thoughtless 
indifference, and, at length, displayed to them a real new world, fully prepared to rivalize with the 
old; for which, however, at the same time, it was an inexhaustible source of wealth and enjoyment. 

Even before the middle of this century, every maritime power of Europe, but England more 
than all the rest, because the foundation of her colonies had accidentally departed the least 
from good principles, had discovered, that the peculiar, and only worth of all external European 
possessions, consisted in the extended market they opened to the industry of the mother country; 
that it was not the empty sovereignty over enormous territories; not the barren right of property 
to gold and silver mines; but solely the increased facility of sale for European productions, and 
an advantageous exchange of them for the productions of the most distant regions, which 
gave to the discovery of America the first rank among all the events beneficial to the world.

No sooner had this great truth begun to be so much as obscurely perceived, than necessarily 
all the exertions of the mother country concentrated themselves, in giving to their trade with 
the colonies the greatest extent, and the most advantageous direction; and for this end, even in 
times so little remote from the present, as those of which I speak, no other means were devised, 
than a Monopoly. In compelling the inhabitants of the colonies to receive exclusively from the 
mother country, all the necessary European articles they required, and to sell exclusively to her 
all the productions, by the circulation of which the merchants of the mother country might hope 
a certain profit, it was supposed that vast market, whose importance became more evident from 
year to year, would be improved in its whole extent, and under the most profitable conditions.

The error, which lay at the bottom of this system was pardonable. The genuine principles of the 
nature and sources of wealth, and of the true interests of commercial nations had scarcely yet 
germed in a few distinguished heads, and were not even developed, much less acknowledged. Nay, 
if at that early period, a single state could have soared to the elevation of these principles; on one 
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side; had renounced all prejudices, on the other, every paltry jealousy, and felt a lively conviction, 
that liberty and general competition must be the basis of all true commercial policy, and the wisest 
principle of trade with the colonies, yet could she not, without sacrificing herself, have listened 
to this principle. For in leaving her colonies free, she would have run the risk of seeing them fall 
into the hands of another, who would exclude her from their market. She was not privileged to be 
wise alone, and to have expected a general concert among the commercial powers would have 
been folly. As therefore a colonial trade, grounded upon monopoly, was yet better than none, there 
remained for a state, in the situation of England, even had she most fortunately anticipated the 
result of a long experience, and of profound meditation, no other system than that of monopoly.

To secure to herself the exclusive trade of the colonies was under these circumstances necessarily 
the highest aim of England’s policy. The establishment of this exclusive trade, which naturally 
arose from the original relations between the colonies and the mother country, had not been 
difficult to the state; for the emigrants had never received the smallest support. By so much the 
more expensive had it been to keep them. The possession of the colonies was the occasion of 
wars. The war of eight years between France and England, which concluded in the year 1763, by 
the peace of Fontainebleau, and which increased the English national debt nearly an hundred 
millions sterling, had the colonial interest for its sole object. The conquest of Canada would not 
in itself have been worth a tenth part of the sums, which that war cost; the firm establishment 
of the commercial monopoly was properly the final purpose, for which they were expended.

It is a great question, whether even independent of the unhappy differences, which broke 
out immediately after the close of that war, its consequences would not have been rather 
pernicious than salutary to England. The annihilation of the French power in North-America 
completed the political existence of the English colonies, and supported by the still accelerating 
progress of their wealth, and of their vigor, gave them a consciousness of security and of 
stability, which must have become sooner or later dangerous to their connection with the 
mother country. It is more than improbable that this connection would have been perpetual. 
It is difficult to believe that under the most favourable circumstances it would have lasted 
another century. No nation governed its colonies upon more liberal and equitable principles 
than England; but the unnatural system, which chained the growth of a great people to the 
exclusive commercial interest of a country, distant from them a thousand leagues, even with 
the most liberal organization of which it was capable, could not have lasted forever.* 

* So long as the colonists had found a paramount advantage in the culture of the land, 

they would probably have borne their dependence. But when the critical period had arrived, 

when in the natural progress of society, a considerable part of the capitals would have been 

employed in manufactures, the English monopoly would have become insupportable. 

Yet it would certainly have maintained itself for the next fifty years, and might perhaps 
have been dissolved in a milder and happier way than has now happened, had not England, 
under the most wretched of fascinations, fallen upon the idea of procuring in addition to the 
benefit of an exclusive trade, another immediate benefit, by an American public revenue.

It is hard to decide, which of the secret motives, which on either side were imputed to the ministry 
of that time first gave existence to this pernicious project. The most pardonable of all, the wish 
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of alleviating the burthen of taxes upon the people of Great Britain, and especially upon the land-
holders; a burthen, which the war had so much aggravated, is unluckily at the same time the most 
improbable. Specie was exactly that in which North America least abounded; to have levied in that 
country a tax of any real importance could scarcely have occurred to any Englishman with the least 
smattering of information; and that, amidst the thousand obstacles which must necessarily have 
opposed the collection of such a tax, its net produce for the treasury would always have melted to 
nothing, could scarcely escape the sagacity of any person versed in the subject. If we consider it 
attentively on all sides; if we carefully remark certain expressions of the ministers of that day, and 
what were afterwards known to be their favourite ideas, as well as the whole course of transactions 
upon American affairs, we can hardly avoid the belief, that what is generally considered as the 
consequence of the first treasury plan, the jealousy of the parliament’s unlimited supremacy was 
rather the proper motive for this plan; and the secret apprehension that America might grow weary 
of her fetters, misled them to the dangerous experiment of fastening still narrower chains upon her.

The first step in this untrodden career was taken immediately after the peace of 1763, and 
under the most unfavourable auspices. The minister of finance, George Grenville, else in 
every respect an estimable and excellent statesman, but whose mind was either not great 
or not flexible enough to consider the new system in all its points of view, thought he could 
force down its execution, just at the period when, by various severe acts of parliament, he had 
brought back the commercial relations between England and the colonies as close as possible 
to the principles of monopoly; had pursued the American contraband trade, with the most 
oppressive regulations, and thereby had excited a great discontent in all minds. The tax with 
which he proposed to make his first essay, was a stamp-tax upon judicial records, newspapers, 
&c. to which the parliament, at the commencement of the year 1765, gave its assent.

The colonies had hitherto paid no other taxes, than those, which were necessary for the 
internal administration; and these proportionably insignificant charges had been prescribed 
and assessed by the several representative assemblies of each colony. In cases of urgency, 
for instance, in the course of the late war, these assemblies had raised, and presented to 
the government, extraordinary and voluntary contributions; but of a public tax, raised by 
act of parliament, there had been in North America no example. If the parliament, in the 
laws regulating trade, had sometimes introduced a trifling entrance, or clearance duty, 
the most distant trace had never appeared in any public transaction, of a design to make 
America contribute immediately to the general exigencies of the British empire.

A long and venerable observance had sanctioned this colonial immunity; a thousand equitable 
considerations, and this above all, that the British commercial monopoly was of itself equivalent 
to a heavy and invaluable tax, justified this observance; and what was most important of all, 
even the authority of the parliament to violate this immunity, was controvertible with weapons 
furnished by the spirit of the English constitution itself. It had always been a favourite 
maxim of this constitution, that no Briton could be compelled to pay taxes, not imposed by 
his own representatives, and upon this maxim rested the whole constitutional power of the 
lower house in parliament. That the inhabitants of the colonies, in every sense of the word, 
were Britons, no man questioned; and the parliament, which thought itself authorised to tax 
them, even in that, recognized them as fellow citizens. Yet had they no representatives in 
parliament, and, owing to their distance, could properly make no pretensions to it. If, therefore, 
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in respect to them, the constitutional principle retained its force, their contributions could 
only be prescribed by their colonial assemblies, and the British parliament was no more 
entitled to exercise the right of taxation over them, than over the people of Ireland.

But had this right been only questionable, it was at all events a false and hazardous step to 
bring it into discussion. To raise a controversy, concerning the bounds of the supreme power 
in the state, without the most urgent necessity, is in every case contrary to the simplest rules 
of state policy. Doubly dangerous must such a controversy here be, where it concerned a 
constitution, whose nature and boundaries had never yet been defined, and were, perhaps, 
not susceptible of definition. The relation between a colony and the mother country is one 
of those, which will not bear a strong elucidation; rights of sovereignty, of so peculiar and 
extraordinary a nature often vanish under the hands of those, who would dissect them. Now, 
when the mother country has a constitution like that of Britain, it becomes infinitely difficult 
to introduce into that relation a harmony, which satisfies the understanding, and at the 
same time the idea of right. It had never been examined how far the legislative authority of 
parliament, in respect to the colonies, extended; thus much, however, the colonies admitted, 
and would have continued long to admit, that the parliament was fully authorised to direct 
and to restrain their trade, in the widest extent of the word. This alone was clear; but this 
alone was essential to England. An attempt to go further was manifestly to set all at stake.

The appearance of the stamp act in America was the signal for an universal commotion. The 
new laws against contraband trade had already irritated the minds of the people, because 
they plainly manifested the purpose of maintaining the British commercial monopoly in its 
greatest vigour; but these laws were received in silence, because there was no pretention to 
the right of complaining against them. Now, a new, and hitherto unexampled system, that of 
raising in North-America a tax for the treasury of England, was to be introduced, and in a form 
necessarily odious to the colonies; for a stamp-tax, from various local causes, had always been 
in North-America an oppressive tax. The opposition spread in a few days among all classes 
of people; in the lower, it burst forth in excesses of every kind; in the higher, by a stubborn 
and deliberate resistance, especially by a general agreement to import no merchandize from 
Great-Britain, until the stamp-act should be repealed. With the temper, which prevailed from 
one end of the colonies to the other, and with the well known perseverance, bordering upon 
obstinacy, of the author of the project, perhaps this first struggle might have ended in the total 
separation, had not just at that time the administration in England fallen into other hands.

The ministry, which in the summer of 1765, took the affairs of the nation in hand, rejected 
the new system of immediate taxation in America entirely. The mild principles, and the 
popular maxims of the marquis of Rockingham, made him averse to a path, in which violence 
alone could lead to the goal; and the secretary of state, general Conway, had been, when the 
business was first transacted in parliament, Grenville’s most powerful and ardent opposer. 
The stamp-act, in the first session of the year 1766, was repealed; but to preserve the honour 
of parliament from sinking altogether, with this repeal was connected a declaratory act, 
entitled, “An Act for securing the Dependence of the Colonies;” in which the right of Great- 
Britain to legislate for the colonies in all cases whatsoever, was solemnly maintained.
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This last step could not, in itself, be indifferent to the Americans; yet the joy at the repeal of 
the stamp-act was so great, that no regard was paid to the possible consequences of the act, 
which was attached as a counterbalancing weight to this appeal; and probably peace and 
concord would have been for a long time restored and secured, had not the English ministry, 
in a luckless hour, brought again to light the fatal project of raising a revenue from America. 
The marquis of Rockingham’s administration had been dissolved, soon after the repeal of the 
stamp-act, and had been succeeded by another, at the head of which was indeed the name, but 
no longer the genius of the earl of Chatham. Charles Townsend, chancellor of the exchequer, 
a man of splendid talents, but of a frivolous and unsafe character, who was aiming to attain 
the highest summit of influence in the state, when an early death snatched him away from the 
career, proposed, in the year 1767, a tax upon the importation of glass, paper, painters’ colours 
and tea into the colonies, and this proposal, although several of the ministers, and among the 
rest the duke of Grafton, who was at the head of the treasury department had silently contended 
against it, was by parliament adopted as a law. The defenders of this new plan entrenched 
themselves behind the feeble argument, that although parliament, by repealing the stamp-act, 
had renounced a direct taxation of the colonies, yet no renunciation could thence be inferred 
of indirect taxation, which was intimately connected with the right of regulating trade.

Had this reasoning even silenced the opposition in parliament, it was by no means calculated 
to satisfy the colonies. The hostile object of the new statute could not escape the shortest sight. 
The taxes prescribed, being announced merely as impost duties, were indeed reconcilable with 
the letter of that immunity, which lays so near the heart of the colonists, but their secret object 
could scarcely be any other, than to wrest by artifice, what was not ventured to be maintained 
by force. The insignificance of the benefit England could derive from these taxes, which would 
have produced only about £20,000, but too strongly confirmed this suspicion; and the peculiar 
character of the new regulations, the iniquity of exacting from a people, compelled to receive all 
the articles they needed, exclusively from the mother country, a tax upon the importation of such 
articles, rendered the undertaking completely odious. The imposts of 1767 operated in exactly the 
same manner as the stamp-act; the general non-importation agreement was renewed in all the 
colonies; bitter controversies between the colonial assemblies and the royal governors, violent 
scenes between the citizens of divers towns and the military, resistance on the one part, menaces 
on the other foreboded the stroke, which was soon to shake the British empire to its foundations.

The ministry seemed however to make one more stand, upon the very border of the precipice. 
In the year 1769, by a circular letter of the minister for the colonies, the pleasing prospect of 
a speedy relief from the odious impost duties was opened to the colonial assemblies, and 
the decided aversion of the duke of Grafton to the taxation of America, seemed to encourage 
the hopes which this letter had raised. But no sooner had he, in the beginning of 1770, 
resigned his office, than the affair took another turn. His successor, lord North, did indeed 
in the first days of his administration formally propose the repeal of the American imposts, 
but with the unfortunate exception, that the tax upon tea should be continued as a proof of 
the legitimate authority of parliament; nor could the most vehement opposition of the united 
Rockingham and Grenville parties, who painted in the strongest colours the folly of continuing 
the contest, after the benefit was abandoned, avail anything against this wretched plan.* 
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* Lord North formally declared in parliament, that after what had happened, an entire repeal of all 

the new taxes could not take place, until America should be brought to the feet of Great-Britain. 

From that hour it was clear that the ministry had no other object than to make the colonies feel 
their chains. The first steps in this slippery career had their grounds in false representations and 
partial judgments; instead of these errors dangerous passions were now introduced, and the peace 
and welfare of the nation were to be sacrificed to a mistaken ambition, and a destructive jealousy.

Meanwhile, the disposition to resistance had struck deep roots in all the colonies; and the wider 
the mother country’s undertakings departed from their first object, the more the resistance of 
the Americans departed from its original character. They had at first only denied the right of 
parliament to tax them; by degrees, the sphere of their opposition extended, and they began to 
call in question the authority of parliament altogether. When they had once taken this ground, 
it was in vain to hope to drive them from it. The consciousness of their stability, and their 
distance from England, their lawful pride in the rights, derived from their British descent, the 
recollection of the circumstances which had led their forefathers to America, the sight of the 
flourishing state into which in a period of 150 years they had turned an uninhabitable desert, 
the injustice, and the harshness of those, who instead of alleviating their dependence by gentle 
treatment, were daily seeking to render it more oppressive;—all this encouraged the new impulse, 
which their ideas and their wishes had taken. The folly of Great-Britain in abandoning, for the 
useless discussion of a problematic right, the undisturbed enjoyment of a connection, which 
though never analysed and dissected with theoretic accuracy, was even in its undefined state so 
advantageous, became continually more visible; but far from endeavouring with tender caution 
to heal the dangerous wound, measure upon measure was taken to inflame it. Almost every step 
taken by the government during this unhappy period, in respect to the internal administration of 
the colonies, to the courts of justice, to the provincial assemblies, to the relations between the 
civil and military authorities, seemed expressly calculated at once to embitter and to embolden 
discontent; and the spirit of insurrection had long been in full possession of every mind, 
when a new attempt of the ministry, made it suddenly burst forth with the utmost violence.

The persevering refusal of the Americans to import tea into the colonies, so long as the tax 
upon it, prescribed in the year 1767, and purposely retained in 1770, should not be repealed, 
had occasioned a considerable loss to the East-India company, in whose magazines, great 
quantities of this article perished unconsumed. They had offered the minister to pay upon the 
exportation double the trifling tax of three pence upon the pound, which was yet so odious to the 
colonies; but this proposal, advantageous as it was, and which opened so honourable an issue 
from the crisis, was disapproved and rejected, as not according with the system of reducing 
America to unconditional submission. But as the embarrassment of the company was continually 
growing greater, they sought to help themselves by another project, and concluded to ship the 
tea for America upon their own account, there to pay the impost by their own agents and then 
make their sales. As at the same time, by act of parliament, the exportation was made duty free, 
whereby the tea, notwithstanding the impost in America, would be at a cheaper market than 
it had before been, it was hoped that the Americans would abandon all their scruples, and not 
feeling immediately the tax lurking in the price of the article, would give up all resistance.
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The event soon discovered how vain this hope had been. Time had been allowed the colonies 
to reflect upon their situation, and to judge of the ministerial proceeding in the point of view 
which was alone essential. The merchants, who during the American agreement against 
the importation of British tea, had enriched themselves by the contraband trade of foreign 
teas, might, perhaps, only from mercantile considerations, abhor the undertaking of the 
East India company, sanctioned by the government; but the great mass of the people, and 
the most enlightened patriots in America, saw and condemned, in this undertaking, nothing 
but the evident purpose of carrying through the taxing right of the British parliament. The 
remarkable circumstance, that England had refused the larger revenue, which the taxes upon 
exportation from the British ports would have produced, to secure the levying of the much 
smaller entrance duty in America, betrayed a bitter passionate obstinacy, which together 
with so many other symptoms of hostility threatened the colonies with a gloomy futurity.

When the first report of these tea-ships having been sent arrived in America, from Newhampshire 
to Georgia, universal preparations for the most animated resistance were made. The agents 
of the company nowhere dared to receive the goods; in New-York, Philadelphia, and many 
other towns, such strong protestations against unlading the ships were made, that they 
were compelled to return untouched. In Boston, where the spirit of resistance had been 
from the beginning the most violent, Governor Hutchinson adopted measures to make the 
return of the ships impossible before the object should be attained; but his rigor only served 
to increase the evil. A small number of decided opponents, went on board the ship, and, 
without doing any other damage, broke open 342 chests of tea, and threw it into the sea.

The account of these tumultuous proceedings, soon after the opening of parliament, in the year 
1774, reached England, where, immediately, the thirst for revenge silenced every other feeling; 
the zeal to maintain the honour and the rights of government, every other council, not only in the 
minds of the ministers, but likewise in the general opinion of the nation. In this critical moment it 
was forgotten, that it was not until after the colonies for ten years long, had been driven by a series 
of vicious and hazardous measures, by attacks continually repeated, and by studied systematic 
vexations to the utmost extremity, that their just indignation had burst forth in illegal acts.

The necessity for severe measures was indeed now evident, even to the moderate. But 
unfortunately, resentment overstepped the bounds of equity, and provoked pride the bounds of 
policy. The immediate authors of the excesses in Boston, might justly have been punished; the 
East-India company might justly claim to be indemnified by the colonies; the Americans, by their 
acts of violence, had evidently placed themselves at a disadvantage; and their faults gave the most 
favourable opportunity to bring them, with wisdom, back within their bounds. But England seemed 
herself to spurn all the advantages of her present situation, and to have commenced a war, rather 
against her own welfare and security, than against the opposition in the colonies. The first measure, 
proposed by lord North, was a law, to close as long as the king should think necessary, the port 
of Boston, and to transfer the custom-house of that flourishing and important commercial town 
to another place. Immediately after, appeared a second law, which struck still deeper at the vital 
principle of the colonies, which scarcely could be justified by the most exaggerated ideas of the 
parliament’s authority, and which could not but unavoidably drive to despair, men, who had already 
been almost impelled to insurrection by an impost tax. This harsh law declared the province of 
Massachusetts Bay’s charter void, and subjected this province, which by its wealth, its constitution 
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hitherto, and the sentiments of its inhabitants seemed to be more dangerous to the government, 
than all the rest, to a new organization, grounded on an absolute dependence upon the crown. 

At the same time, another act of parliament ordained, that persons, who during the tumults in 
America, had committed offences against public officers, in every case, where the governor should 
have reason to apprehend that they could have no impartial trial there, should be sent to England 
for trial; a statute, which according to British ideas, deserved the epithet of tyrannical. Finally, the 
minister brought into parliament a law, giving to the province of Canada, which had been until 
then under a merely temporary administration, a constitution entirely different from the forms of 
the other colonial governments; and however the most recent experience might seem to justify the 
government in this step, it could not but produce the most unfavourable operation in the colonies, 
who believed to read their own future destiny in the treatment of that neighbouring country.

As soon as these measures were known in America, the general indignation, irritated yet further 
by the reinforcement of the royal troops in Boston, and by various unpleasant circumstances and 
oppressions, inseparable from this event, was raised to the highest and most dangerous pitch. 
Instantaneously, through all the colonies but one voice was heard; that the contest with England 
could be decided only by the sword. Preparations for the most resolute defence were everywhere 
the great occupation; exercises of arms became the sole employment of the citizens. A congress of 
fifty-one deputies from all the provinces assembled on the 4th of September, 1774, at Philadelphia, 
to consult upon the common grievances, and upon the means of averting the common danger. The 
first measures of this assembly consisted in a solemn declaration, that the unjust and oppressive 
proceeding of parliament against the town of Boston, and the province of Massachusetts-Bay, was 
to be considered as the cause of all the colonies; and in a recommendation to the inhabitants of 
North-America to suspend all commercial intercourse with Great-Britain, until the just grievances 
of the colonies should be redressed. Hereupon, the congress resolved upon an address to the 
British nation, and another to the king of England, in which the distressed situation of North 
America was delineated with boldness and energy, but at the same time with evident moderation, 
and in a language, which still deprecated a separation from the mother country, as a very great evil.

It could no longer be concealed to the dullest eye, that the contest with the colonies had assumed 
a new and formidable character, and had spread to such an extent, as threatened the whole British 
empire. Yet, nothing is more certain, than that at this decisive moment, it still depended upon 
the parliament to finish it happily. No resolution, less than that of a total repeal of all the laws, 
promulgated since 1766, was commensurate with the greatness of the danger; but the thought 
that the immediate loss of America was at stake, should have reconciled every mind to this only 
remaining mean of salvation. Unfortunately, the deep exasperation, the inflexible pride, the false 
ambition, all the angry passions, which this cruel system had introduced and nourished, maintained 
now likewise their predominance; and a fatal error, the opinion that the victory over the colonies 
would be infallible and easy, entered into an unholy league with all those passions. The parliament, 
at the beginning of the year 1775, in a remarkable address to the king, declared, that both houses, 
convinced that a formal rebellion had broken out in the province of Massachusetts-Bay, would 
faithfully support him in every measure against rebellious subjects. Immediately afterwards, several 
laws of unmerciful severity, by which the colonies were deprived of all foreign commerce, and, 
what was yet harder, even of that fishery upon the coasts of Newfoundland so highly essential to 
their subsistence, passed by great majorities. Some of the wisest and most venerable statesmen, 
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lord Chatham,* lord Camden, lord Shelburne, in the upper house, Edmund Burke, colonel Barré, 
and others in the house of commons, exerted in vain against these desperate resolutions, 
all the powers of an astonishing eloquence; such as perhaps had never been surpassed. 

* This great man, who, faithful to the principles of antient policy, and animated with the most 

unbounded zeal for the glory and welfare of his country, which under his administration had 

reached the zenith of her greatness, considered the separation of the colonies from England, 

as the greatest of all evils, said among other things, in a most impressive speech, with which 

on the 20th of January, 1775, he introduced the motion for withdrawing the troops from Boston. 

“I announce it to you now, my lords, we shall one day be compelled to repeal these oppressive 

regulations, they must be repealed; you yourselves will retract them. I pledge myself for it; I 

stake my reputation upon it; I am content to pass for a blockhead, if they are not retracted.”

It is furthermore very remarkable, that the disapprobation of the measures against America, was 

not confined to the then opposition parties, but was equally shown by several of the principal 

ministers. The duke of Grafton, who from 1766, to 1770, was first lord of the treasury, and 

afterwards, from 1771, to 1775, keeper of the seals, had at all times declared himself against 

the prevailing system; the same sentiments were ascribed to the earl of Dartmouth, secretary 

of state for America; lord North himself, who from 1770, was considered as first minister, is 

said to have manifested often in the deliberations of the cabinet, different principles from 

those he afterwards supported in parliament. But nothing can be more surprising, than that 

in one of the most violent debates, which took place in the house of lords, in February 1775, 

even lord Mansfield, a man in high consideration, and of great talents, but whom the whig party 

considered as an exaggerated partizan of the crown’s rights, and as one of the most decided 

enemies of the Americans, carried away by the heat of the contest, formally declared, that the 

introduction of imposts, in the year 1767, was the most absurd and most pernicious measure 

that could have been devised, and had been the real cause of all the subsequent misfortunes. 

The several plans of conciliation, which they proposed, were rejected, always with displeasure, 
sometimes with contempt; the only step towards peace that ever was attempted, rested upon a 
project of lord North, evidently incompetent to the end; which would scarcely have satisfied the 
colonies at the outset of the dispute, and certainly could not content them in the year 1775.

The congress assembled, for the second time, in May, 1775, and declared, “that by the violation 
of the charter of Massachusetts-Bay, the connection between that colony and the crown was 
dissolved.” The conciliatory bills of lord North were rejected; a continental army and a paper 
currency were created; colonel Washington was appointed commander in chief of the American 
troops, &c. The war at this period had, in fact, broken out; it had been opened by the battle 
of Lexington, on the 19th of April, and while the congress were adopting these resolutions, 
a second and much bloodier action took place at Bunker’s hill, where the loss suffered by 
the English army gave a severe, though unfortunately, a fruitless lesson to those, who had 
treated with so much contempt the resistance, and the military talents of the Americans.

Although every hope of peace had now well-nigh vanished, the Congress were not however so 
far discouraged, as to decline venturing, even at this period, a last attempt at conciliation. They 
resolved a second address to the king, in which the colonies under the most forcible assurances 
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of their submission, and of their unabated wish to remain united with Great Britain, intreated in 
the most urgent manner, that his majesty would give his assent to any plan whatsoever, calculated 
to pacify this wretched contest. The address was presented on the 1st. of September 1775, by Mr. 
Penn, of Pennsylvania, one of the most respectable citizens of North America, who was informed 
“that no answer would be given to it.” Soon after the minister brought into parliament the law, 
which prohibited all intercourse with the colonies, and declared their ships to be lawful prize; a 
law, which was justly considered as a declaration of war against America, and by some as a formal 
abdication of the right of government over the colonies. At the same time, the king concluded 
alliances with several German princes, who engaged their troops for a great undertaking; and 
preparations of every kind announced that force alone was to decide the destiny of the British 
empire. At the close of the session of parliament in February 1776, the bitterness had attained its 
highest pitch. Even the evident danger, that foreign powers, and France in particular, might take 
a part in the disturbances in America, and take advantage of England’s embarrassment, made 
no impression upon the ministers and the parliament. When some members of the opposition at 
the beginning of the year 1776, asserted that according to very authentic accounts, a negotiation 
between the Congress at Philadelphia, and the French court, was already commenced, not only 
the truth, but even the possibility of this but too well grounded fact was denied. It was maintained 
“that, such an unexampled fascination,” could not be supposed in any nation, “holding colonies 
itself, in any government wishing to retain the obedience of their own subjects.” A reasoning, which 
in itself rested upon very just principles, but which lost all its conclusive weight in the mouth of 
those, who, by a fascination entirely similar, had come to the point of setting at stake, from mere 
stupid obstinacy, one of their most precious possessions, and half the existence of their empire.

Since the last months of the year 1775, the war was raging in the bowels of the colonies. The 
language and the resolves of Parliament in the winter of 1775–1776, taught the Americans 
that it would be a war for life and death—Every bond of union was broken. Against the return 
of the old happy days the iron hand of inexorable destiny had barred every gate. On the 4th 
of July 1776, the Congress declared the Independence of the Thirteen United States.

It belongs not to the purpose of the present essay to continue further this cursory historical 
recapitulation, since I am here speaking only of the origin of the American revolution. It is 
however sufficiently known, that the progress and the issue of the war, completely justified the 
anticipations of those, who would have avoided it at any price. It is equally well known, how 
much the consequences of this war, have put to shame the expectations of all parties. The 
supporters of the war, went upon the principle, that everything must be hazarded to maintain the 
possession of the colonies, its opponents, upon the principle that everything must be sacrificed 
not to lose them; both concurred therefore in the opinion that this loss would give a deep, and 
perhaps incurable wound to the British empire. Experience has decided. In a few years after 
the loss of the colonies, England has again become as powerful and flourishing, nay more 
powerful and flourishing than ever. And whatever of a hurtful nature, that lay in the influence of 
this event upon the affairs of Europe, has fallen upon France alone; upon France, who, according 
to the general opinion, was to derive the greatest advantages from the American revolution.

If we duly meditate upon the series of facts, which have been here summarily exhibited, 
and upon some others equally certain and authentic, which will be touched upon 
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in the sequel, the following points of comparison will arise, to show in its clearest 
light the essential difference between the American and French revolutions.

1. THE PRINCIPLES OF REVOLUTION
The American revolution was grounded partly upon principles, of which the right was evident, partly 
upon such, as it was at least very questionable, whether they were not right, and from beginning to 
end upon no one that was clearly and decidedly wrong; the French revolution was an uninterrupted 
series of steps, the wrong of which could not, upon rigorous principles, for a moment be doubted.

The question, concerning the right of a revolution, has, by the frivolous way of thinking, 
by the shallow sophistry, and even by the immense devastations, and the stupid 
indifference arisen from them, of this revolutionary age, been in a manner discarded 
among the idle amusements of scholastic pedants; many who hold themselves for 
statesmen, think it no longer worthwhile so much as to start the question; yet in the eyes 
of the thinking, of the wise and the good, will it ever remain, the first and the last.

The relation between the inhabitants of a distant colony, and the government of the mother 
country, is never to be compared in all respects with the relation between the government and 
their immediate subjects. In the former, there lies always something strained, something equivocal, 
something unnatural; for it cannot be denied, the firmest foundation of all sovereignty is in the 
wants of the governed, and those wants are weaker, are more questionable, withdraw themselves, 
to express myself so, from the eyes and the feeling, when the government is a thousand leagues 
distant from the country, which must obey their laws. Besides, all the European states, which 
founded, or encouraged the foundation of colonies in the other quarters of the globe, considered 
these colonies, more or less, as mere instruments to enrich and strengthen the seat of their own 
power, and treated the people, who inhabited them, merely as the means of an happier, or more 
agreeable existence for their own. A maxim, which could not easily be reconciled with the general 
purposes of society, for which the colonies must have as keen a sense as the mother country, and 
with the consciousness of independent stability, to which they must sooner or later attain. Hence, 
the right of an European nation over their colonies must necessarily always be a wavering, insecure, 
undefined, and often undefinable right. If, however, the form of government in the mother country 
be simple, and the conditions, upon which the colony was founded, were in themselves clear and 
definite, then that unavoidable misrelation will be less perceptible. The difficulties on the other 
hand must be much greater, the collisions more frequent and momentous, when the mother country 
has a complicated constitution, and when the conditions under which the colonies are connected 
with her, the rights, which they enjoy by virtue of her particular constitution, the place which they 
are to hold in that constitution, are not in the precisest manner defined at their very origin.

This was in both points the case with the English colonies, in North America. How far 
the rights and liberties of a new state, founded by Britons, under the British constitution, 
should extend, and in what particular relation the inhabitants of such a state should stand, 
with the several component parts of that mixed constitution? this was a question, which 
at their origin should have been considered with the utmost attention. This question was 
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never once thought of. The colonies originated at a time, when the British constitution 
itself had not yet attained its last perfection and consistence.* Their charters all proceeded 
from the crown. The parliament had never taken any part in their settlement.

* Most of the colonies were founded before the middle of the seventeenth century; all before 

the revolution of 1688. The province of Georgia, the most southern of the colonies, and 

which was originally part of South Carolina, was the only one, which received her separate 

constitution since the beginning of this century (in 1732); and was likewise the only one for 

the settlement and cultivation of which the British government had been at any cost.

The internal forms of government of these colonies were as various, as the circumstances, under 
which they had been founded, or formed. Some of the most important had been granted as 
hereditary property to private persons, so that these, and their heirs, might govern them entirely as 
they pleased, and were scarcely more than under a nominal dependence upon the crown. In this 
manner had Maryland been granted to lord Baltimore; North and South-Carolina to lord Clarendon; 
in this manner Pennsylvania and Delaware belonged to the family of the celebrated Penn. Others, 
as New-Hampshire, New-York, New-Jersey, and Virginia, were called royal provinces, and in these 
the king was considered as the immediate sovereign. Lastly, there was a third class of colonies, 
which were called privileged, and in which the power of the monarch was limited by the original 
charters. Such was the constitution of Massachusetts, of Rhode Island, and of Connecticut.

The relations between the royal governors, and the provincial assemblies, were in every colony 
differently defined and modified; but the provincial assemblies were accustomed everywhere, 
whether the province was originally privileged, royal, or hereditary, more or less, to exercise the 
right of enacting laws for the internal police of the province, of levying taxes for meeting the public 
exigences of the state, and of taking an essential part in everything belonging to the administration 
of the country. In no single colony, however its constitution, in respect to its dependance upon 
the crown, was organized, was there a trace of a constitutional and legal authority, vested in the 
British parliament. The charters contained none; no definite law, not so much as a partial statute, 
enacted in Great-Britain, had ever proclaimed, or even made mention of such an authority.

In the beginning, the parliament considered this their absolute exclusion from the sovereignty 
over the colonies with great indifference; in the preceding century, the bounds of their power 
in general were so little defined, that not the smallest doubt has been started against the 
authority of the king, at his pleasure to give, to grant, to constitute, to privilege, to govern, by 
himself, or allow to be governed by others, an immense continent in America; this distant and 
uncultivated land, was besides far too much despised for them to concern themselves about its 
constitution. But when, on the one side, after the revolution of 1688, the influence of parliament 
upon all the affairs of government had become greater, firmer, and more general; and when, on 
the other side, the extraordinary importance of the colonies, in their rapidly growing population, 
in their constantly improving culture, in their unexpected and splendid flourishing state, was 
daily more evident, the idea by degrees crept into every mind, that so great and essential a part 
of the British empire could not possibly be altogether withdrawn from the superintendency of 
parliament, even though nothing should have been said of it hitherto in the public transactions.
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In one single, though truly important point, the parliament had always exercised the legislative 
power over the colonies, in everything which concerned trade, whether of export, or of import. 
Although this was precisely the seat of that mighty monopoly, which seemed to give the 
colonies their whole value, and which, on the other side, could never be so favourable to 
their progress as liberty would have been, yet they willingly submitted to the regulations and 
restraints of all kinds, with which the parliament in ample measure provided them. It appeared 
natural and equitable to themselves, that the supreme legislative power in the empire, should 
regulate and direct a concern, which interested not exclusively America, but England too, in a 
much higher degree. The right of the parliament, therefore, to prescribe laws to the colonies 
relating to commerce, and to everything connected with it, was never called in question.

But, as soon as the parliament determined to overstep this right, and to levy taxes in America, 
without the consent of the local representatives, the most vehement resistance could not fail 
to break out, and this resistance could as little fail to increase, when, in the progress of the 
contest, the pretention to bind America by act of parliament, in all cases whatsoever, was 
advanced, and formally derived from what was called the legal supremacy of parliament. The 
omnipotence of parliament, so often, and so loudly, then resounded by the antagonists of 
the colonies, was a very just principle for England, but a very invalid one for America. With 
the parliament, bating the trade laws, to which the colonists submitted from reason and 
necessity, America had not the least to do. America sent no representatives to parliament, 
nor did it ever occur to parliament to offer her that power, which would indeed not have 
been without great difficulties carried into effect. The colonies, nevertheless, possessed 
all the benefits of the British constitution, and even the greatest part of their forms. 

Almost in every one of them, there was a representative assembly, which supplied the place of a 
lower house, and a senate, which answered to the house of peers. These assemblies transacted, 
under the sanction of the monarch, all the affairs, which in England and Ireland were done by 
the parliaments. They enacted laws, levied taxes, deliberated upon the exigencies, and upon the 
administration of their provinces. They formed, in concurrence with the king and his governors, 
a complete government, organized altogether in the spirit of the English constitution, and 
needed no cooperation of the British parliament. The constitutions of the several provinces, 
knew only the king, and the provincial representative bodies, and had no more reference to the 
parliament of Great-Britain, than to the parliaments of France. They had existed more than a 
century, without knowing anything of the English parliament, otherwise than by its commercial 
regulations, which had not always been to them the most agreeable. The pretended right of 
parliament to prescribe laws and taxes for them, was an arbitrary assumption, against which 
the colonies, according to all legal principles, might proceed exactly as Great-Britain would 
have done, had any of the provincial assemblies undertaken, with the concurrence of the king, 
to levy taxes in England or Scotland, or to overthrow the municipal constitution of London 
or Westminster, as the parliament had overthrown the charter of Massachusetts-Bay.

The resistance of the colonies, and the unavoidable insurrection, which was finally 
produced by the continuance of the attack, were, therefore, inasmuch as they respected the 
parliament, perfectly right. The parliament was, in regard to the colonies, to be considered 
as a foreign power. So long as this power had remained within the bounds of its silently 
acknowledged sphere of operation, the colonies had submitted to it. To give laws beyond 
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those bounds, it was as little authorised, as would have been the legislative power of 
any other nation. The Americans could resist it with the same right, as they might have 
resisted the States-General of Holland, or the council of the Indies in Madrid, had these 
undertaken to impose upon them their manufacturing regulations, or stamp taxes.

The question seems to be more difficult, with what right the colonies could likewise 
resist the king, who, at any rate, was their legal and acknowledged sovereign? But, if 
in this respect the lawfulness of their conduct be doubtful, it would at least remain a 
great point, that its unlawfulness could not be clearly proved, and a closer examination 
will lead us to a result yet far more favourable to the justification of this conduct.

For there is a very evident distinction between an insurrection in a simple, and 
one in a complicated, or mixed constitution. In a simple government, every 
resistance against the supreme power, is absolutely illegal, and requires no further 
examination to be condemned. In a mixed government, cases may be imagined, 
in which the matter is very intricate, and therefore problematic and dubious.

In a mixed government, the supreme power, or the proper sovereign, consists always of several 
component parts connected together and regulated by the constitution. Each of these parts has 
its constitutional rights and prerogatives; and those of any one part, though in themselves more 
important, cannot be more sacred than those of any other. When either of them exceeds its legal 
bounds, and oppresses, or endeavours to destroy another, this latter, unless the constitution be 
an empty name, must have the right of resisting; and, unless the war, arising from this resistance, 
be not averted by some fortunate expedient; if the old balance cannot again be restored, the 
contest must necessarily, and legally end with the dissolution of the constitution. For between 
two independent component parts of the supreme power in a state, there can no more be a 
judge, than between two independent states. That this is a most unfortunate situation for the 
whole nation, interested in it, is self evident. The most dreadful circumstance it brings with it, is 
unquestionably this, that the people in such a controversy never know whom to obey, and whom 
to resist; for whom to declare, and against whom to act; that all rights and duties are thrown into 
confusion, and involved in obscurity, and that it becomes a problem, who is within, and who is 
without the line of insurrection. This evil is inseparable from mixed forms of government;* and 
however great it may be, its possibility can never be excluded from such constitutions. If, for 
example, the two houses of the British parliament should make the attempt to enact laws, without 
the sanction of the king, or the king, without the concurrence of parliament, the injured party 
would beyond all doubt resist, and resist with energy; nor could any one deny that this resistance, 
even though it should end in civil war and the ruin of the constitution, was perfectly lawful.

* This is undoubtedly the greatest failing that can be objected against mixed governments. 

Fortunately, however, it must be acknowledged, that the probability of such a dissolution is more 

remote in proportion as the constitution approaches nearer to perfection. For the more easily one 

of the constituted authorities can resist the other, by its appropriate weight, the less will be the 

necessity of appealing to arms. On the other hand, the more imperfect the balance is, the greater will 

be the danger of a civil war. In this lies properly the decided superiority of the British constitution, 

above all other complicated forms of government, that ever were, or probably ever will be devised.
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The American colonies were precisely in this, or at least in an extremely similar situation. Their 
constitution before the revolution was evidently a monarchy, more or less limited by the influence 
of their provincial assemblies. The legislative and executive powers were divided between 
the king and the provincial assemblies, as in England, between the king and the two houses 
of parliament. The king and his governor had only a negative upon acts of legislation, and the 
provincial assemblies in most of the colonies had a considerable share in the government. In 
all the provinces (Pennsylvania since 1700 excepted) these assemblies were divided into two 
houses, closely corresponding in their functions, with the two branches of the British parliament. 
The lower house, or the representative assembly possessed everywhere the exclusive right 
of prescribing taxes. In some colonies, for instance, in Maryland, the king, by the charter, had 
expressly renounced all right of taxation. In several others he had, in the literal sense of the 
word, only reserved the empty title of sovereignty. Connecticut and Rhode-Island were perfect 
democracies. The colonial assemblies of these provinces chose their governors without the 
confirmation of the king, and dismissed them at pleasure; they allowed no appeals from their 
courts of justice; their laws required no royal assent; nay, what is more remarkable, and a proof 
of their absolute independence, their charters granted them even the right of peace and war.

The king’s power was, therefore, in all the colonies, more or less limited; in some, to such a 
degree that it could not be compared with his legitimate power in Great-Britain; and the colonial 
assemblies had a constitutional right to resist him, when he violated their constitutional powers. 
Now, the measures of the ministry, from 1764, were evident attacks, upon those powers. Whether 
the parliament had advised, or confirmed those attacks, was, as we have before shewn, nothing 
to the colonies; they had to do only with the king, and the king, according to their constitutions, 
could levy no taxes, but such as the provincial assemblies proposed. The stamp-act of 1764, was, 
therefore, a violation of their rights; the impost act of 1767, was a violation of their rights; the act 
of 1770, which maintained the tea-tax to support the supremacy of parliament, was a gross, and 
what was worst of all, an insulting violation of their rights. To punish them for their constitutional 
resistance against these unconstitutional resolves, was a revolting injustice; the mode of 
punishment (the Boston port- bill, the bill to abolish the Massachusetts charter, &c.) was not merely 
a violation, it was an entire dissolution of their rights. It was nothing more, than the proclamation 
of a fact, when the congress, in 1775, declared, “that by the abolition of the Massachusetts charter, 
the connection between that province and the crown was dissolved.” No resource was left but 
that of repelling force by force. The convocation of their first congress, was in itself not an illegal 
measure. This congress exercised originally only the same rights, which were unquestionably 
within the powers of every provincial assembly. It represented a legal resistance, and sought the 
means of preserving to America the constitution she had hitherto possessed. It was not until after 
the ministry had spurned at peace, rejected every proposal of conciliation, and finally required 
unconditional submission, that is, had dissolved the constitution, that the congress proceeded to 
the declaration, which substituted a new government, in the stead of that which was destroyed.

Had the colonies had the design (and it cannot be denied that they manifested it clearly enough) in 
this whole contest to separate the king completely from the parliament, all the means were taken 
away from them of regulating their conduct, according to a system founded upon such a separation. 
The most intimate union subsisted between the ministry and the parliament; nor was it possible to 
resist the one, without quarrelling with the other. The king confirmed the hostile acts of parliament; 
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he ceased to be the constitutional monarch of the colonies, and entered into an alliance with 
those, whom they considered as usurpers in a legal point of view. Had the king of England allied 
himself with a foreign power (and in a constitutional sense the parliament was no other to the 
colonies) against the parliament of Great-Britain, how would it be possible for the parliament 
to arm against this foreign power, and yet spare the king of England? Or rather, would not the 
mere undertaking of such an alliance include within itself an immediate justification of every 
defensive measure taken by the injured party, and an absolute renunciation of the constitution.

I think I have here sufficiently developed the first point in the comparison I proposed, 
that which relates to the conduct of North-America; there now remains only the 
easy task of exhibiting the second, which relates to the conduct of France.

The single period of the disturbances in France, when mention was made of militating 
rights, was that in which the parliaments took part, in 1787 and 1788. If the prerogatives of 
these parliaments were not so great and so unquestionable, as they would have represented 
them, yet their appeal to them gave at least a colour of lawfulness to their undertakings. 
That period, however, is to be considered only as preparatory to the real revolution.

From the breaking out of this revolution, the question as to the lawfulness of what the popular 
leaders did, was never (an extraordinary, yet an indubitable fact!) started. The word right would 
have vanished from the French language, had not an imaginary right of the nation, to do whatever 
they, or their representatives should please, appeared as a sort of substitute for all other rights.

This is not the place to analyse this right of the nation, sometimes likewise called right of man, a 
sort of magic spell, with which all the ties of nations and of humanity were insensibly dissolved. 
Those, who were serious in advancing, grounded it upon the chimerical principle of the sovereignty 
of the people, which I have endeavoured upon another occasion to elucidate. Thus much is 
certain, that the leaders of the revolution, under the shelter of this talisman, spared themselves 
and others the trouble of enquiring into the lawfulness of their proceedings; for in their system, 
all was right, which they resolved upon in the name of the people, or in the name of mankind.

In order to judge of their actions, according to their deserts, they must be snatched away from 
the tribunal they have erected for themselves, and placed at another bar, whose laws accord 
better with the dictates of uncorrupted reason, and the eternal prescriptions of real right.

When the deputies of the states, assembled together in the year 1789, they had beyond all 
doubt the right, to undertake great reforms in the government, and even in the constitution 
of the French monarchy. This right, however, they could exercise only under the three 
following conditions. First, that they should observe the general forms of an assembly of 
the states in France, until these forms should in a lawful manner be abolished, or changed. 
Secondly, that their laws should not have the force of laws, until assented to by the monarch. 
And, thirdly, that they should follow the instructions, given them by their constituents.

In less than six weeks, they had broken through these three fundamental conditions. The 
deputies of the third state, without the least authority, and with a shameful violation of the 
rights of the other states, declared that themselves alone constituted the national assembly.
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When the king endeavoured to bring them back from this monstrous usurpation 
to their proper limits, they declared to him that they persisted in it, formally 
renounced obedience to him, and reduced him finally to the necessity of 
commanding the two other estates to acknowledge the usurpation.

That in the immeasurable career, which these two first successful acts of violence, 
had opened, they might no longer meet resistance from any quarter, they declared 
that the instructions of their constituents were not binding upon them.

They had proceeded thus far, when, partly by their influence and example, partly by faults 
of the court, which need not be considered here, where the question only relates to right, 
the general rebellion broke out in Paris, and in all the provinces. Far from disapproving 
this rebellion, which, in perfect contrast with the rising of the people in America, had 
not the most distant connection with the lawful objects of the national assembly, they 
cherished and fostered it, gave it legislative force and consistence, conferred civic 
crowns upon its authors, called it an holy and virtuous insurrection, and took care to have 
it maintained in a continual flame, during the whole period of their government.

Under the shadow of this insurrection, they, who had placed themselves at its head, and 
taken upon themselves all responsibility, in a period of two years ran through the most 
remarkable circle of violation of all rights, public and private, that the world ever beheld. 
They drew up, without ever so much as asking the free assent of the king, a constitution 
so called, the incompetency, the impracticability, the ridiculous absurdity of which was 
so great, that, even among its authors— (another unexampled yet indubitable fact) not 
a single man would ever have seriously defended it. This constitution they compelled 
the king, upon pain of being immediately dethroned, to subscribe and swear to.

Scarcely had this happened, when their successors, who by virtue of this constitution alone, had a 
sort of legal existence, and held something resembling an authority to shew, instead of governing 
and quieting the state according to this constitution, directed all their secret, and what was still 
more revolting, all their public measures to its destruction. In less than a year they succeeded 
in effecting this new usurpation. Without so much as having a legal pretext, they suspended the 
constitution, dethroned the king, assumed to themselves, still forsooth in the name of the people, 
the power of calling a national convention, and proclaimed the republic, with fewer formalities, than 
a man would use to change his dress. By long habit dead to every sentiment of right, tormented 
by all the furies, plunged by their frantic measures, by crimes, and calamities of every kind into the 
lowest depth of criminal fool-hardiness, they now proclaimed against humanity and all its rights, 
a formal, irreconcilable war; and to shut behind them every door for return, and to snap the last 
thread by which they still held together with a lawful existence, they finally murdered justice herself, 
in the person of the most conscientious and upright monarch, who had ever adorned a throne.

The French revolution, therefore, began by a violation of rights, every step of its 
progress was a violation of rights, and it was never easy, until it had succeeded 
to establish absolute wrong, as the supreme and acknowledged maxim of a 
state completely dissolved, and yet existing only in bloody ruins.
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2. THE PURPOSE OF REVOLUTION
The American revolution was from beginning to end, on the part of the 
Americans, merely a defensive revolution; the French was from beginning 
to end, in the highest sense of the word, an offensive revolution.

This difference of itself is essential and decisive; upon it rests, perhaps more than upon 
any other, the peculiar character, which has distinguished these two revolutions.

The British government began the revolution in America by resolves, for which they could 
shew no right; the colonies endeavoured by all means in their power to repel them. The 
colonies wished to maintain their old constitution; the government destroyed it. The 
resistance, which the colonies opposed against the mother country, was, in every period of 
this unhappy contest, exactly commensurate with the attack; the total separation was not 
resolved, until the utter impossibility of preserving the ancient condition was proved.

The stamp-act threw America into the most violent commotion; tumultuous scenes, though 
attended with no acts of bloody violence, broke out in all the provinces.* But they were no 
where formally sanctioned by the approbation of the legislative authorities. The little congress 
of 28 deputies of several colonies, who in the year 1765 assembled at New- York, and served 
as the model for the subsequent larger assembly, passed no other resolution than that “the 
colonies could only be taxed by their representatives,” and expressed this perfectly lawful 
resolve, in petitions to the king. The single general measure, which was then offered, the non-
importation agreement, was a voluntary engagement, sanctioned by no public authority.

The declaratory act, which appeared in the year 1766, together with the repeal of the stamp-
tax, could not possibly be agreeable to the colonies since it expressly and solemnly maintained 
the right of the British parliament to bind them by law in all cases whatsoever. Yet was 
this act received with great and remarkable tranquillity; and had the British government, 
from that time forward, given up forever their unhappy innovations; had they continued to 
govern the colonies, according to the old constitutional principles, there never would have 
been uttered a complaint against the declaratory act. It was long afterwards, and when the 
colonies had been provoked by repeated attacks of every kind, to the utmost extremity, that 
the provincial assembly of Massachusetts-Bay, declared that statute, an oppression.

The resistance against the impost taxes of 1767, was of the same nature, as that which the 
stamp-tax had experienced. This new grievance of the colonies, was accompanied with 
circumstances of the most odious kind: the augmentation of the troops, the conduct of a part 
of them, the harshness of some governors, the frequent adjournments and violent dissolution 
of the provincial assemblies, all was calculated to put the patience of the Americans to 
dangerous proof. And yet they never overstepped the boundaries, which the constitution and 
the laws prescribed to them; and in their numerous addresses and protestations, adhered 
rigorously to what was allowed by law. When in the year 1770, a violent quarrel arose between 
some of the royal soldiers, and certain citizens of Boston, which ended in the first bloody 
scene the colonies had in their contest with England yet witnessed, the courts of law, with 
a glorious impartiality, acquitted the greatest part of the accused and indicted soldiers.
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* In many places the public officers appointed to collect the stamp-

tax, were hanged up, or beheaded; but all, only in effigy.

The continuation of the tax upon tea in the year 1770, had no other consequence than to 
strengthen the voluntary agreement against the importation of English tea; the resolve in the 
year 1773, which authorised the East-India company to the exportation of their stores of tea, 
free from duty, and the actual execution of this resolve, could not, indeed but produce a still 
more unfavourable operation. This measure was altogether calculated to provoke the colonies to 
a general insurrection. Yet did they keep themselves rigorously within the limits of a necessary 
defence. The destruction of the tea at Boston was, in fact, no other than a defensive operation. 
The sale of this tea, or only a part of it, would have involved the compulsive levy of a tax, by the 
payment of which the constitution of the colonies and all their rights would have been lost. Yet, 
even then, they proceeded not beyond what was unavoidable, and measured the resistance 
as exactly as possible by the attack. The tea was thrown into the sea, and not a single hostile 
step followed upon this undertaking. Nay, although the public authorities of Boston, and of the 
whole province, held it for necessary, as much as every single citizen, yet they always undeniably 
discovered themselves ready to grant the fullest indemnity to the East-India company.

Had the ministry, at this period, been contented with an equitable satisfaction; had they, if 
they must punish, been content to inflict tolerable and proportionable punishments, there is 
no doubt but America would have remained with her old constitution. Although a great part 
of the inhabitants of the colonies, in expectation of a distressing and stormy futurity, urged 
for energy and for arming, yet was this temper still far from being common. It is, for example, 
a certain fact, that in the important province of Pennsylvania, the majority of the citizens 
would have voted against taking a part in the measures at Boston, had not the excessive 
and unwise harshness of the parliament, in a short time, inflamed and united all minds.

The appearance of the act, which closed the port of Boston, of that which, immediately 
after, took away the Massachusetts charter, the account of all what had passed in 
parliament upon that occasion, the visible impossibility of eradicating peaceably 
such deep rooted bitterness—all these circumstances concurred to render a sudden 
explosion probable; many of the resolves of parliament were indisputably of a nature to 
furnish sufficient motive for such an explosion. But the provincial assemblies contented 
themselves with sending deputies to a general congress. Not one over hasty step disturbed 
the pacific and lawful character of their conduct in this hard and trying period.

The congress, which assembled at Philadelphia, spoke with energetic freedom of the constitutional 
rights of the colonies, and of the oppressive measures of parliament; but their first resolves 
were more moderate, than perhaps England herself had expected. An invitation to a general 
agreement against all trade with Great-Britain was the only active step they allowed themselves; 
and after all what the parliament had done, this step was of little importance. How far they 
were remote, even then, from a total separation, and how much the conduct of the colonies 
deserved the name of a lawful defence, may be learned from the following conclusion of the 
remarkable address, which this congress immediately before separating, sent to the king:
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We ask only for peace, liberty and security. We wish no diminution of royal prerogatives, 
we demand no new rights. From the magnanimity and justice of your majesty, and the 
parliament, we promise ourselves the redress of our grievances; firmly convinced, that 
when once the causes of our present complaints are removed, our future conduct will not 
be undeserving of the milder treatment, to which we were in better days accustomed. 
We call that Being, who tries the inmost heart, to witness, that no other motive, than the 
fear of the destruction, which threatens us, has had any influence upon our resolutions. 
We therefore intreat your majesty as the loving father of all your people, bound to 
you by the ties of blood, by laws, affection, and fidelity, not to permit, in the uncertain 
expectation of a result, which never can compensate for the wretchedness by which it 
must be attained, any further violation of those sacred ties. So may your majesty in a 
long and glorious reign, enjoy every earthly bliss, and this bliss, and your undiminished 
authority descend upon your heirs and their heirs, till time shall be no more.

The American agents in London, Bollan, Franklin and Lee, petitioned to be heard in 
support of this address, at the bar of the parliament. Their request was rejected.

Soon after, this cruel act, which deprived the colonies of all navigation, and even of the fishery, 
obtained the force of law; and the very moment when this harsh law was past, was chosen to 
make the only proposal of conciliation, which the parliament had ever offered. According to this 
proposal, which is known by the name of lord North’s Conciliatory Plan, every colony, whose 
representatives would engage to deliver their proportional contribution to the exigencies of the 
empire, and raise besides the costs of their internal administration, provided their offers should 
be approved by the king and parliament, was to be secured in the exemption from all further 
taxation. Not to mention that the only object of this plan notoriously was to divide the colonies, 
that it was offered them by an armed hand, that the suspicious proviso made the favourable 
consequences of its acceptance extremely doubtful, it properly decided the true point of contest, 
in a manner wholly contradictory to the principles of the Americans. The parliament renounced 
a right which notoriously did not belong to them. But they renounced it, only to exercise, once 
for all, what they had wished to exercise by piece-meal. The injustice and inconsistency of this 
proposal could not for a moment escape the notice of the colonies. The second general congress, 
which assembled on the 10th of May, 1775, rejected it upon grounds, the force of which must 
be felt by every impartial mind. “Should we accede,” say they, in their answer to this proposal,

We should expressly declare a wish to purchase the favour of parliament, without knowing 
at what price it would be set. We hold it superfluous to extort from us, by violence or 
threats a proportional contribution, to meet the general exigencies of the state, since 
all the world knows, and the parliament must themselves acknowledge, that whenever 
thereto required, in a constitutional manner, we have always richly contributed. It is unjust 
to require permanent contributions of the colonies, so long as Great-Britain possesses 
the monopoly of their trade; this monopoly is, in itself, the heaviest of all contributions. 
It is unjust to wish to tax us doubly. If we must contribute in like proportion with the 
other parts of the empire, allow us, like them too, a free trade with all the world.

These unanswerable arguments were at an immeasurable 
distance from the language of insolent rebellion.
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When, finally, the congress resolved upon the general arming of the country, defence was still their 
single, and exclusive object. The constitution had been long since, without their fault, torn to pieces; 
they might have proclaimed immediately a new one upon its ruins; but they appealed to arms, to 
maintain the same constitution, of which the colonies had been, with so much violence, deprived.

The surest proof of this glorious moderation was, that they themselves, after the actual 
breaking out of hostilities, and when a great part of the inhabitants of America, urged for 
more energetic measures, did not omit another attempt by petitions and remonstrances, 
to attain the end of their wishes. In the midst of the most vigorous preparations for a 
desperate defence, they resolved, in the month of July, 1775,* another address to the 
king, to which was given the inviting and significant name of the olive branch. Even 
in this last address, we read with astonishment, among other things, as follows:

Devoted to the person, the family, and the government of your majesty, with all the 
attachment, which only principle and feeling can inspire, connected with Great- Britain, 
by the strongest ties that can unite human societies together, deeply afflicted at every 
event that may weaken this connection, we most solemnly assure your majesty, that we 
wish nothing more ardently than the restoration of the former harmony between England 
and the colonies, and a new union, founded upon a lasting basis, capable of propagating 
that blessed harmony to the latest generations, and transmit to a grateful posterity your 
majesty’s name, surrounded with that immortal glory which was in every age bestowed 
upon the saviours of the people. We protest to your majesty, that notwithstanding 
all our sufferings in this unhappy contest, the hearts of your faithful colonists are far 
from wishing a reconciliation upon conditions, which could be inconsistent with the 
dignity, or the welfare of the state from which they sprung, and which they love with filial 
tenderness. If the grievances, which now bow us down with inexpressible pain to the 
ground, could in any manner be removed, your majesty will at all times find your faithful 
subjects in America, willing and ready, with their lives and fortunes, to maintain, preserve, 
and defend the rights and interests of their sovereign, and of their mother country.

* Shortly before, the congress are said to have resolved upon a declaration, by virtue of 

which, the colonies offered, “not only for the future, in time of war, to pay extraordinary 

contributions, but likewise, provided they were allowed a free trade, for an hundred years, to 

pay an annual sum, sufficient in that period to extinguish the whole British national debt,” 

and to have been deterred from giving their last sanction to this declaration, only by the 

account of new hostile measures of the parliament. This highly remarkable fact I mention 

however only upon the authority of a single writer, a very severe antagonist of the ministry, 

though otherwise very well informed. Belsham’s Memoirs of George III. Vol. 2. p. 166.

This was the address, which Mr. Penn, on the 1st of September, 1775, delivered to the 
earl of Dartmouth, upon which, some days after, he was informed, that no answer could 
be given. It was not until after this last attempt had proved fruitless, after an unmerciful 
statute had outlawed American ships, and the levying of foreign troops left them only the 
choice between the dissolution of their constitution, with unconditional submission, and the 
same dissolution with the free choice of a new one, that the congress passed the resolve, 
which reason and necessity prescribed, and declared the colonies independent, because 
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independence was a smaller evil than dependence upon arbitrary will; and their painfully 
maintained, and painfully defended dependence upon the old laws, was lost forever.

The revolution of America was, therefore, in every sense of the word, a revolution of necessity: 
England, alone, had by violence effected it: America had contended ten years long, not 
against England, but against the revolution: America sought not a revolution; she yielded 
to it, compelled by necessity, not because she wished to extort a better condition than she 
had before enjoyed, but because she wished to avert a worse one, prepared for her.

Exactly the contrary of all this, was the case in France. The French revolution was offensive 
in its origin, offensive in its progress, offensive in its whole compass, and in every single 
characteristic moment of its existence. As the American revolution had exhibited a model of 
moderation in defence, so the French one displayed an unparalleled example of violence and 
inexorable fury in attack. As the former had always kept the vigour of its defensive measures 
in rigorous proportion to the exigency, so the latter, from the weakness of the resistance made 
against it, became more and more violent and terrible, the more cause it had to grow milder.

Could the destroyers of a throne, could the teachers and heroes of a revolutionary age, themselves 
have formed the character of a prince, under whom they would begin their dreadful experiment, 
they never could have succeeded better, than in that, which a cruel destiny delivered into their 
hands. Lewis the 16th promoted the revolution by all the good, and by all the weak sides of his 
character. He was certainly not equal to the circumstances, under which he had to act, and to 
the dangers, which he was to overcome; but what rendered his want of energy truly fatal, were 
his virtues. Had he been less honourable, less benevolent, less humane, less conscientious, 
perhaps he might yet have saved the monarchy. The unhappy certainty that it was impossible 
for him, so much as for a moment, to be a tyrant, made him and the state the victims of the 
most shameful and most revolting tyranny that the world had ever seen. His noble readiness to 
encourage every thing, which assumed the name of reform, drew him into the first false steps, 
which shook his throne. His horror of violence tore the sceptre from his benevolent hands. 
His integrity was the best ally of those, who plunged France and him into the precipice.

He looked with satisfaction towards that assembly of the states, whose effects had in 
the council of the wicked been long prepared. They rewarded him by the decrees, which 
excluded him from the government of the kingdom. He would not suffer his troops to 
use force against the first insurgents. They rewarded him by the general insurrection of 
the capital and of all the provinces. He endeavoured, even after having lost all his power, 
and tasted the bitterest afflictions, such as a dethroned monarch only can know, still to 
turn the evil to good. They improved this insurmountable royal temper, this pure and real 
civism, to be guilty with less interruption, while he continued to hope; and to crush him 
with the load of their present crimes, while he looked forward to a better futurity.

It may boldly be maintained almost every thing that has been said of the 
resistance of the court and of the great, of their conspiracies, of their 
cabals against the revolution, was merely a wretched fable. 

That the injured, the oppressed, the plundered could be no friends to their oppressors and 
plunderers is self-evident; as far as mere hatred is resistance, there was an enormous mass 
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of resistance against the revolution; the leaders had themselves created these internal, these 
secret hostilities, of which they so often complained. They must have extirpated human 
nature herself to secure to themselves forgiveness, or a disposition to favour their cruel 
operations. But, throughout their whole career, they met with no active resistance, and the 
only circumstance, which could spread a varnish of credibility over their incessant fictions of 
plots, counter-revolutions, &c. was, that they deserved all, that they pretended to suffer.

If we follow this revolution through all its periods, we shall find that the strongest motive for 
effecting any greater usurpation, for maintaining any greater injustice, for committing any greater 
crime, constantly was, that a smaller one had immediately before succeeded. The single motive for 
using persecutions, was, that the victims had already suffered others. This was the character of the 
French revolution, in wholesale and in retail. The sufferers were punishable, merely because they 
had suffered; in this bitterest of all offensive wars, they seemed so cautiously to shun every thing 
that made a shew of resistance, that they sooner forgave a struggling, than a defenceless, enemy.

The relics of the old constitution were not so much boundaries to the omnipotent desolating 
power of the revolution, as landmarks, designating its victorious progress. The constitution, 
of 1791, was only a short and voluntary pause; a sort of resting point, at which nobody meant 
long to wait. The second national assembly did not make a pass, no, not one, which was not 
an attack upon some ruin or other of the monarchy. The establishment of the republic did 
not satisfy its authors. The execution of the king scarcely appeased the ravenousness of his 
butchers, for a single instant. In the year 1793 the thirst for destruction had gone so far, that 
it was at a loss for an object. The well known saying, that Robespierre meant to reduce the 
population of France by one half, had its foundation in the lively sense of the impossibility 
of satisfying the hitherto insatiate revolution, with anything less, than such a hecatomb.

When there was nothing more left in the country to attack, the offensive frenzy turned itself 
against the neighbouring states, and finally declared war in solemn decrees against all civil 
society. It was certainly not the want of will in those, who then conducted this war, if Europe 
preserved anything, besides “bread and iron.” Fortunately, no strength was great enough long 
to support such a will. The unavoidable exhaustion of the assailants, and not the power or the 
merit of the resistance made, saved society; and, finally, brought the work shops themselves, 
where the weapons for its destruction were forged, within its beneficent bonds again.

As the American revolution was a defensive revolution, it was of course finished, at the 
moment, when it had overcome the attack, by which it had been occasioned. The French 
revolution, true to the character of a most violent offensive revolution, could not but proceed 
so long as there remained objects for it to attack, and it retained strength for the assault.

3. THE OBJECT OF REVOLUTION
The American revolution, at every stage of its duration, had a fixed and definite object, and moved 
within definite limits, and by a definite direction towards this object. The French revolution never 
had a definite object; and, in a thousand various directions, continually crossing each other, 
ran through the unbounded space of a fantastic arbitrary will, and of a bottomless anarchy.
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It lay in the very nature of a defensive revolution, like that of America, to proceed 
from definite objects, and to pursue definite ends. The peculiar situation, and 
the peculiar character of the North-Americans confirmed and secured this 
moderate and beneficent quality to the progress of their revolution.

In the course of it, two principal periods may be observed; that, from the first 
breaking out of the contests in 1765, until the declaration of independence in 
1776, and that, from this declaration, until the peace with England.

In the first period, the single towns and provinces, and afterwards the members of the general 
congress, had for their declared and sole object the salvation of their constitution, and of 
their rights and liberties, as they then stood, from the oppressive usurpations of the British 
parliament. And I think I have clearly shown, in the former sections of this essay, that every 
step they took, during that critical period was calculated for preservation, not for conquest, 
for resistance against innovations, not for ardour after them; for defence, not for attack.

In the second period, indeed, a new object came in the place of that, which they had until then 
pursued: the British parliament had compelled the congress to proclaim the independence of 
the colonies; but, even this decisive measure by no means threw America into the precipice of 
lawlessness, into the horrible gulph of an unmeasurable interregnum, or into the slippery career 
of wild and chimerical theories—The machine of government was, and remained, completely 
organized: the revolution had taken from the king his negative upon legislative acts, almost the 
only essential prerogative, which as sovereign of the colonies he immediately exercised: but every 
province took care that this important function should be performed by another authority, distinct 
from the legislature, and Georgia and Pennsylvania, were the only ones, which entrusted the 
legislative powers to an undivided senate. The royal governors, who till then had stood at the head 
of the executive power, were replaced by others, chosen by the provinces themselves; and as the 
former governors, owing to their great distance from the mother country, had always held powers in 
the highest degree discretionary and independent, this alteration could not be much felt—The great 
and immediate exigences of social life, the local administration, the police, and course of judicial 
proceeding were continued as before. Nothing but the loose tie, which had connected America 
with England, was broken; none of the internal relations were discomposed; all the laws remained 
in force; the condition of persons and of property suffered no other revolution, than that which 
was necessarily brought with it! “The people,” says that very well informed American historian Dr. 
Ramsay, “scarcely perceived that an alteration in their political constitution had taken place.”

As the founders and conducters of the American revolution, from the beginning, knew exactly 
how far they were to go, and where they must stop; as the new existence of their country, the 
constitutions of the several provinces, and even the organization of the federal government, at least 
in its principles was definitely prescribed to them; as their purpose was in no sort to create, but 
only to preserve, not to erect a new building, but to free the old one from an external, burdensome, 
straitening scaffolding, and as it never occurred to them, in the rigorous sense of the word, to 
reform, even their own country, much less the whole world, they escaped the most dangerous of 
all the rocks, which in our times threaten the founders of any great revolution, the deadly passion 
for making political experiments with abstract theories, and untried systems. It is of the utmost 
importance, in judging the American revolution, never to lose sight of this point, and by so much 
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the more important, as certain expressions in the early resolves of congress, the maxims of single 
writers, but especially the frequent appeals of the first leaders of the French revolution to the 
example of their predecessors in America, have encouraged, and spread abroad the opinion that 
these, in truth, opened the wide field of revolutionary speculations, and of systematic anarchy—
True it is, that the declaration of independence published by the congress, in the name of the 
colonies, is proceeded by an introduction, in which the natural and unalienable rights of mankind 
are considered as the foundation of all government; that after this assertion, so indefinite, and 
so exposed to the greatest misconstructions, follow certain principles, no less indefinite, no less 
liable to be abused, from which an inference might be drawn of the unlimited right of the people 
to change their form of government, and what in the new revolutionary language, is called their 
sovereignty. It is likewise true, that most of the constitutions of the United States, are preceded 
by those idle declaration of rights, so dangerous in their application, from which so much misery 
has at a later period been derived upon France, and the whole civilized world. Much, however, 
as it were to be wished, that the legislators of America had disdained this empty pomp of 
words, that they had exclusively confined themselves within the clear and lawful motives of their 
resistance; a resistance at first constitutional, and afterwards necessary, and within the limits of 
their uncontrovertible rights, yet it cannot escape the observation of those, who attentively study 
the history of their revolution, that they allowed to these speculative ideas, no visible influence 
upon their practical measures and resolves—They erroneously believed them necessary to justify 
their first steps;* but here the dominion of empty speculation, was forever abandoned—Never, 
in the whole course of the American revolution, were the rights of man, appealed to, for the 
destruction of the rights of a citizen; never was the sovereignty of the people used as a pre-text 
to undermine the respect, due to the laws, or the foundations of social security; no example was 
ever seen of an individual, or a whole class of individuals, or even the representatives of this, or 
that single state, who recurred to the declaration of rights, to escape from positive obligation, 
or to renounce obedience to the common sovereign; finally, never did it enter the head of any 
legislator, or statesman in America, to combat the lawfulness of foreign constitutions, and 
to set up the American revolution, as a new epoch in the general relations of civil society.

* I believe that in the first section of this Essay, I have completely shown the 

lawfulness of the American revolution upon legal principles; and yet in that analysis, 

it will be found, that the sphere of unalienable rights of man, and the sovereignty 

of the people, and the like principles, are not once touched upon.

What was here and there occasionally said by single writers, must carefully be 
distinguished from the principles and way of thinking of those Americans, who were 
acknowledged and revered as examples and authorities, but especially from those, 
who took an active part in the new government. There certainly was in America, a 
Thomas Paine; and I will not deny but that his celebrated work had influence among 
certain classes of people, and so far contributed to promote the revolution.* 

* The general opinion, and the unanimous testimony of all the known writers upon American 

affairs, leave scarce room for a doubt of this fact, though for the honour of the Americans I 

would most willingly call it in question. His “Common Sense,” is a pamphlet just as contemptible, 

almost throughout just as remote from sound human sense, as all the others by which, in later 

times, he has made himself a name. To appreciate the character and tendency of this work, 
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which, perhaps, has never been judged as it deserves, and to obtain a full conviction that it 

was solely calculated to make an impression upon the mass of the people, and especially upon 

certain religious sects very extensively spread in America, the reader has only to remark the 

spirit of the author’s favourite arguments, which are all drawn from the Old Testament, and 

the absurd reasoning, with which he attacks, not the king of England, but monarchy in general, 

which he treats as an ungodly invention. If such a work could have produced the American 

revolution, it would have been best for reasonable men to concern themselves no longer with 

that event. But it was certainly at all times, by the wiser and better men, considered, endured, and 

perhaps encouraged, only as an instrument to gain over weaker minds to the common cause.

The difference between this writer and the great authorities of the American revolution, such 

as Dickenson, John Adams, Jay, Franklin, &c. will be still more apparent, if we remark a similar 

difference between the two parties in England, which accidentally concurring in the same object, 

but differing infinitely from each other in the choice of means and arguments, declared themselves 

there in favour of that revolution. Whoever compares, for example, the writings of Dr. Price, (who not 

withstanding his numerous errors, deserves not, however, to be put in the same class with Paine,) 

with the speeches and writings of Burke during the American war, will sometimes be scarcely 

able to convince himself, that both were contending for one and the same thing. And, indeed, 

it was only nominally, and not substantially, one and the same thing, for which they argued.

Another indirect, but not unimportant, proof of the accuracy and necessity of the distinction 

here pointed out, lies in the unquestionable aversion of most of the great statesmen in America 

to the French revolution, and to all what since 1789, has been called revolutionary principles. A 

remarkable anecdote occurs, testified by a witness unobjectionable upon this point, by Brissot, 

a man afterwards but too famous; an anecdote which proves how early this aversion had taken 

place. In a conversation which, shortly before the breaking out of the French revolution, he 

had with Mr. John Adams, now President of the United States, this gentleman assured him he 

was firmly convinced, that France, by the approaching revolution, would not even attain the 

degree of political liberty enjoyed by England; and what is most important, he denied, in perfect 

consistency with his pure and rigorous principles, that the French had a right to affect such 

a revolution as they intended. Brissot attempted in vain by appeals to the original compact, 

to the imprescriptibility of the rights of the people, and the like revolutionary rant, to combat 

him.—P. Nouveau Voyage dans les Etats Unis de l’Amérique, par Brissot. Vol. I. p. 147.

But to judge of the spirit and principles of the American revolution by this work, 
would be as unjust, as to confound the efficaciously active heads in the English 
revolution, of 1688, with the authors of some popular lampoon against the house 
of Stewart; or the opposition of lord Chatham, with that of Mr. Wilkes.

When Paine’s work appeared, in the year 1776, the American revolution had long since assumed its 
whole form and consistence, and the principles, which will forever characterize it stood firm. In no 
public resolve, in no public debate, in no state paper of congress, is the most distant expression 
to be found, which discovers either a formal, or a tacit approbation of a systematical revolutionary 
policy. And what a contrast between the wild, extravagant, rhapsodical declamation of a Paine, 
and the mild, moderate, and considerate tone in the speeches and letters of a Washington.
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The preciseness of objects, the uniformity of means, and the moderation of principles, which 
distinguished the American revolution through all its periods, gave likewise to the war, which 
was carried on for its establishment and completion, a precise and definite, and, therefore, a 
less formidable character. With this war indeed, the whole train of evils, which usually attend 
upon war in general, and especially upon civil war, were connected. But as it had only one 
object, and that was clearly known, and confined within narrow bounds, its possible results, 
its possible consequences, and its possible duration, could in every case be calculated. 
America had either to maintain or to give up her independence; in this single alternative was 
included the whole fate of the contest; and whatever consequence either event might operate 
upon a distant futurity, neither the victory of the British parliament, nor that (which very early 
became more probable) of the American congress, could discompose the balance of Europe, 
or threaten its peace. The governments of our hemisphere could, with all the tranquillity 
of a perfect neutrality, look forward to the issue of a remote contest, which, without further 
danger to their external and internal political relations, opened an advantageous prospect to 
the European commerce. The congress might even form an alliance with one of the greatest 
European monarchies; for as they only wished to maintain clear and definite rights, as they 
owed their existence to a revolution, which was forced upon the colonies by external violence, 
as they had at no time, and in no way, so much as called in question, much less attacked, 
the lawfulness of other constitutions, and as they had declared war, not against monarchical 
principles, but only against the oppressive measures of the British ministry, there was, in itself, 
nothing unnatural, nothing revolting, nothing plainly irreconcilable with the maxims of the law of 
nations, and the laws of self-preservation, in the alliance, which France contracted with them.*

* I purposely say, there was nothing of itself illegal in this alliance. For France found 

the independence of the colonies already founded, when she contracted an alliance 

with them, and might besides not shrink from the question as to the law-fulness of this 

independence. Nothing of itself, unnatural, or self destructive; for the principles of the 

Americans contained immediately nothing, which could in any manner be dangerous to 

the existence of the French monarchy: and the political and commercial interests of this 

monarchy seemed in a manner to force its taking a part in the American revolution.

All this however notwithstanding, I believe, with the most intimate conviction, that a more 

profound policy than that of the Count de Vergennes, and a larger and more comprehensive 

view into futurity, would have prevented France from contracting that alliance. Not to mention 

the false calculation which burdened with a new debt of one thousand millions of livres, a state 

already very much disordered in its finances, in order to do its rival, in the most favourable 

contingency, an uncertain damage. The whole undertaking was resolved on without any real 

political regard to its remote consequences. The lawfulness of the American revolution, might 

be ever so clearly demonstrated to a man capable of judging of its origin, and of appreciating 

the grounds upon which it was supported; the time might come, when without regard to the 

particular situation of the colonies, the general indefinite principle of insurrection might be taken 

alone, from their revolution, and applied to justify the most dangerous crimes. The Americans 

might ever so cautiously keep within their rigorous limits; and neither maintain, nor care for 

the application of their principles to other states; at the first great commotion, those whom 

the French cabinet had sent into the republican school, might with the forms consecrated in 
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America, put all the European governments to the ban, and declare lawful and even virtuous under 

all circumstances, what had been allowable only under certain circumstances. These possible 

consequences of the co-operation of France would not have escaped the penetration of a truly 

great statesman, and the world has paid dearly enough for their having been overlooked.

The peace, which concluded the American war, secured that existence independent of England, 
to the new federal republic, for which she had alone and exclusively contended, and immediately 
after, this republic entered into those peaceable and beneficent relations with all other states, 
and even with England herself, which the common wants, and the common laws of nations have 
founded between civilized states. It is true; the American revolution had in latter times a decisive 
influence upon the great devastations under which Europe groans to this hour; but it would be 
the highest injustice not to acknowledge that this influence was only accidental. In the origin 
of that revolution there was nothing that could justify another, or even revolutions in general; no 
state, other than one, in which all the extraordinary circumstances concurring in the case of the 
colonies, should again concur, could consider the conduct observed by these, as legitimating 
a similar conduct, and adopt the principles upon which they proceeded. The precision and 
lawfulness of their object refused every application of these principles to revolutions, which 
could not exhibit an object equally definite, and a right equally clear, to the pursuit of that object. 
The wise moderation, which the leaders of the American revolution introduced into all their 
declarations, and into every step they took, their glorious abhorrence of every extravagance, 
even of those proceeding from the most pardonable enthusiasm, the constant distance at 
which they kept from everything that may be called proselyting and propagandism—all these 
happy characteristics of their undertaking must in a legal point of view forever secure humanity 
against all evil consequences of this revolution; whose only traces remaining, should be in the 
growing prosperity of a great people, spread over extensive and fertile regions, and above all 
in the wholesome lesson it gave to the powers of the earth against every attack upon the rights 
and constitutions of states, from ambition, or a spirit of innovation. The harshest injustice alone 
could impute to the Americans, what the ill-understood and misused example of their revolution 
has produced of evil in latter times; it was the work of an hostile demon, who seems to have 
condemned the close of the eighteenth century, to see the buds of destruction shoot from the 
most beneficent events, and the most poisonous fruits from the blossoms of its fairest hopes.

The contrast between the French and American revolutions, when you compare them with 
each other in respect to their objects is no less striking than that which has resulted from the 
comparison of their origin and progress. As the utmost precision of object, and consequently of 
principles and of means, distinguished the American revolution through its whole duration, so the 
utmost want of precision in the object, and consequently a perpetual mutability in the choice of the 
means and in the modification of principles has been one of the most stubborn, one of the most 
essential, and certainly one of the most terrible characteristics of the French revolution. Its history 
was nothing but a long series of uninterrupted developments of this extraordinary phenomenon; 
single and unexampled in its whole compass as this circumstance may be, it will not much astonish 
the man, who shall reflect upon its origin, and its nature. For so soon as in a great undertaking, 
a step is taken wholly out of the boundaries of definite rights, and everything is declared lawful, 
which imaginary necessity, or unbridled passion inspires, so soon is the immeasurable fi eld of 
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arbitrary will entered upon; and a revolution, which has no other principle than to attack the existing 
constitution, must necessarily proceed to the last extremities of imagination and of criminal guilt.

When, by the impotence and the faults of the government, and by the success which crowned 
the hardiness of its first antagonists, the old constitution of France was dissolved, all those 
who took an interest in favour of the revolution (and their number was infinitely great, precisely 
because no one knew exactly what he meant by a revolution) concurred, that an essential and 
wide spreading alteration must be effected in the whole political constitution of the state. But 
how far this alteration should extend, how far the old order of things should be preserved, and 
how the new one should be organized, with regard to all this, no two persons of the legions, who 
thought themselves called to public activity, were agreed. If we confine ourselves merely to the 
opinions of those, who in this interval of unbounded anarchy, publicly wrote, or spoke, we shall 
soon be convinced, that there were then in France, not three, or four, or ten, but thousands of 
political sects and parties. The impossibility of taking notice of so many individual variations, 
distinctions, sub-distinctions, and shades of every kind, compelled the contemporaries, and 
especially those immediately interested in the great spectacle, to class the infinite mass of 
opinions under certain known principal titles, and thus erase the names of pure royalists, of 
whole and half monarchists, of feuillants, of jacobins, of every degree, &c. Each of these parties, 
however, could have exhibited almost as many subordinate parties as it contained members.

In this number of political systems, some were built upon a limited monarchy, in the British sense 
of the word, others upon a thousand-fold new modification of a constitution, monarchical only in 
name; some wished from the beginning, to treat the revolution merely as a passage to the utter 
abolition of the monarchy. These pronounced sentence of death upon all the privileges of the 
higher orders; others wished to leave them the prerogatives of rank. One was for reforming the 
constitution of the churches; another for extirpating religion: one would have shewn mercy in this 
general overthrow, at least to the rights of property; another was for passing all positive right, 
under the sickle of equality. The constitution of 1791, was a desperate and impotent attempt to 
reconcile together, by a sort of general capitulation, all these contending theories, and the infinitely 
multiplied motives of interest, of ambition, and of vanity, connected with them; this attempt of 
course failed, for in the absolute and total indefiniteness, and I might add, the impossibility of 
ascertaining the last object of the revolution, every individual in France felt but too well, that he 
had as much right to maintain his private opinion, and to carry through his private purposes, as the 
members of a committee had to establish theirs; it was, besides, more than doubtful, whether, even 
the immediate authors of this impracticable constitution, seriously considered it as a last result.

Under the shelter of the inexpressible confusion, in which the storm of these first debates involved 
the whole country, arose, at first, more timid, but from the last months of the year 1791, growing 
constantly bolder, and more powerful, the only consistent party; that which had always been of 
opinion, that it was folly to prescribe to the French revolution, any bounds whatsoever. This party 
had, indeed, like all the rest, a multitude of subdivisions, and of systems peculiarly modified, 
and often at violent strife with each other; but all who declared themselves for it, concurred in 
the great and decisive point of view, that the revolution was to be considered, not as a local 
transaction, but as one of those, which give a new form to civil society, and which must draw all 
mankind within its vortex. For the ambition, or for the enthusiasm of this insatiable party, the 
theatre, which France offered to their thirst for destruction, was too small; they wished to tear up 
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the world from its poles, and commence a new era for the whole human race. That this was their 
purpose, from the very breaking out, and even before the breaking out of the French revolution, 
we need not learn from proselyting tales and imaginary cabals of the illuminati; the writings in 
which they have unfolded their principles in plain terms, have proved it beyond all contradiction.

To draw nearer the execution of so gigantic a plan, they had first of all to destroy the last trace 
of a monarchical form of government in France. It would be hard to maintain, that, after all what 
had happened since 1789, they had not nearly about the same right to found a republic, as the 
monarchists, so called, had to introduce a royal democracy. The only thing which seemed against 
them, in point of right, was the oath which, in common with all the rest, they had taken, to support 
the constitution of 1791. But, after so many bands had been torn, none but weak heads could flatter 
themselves, that an empty form would arrest the torrent in its course. At the very time, while, with 
the cry of “The constitution or death!” they hushed a few credulous souls to repose, they were 
working with restless activity the mine, which in one instant was to blow up the whole fabric.

But, precisely at this great and important moment, the absolute indefinitude of object, that 
inextinguishable character of the French revolution, discovered itself in a new and terrible light. 
The republic had been proclaimed; but this republic was a word without definite meaning, which 
every one believed he might explain, according to his inclinations, and according to the fantastic 
whims, which he called his principles. There were just as many republican systems contending 
for the mastery, as there had been monarchical parties. France was drenched in blood, to decide 
the great question, whether Brissot, or Marat, the federalists, or the unitists, the Girondists, or 
the mountaineers, the Dantonians, or the Hebertists, should prescribe a republican constitution. 
Force alone could determine the issue of this horrible contest; and the victory must necessarily 
remain to the most resolute. After having torn, for nearly a year, the inmost bowels of their country, 
without being able to agree upon the form of their republic, a daring faction, at length, fell upon 
the strange expedient of settling and organizing the revolutionary state itself, as a provisional 
government, and, under the name of a revolutionary government, brought into play what was 
called the system of terror; a monstrous and unexampled monument of human error and human 
frenzy, which in the eyes of posterity will almost degrade the history of our times to a fable. A 
less cruel faction overthrew and murdered the inventors of this gigantic wickedness; not long 
afterwards, another devised a new code of anarchy, which was called the constitution of the third 
year. It is well known, by what an uninterrupted series of revolutions, and counter-revolutions, 
this constitution was likewise conducted to the unavoidable catastrophe of its destruction.

Just at the period, when the republican party obtained possession of the supreme power, the 
bloody contest broke out between them and the greatest part of the European states. They 
had denounced the destruction of all governments; they had declared, that between their 
revolution and those who rejected it, no further intercourse could exist; they had solemnly 
absolved all subjects from obedience to their governments. The revolution prepared against 
Europe, and Europe against the revolution, a war, with which only the most dreadful religious 
wars, that ever scourged the world, can be compared. On the side of the coalesced powers, 
the proper object of this war could not be doubtful; and if, unfortunately, it often was, at least 
it ought never to have been so. But, on the side of France, it was always as indefinite as the 
object of the revolution itself. Some, as for instance, Robespierre, wished for the present, only 
to maintain the right of turning their own country into a butchery, with impunity, and to reduce 
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by one half the number of its inhabitants; others had projected extensive plans of conquest, 
and wished to realize for the French republic, all the dreams, which the ambition of Louis the 
XIVth, had formerly inspired; others yet had sworn never to lay down their arms, until they 
should have led the principles of the revolution in triumph over the whole civilized world, or have 
planted, at least, the tree of liberty, from Lisbon to the frozen sea, and to the Dardanelles.

This war has now, with short and local intervals of insecure and treacherous peace, already 
desolated the earth eight years long; it has, undoubtedly, for some time past, lost much of its 
extent, and very much of its original character, and has now nearly declined to a common war; yet 
when and how it will end, is still a problem, which puts all human penetration to the blush. The 
fate of the French revolution is, in a great measure, connected with the fate of this war; but its 
last result depends, besides, upon an infinity of other combinations. There has, perhaps, never 
yet been a man, who could even imagine, with any clearness, what this result will be. When one of 
the great masses of the physical world is suddenly started from its quiet centre of gravitation, and 
hurled with a prodigious impetus into the empty space of air, the point at which it will stop is much 
harder to conceive, than the continuance of its motion. And, in truth, after the serious question, 
Who could have a right to begin such a revolution? has remained unanswered, nothing is more 
difficult than to answer that, which is equally serious: to whom belongs the right of ending it?

4. THE STABILITY OF REVOLUTION
The American revolution had a mass of resistance, comparatively much smaller to combat, and, 
therefore, could form and consolidate itself in a manner comparatively much easier, and more 
simple: the French revolution challenged almost every human feeling, and every human passion, 
to the most vehement resistance, and could therefore only force its way by violence and crimes.

The American colonies had already, before their revolution, attained a high degree of 
stability; and the supremacy of the British government in America, was the relation, 
not so much of an immediate sovereign, as of a superior protector. Hence, the 
American revolution had more the appearance of a foreign, than of a civil war.

A common feeling of the uprightness of their cause, and a common interest in its issue must 
necessarily have animated a great and overpowering majority of the inhabitants of North 
America. The royal governors, the persons more immediately connected with them, and the 
inconsiderable number of royal troops constituted the only permanent and great opposition 
party. If a certain number of independent citizens, from principle, or from inclination took the 
side of the ministry, they were however much too weak to become dangerous to the rest; and 
their impotence itself protected them against the hatred and intolerance of their countrymen.

There were in the interior of the colonies no sort of zeal or personal prerogatives, and no other 
distinction of ranks, than what proceeded from the exercise of public functions. Property owing 
to the novelty of civil society in the country, was much more equally distributed than can be the 
case in old countries, and the relations between the wealthy and the labouring classes were more 
simple and therefore more beneficent. As the revolution altered little in the internal organization 
of the colonies, as it only dissolved an external connection, which the Americans must always 
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have considered rather as a burden, than an advantage; there was nobody, except the few, who 
took a share in the administration at the head of the country, who was immediately and essentially 
interested in the preservation of the ancient form. What this form contained of good and useful 
remained untouched; the revolution only removed that in which it had been oppressive.

How infinitely different was in this point of view the situation of France! If the French revolution 
had been content merely to destroy with violent hands the old Constitution, without making any 
attack upon the rights and possessions of private persons, it would, however, have been contrary 
to the interest of a numerous, and in every respect important class of people, who by the sudden 
dissolution of the old form of Government, having lost their offices, their incomes, their estimation 
and their whole civil existence, would of themselves have formed a powerful opposition—But, 
when in its further progress, it no longer spared any private right whatsoever, when it declared all 
political prerogatives to be usurpations, deprived the nobility not only of their real privileges, but 
likewise of their rank and title, robbed the clergy of their possessions, of their influence, and even 
of their external dignity; by arbitrary laws took from the holders of estates half their revenues; by 
incessant breaches of the rights of property, converted property itself into an uncertain, equivocal, 
narrowly straitened enjoyment, by recognizing publicly principles of the most dangerous tendency, 
held the sword hovering over the head of every one, who had anything to lose, and aggravated 
the essential wretchedness, which it everywhere spread by the ridicule and contempt it shed 
over everything that bore the name of possessions, or privileges— then truly it could not fail to 
accumulate against itself a mass of resistance, which was not to be subdued by ordinary means.

Should the friends of the French revolution declare this important circumstance to be merely 
accidental; should they impute solely to the good fortune of the American nation, that they found 
no domestic impediments in the way to their new constitution; and to the ill fortune of the French, 
that they had to struggle with so many obstinate antagonists; should they consider the former case 
only as enviable, and the latter only as deserving compassion, yet will the impartial observer, never 
forget how much merit there was involved in that good, and how much guilt in this ill fortune. The 
Americans were wise enough to circumscribe themselves within the bounds, which right, on one 
side, and the nature of things, on the other, had drawn round them. The French in their giddiness 
no longer acknowledged the prescriptions of the clearest right, nor the prescriptions of nature. 
They were so proud as to think they could bend impossibility itself, under the arm of their violence, 
and so daring that they thought the clearest right must yield to the maxims of their arbitrary will. 
The resistance of which they complained, was with perfect certainty to be foreseen; it lay in the 
unalterable laws of human feelings, and human passions; it was just, it was necessary; it was 
impossible to believe that it would not take place. Those who had called it forth by the most cruel 
injuries, did not fail to be sure to declare it punishable, and did punish thousands, whose only 
crime consisted in refusing to rejoice at their own ruin. But this double injustice prepared a new 
resistance, which could be overcome only by new acts of violence. Thus at last, in the barbarous 
law book of the revolution, suffering itself was made an unpardonable offence; the fear of a just 
reaction drove the authors of these oppressions to measures of still deepening cruelty against 
the victims of their first crimes; and the presumption of the natural and inevitable hatred, which 
these crimes must everywhere rouse against them, was a sufficient ground to them to treat as an 
offender deserving death, every man, who did not immediately and actively associate with them.
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Although the American revolution never involved itself in this horrible labyrinth, where voluntary 
iniquities can only be covered by necessary misdeeds, and where every earlier crime became 
the only justification of an hundred later ones; yet did it not altogether escape the misfortune, 
which seems inseparable from all sudden and violent changes in the civil and political relations of 
society. The smallness of the resistance it met with, and the moderation of those who conducted 
it, preserved it from a multitude of cruel, desperate, and dishonorable measures, which have 
sullied other revolutions; but its warmest friends will not venture to maintain that it was wholly 
exempt from injustice and violence. The bitterness against the English government, often 
degenerated into a spirit of persecution, and involved those, who were suspected of a punishable 
indifference, or of secret connivance, in the sentence of proscription pronounced against tyranny. 
The hatred between the friends of independence, and the partizans of the ministry, the whigs 
and the tories, as they were distinguished by names taken from old English parties, broke out, 
especially amidst the dangers of the war, sometimes in violent scenes, which tore to pieces the 
internal harmony of neighbourhoods, and sometimes even of families. The reciprocal cruelties, 
which from time to time were practised upon prisoners, called to mind the peculiar character, 
which had never wholly abandoned a civil war. The rights of property likewise were often violated 
by single communities and single states, and, in some few instances, with the cooperation of 
the supreme authority. The history of the descendants, of the great and benevolent Penn, driven 
from the paradise, which he had created, and compelled, like other loyalists, to take refuge in the 
generosity and magnanimity of England, is no honorable page in the annals of North-America.

But what are all these single instances of injustice and oppression, compared with the 
universal flood of misery and ruin, which the French revolution let loose upon France, and 
all the neighbouring countries. If, even in America, private hatred, or local circumstances, 
threatened property or personal security; if here and there even the public authorities became 
the instruments of injustice, of revenge, and of a persecuting spirit, yet did the poison never 
flow into every vein of the social body; never, as in France, was the contempt of all rights, and 
of the very simplest precepts of humanity, made the general maxim of legislation, and the 
unqualified prescription of systematic tyranny. If in America, the confusion of the moment, 
the impulse of necessity, or the eruption of the passions, sometimes inflicted misfortune 
upon innocence, never at least, never as in France, did reason herself, abused, desecrated 
reason, ascend the theatre of misery, solemnly to justify, by cold blooded, criminal appeals 
to principles and duties, these revolutionary confusions; and if in America, single families 
and districts, felt the heavy hand of the revolution and of war, never at least, as in France, 
were confiscations, banishments, imprisonments, and death, decreed in a mass.

When the American revolution was concluded, the country proceeded with rapid steps to 
a new, a happy, and a flourishing constitution. Not but that the revolution had left behind 
it many great and essential ravages: the ties of public order, had, in a long and bloody 
contest, been on all sides more or less relaxed; peaceful industry had suffered many a violent 
interruption; the relations of property, the culture of the soil, the internal and foreign trade, 
the public and private credit, had all considerably suffered by the revolutionary storms, by the 
insecurity of the external relations, and especially by the devastations of paper money.* 

* In no one point is the analogy between the conduct of the revolutionary leaders in America 

and in France, so striking as in this; yet it must not be forgotten, that the Americans failed 
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partly from inexperience and partly from real necessity; whereas in France they knew 

very well what they were about, and opened and widened the precipice with design.

The history of the American assignats, is almost word for word, only upon a smaller scale, and 
not attended with circumstances of such shocking cruelty, as the history of the French ones. The 
sudden start from two millions to two hundred millions of dollars; the credulity with which the first 
assignats were received, the undeserved credit which they for a time enjoyed, their subsequent 
rapid fall, so that in the year 1777, they already stood with specie in the proportion of 1 to 3; in 1778, 
of 1 to 6; in 1779, of 1 to 28; in the beginning of 1780, of 1 to 60; fell immediately afterwards to 
that of 1 to 150, and finally would pass for nothing at all; the attempt to substitute a new emission 
of assignats, instead of those which were worn out, continued until at last it became necessary 
to establish a formal depreciation; the harsh laws made to support the value of the paper; the 
regulation of the price of provisions (the maximum) and the requisitions, which they occasioned; 
the general devastation of property, and disturbance of all civil intercourse; the wretchedness 
and immorality which ensued upon them—all this goes to compose a picture, which the French 
revolutionary leaders seem to have taken for a model. It is remarkable, that they closely copied the 
Americans only in two points, of which one was the idlest, and the other the most objectionable 
of any throughout their revolution; in the declaration of the rights of man, and in paper-money.

Even the morals and the character of the people, had been essentially, and not in 
every respect advantageously affected by the revolution. Although we can draw no 
conclusion from this circumstance with regard to futurity, yet history must remark with 
attention, and preserve with care, the confession, which comes from the pen of a calm 
and impartial witness, the best of all the writers upon the American revolution hitherto 
(Ramsay): “That by this revolution, the political, military, and literary talents of the people 
of the United States, were improved, but their moral qualities were deteriorated.”

A picture of the condition in which the revolution has left France, is by far too great, 
too complicated, and too formidable a subject to be touched upon even transiently 
here. The idea itself of a final result from such a revolution as this, must still be in 
some sort an indefinite, and perhaps a hazarded idea. Thus much, however, may 
be asserted with confidence, that between the results of the American and those of 
the French revolution, no sort of comparison can so much as be conceived.

I might have continued the above parallel through many other respects, and perhaps into 
single points of detail. I believe, however, that the four principal points of view in which I have 
treated it, with regard to the lawfulness of the origin, character of the conduct, quality of the 
object, and compass of resistance, sufficiently answer the purpose, I proposed to myself, and 
it appears, at least to me, evident enough, that every parallel between these two revolutions, 
will serve much more to display the contrast, than the resemblance between them.

The End
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