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Introduction by David Eakins 
Thomas Jefferson was one of the 

greatest presidents in the history of the United 
States. So it is tempting to repeat the simple (if 
not simple-minded) hero-worshipping verities 
that we all picked up in our early schooling. But 
Jefferson deserves better than that. He was a 
slave-owner and an aristocrat, to be sure, but he 
was also a true “renaissance man”: a scholar, 
inventor., scientist, architect, educator, farmer. 
But most of all, Jefferson was a practicing 
politician. As a Virginia gentleman, he felt 
bound to serve in his colony’s House of 
Burgesses where he took an early and daring 
stand against the British. He was twice elected as 
a delegate to the revolutionary Continental 
Congress, and, in between, served as Virginia’s 
governor. At war’s end he was the American 
minister to France and later supported that 
nation’s revolution. Back home, under the new 
Constitution, he served as Secretary of State and 
Vice President before his election to the 
Presidency in 1800. 

Jefferson is an elusive, hard-to-pin-
down figure in some respects. Unlike the 
political theorists we have read thus far, he never 
wrote anything like a treatise on government or 
politics. His ideas on those subjects must be 
drawn from his letters and public papers. 
Moreover, he changed his mind on a wife variety 
of issues, depending on changes in the national 
political-economy; on his practical application of 
abstract principles; and on his more mature 
consideration of earlier notions. But much 
endures, even so. When Jefferson wrote his own 
epitaph he wanted to be remembered as “Author 
of the Declaration of American Independence, of 
the Statute of Virginia for religious freedom, and 
Father of the University of Virginia.” It is a 
revealing statement. He preferred to be 
remembered more for “his contributions to the 
cause of liberty”1 than for his high offices or 
positions of power over others. The enduring 
Jefferson, then, reflects the Enlightenment at its 
best in his powerful definitions of religious and 
civil liberties. They remain as fresh and 
controversial and moving as when he wrote 
them. 

 

                                                
1 Edward Dumbauld, ed., The Political Writing 
of Thomas Jefferson (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1955), p. x. 
 

Letter to John Adams (on “Natural Aristocracy), 
1813 

To John Adams  

Monticello, October 28, 1813  

DEAR SIR,  

— According to the reservation between us, of taking 
up one of the subjects of our correspondence at a 
time, I turn to your letters of Aug. 16. and Sep. 2.  

The passage you quote from Theognis, I think has an 
Ethical, rather than a political object. The whole 
piece is a moral exhortation, parainesis, and this 
passage particularly seems to be a reproof to man, 
who, while with his domestic animals he is curious to 
improve the race by employing always the finest 
male, pays no attention to the improvement of his 
own race, but intermarries with the vicious, the ugly, 
or the old, for considerations of wealth or ambition. It 
is in conformity with the principle adopted afterwards 
by the Pythagoreans, and expressed by Ocellus in 
another form. Peri de tes ek ton allelon anthropon 
geneseos etc. -- oych edones eneka e mixis. Which, as 
literally as intelligibility will admit, may be thus 
translated. ‘Concerning the interprocreation of men, 
how, and of whom it shall be, in a perfect manner, 
and according to the laws of modesty and sanctity, 
conjointly, this is what I think right. First to lay it 
down that we do not commix for the sake of pleasure, 
but of the procreation of children. For the powers, the 
organs and desires for coition have not been given by 
god to man for the sake of pleasure, but for the 
procreation of the race. For as it were incongruous 
for a mortal born to partake of divine life, the 
immortality of the race being taken away, god 
fulfilled the purpose by making the generations 
uninterrupted and continuous. This therefore we are 
especially to lay down as a principle, that coition is 
not for the sake of pleasure.’ But Nature, not trusting 
to this moral and abstract motive, seems to have 
provided more securely for the perpetuation of the 
species by making it the effect of the oestrum 
implanted in the constitution of both sexes. And not 
only has the commerce of love been indulged on this 
unhallowed impulse, but made subservient also to 
wealth and ambition by marriages without regard to 
the beauty, the healthiness, the understanding, or 
virtue of the subject from which we are to breed. The 
selecting the best male for a Haram of well chosen 
females also, which Theognis seems to recommend 
from the example of our sheep and asses, would 
doubtless improve the human, as it does the brute 
animal, and produce a race of veritable aristoi 



["aristocrats"]. For experience proves that the 
moral and physical qualities of man, whether 
good or evil, are transmissible in a certain degree 
from father to son. But I suspect that the equal 
rights of men will rise up against this privileged 
Solomon, and oblige us to continue acquiescence 
under the 'Amayrosis geneos aston ["the 
degeneration of the race of men"] which 
Theognis complains of, and to content ourselves 
with the accidental aristoi produced by the 
fortuitous concourse of breeders. For I agree 
with you that there is a natural aristocracy among 
men. The grounds of this are virtue and talents. 
Formerly bodily powers gave place among the 
aristoi. But since the invention of gunpowder has 
armed the weak as well as the strong with 
missile death, bodily strength, like beauty, good 
humor, politeness and other accomplishments, 
has become but an auxiliary ground of 
distinction. There is also an artificial aristocracy 
founded on wealth and birth, without either 
virtue or talents; for with these it would belong 
to the first class. The natural aristocracy I 
consider as the most precious gift of nature for 
the instruction, the trusts, and government of 
society. And indeed it would have been 
inconsistent in creation to have formed man for 
the social state, and not to have provided virtue 
and wisdom enough to manage the concerns of 
the society. May we not even say that that form 
of government is the best which provides the 
most effectually for a pure selection of these 
natural aristoi into the offices of government? 
The artificial aristocracy is a mischievous 
ingredient in government, and provision should 
be made to prevent it's ascendancy. On the 
question, What is the best provision, you and I 
differ; but we differ as rational friends, using the 
free exercise of our own reason, and mutually 
indulging it's errors. You think it best to put the 
Pseudo-aristoi into a separate chamber of 
legislation where they may be hindered from 
doing mischief by their coordinate branches, and 
where also they may be a protection to wealth 
against the Agrarian and plundering enterprises 
of the Majority of the people. I think that to give 
them power in order to prevent them from doing 
mischief, is arming them for it, and increasing 
instead of remedying the evil. For if the 
coordinate branches can arrest their action, so 
may they that of the coordinates. Mischief may 
be done negatively as well as positively. Of this 
a cabal in the Senate of the U.S. has furnished 
many proofs. Nor do I believe them necessary to 
protect the wealthy; because enough of these will 
find their way into every branch of the 

legislation to protect themselves. From 15. to 20. 
legislatures of our own, in action for 30. years past, 
have proved that no fears of an equalisation of 
property are to be apprehended from them.  

I think the best remedy is exactly that provided by all 
our constitutions, to leave to the citizens the free 
election and separation of the aristoi from the 
pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from the chaff. In 
general they will elect the real good and wise. In 
some instances, wealth may corrupt, and birth blind 
them; but not in sufficient degree to endanger the 
society.  

It is probable that our difference of opinion may in 
some measure be produced by a difference of 
character in those among whom we live. From what I 
have seen of Massachusetts and Connecticut myself, 
and still more from what I have heard, and the 
character given of the former by yourself, [vol. 1. pa. 
111.] who know them so much better, there seems to 
be in those two states a traditionary reverence for 
certain families, which has rendered the offices of the 
government nearly hereditary in those families. I 
presume that from an early period of your history, 
members of these families happening to possess 
virtue and talents, have honestly exercised them for 
the good of the people, and by their services have 
endeared their names to them.  

In coupling Connecticut with you, I mean it 
politically only, not morally. For having made the 
Bible the Common law of their land they seem to 
have modeled their morality on the story of Jacob and 
Laban. But altho' this hereditary succession to office 
with you may in some degree be founded in real 
family merit, yet in a much higher degree it has 
proceeded from your strict alliance of church and 
state. These families are canonised in the eyes of the 
people on the common principle `you tickle me, and I 
will tickle you.' In Virginia we have nothing of this. 
Our clergy, before the revolution, having been 
secured against rivalship by fixed salaries, did not 
give themselves the trouble of acquiring influence 
over the people. Of wealth, there were great 
accumulations in particular families, handed down 
from generation to generation under the English law 
of entails. But the only object of ambition for the 
wealthy was a seat in the king's council. All their 
court then was paid to the crown and it's creatures; 
and they Philipised in all collisions between the king 
and people. Hence they were unpopular; and that 
unpopularity continues attached to their names. A 
Randolph, a Carter, or a Burwell must have great 



personal superiority over a common competitor 
to be elected by the people, even at this day.  

At the first session of our legislature after the 
Declaration of Independence, we passed a law 
abolishing entails. And this was followed by one 
abolishing the privilege of Primogeniture, and 
dividing the lands of intestates equally among all 
their children, or other representatives. These 
laws, drawn by myself, laid the axe to the root of 
Pseudo-aristocracy. And had another which I 
prepared been adopted by the legislature, our 
work would have been compleat. It was a Bill for 
the more general diffusion of learning. This 
proposed to divide every county into wards of 5. 
or 6. miles square, like your townships; to 
establish in each ward a free school for reading, 
writing and common arithmetic; to provide for 
the annual selection of the best subjects from 
these schools who might receive at the public 
expense a higher degree of education at a district 
school; and from these district schools to select a 
certain number of the most promising subjects to 
be compleated at an University, where all the 
useful sciences should be taught. Worth and 
genius would thus have been sought out from 
every condition of life, and compleatly prepared 
by education for defeating the competition of 
wealth and birth for public trusts.  

My proposition had for a further object to impart 
to these wards those portions of self-government 
for which they are best qualified, by confiding to 
them the care of their poor, their roads, police, 
elections, the nomination of jurors, 
administration of justice in small cases, 
elementary exercises of militia, in short, to have 
made them little republics, with a Warden at the 
head of each, for all those concerns which, being 
under their eye, they would better manage than 
the larger republics of the county or state. A 
general call of ward-meetings by their Wardens 
on the same day thro' the state would at any time 
produce the genuine sense of the people on any 
required point, and would enable the state to act 
in mass, as your people have so often done, and 
with so much effect, by their town meetings. The 
law for religious freedom, which made a part of 
this system, having put down the aristocracy of 
the clergy, and restored to the citizen the 
freedom of the mind, and those of entails and 
descents nurturing an equality of condition 
among them, this on Education would have 
raised the mass of the people to the high ground 
of moral respectability necessary to their own 

safety, and to orderly government; and would have 
compleated the great object of qualifying them to 
select the veritable aristoi, for the trusts of 
government, to the exclusion of the Pseudalists: and 
the same Theognis who has furnished the epigraphs 
of your two letters assures us that `oydemian po Kyrn 
agathoi polin olesan andres, ["Curnis, good men 
have never harmed any city"]'. Altho' this law has not 
yet been acted on but in a small and inefficient 
degree, it is still considered as before the legislature, 
with other bills of the revised code, not yet taken up, 
and I have great hope that some patriotic spirit will, 
at a favorable moment, call it up, and make it the 
key-stone of the arch of our government.  

With respect to Aristocracy, we should further 
consider that, before the establishment of the 
American states, nothing was known to History but 
the Man of the old world, crouded within limits either 
small or overcharged, and steeped in the vices which 
that situation generates. A government adapted to 
such men would be one thing; but a very different 
one that for the Man of these states. Here every one 
may have land to labor for himself if he chuses; or, 
preferring the exercise of any other industry, may 
exact for it such compensation as not only to afford a 
comfortable subsistence, but where-with to provide 
for a cessation from labor in old age. Every one, by 
his property, or by his satisfactory situation, is 
interested in the support of law and order. And such 
men maysafely and advantageously reserve to 
themselves a wholsome controul over their public 
affairs, and a degree of freedom, which in the hands 
of the Canaille of the cities of Europe, would be 
instantly perverted to the demolition and destruction 
of every thing public and private. The history of the 
last 25. years of France, and of the last 40. years in 
America, nay of it's last 200. years, proves the truth 
of both parts of this observation.  

But even in Europe a change has sensibly taken place 
in the mind of Man. Science had liberated the ideas 
of those who read and reflect, and the American 
example had kindled feelings of right in the people. 
An insurrection has consequently begun, of science, 
talents and courage against rank and birth, which 
have fallen into contempt. It has failed in it's first 
effort, because the mobs of the cities, the instrument 
used for it's accomplishment, debased by ignorance, 
poverty and vice, could not be restrained to rational 
action. But the world will recover from the panic of 
this first catastrophe. Science is progressive, and 
talents and enterprize on the alert. Resort may be had 
to the people of the country, a more governable 
power from their principles and subordination; and 



rank, and birth, and tinsel-aristocracy will finally 
shrink into insignificance, even there. This 
however we have no right to meddle with. It 
suffices for us, if the moral and physical 
condition of our own citizens qualifies them to 
select the able and good for the direction of their 
government, with a recurrence of elections at 
such short periods as will enable them to 
displace an unfaithful servant before the mischief 
he meditates may be irremediable.  

I have thus stated my opinion on a point on 
which we differ, not with a view to controversy, 
for we are both too old to change opinions which 
are the result of a long life of inquiry and 
reflection; but on the suggestion of a former 
letter of yours, that we ought not to die before 
we have explained ourselves to each other. We 
acted in perfect harmony thro' a long and 
perilous contest for our liberty and 
independance. A constitution has been acquired 
which, tho neither of us think perfect, yet both 
consider as competent to render our fellow-
citizens the happiest and the securest on whom 
the sun has ever shone. If we do not think 

exactly alike as to it's imperfections, it matters little 
to our country which, after devoting to it long lives of 
disinterested labor, we have delivered over to our 
successors in life, who will be able to take care of it, 
and of themselves.  

Of the pamphlet on aristocracy which has been sent 
to you, or who may be its author, I have heard 
nothing but thro' your letter. If the person you suspect 
it may be known from the quaint, mystical and 
hyperbolical ideas, involved in affected, new-fangled 
and pedantic terms, which stamp his writings. 
Whatever it be, I hope your quiet is not to be affected 
at this day by the rudeness of intemperance of 
scribblers; but that you may continue in tranquility to 
live and to rejoice in the prosperity of our country 
until it shall be your own wish to take your seat 
among the Aristoi who have gone before you.  

Ever and affectionately yours. 
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Correspondence of Abigail Adams and John Adams, March 31 to April 5, 1776  
https://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/aea/cfm/doc.cfm?id=L17760331aa 
  
Braintree March 31, 1776 [Abigail to John] 
I wish you would ever write me a Letter half as long as 
I write you; and tell me if you may where your Fleet 
are gone? What sort of Defence Virginia can make 
against our common Enemy? Whether it is so situated 
as to make an able Defence? Are not the Gentery 
Lords and the common people vassals, are they not 
like the uncivilized Natives Brittain represents us to 
be? I hope their Riffel Men who have shewen 
themselves very savage and even Blood thirsty; are not 
a specimen of the Generality of the people. 
 I  [illegible]  am willing to allow the Colony great 
merrit for having produced a Washington but they 
have been shamefully duped by a Dunmore. 
 I have sometimes been ready to think that the 
passion for Liberty cannot be Eaquelly Strong in the 
Breasts of those who have been accustomed to deprive 
their fellow Creatures of theirs. Of this I am certain 
that it is not founded upon that generous and christian 
principal of doing to others as we would that others 
should do unto us. 
 Do not you want to see Boston; I am fearfull of 
the small pox, or I should have been in before this 
time. I got Mr. Crane to go to our House and see what 
state it was in. I find it has been occupied by one of 
the Doctors of a Regiment, very dirty, but no other 
damage has been done to it. The few things which 
were left in it are all gone. Cranch has the key which 
he never deliverd up. I have wrote to him for it and am 
determined to get it cleand as soon as possible and 
shut it up. I look upon it a new acquisition of property, 
a property which one month ago I did not value at a 
single Shilling, and could with pleasure have seen it in 
flames. 
 The Town in General is left in a better state than 
we expected, more oweing to a percipitate flight than 
any Regard to the inhabitants, tho some individuals 
discoverd a sense of honour and justice and have left 
the rent of the Houses in which they were, for the 
owners and the furniture unhurt, or if damaged 
sufficent to make it good. 
 Others have committed abominable Ravages. The 
Mansion House of your President is safe and the 
furniture unhurt whilst both the House and Furniture 
of the Solisiter General have fallen a prey to their own 
merciless party. Surely the very Fiends feel a 
Reverential awe for Virtue and patriotism, whilst they 
Detest the paricide and traitor.  
 I feel very differently at the approach of spring to 
what I did a month ago. We knew not then whether we 
could plant or sow with safety, whether when we had 
toild we could reap the fruits of our own industery, 
whether we could rest in our own Cottages, or whether 

we should not be driven from the sea coasts to seek shelter 
in the wilderness, but now we feel as if we might sit under 
our own vine and eat the good of the land. 
 I feel a gaieti de Coar to which before I was a stranger. 
I think the Sun looks brighter, the Birds sing more 
melodiously, and Nature puts on a more chearfull 
countanance. We feel a temporary peace, and the poor 
fugitives are returning to their deserted habitations. 
 Tho we felicitate ourselves, we sympathize with those 
who are trembling least the Lot of Boston should be theirs. 
But they cannot be in similar circumstances unless 
pusilanimity and cowardise should take possession of 
them. They have time and warning given them to see the 
Evil and shun it. -- I long to hear that you have declared an 
independency -- and by the way in the new Code of Laws 
which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I 
desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more 
generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do 
not put such unlimited power into the hands of the 
Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they 
could. If perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the 
Laidies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will 
not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have 
no voice, or Representation. 
 That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so 
thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but such 
of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title 
of Master for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. 
Why then, not put it out of the power of the vicious and the 
lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. 
Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat 
us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as 
Beings placed by providence under your protection and in 
immitation of the Supreem Being make use of that power 
only for our happiness.  
 
April 5  
Not having an opportunity of sending this I shall add a few 
lines more; tho not with a heart so gay. I have been 
attending the sick chamber of our Neighbour Trot whose 
affliction I most sensibly feel but cannot discribe, striped 
of two lovely children in one week. Gorge the Eldest died 
on wedensday and Billy the youngest on fryday, with the 
Canker fever, a terible disorder so much like the throat 
distemper, that it differs but little from it. Betsy Cranch has 
been very bad, but upon the recovery. Becky Peck they do 
not expect will live out the day. Many grown persons are 
now sick with it, in this street 5. It rages much in other 
Towns. The Mumps too are very frequent. Isaac is now 
confined with it. Our own little flock are yet well. My 
Heart trembles with anxiety for them. God preserve them. 
 I want to hear much oftener from you than I do. March 
8 [John to Abigail, 08 March 1776] was the last date of any 
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that I have yet had. -- You inquire of whether I am 
making Salt peter. I have not yet attempted it, but after 
Soap making believe I shall make the experiment. I 
find as much as I can do to manufacture cloathing for 
my family whowhich would else be Naked. I know of 
but one person in this part of the Town who has made 
any, that is Mr. Tertias Bass as he is calld who has got 
very near an hundred weight which has been found to 
be very good. I have heard of some others in the other 
parishes. Mr. Reed of Weymouth has been applied to, 
to go to Andover to the mills which are now at work, 
and has gone. I have lately seen a small Manuscrip 
describing the proportions for the various sorts of 
powder,such asfit for cannon, small arms and pistols 
 [illegible]  . If it would be of any Service your way I 
will get it transcribed and send it to you. -- Every one 
of your Friends send their Regards, and all the little 
ones. Your Brothers youngest child lies bad with 
convulsion fitts. Adieu. I need not say how much I am 
Your ever faithfull Friend. 
  
Ap. 14, 1776 [John to Abigail] 
 You justly complain of my short Letters, but the 
critical State of Things and the Multiplicity of 
Avocations must plead my Excuse.You ask where the 
Fleet is. The inclosed Papers will inform you. You ask 
what Sort of Defence Virginia can make. I believe 
they will make an able Defence. Their Militia and 
minute Men have been some time employed in 
training them selves, and they have Nine Battallions of 
regulars as they call them, maintained among them, 
under good Officers, at the Continental Expence. They 
have set up a Number of Manufactories of Fire Arms, 
which are busily employed. They are tolerably 
supplied with Powder, and are successfull and 
assiduous, in making Salt Petre. Their neighbouring 
Sister or rather Daughter Colony of North Carolina, 
which is a warlike Colony, and has several Battallions 
at the Continental Expence, as well as a pretty good 
Militia, are ready to assist them, and they are in very 
good Spirits, and seem determined to make a brave 
Resistance. -- The Gentry are very rich, and the 
common People very poor. 
 This Inequality of Property, gives an 
Aristocratical Turn to all their Proceedings, and 
occasions a strong Aversion in their Patricians, to 
Common Sense. But the Spirit of these Barons, is 
coming down, and it must submit.  
 It is very true, as you observe they have been 
duped by Dunmore. But this is a Common Case. All 
the Colonies are duped, more or less, at one Time and 
another. A more egregious Bubble was never blown 
up, than the Story of Commissioners coming to treat 
with the Congress. Yet it has gained Credit like a 
Charm, not only without but against the clearest 
Evidence. I never shall forget the Delusion, which 

seized our best and most sagacious Friends the dear 
Inhabitants of Boston, the Winter before last. Credulity and 
the Want of Foresight, are Imperfections in the human 
Character, that no Politician can sufficiently guard against. 
 You have given me some Pleasure, by your Account 
of a certain House in Queen Street. I had burned it, long 
ago, in Imagination. It rises now to my View like a 
Phoenix. -- What shall I say of the Solicitor General? I pity 
his pretty Children, I pity his father, and his sisters. I wish I 
could be clear that it is no moral Evil to pity him and his 
Lady. Upon Repentance they will certainly have a large 
Share in the Compassions of many. But  [illegible]  let Us 
take Warning and give it to our Children. Whenever 
Vanity, and Gaiety, a Love of Pomp and Dress, Furniture, 
Equipage, Buildings, great Company, expensive 
Diversions, and elegant Entertainments get the better of the 
Principles and Judgments of Men or Women there is no 
knowing where they will stop, nor into what Evils, natural, 
moral, or political, they will lead us.  
 Your Description of your own Gaiety de Coeur, 
charms me. Thanks be to God you have just Cause to 
rejoice -- and may the bright Prospect be obscured by no 
Cloud. 
 As to Declarations of Independency, be patient. Read 
our Privateering Laws, and our Commercial Laws. What 
signifies a Word. 
 As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but 
laugh. We have been told that our Struggle has loosened 
the bands of Government every where. That Children and 
Apprentices were disobedient -- that schools and Colledges 
were grown turbulent -- that Indians slighted their 
Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. 
 But your Letter was the first Intimation that another 
Tribe more numerous and powerfull than all the rest were 
grown discontented. -- This is rather too coarse a 
Compliment but you are so saucy, I wont blot it out.  
 Depend upon it, We know better than to repeal our 
Masculine systems. Altho they are in full Force, you know 
they are little more than Theory. We dare not exert our 
Power in its full Latitude. We are obliged to go fair, and 
softly, and in Practice you know We are the subjects. We 
have only the Name of Masters, and rather than give up 
this, which would compleatly subject Us to the Despotism 
of the Peticoat, I hope General Washington, and all our 
brave Heroes would fight. I am sure every good Politician 
would plot, as long as he would against Despotism, 
Empire, Monarchy, Aristocracy, Oligarchy, or Ochlocracy. 
-- A fine Story indeed. I begin to think the Ministry as deep 
as they are wicked. After stirring up Tories, Landjobbers, 
Trimmers, Bigots, Canadians, Indians, Negroes, 
Hanoverians, Hessians, Russians, Irish Roman Catholicks, 
Scotch Renegadoes, at last they have stimulated the to 
demand new Priviledges and threaten to rebell. 
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The Constitution Of The Iroquois Nations: Excerpts 
Prepared by Gerald Murphy (The Cleveland Free-Net - aa300) Distributed by the Cybercasting Services 
Division of the National Public Telecomputing Network (NPTN) 
 
 1. I am Dekanawidah and with the Five Nations’ Confederate Lords I plant the Tree of Great Peace. I 
plant it in your territory, Adodarhoh, and the Onondaga Nation, in the territory of you who are Firekeepers. 
I name the tree the Tree of the Great Long Leaves. Under the shade of this Tree of the Great Peace we 
spread the soft white feathery down of the globe thistle as seats for you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords. 
We place you upon those seats, spread soft with the feathery down of the globe thistle, there beneath the 
shade of the spreading branches of the Tree of Peace. There shall you sit and watch the Council Fire of the 
Confederacy of the Five Nations, and all the affairs of the Five Nations shall be transacted at this place 
before you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords, by the Confederate Lords of the Five Nations. 
  2. Roots have spread out from the Tree of the Great Peace, one to the north, one to the east, one to the 
south and one to the west. The name of these roots is The Great White Roots and their nature is Peace and 
Strength. If any man or any nation outside the Five Nations shall obey the laws of the Great Peace and 
make known their disposition to the Lords of the Confederacy, they may trace the Roots to the Tree and if 
their minds are clean and they are obedient and promise to obey the wishes of the Confederate Council, 
they shall be welcomed to take shelter beneath the Tree of the Long Leaves. We place at the top of the Tree 
of the Long Leaves an Eagle who is able to see afar. If he sees in the distance any evil approaching or any 
danger threatening he will at once warn the people of the Confederacy. 
  3. To you Adodarhoh, the Onondaga cousin Lords, I and the other Confederate Lords have entrusted 
the care-taking and the watching of the Five Nations Council Fire. When there is any business to be 
transacted and the Confederate Council is not in session, a messenger shall be dispatched either to 
Adodarhoh, Hononwirehtonh or Skanawatih, Fire Keepers, or to their War Chiefs with a full statement of 
the case desired to be considered. Then shall Adodarhoh call his cousin Lords together and consider 
whether or not the case is of sufficient importance to demand the attention of the Confederate Council. If 
so, Adodarhoh shall dispatch messengers to summon all the Confederate Lords to assemble beneath the 
Tree of the Long Leaves. When the Lords are assembled the Council Fire shall be kindled, but not with 
chestnut wood, and Adodarhoh shall formally open the Council. Then shall Adodarhoh and his cousin 
Lords, the Fire Keepers, announce the subject for discussion. The Smoke of the Confederate Council Fire 
shall ever ascend and pierce the sky so that other nations who may be allies may see the Council Fire of the 
Great Peace. Adodarhoh and his cousin Lords are entrusted with the Keeping of the Council Fire.  
  4. You, Adodarhoh, and your thirteen cousin Lords, shall faithfully keep the space about the Council 
Fire clean and you shall allow neither dust nor dirt to accumulate. I lay a Long Wing before you as a 
broom. As a weapon against a crawling creature I lay a staff with you so that you may thrust it away from 
the Council Fire. If you fail to cast it out then call the rest of the United Lords to your aid. 
  5. The Council of the Mohawk shall be divided into three parties as follows: Tekarihoken, 
Ayonhwhathah and Shadekariwade are the first party; Sharenhowaneh, Deyoenhegwenh and 
Oghrenghrehgowah are the second party, and Dehennakrineh, Aghstawenserenthah and Shoskoharowaneh 
are the third party. The third party is to listen only to the discussion of the first and second parties and if an 
error is made or the proceeding is irregular they are to call attention to it, and when the case is right and 
properly decided by the two parties they shall confirm the decision of the two parties and refer the case to 
the Seneca Lords for their decision. When the Seneca Lords have decided in accord with the Mohawk 
Lords, the case or question shall be referred to the Cayuga and Oneida Lords on the opposite side of the 
house. 
  6. I, Dekanawidah, appoint the Mohawk Lords the heads and the leaders of the Five Nations 
Confederacy. The Mohawk Lords are the foundation of the Great Peace and it shall, therefore, be against 
the Great Binding Law to pass measures in the Confederate Council after the Mohawk Lords have 
protested against them. No council of the Confederate Lords shall be legal unless all the Mohawk Lords are 
present. 
  7. Whenever the Confederate Lords shall assemble for the purpose of holding a council, the Onondaga 
Lords shall open it by expressing their gratitude to their cousin Lords and greeting them, and they shall 
make an address and offer thanks to the earth where men dwell, to the streams of water, the pools, the 
springs and the lakes, to the maize and the fruits, to the medicinal herbs and trees, to the forest trees for 
their usefulness, to the animals that serve as food and give their pelts for clothing, to the great winds and 
the lesser winds, to the Thunderers, to the Sun, the mighty warrior, to the moon, to the messengers of the 
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Creator who reveal his wishes and to the Great Creator who dwells in the heavens above, who gives all the 
things useful to men, and who is the source and the ruler of health and life. Then shall the Onondaga Lords 
declare the council open. The council shall not sit after darkness has set in. 
  8. The Firekeepers shall formally open and close all councils of the Confederate Lords, and they shall 
pass upon all matters deliberated upon by the two sides and render their decision. Every Onondaga Lord (or 
his deputy) must be present at every Confederate Council and must agree with the majority without 
unwarrantable dissent, so that a unanimous decision may be rendered. If Adodarhoh or any of his cousin 
Lords are absent from a Confederate Council, any other Firekeeper may open and close the Council, but the 
Firekeepers present may not give any decisions, unless the matter is of small importance. 
  9. All the business of the Five Nations Confederate Council shall be conducted by the two combined 
bodies of Confederate Lords. First the question shall be passed upon by the Mohawk and Seneca Lords, 
then it shall be discussed and passed by the Oneida and Cayuga Lords. Their decisions shall then be 
referred to the Onondaga Lords for final judgment. The same process shall obtain when a question is 
brought before the council by an individual or a War Chief. 
 10. In all cases the procedure must be as follows: when the Mohawk and Seneca Lords have 
unanimously agreed upon a question, they shall report their decision to the Cayuga and Oneida Lords who 
shall deliberate upon the question and report a unanimous decision to the Mohawk Lords. The Mohawk 
Lords will then report the standing of the case to the Firekeepers, who shall render a decision as they see fit 
in case of a disagreement by the two bodies, or confirm the decisions of the two bodies if they are identical. 
The Fire Keepers shall then report their decision to the Mohawk Lords who shall announce it to the open 
council. 
 11. If through any misunderstanding or obstinacy on the part of the Fire Keepers, they render a 
decision at variance with that of the Two Sides, the Two Sides shall reconsider the matter and if their 
decisions are jointly the same as before they shall report to the Fire Keepers who are then compelled to 
confirm their joint decision. 
 12. When a case comes before the Onondaga Lords for discussion and decision, Adodarho shall 
introduce the matter to his comrade Lords who shall then discuss it in their two bodies. Every Onondaga 
Lord except Hononwiretonh shall deliberate and he shall listen only. When a unanimous decision shall 
have been reached by the two bodies of Fire-keepers, Adodarho shall notify Hononwiretonh of the fact 
when he shall confirm it. He shall refuse to confirm a decision if it is not unanimously agreed upon by both 
sides of the Fire Keepers. 
 13. No Lord shall ask a question of the body of Confederate Lords when they are discussing a case, 
question or proposition. He may only deliberate in a low tone with the separate body of which he is a 
member. 
 14. When the Council of the Five Nation Lords shall convene they shall appoint a speaker for the day. 
He shall be a Lord of either the Mohawk, Onondaga or Seneca Nation. The next day the Council shall 
appoint another speaker, but the first speaker may be reappointed if there is no objection, but a speaker’s 
term shall not be regarded more than for the day. 
 15. No individual or foreign nation interested in a case, question or proposition shall have any voice in 
the Confederate Council except to answer a question put to him or them by the speaker for the Lords. 
 16. If the conditions which shall arise at any future time call for an addition to or change of this law, 
the case shall be carefully considered and if a new beam seems necessary or beneficial, the proposed 
change shall be voted upon and if adopted it shall be called, “Added to the Rafters”. 
   Rights, Duties and Qualifications of Lords 
 17. A bunch of a certain number of shell (wampum) strings each two spans in length shall be given to 
each of the female families in which the Lordship titles are vested. The right of bestowing the title shall be 
hereditary in the family of the females legally possessing the bunch of shell strings and the strings shall be 
the token that the females of the family have the proprietary right to the Lordship title for all time to come, 
subject to certain restrictions hereinafter mentioned. 
 18. If any Confederate Lord neglects or refuses to attend the Confederate Council, the other Lords of 
the Nation of which he is a member shall require their War Chief to request the female sponsors of the Lord 
so guilty of defection to demand his attendance of the Council. If he refuses, the women holding the title 
shall immediately select another candidate for the title. No Lord shall be asked more than once to attend the 
Confederate Council. 
 19. If at any time it shall be manifest that a Confederate Lord has not in mind the welfare of the people 
or disobeys the rules of this Great Law, the men or women of the Confederacy, or both jointly, shall come 
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to the Council and upbraid the erring Lord through his War Chief. If the complaint of the people through 
the War Chief is not heeded the first time it shall be uttered again and then if no attention is given a third 
complaint and warning shall be given. If the Lord is contumacious the matter shall go to the council of War 
Chiefs. The War Chiefs shall then divest the erring Lord of his title by order of the women in whom the 
titleship is vested. When the Lord is deposed the women shall notify the Confederate Lords through their 
War Chief, and the Confederate Lords shall sanction the act. The women will then select another of their 
sons as a candidate and the Lords shall elect him. Then shall the chosen one be installed by the Installation 
Ceremony. When a Lord is to be deposed, his War Chief shall address him as follows: 
  “So you, __________, disregard and set at naught the warnings of your women relatives. So you fling 
the warnings over your shoulder to cast them behind you. “Behold the brightness of the Sun and in the 
brightness of the Sun’s light I depose you of your title and remove the sacred emblem of your Lordship 
title. I remove from your brow the deer’s antlers, which was the emblem of your position and token of your 
nobility. I now depose you and return the antlers to the women whose heritage they are.” 
  The War Chief shall now address the women of the deposed Lord and say: 
  “Mothers, as I have now deposed your Lord, I now return to you the emblem and the title of Lordship, 
therefore repossess them.” 
  Again addressing himself to the deposed Lord he shall say: 
  “As I have now deposed and discharged you so you are now no longer Lord. You shall now go your 
way alone, the rest of the people of the Confederacy will not go with you, for we know not the kind of 
mind that possesses you. As the Creator has nothing to do with wrong so he will not come to rescue you 
from the precipice of destruction in which you have cast yourself. You shall never be restored to the 
position which you once occupied.” 
  Then shall the War Chief address himself to the Lords of the Nation to which the deposed Lord 
belongs and say: 
  “Know you, my Lords, that I have taken the deer’s antlers from the brow of ___________, the 
emblem of his position and token of his greatness.” 
  The Lords of the Confederacy shall then have no other alternative than to sanction the discharge of the 
offending Lord. 
 20. If a Lord of the Confederacy of the Five Nations should commit murder the other Lords of the 
Nation shall assemble at the place where the corpse lies and prepare to depose the criminal Lord. If it is 
impossible to meet at the scene of the crime the Lords shall discuss the matter at the next Council of their 
Nation and request their War Chief to depose the Lord guilty of crime, to “bury” his women relatives and 
to transfer the Lordship title to a sister family. The War Chief shall address the Lord guilty of murder and 
say: 
  “So you, __________ (giving his name) did kill __________ (naming the slain man), with your own 
hands! You have committed a grave sin in the eyes of the Creator. Behold the bright light of the Sun, and in 
the brightness of the Sun’s light I depose you of your title and remove the horns, the sacred emblems of 
your Lordship title. I remove from your brow the deer’s antlers, which was the emblem of your position 
and token of your nobility. I now depose you and expel you and you shall depart at once from the territory 
of the Five Nations Confederacy and nevermore return again. We, the Five Nations Confederacy, 
moreover, bury your women relatives because the ancient Lordship title was never intended to have any 
union with bloodshed. Henceforth it shall not be their heritage. By the evil deed that you have done they 
have forfeited it forever..” 
  The War Chief shall then hand the title to a sister family and he shall address it and say: 
  “Our mothers, ____________, listen attentively while I address you on a solemn and important 
subject. I hereby transfer to you an ancient Lordship title for a great calamity has befallen it in the hands of 
the family of a former Lord. We trust that you, our mothers, will always guard it, and that you will warn 
your Lord always to be dutiful and to advise his people to ever live in love, peace and harmony that a great 
calamity may never happen again.” 
 21. Certain physical defects in a Confederate Lord make him ineligible to sit in the Confederate 
Council. Such defects are infancy, idiocy, blindness, deafness, dumbness and impotency. When a 
Confederate Lord is restricted by any of these condition, a deputy shall be appointed by his sponsors to act 
for him, but in case of extreme necessity the restricted Lord may exercise his rights. 
 22. If a Confederate Lord desires to resign his title he shall notify the Lords of the Nation of which he 
is a member of his intention. If his coactive Lords refuse to accept his resignation he may not resign his 
title. A Lord in proposing to resign may recommend any proper candidate which recommendation shall be 
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received by the Lords, but unless confirmed and nominated by the women who hold the title the candidate 
so named shall not be considered. 
 23. Any Lord of the Five Nations Confederacy may construct shell strings (or wampum belts) of any 
size or length as pledges or records of matters of national or international importance. When it is necessary 
to dispatch a shell string by a War Chief or other messenger as the token of a summons, the messenger shall 
recite the contents of the string to the party to whom it is sent. That party shall repeat the message and 
return the shell string and if there has been a summons he shall make ready for the journey. Any of the 
people of the Five Nations may use shells (or wampum) as the record of a pledge, contract or an agreement 
entered into and the same shall be binding as soon as shell strings shall have been exchanged by both 
parties. 
 24. The Lords of the Confederacy of the Five Nations shall be mentors of the people for all time. The 
thickness of their skin shall be seven spans — which is to say that they shall be proof against anger, 
offensive actions and criticism. Their hearts shall be full of peace and good will and their minds filled with 
a yearning for the welfare of the people of the Confederacy. With endless patience they shall carry out their 
duty and their firmness shall be tempered with a tenderness for their people. Neither anger nor fury shall 
find lodgment in their minds and all their words and actions shall be marked by calm deliberation.  
 25. If a Lord of the Confederacy should seek to establish any authority independent of the jurisdiction 
of the Confederacy of the Great Peace, which is the Five Nations, he shall be warned three times in open 
council, first by the women relatives, second by the men relatives and finally by the Lords of the 
Confederacy of the Nation to which he belongs. If the offending Lord is still obdurate he shall be dismissed 
by the War Chief of his nation for refusing to conform to the laws of the Great Peace. His nation shall then 
install the candidate nominated by the female name holders of his family. 
 26. It shall be the duty of all of the Five Nations Confederate Lords, from time to time as occasion 
demands, to act as mentors and spiritual guides of their people and remind them of their Creator’s will and 
words. They shall say: 
  “Hearken, that peace may continue unto future days! “Always listen to the words of the Great Creator, 
for he has spoken. “United people, let not evil find lodging in your minds. “For the Great Creator has 
spoken and the cause of Peace shall not become old. “The cause of peace shall not die if you remember the 
Great Creator.” 
  Every Confederate Lord shall speak words such as these to promote peace. 
 27. All Lords of the Five Nations Confederacy must be honest in all things. They must not idle or 
gossip, but be men possessing those honorable qualities that make true Royaneh. It shall be a serious wrong 
for anyone to lead a Lord into trivial affairs, for the people must ever hold their Lords high in estimation 
out of respect to their honorable positions. 
 28. When a candidate Lord is to be installed he shall furnish four strings of shells (or wampum) one 
span in length bound together at one end. Such will constitute the evidence of his pledge to the Confederate 
Lords that he will live according to the constitution of the Great Peace and exercise justice in all affairs. 
When the pledge is furnished the Speaker of the Council must hold the shell strings in his hand and address 
the opposite side of the Council Fire and he shall commence his address saying: “Now behold him. He has 
now become a Confederate Lord. See how splendid he looks.” An address may then follow. At the end of it 
he shall send the bunch of shell strings to the opposite side and they shall be received as evidence of the 
pledge. Then shall the opposite side say: “We now do crown you with the sacred emblem of the deer’s 
antlers, the emblem of your Lordship. You shall now become a mentor of the people of the Five Nations. 
The thickness of your skin shall be seven spans — which is to say that you shall be proof against anger, 
offensive actions and criticism. Your heart shall be filled with peace and good will and your mind filled 
with a yearning for the welfare of the people of the Confederacy. With endless patience you shall carry out 
your duty and your firmness shall be tempered with tenderness for your people. Neither anger nor fury shall 
find lodgment in your mind and all your words and actions shall be marked with calm deliberation. In all of 
your deliberations in the Confederate Council, in your efforts at law making, in all your official acts, self-
interest shall be cast into oblivion. Cast not over your shoulder behind you the warnings of the nephews and 
nieces should they chide you for any error or wrong you may do, but return to the way of the Great Law 
which is just and right. Look and listen for the welfare of the whole people and have always in view not 
only the present but also the coming generations, even those whose faces are yet beneath the surface of the 
ground — the unborn of the future Nation.” 
 
  


