
Our mission is to utilize fully the physical and scholarly resources ofGunston Hall to
stimulate continuing public exploration ofdemocratic ideals as first presented by

George Mason in the 1776Virginia Declaration ofRights.

Virginia
Declaration ofRights

In 1776, George Mason traveled to Williamsburg as a delegate to the Virginia
Convention. Mason arrived on May 17 and took his seat the following day as a member
of the committee charged with organizing a new colonial government. Mason,
frustrated with the proceedings of the committee, began writing his own plan for a
government. After nine days ofwork inside the Raleigh Tavern, Mason presented drafts
of the Virginia State Constitution and the Virginia Declaration of Rights to the
committee. After some revision, the Virginia Declaration ofRights was ratified by the
convention on June 12, 1776, an amazing 24 days after Mason's arrival in Williamsburg.

This historic declaration was the first of many founding documents to call for
individual liberties such as freedom of religion and freedom of the press.The language
adopted by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence shows the influence
of the Virginia Declaration of Rights. The democratic ideals articulated by George
Mason can also be seen in the United States Bill of Rights (1791), the French
Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789), and the United Nations Universal
Declaration ofHuman Rights (1948).

Mason's commitment to championing individual rights did not end with the Virginia
Declaration. Along with George Washington, James Madison, and others, he attended
the 1787 Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. He helped shape what would
become the United States government and a new model of democracy. In spite of
Mason's active participation at the convention, he refused to sign the completed
document, citing the lack ofa bill ofrights as a major objection.

The expressions of freedom and democracy in the Virginia Declaration ofRights live
on today. This statement of rights still serves as the opening section of Virginia's
Constitution. Today, every American enjoys the rights envisioned and fought for by
George Mason ofGunston Hall.

"That allmen are by nature

equally free and independent, and

have certain inherent rights. . . "

Drawn originally by GEORGEMASONofGunston Hall and

adopted by theVirginia Convention, June 12, 1776.
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Virginia Declaration ofRights

A DECLARATIONOFRIGHTS made by the Repreſentatives ofthe good people ofVIRGINIA, aſſembled
in full and free Convention; which rights do pertain to them and their poſterity, as the baſis and foundation of
Government.

Article 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.

Article 2. That all power is veſted in, and conſequently derived from, the people; that magiſtrates are their
truſtees and ſervants, and at all times amenable to them.

Article 3. That government is, or ought to be, inſtituted for the common benefit, protection, and ſecurity
ofthe people, nation or community; ofall the various modes and forms ofgovernment that is beſt, which
is capable ofproducing the greateſt degree ofhappineſs and ſafety and is moſt effectually ſecured againſt
the danger of maladminiſtration; and that, whenever any government ſhall be found inadequate or
contrary to theſe purpoſes, a majority ofthe community hath an indubitable, unalienable, and indefeaſible
right to reform, alter or aboliſh it, in ſuch manner as ſhall be judged moſt conducive to the publick weal.

Article 4. That no man, or ſet ofmen, are entitled to excluſive or ſeparate emoluments or privileges from
the community, but in conſideration ofpublick ſervices; which, not being deſcendible, neither ought the
offices ofmagiſtrate, legiſlator, or judge be hereditary.

Article 5. That the legiſlative and executive powers of the ſtate ſhould be ſeparate and diſtinct from the
judiciary; and, that the members of the two firſt may be reſtrained from oppreſſion by feeling and
participating the burthens of the people, they ſhould, at fixed periods, be reduced to a private ſtation,
return into that body from which they were originally taken, and the vacancies be supplied by frequent,
certain, and regular elections in which all, or any part of the former members, to be again eligible, or
ineligible, as the laws ſhall direct.

Article 6. That elections ofmembers to ſerve as repreſentatives ofthe 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 repreſentatives ſo elected, nor bound by any law to which they
have not, in like manner, aſſented, for the publick good.

Article 7. That all power ofſuſpending laws, or the execution of laws, by any authority without conſent of
the repreſentatives ofthe people is injurious to their rights and ought not to be exerciſed.

Article 8. That in all capital or criminal proſecutions a man hath a right to demand the cauſe and nature
ofhis accuſation to be confronted with the accuſers and witneſſes, to call for evidence in his favor, and to a
ſpeedy trial by an impartial jury of his vicinage, without whoſe unanimous conſent he cannot be found
guilty, nor can he be compelled to give evidence againſt himſelf; that no man be deprived of his liberty
except by the law ofthe land or the judgement ofhis peers.

Article 9. That exceſſive bail ought not to be required, nor exceſſive fines impoſed; nor cruel and unuſual
puniſhments inflicted.

Article 10. That general warrants, whereby any officer or meſſenger may be commanded to ſearch
ſuſpected places without evidence of a fact committed, or to ſeize any perſon or perſons not named, or
whoſe offense is not particularly deſcribed and ſupported by evidence, are grievous and oppreſſive and
ought not to be granted.

Article 11. That in controverſies reſpecting property and in ſuits between man and man, the ancient trial
by jury is preferable to any other and ought to be held ſacred.

Article 12. That the freedom of the preſs is one of the greatest bulwarks of liberty and can never be
reſtrained but by deſpotick governments.

Article 13. That a well regulated militia, compoſed of the body of the people, trained to arms, is the
proper, natural, and ſafe defence of a free ſtate; that ſtanding armies, in time ofpeace, ſhould be avoided
as dangerous to liberty; and that, in all caſes, the military ſhould be under ſtrict ſubordination to, and be
governed by, the civil power.

Article 14. That the people have a right to uniform government; and therefore, that no government
ſeparate from, or independent of, the government ofVirginia, ought to be erected or eſtabliſhed within
the limits thereof.

Article 15. That no free government, or the bleſſings 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.

Article 16. That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator and the manner ofdiſcharging it, can
be directed by reaſon and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore, all men are equally entitled
to the free exerciſe ofreligion, according to the dictates ofconſcience; and that it is the mutual duty ofall
to practiſe Chriſtian forbearance, love, and charity towards each other.

The above is the final text oftheVirginia Declaration ofRights. The following quotation is from the proceedings of
the GeneralConvention, 1776. "June 12—The Declaration ofRights having been fairly transcribed, was read a
third time, and passed."




