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How did we first leave the state of nature? Need drew
us into union and vice obliged us to establish a written
law for the sake of our own freedom and security. The
time is ripe for us to establish our own constitution,
founded on the principle that the law is king. We must
break from England. As for religion, God’s plan was
that there should be diversity of opinion among us and
that all faiths should be equally protected under law.

Sections 1–13
Of the Origin and Design
of Government in General
with Concise Remarks on the
English Constitution
Some writers have so confounded society with
government, as to leave little or no distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but
have different origins. Society is produced by our
wants, and government by wickedness; the former
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promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our vices.
The one encourages intercourse, the other creates
distinctions. The first is a patron, the last a punisher.
Society in every state is a blessing, but government even in its best state is but a necessary evil; in
its worst state an intolerable one; for when we suffer,
or are exposed to the same miseries by a government,
which we might expect in a country without government, our calamity is heightened by reflecting that
we furnish the means by which we suffer. Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence; the
palaces of kings are built on the ruins of the bowers of
paradise. For were the impulses of conscience clear,
uniform, and irresistibly obeyed, man would need no
other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds
it necessary to surrender up a part of his property
to furnish means for the protection of the rest; and
this he is induced to do by the same prudence which
in every other case advises him out of two evils to
choose the least. Wherefore, security being the true
design and end of government, it unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof appears most likely
to ensure it to us, with the least expence and greatest
benefit, is preferable to all others.
In order to gain a clear and just idea of the design
and end of government, let us suppose a small number of persons settled in some sequestered part of the
earth, unconnected with the rest, they will then represent the first peopling of any country, or of the world.
In this state of natural liberty, society will be their first
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thought. A thousand motives will excite them thereto,
the strength of one man is so unequal to his wants,
and his mind so unfitted for perpetual solitude, that
he is soon obliged to seek assistance and relief of another, who in his turn requires the same. Four or five
united would be able to raise a tolerable dwelling in
the midst of a wilderness, but one man might labour
out the common period of life without accomplishing
any thing; when he had felled his timber he could not
remove it, nor erect it after it was removed; hunger in
the mean time would urge him from his work, and every different want call him a different way. Disease, nay
even misfortune would be death, for though neither
might be mortal, yet either would disable him from
living, and reduce him to a state in which he might
rather be said to perish than to die.
This necessity, like a gravitating power, would
soon form our newly arrived emigrants into society,
the reciprocal blessing of which, would supersede,
and render the obligations of law and government
unnecessary while they remained perfectly just to
each other; but as nothing but heaven is impregnable
to vice, it will unavoidably happen, that in proportion
as they surmount the first difficulties of emigration,
which bound them together in a common cause, they
will begin to relax in their duty and attachment to
each other; and this remissness, will point out the necessity, of establishing some form of government to
supply the defect of moral virtue.
Some convenient tree will afford them a StateHouse, under the branches of which, the whole col473
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ony may assemble to deliberate on public matters. It
is more than probable that their first laws will have
the title only of regulations, and be enforced by no
other penalty than public disesteem. In this first parliament every man, by natural right, will have a seat.
But as the colony increases, the public concerns
will increase likewise, and the distance at which the
members may be separated, will render it too inconvenient for all of them to meet on every occasion as
at first, when their number was small, their habitations near, and the public concerns few and trifling.
This will point out the convenience of their consenting to leave the legislative part to be managed by a
select number chosen from the whole body, who are
supposed to have the same concerns at stake which
those have who appointed them, and who will act in
the same manner as the whole body would act were
they present.
If the colony continues increasing, it will become
necessary to augment the number of the representatives, and that the interest of every part of the colony
may be attended to, it will be found best to divide
the whole into convenient parts, each part sending
its proper number; and that the elected might never
form to themselves an interest separate from the electors, prudence will point out the propriety of having
elections often; because as the elected might by that
means return and mix again with the general body
of the electors in a few months, their fidelity to the
public will be secured by the prudent reflexion of not
making a rod for themselves. And as this frequent
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interchange will establish a common interest with
every part of the community, they will mutually and
naturally support each other, and on this (not on the
unmeaning name of king) depends the strength of
government, and the happiness of the governed.
Here then is the origin and rise of government;
namely, a mode rendered necessary by the inability
of moral virtue to govern the world; here too is the
design and end of government, viz. freedom and security. And however our eyes may be dazzled with
snow, or our ears deceived by sound; however prejudice may warp our wills, or interest darken our understanding, the simple voice of nature and of reason
will say, it is right.
I draw my idea of the form of government from
a principle in nature, which no art can overturn, viz.
that the more simple any thing is, the less liable it is
to be disordered, and the easier repaired when disordered; and with this maxim in view, I offer a few
remarks on the so much boasted constitution of England. That it was noble for the dark and slavish times
in which it was erected, is granted. When the world
was over run with tyranny the least remove therefrom was a glorious rescue. But that it is imperfect,
subject to convulsions, and incapable of producing
what it seems to promise, is easily demonstrated.
Absolute governments (tho’ the disgrace of human nature) have this advantage with them, that they
are simple; if the people suffer, they know the head
from which their suffering springs, know likewise
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the remedy, and are not bewildered by a variety of
causes and cures. But the constitution of England is
so exceedingly complex, that the nation may suffer
for years together without being able to discover in
which part the fault lies, some will say in one and
some in another, and every political physician will
advise a different medicine.
I know it is difficult to get over local or long
standing prejudices, yet if we will suffer ourselves to
examine the component parts of the English constitution, we shall find them to be the base remains of
two ancient tyrannies, compounded with some new
republican materials.
First.—The remains of monarchical tyranny in
the person of the king.
Secondly.—The remains of aristocratical tyranny
in the persons of the peers.
Thirdly.—The new republican materials, in the
persons of the commons, on whose virtue depends
the freedom of England.

Sections 49–53
Thoughts on the Present State
of American Affairs
But where says some is the King of America? I’ll
tell you Friend, he reigns above, and doth not make
havoc of mankind like the Royal Brute of Britain. Yet
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that we may not appear to be defective even in earthly
honors, let a day be solemnly set apart for proclaiming the charter; let it be brought forth placed on the
divine law, the word of God; let a crown be placed
thereon, by which the world may know, that so far as
we approve as monarchy, that in America the law
is king. For as in absolute governments the King is
law, so in free countries the law ought to be King; and
there ought to be no other. But lest any ill use should
afterwards arise, let the crown at the conclusion of
the ceremony be demolished, and scattered among
the people whose right it is.
A government of our own is our natural right:
And when a man seriously reflects on the precariousness of human affairs, he will become convinced,
that it is infinitely wiser and safer, to form a constitution of our own in a cool deliberate manner, while
we have it in our power, than to trust such an interesting event to time and chance. If we omit it now,
some Massanello [Thomas Anello, otherwise Massanello, a fisherman of Naples, who after spiriting up
his countrymen in the public market place, against
the oppression of the Spaniards, to whom the place
was then subject, prompted them to revolt, and in
the space of a day became king] may hereafter arise,
who laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect together the desperate and discontented, and by
assuming to themselves the powers of government,
may sweep away the liberties of the continent like a
deluge. Should the government of America return
again into the hands of Britain, the tottering situation
of things, will be a temptation for some desperate ad477
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venturer to try his fortune; and in such a case, what
relief can Britain give? Ere she could hear the news,
the fatal business might be done; and ourselves suffering like the wretched Britons under the oppression
of the Conqueror.
Ye that oppose independance now, ye know not
what ye do; ye are opening a door to eternal tyranny,
by keeping vacant the seat of government. There are
thousands, and tens of thousands, who would think it
glorious to expel from the continent, that barbarous
and hellish power, which hath stirred up the Indians
and Negroes to destroy us, the cruelty hath a double
guilt, it is dealing brutally by us, and treacherously
by them.
To talk of friendship with those in whom our
reason forbids us to have faith, and our affections
wounded through a thousand pores instruct us to
detest, is madness and folly. Every day wears out the
little remains of kindred between us and them, and
can there be any reason to hope, that as the relationship expires, the affection will increase, or that we
shall agree better, when we have ten times more and
greater concerns to quarrel over than ever?
Ye that tell us of harmony and reconciliation, can
ye restore to us the time that is past? Can ye give to
prostitution its former innocence? Neither can ye
reconcile Britain and America. The last cord now
is broken, the people of England are presenting addresses against us. There are injuries which nature
cannot forgive; she would cease to be nature if she
did. As well can the lover forgive the ravisher of his
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mistress, as the continent forgive the murders of Britain. The Almighty hath implanted in us these unextinguishable feelings for good and wise purposes.
They are the guardians of his image in our hearts.
They distinguish us from the herd of common animals. The social compact would dissolve, and justice
be extirpated from the earth, or have only a casual
existence were we callous to the touches of affection.
The robber, and the murderer, would often escape
unpunished, did not the injuries which our tempers
sustain, provoke us into justice.
O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not
only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every
spot of the old world is overrun with oppression.
Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia,
and Africa, have long expelled her.—Europe regards
her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in
time an asylum for mankind.

Section 22
Of the Present Ability of America
with Some Miscellaneous Reflexions
As to religion, I hold it to be the indispensible
duty of all government, to protect all conscientious
professors thereof, and I know of no other business
which government hath to do therewith. Let a man
throw aside that narrowness of soul, that selfishness
of principle, which the niggards of all professions are
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so unwilling to part with, and he will be at once delivered of his fears on that head. Suspicion is the companion of mean souls, and the bane of all good society. For myself, I fully and conscientiously believe,
that it is the will of the Almighty, that there should be
diversity of religious opinions among us: It affords a
larger field for our Christian kindness. Were we all of
one way of thinking, our religious dispositions would
want matter for probation; and on this liberal principle, I look on the various denominations among us,
to be like children of the same family, differing only,
in what is called, their Christian names.
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