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Virginia Declaration of Rights - June 12, 1776 
Virginia’s Declaration of Rights was drawn upon by Thomas Jefferson for the opening paragraphs of the 
Declaration of Independence. It was widely copied by the other colonies and became the basis of the Bill of 
Rights. Written by George Mason, it was adopted by the Virginia Constitutional Convention on June 12, 1776. 

 
A DECLARATION OF RIGHTS made by the representatives of the good people of Virginia, assembled in full and 
free convention which rights do pertain to them and their posterity, as the basis and foundation of government. 

Section 8. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions a man has a right to demand the cause and nature of his 
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 twelve men 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 of the land or the judgment of his peers. 

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

Section 10. That general warrants, whereby an 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. 

Section 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. 

Section 12. That the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be restrained 
but by despotic governments. 

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

Section 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; 

❙ Source: https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/virginia-declaration-of-rights 

The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (Bill No. 82) Adopted in 1785 
Excerpt: 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. 

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. 

❙ Source: https://www.monticello.org/site/research-and-collections/virginia-statute-religious-freedom 
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