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  Precursors to the Bill of Rights in the States (excerpts)  

Virginia Declaration of Rights 

(excerpts)

June 12, 1776

[Virginia Declaration of Rights. 12 June 1776. In the Public Domain. Full version available at The

Founders' Constitution.]

 

1. That all men are by nature equally free and independent, and have certain inherent rights, of which,

when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their posterity;

namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and

pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.

6. That elections of members to serve as Representatives of the people, in Assembly, ought to be free;

and that all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with, and attachment to,

the community, have the right of suffrage, and cannot be taxed or deprived of their property for publick

uses without their own consent or that of their Representative so elected, nor bound by any law to

which they have not, in like manner, assented, for the publick good.

15. That no free Government, or the blessing of liberty, can be preserved to any people but by a firm

adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue, and by frequent recurrence to

fundamental principles.

16. That Religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging it, can be

directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and, therefore, all men are equally

entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; and that it is the mutual

duty of all to practise Christian forbearance, love, and charity, towards each other.

Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776, Declaration of Rights

(excerpts)

1776

[Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776, Declaration of Rights. 1776. In the Public Domain. Full Version

available at the Founders' Constitution.]

I. That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain natural, inherent and

inalienable rights, amongst which are, the enjoying and defending life and liberty, acquiring, possessing
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and protecting property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.

II. That all men have a natural and unalienable right to worship Almighty God according to the dictates

of their own consciences and understanding: And that no man ought or of right can be compelled to

attend any religious worship, or erect or support any place of worship, or maintain any ministry,

contrary to, or against, his own free will and consent: Nor can any man, who acknowledges the being of

a God, be justly deprived or abridged of any civil right as a citizen, on account of his religious

sentiments or peculiar mode of religious worship: And that no authority can or ought to be vested in, or

assumed by any power whatever, that shall in any case interfere with, or in any manner controul, the

right of conscience in the free exercise of religious worship.

XIV. That a frequent recurrence to fundamental principles, and a firm adherence to justice, moderation,

temperance, industry, and frugality are absolutely necessary to preserve the blessings of liberty, and

keep a government free: The people ought therefore to pay particular attention to these points in the

choice of officers and representatives, and have a right to exact a due and constant regard to them,

from their legislatures and magistrates, in the making and executing such laws as are necessary for the

good government of the state. 

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, Declaration of Rights

(excerpts)

1780

[Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, Declaration of Rights. 1780. In the Public Domain. Full version

available at The Founders’ Constitution.]

Art. I.--All men are born free and equal, and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable rights;

among which may be reckoned the right of enjoying and defending their lives and liberties; that of

acquiring, possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking and obtaining their safety and

happiness.

II.--It is the right as well as the duty of all men in society, publicly, and at stated seasons, to worship the

SUPREME BEING, the great creator and preserver of the universe. And no subject shall be hurt,

molested, or restrained, in his person, liberty, or estate, for worshipping GOD in the manner and season

most agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience; or for his religious profession or sentiments;

provided he doth not disturb the public peace, or obstruct others in their religious worship.

III.--As the happiness of a people, and the good order and preservation of civil government, essentially

depend upon piety, religion and morality; and as these cannot be generally diffused through a

community, but by the institution of the public worship of GOD, and of public instructions in piety,

religion and morality: Therefore, to promote their happiness and to secure the good order and

preservation of their government, the people of this Commonwealth have a right to invest their

legislature with power to authorize and require, and the legislature shall, from time to time, authorize

and require, the several towns, parishes, precincts, and other bodies-politic, or religious societies, to

make suitable provision, at their own expense, for the institution of the public worship of GOD, and for

the support and maintenance of public protestant teachers of piety, religion and morality, in all cases

where such provision shall not be made voluntarily. And the people of this Commonwealth have also a

right to, and do, invest their legislature with authority to enjoin upon all the subjects an attendance

upon the instructions of the public teachers aforesaid, at stated times and seasons, if there be any on

whose instructions they can conscientiously and conveniently attend.

XVIII.--A frequent recurrence to the fundamental principles of the constitution, and a constant
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adherence to those of piety, justice, moderation, temperance, industry, and frugality, are absolutely

necessary to preserve the advantages of liberty, and to maintain a free government: The people ought,

consequently, to have a particular attention to all those principles, in the choice of their officers and

representatives: And they have a right to require of their law-givers and magistrates, an exact and

constant observance of them, in the formation and execution of the laws necessary for the good

administration of the Commonwealth.  

 

Virginia Ratifying convention, Proposed Amendment 

(excerpt)

June 27, 1788

[Virginia Ratifying Convention, Proposed Amendments. June 27, 1788. In the Public Domain. Full version

available at The Founders' Constitution]

That there be a declaration or bill of rights asserting, and securing from encroachment, the essential

and unalienable rights of the people, in some such manner as the following:-- 1st. That there are certain

natural rights, of which men, when they form a social compact, cannot deprive or divest their posterity;

among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring, possessing, and

protecting property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.

North Carolina Ratifying Convention, Proposed Declaration of Rights Amendments 

(excerpt)

August 1, 1788

[North Carolina Ratifying Convention, Proposed Declaration of Rights Amendments. 1 August 1788. In

the Public Domain. Full version available at The Founders' Constitution.]

1. That there are certain natural rights, of which men, when they form a social compact, cannot

deprive or divest their posterity, among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of

acquiring, possessing, and protecting property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.
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