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1. Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom 

 
SECTION I. 

Well aware that the opinions and belief of 
men depend not on their own will, but 
follow involuntarily the evidence proposed 
to their minds; that Almighty God hath 
created the mind free, and manifested his 
supreme will that free it shall remain by 
making it altogether insusceptible of 
restraint; that all attempts to influence it by 
temporal punishments, or burthens, or by 
civil incapacitations, tend only to beget 
habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and are 
a departure from the plan of the holy 
author of our religion, who being lord both 
of body and mind, yet chose not to 
propagate it by coercions on either, as was 
in his Almighty power to do, but to extend 
it by its influence on reason alone; that the 
impious presumption of legislators and 
rulers, civil as well as ecclesiastical, who, 
being themselves but fallible and 
uninspired men, have assumed dominion 
over the faith of others, setting up their 
own opinions and modes of thinking as the 
only true and infallible, and as such 
endeavoring to impose them on others, 
hath established and maintained false 
religions over the greatest part of the 
world and through all time: That to compel 
a man to furnish contributions of money 
for the propagation of opinions which he 
disbelieves and abhors, is sinful and 
tyrannical; that even the forcing him to 
support this or that teacher of his own 
religious persuasion, is depriving him of 
the comfortable liberty of giving his 
contributions to the particular pastor 
whose morals he would make his pattern, 
and whose powers he feels most 
persuasive to righteousness; and is 
withdrawing from the ministry those 
temporary rewards, which proceeding 
from an approbation of their personal 

conduct, are an additional incitement to 
earnest and unremitting labours for the 
instruction of mankind; that our civil 
rights have no dependence on our religious 
opinions, any more than our opinions in 
physics or geometry; that therefore the 
proscribing any citizen as unworthy the 
public confidence by laying upon him an 
incapacity of being called to offices of 
trust and emolument, unless he profess or 
renounce this or that religious opinion, is 
depriving him injuriously of those 
privileges and advantages to which, in 
common with his fellow citizens, he has a 
natural right; that it tends also to corrupt 
the principles of that very religion it is 
meant to encourage, by bribing, with a 
monopoly of worldly honours and 
emoluments, those who will externally 
profess and conform to it; that though 
indeed these are criminal who do not 
withstand such temptation, yet neither are 
those innocent who lay the bait in their 
way; that the opinions of men are not the 
object of civil government, nor under its 
jurisdiction; that to suffer the civil 
magistrate to intrude his powers into the 
field of opinion and to restrain the 
profession or propagation of principles on 
supposition of their ill tendency is a 
dangerous fallacy, which at once destroys 
all religious liberty, because he being of 
course judge of that tendency will make 
his opinions the rule of judgment, and 
approve or condemn the sentiments of 
others only as they shall square with or 
differ from his own; that it is time enough 
for the rightful purposes of civil 
government for its officers to interfere 
when principles break out into overt acts 
against peace and good order; and finally, 
that truth is great and will prevail if left to 
herself; that she is the proper and 



sufficient antagonist to error, and has 
nothing to fear from the conflict unless by 
human interposition disarmed of her 
natural weapons, free argument and 
debate; errors ceasing to be dangerous 
when it is permitted freely to contradict 
them. 
  

SECTION II. 
We the General Assembly of Virginia do 
enact that no man shall be compelled to 
frequent or support any religious worship, 
place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be 
enforced, restrained, molested, or 
burthened in his body or goods, nor shall 
otherwise suffer, on account of his 
religious opinions or belief; but that all 
men shall be free to profess, and by 
argument to maintain, their opinions in 
matters of religion, and that the same shall 

in no wise diminish, enlarge, or affect their 
civil capacities. 
  

SECTION III. 
And though we well know that this 
Assembly, elected by the people for the 
ordinary purposes of legislation only, have 
no power to restrain the acts of succeeding 
Assemblies, constituted with powers equal 
to our own, and that therefore to declare 
this act irrevocable would be of no effect 
in law; yet we are free to declare, and do 
declare, that the rights hereby asserted are 
of the natural rights of mankind, and that if 
any act shall be hereafter passed to repeal 
the present or to narrow its operation, such 
act will be an infringement of natural 
right.  
 

 
2. From Notes on Virginia (“On Freedom of Religion”) 

 
The error seems not sufficiently eradicated, that the 
operations of the mind, as well as the acts of the 
body, are subject to the coercion of the laws. But 
our rulers can have authority over such natural 
rights only as we have submitted to them. The 
rights of conscience we never submitted, we could 
not submit. We are answerable for them to our 
God. The legitimate powers of government extend 
to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it 
does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are 
twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket 
nor breaks my leg. If it be said, his testimony in a 
court of justice cannot be relied on, reject it then, 
and be the stigma on him. Constraint may make 
him worse by making him a hypocrite, but it will 
never make him a truer man. It may fix him 
obstinately in his errors, but will not cure them. 
Reason and free enquiry are the only effectual 
agents against error. Give a loose to them, they will 
support the true religion, by bringing every false 
one to their tribunal, to the test of their 
investigation. They are the natural enemies of 
error, and of error only. Had not the Roman 
government permitted free enquiry, Christianity 
could never have been introduced. Had not free 
enquiry been indulged, at the era of the 
reformation, the corruptions of Christianity could 
not have been purged away. If it be restrained now, 
the present corruptions will be protected, and new 

ones encouraged. Was the government to prescribe 
to us our medicine and diet, our bodies would be in 
such keeping as our souls are now. Thus in France 
the emetic was once forbidden as a medicine, and 
the potato as an article of food. Government is just 
as infallible too when it fixes systems in physics. 
Galileo was sent to the inquisition for affirming 
that the earth was a sphere: the government had 
declared it to be as flat as a trencher, and Galileo 
was obliged to abjure his error. This error however 
at length prevailed, the earth became a globe, and 
Descartes declared it was whirled round its axis by 
a vortex. The government in which he lived was 
wise enough to see that this was no question of 
civil jurisdiction, or we should all have been 
involved by authority in vortices. In fact, the 
vortices have been exploded, and the Newtonian 
principle of gravitation is now more firmly 
established, on the basis of reason, than it would be 
were the government to step in, and to make it an 
article of necessary faith. Reason and experiment 
have been indulged, and error has fled before them. 
It is error alone which needs the support of 
government. Truth can stand by itself. Subject 
opinion to coercion: whom will you make your 
inquisitors? Fallible men; men governed by bad 
passions, by private as well as public reasons. And 
why subject it to coercion? To produce uniformity. 
But is uniformity of opinion desirable? No more 



than of face and stature. Introduce the bed of 
Procrustes then, and as there is danger that the 
large men may beat the small, make us all of a size, 
by lopping the former and stretching the latter. 
Difference of opinion is advantageous in religion. 
The several sects perform the office of a censor 
morum over each other. Is uniformity attainable? 
Millions of innocent men, women, and children, 
since the introduction of Christianity, have been 
burnt, tortured, fined, imprisoned; yet we have not 
advanced one inch towards uniformity. What has 
been the effect of coercion? To make one half the 
world fools, and the other half hypocrites. To 
support roguery and error all over the earth. Let us 
reflect that it is inhabited by a thousand millions of 
people. That these profess probably a thousand 
different systems of religion. That ours is but one 
of that thousand. That if there be but one right, and 
ours that one, we should wish to see the 999 
wandering sects gathered into the fold of truth. But 
against such a majority we cannot effect this by 
force. Reason and persuasion are the only 
practicable instruments. To make way for these, 
free enquiry must be indulged; and how can we 
wish others to indulge it while we refuse it 
ourselves. But every state, says an inquisitor, has 
established some religion. No two, say I, have 
established the same. Is this a proof of the 
infallibility of establishments? Our sister states of 
Pennsylvania and New York, however, have long 
subsisted without any establishment at all. The 
experiment was new and doubtful when they made 
it. It has answered beyond conception. They 
flourish infinitely. Religion is well supported; of 
various kinds, indeed, but all good enough; all 
sufficient to preserve peace and order: or if a sect 
arises, whose tenets would subvert morals, good 
sense has fair play, and reasons and laughs it out of 
doors, without suffering the state to be troubled 
with it. They do not hang more malefactors than 

we do. They are not more disturbed with religious 
dissensions. On the contrary, their harmony is 
unparalleled, and can be ascribed to nothing but 
their unbounded tolerance, because there is no 
other circumstance in which they differ from every 
nation on earth. They have made the happy 
discovery, that the way to silence religious 
disputes, is to take no notice of them. Let us too 
give this experiment fair play, and get rid, while we 
may, of those tyrannical laws. It is true, we are as 
yet secured against them by the spirit of the times. I 
doubt whether the people of this country would 
suffer an execution for heresy, or a three years 
imprisonment for not comprehending the mysteries 
of the Trinity. But is the spirit of the people an 
infallible, a permanent reliance? Is it government? 
Is this the kind of protection we receive in return 
for the rights we give up? Besides, the spirit of the 
times may alter, will alter. Our rulers will become 
corrupt, our people careless. A single zealot may 
commence persecutor, and better men be his 
victims. It can never be too often repeated, that the 
time for fixing every essential right on a legal basis 
is while our rulers are honest, and ourselves united. 
From the conclusion of this war we shall be going 
down hill. It will not then be necessary to resort 
every moment to the people for support. They will 
be forgotten, therefore, and their rights disregarded. 
They will forget themselves, but in the sole faculty 
of making money, and will never think of uniting 
to effect a due respect for their rights. The 
shackles, therefore, which shall not be knocked off 
at the conclusion of this war, will remain on us 
long, will be made heavier and heavier, till our 
rights shall revive or expire in a convulsion. 
 
 
 

 
3. Selections from Letters on Natural Rights 

 
The sentiment that ex post facto laws are 
against natural right, is so strong in the 
United States, that few, if any, of the State 
constitutions have failed to proscribe 
them. . . . Laws, moreover, abridging the 
natural right of the citizen, should be 
restrained by rigorous constructions within 
their narrowest limits. 

It has been pretended by some, 
(and in England especially,) that inventors 

have a natural and exclusive right to their 
inventions, and not merely for their own 
lives, but inheritable to their heirs. But 
while it is a moot question whether the 
origin of any kind of property is derived 
from nature at all, it would be singular to 
admit a natural and even an hereditary 
right to inventors. It is agreed by those 
who have seriously considered the subject, 
that no individual has, of natural right, a 



separate property in an acre of land, for 
instance. By an universal law, indeed, 
whatever, whether fixed or movable, 
belongs to all men equally and in 
common, is the property for the moment 
of him who occupies it; but when he 
relinquishes the occupation, the property 
goes with it. Stable ownership is the gift of 
social law, and is given late in the progress 
of society. It would be curious then, if an 
idea, the fugitive fermentation of an 
individual brain, could, of natural right, be 
claimed in exclusive and stable property. 
If nature has made any one thing less 
susceptible than all others of exclusive 
property, it is the action of the thinking 
power called an idea. . .  

Letter to Isaac McPherson, 1813. 
 
Whenever there are in any country uncultivated 
lands and unemployed poor, it is clear that the laws 
of property have been so far extended as to violate 
natural right. 

Letter to Rev. James Madison, 1785 
 
 
 

 



 
4. Selections from Letters on Liberty and Rebellion 

 
God forbid we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion [as Shay’s 
Rebellion]. The people cannot be all, and always, well informed. The part which is wrong 
will be discontented in proportion to the importance of the facts they misconceive. If they 
remain quiet under such misconceptions it is a lethargy, the forerunner of death to the 
public liberty. We have had thirteen states independent eleven years. There has been one 
rebellion. That comes to one rebellion in a century and a half for each state. What country 
before ever existed a century and half without a rebellion? And what country can 
preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people 
preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms. The remedy is to set them right as to 
facts, pardon & pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree 
of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is 
its natural manure. Our Convention has been too much impressed by the insurrection of 
Massachusetts: and in the spur of the moment they are setting up a kite to keep the hen-
yard in order. 

Letter to William S. Smith, 1787 
 
The tumults in America [Shay’s Rebellion], I expected would have produced in Europe 
an unfavorable opinion of our political state. But it has not. On the contrary, the small 
effect of these tumults seems to have given more confidence in the firmness of our 
governments. The interposition of the people themselves on the side of government has 
had a great effect on the opinion here. am persuaded myself that the good sense of the 
people will always be found to be the best army. They may be led astray for a moment, 
but will soon correct themselves. The people are the only censors of their governors: and 
even their errors will tend to keep these to the true principles of their institution. To 
punish these errors too severely would be to suppress the only safeguard of the public 
liberty. The way to prevent these irregular interpositions of the people is to give them full 
information of their affairs through the channel of the public papers, and to contrive that 
those papers should penetrate the whole mass of the people. The basis of our 
governments being the opinion of the people, the very first object should be to keep that 
right; and were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without 
newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to 
prefer the latter. But I should mean that every man should receive those papers and be 
capable of reading them. 
Letter to Edward Carrington, 1787 
 
I have been told, that on the question of equal representation, our fellow-citizens in some 
sections of the State claim peremptorily a right of representation for their slaves. 
Principle will, in this, as in most other cases, open the way for us to correct conclusion. 
Were our State a pure democracy in which all its inhabitants should meet together to 
transact all their business, there would be yet excluded from their deliberations: 1. 
infants, until arrived at years of discretion; 2. women, who, to prevent deprivations of 
morals and ambiguity of issue, could not mix promiscuously in the public meetings of 
men; 3. slaves, from whom the unfortunate state of things with us takes away the rights of 



will and of property. Those then who have no will could not be permitted to exercise 
none in the popular assembly, and, of course, could delegate none to an agent in a 
representative assembly. 

Letter to Samuel Kercheval, 1816 
 

 


