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Excerpts from U.S. Founding Documents

The Declaration of Independence 
Signed by the delegates to the Second Continental Congress, 1776. Thomas Jefferson, a delegate from Virginia, 
wrote the original draft. The full text of the document is available at <https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/
declaration-transcript>.

In Congress, July 4, 1776.

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America. 

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands 
which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal 
station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of man-
kind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these, are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That 
to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the consent of 
the governed,— That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of 
the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles 
and organizing its Powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 
Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient 
causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are 
sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long 
train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards 
for their future security....

[The rest of the Declaration does the following:

•	 lists many “injuries” and abuses of power by the British king, 

•	 names ways that leaders of the colonies tried to express their demands to Britain, and 

•	 declares the states’ independence from Britain.]
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The Constitution of the United States of America
Signed by the delegates to the Philadelphia Convention, 1787. James Madison, a delegate from Virginia, wrote 
the original draft; other delegates added parts as the document was revised. The full text of the document is 
available at <https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution#>

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure do-
mestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of 
Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of Ameri-
ca.

Article I. 

Section 1. All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States, which 
shall consist of a Senate and House of Representatives….

[The rest of Article I outlines the structure, powers, responsibilities, and certain limits on the power of the leg-
islative branch. It also outlines how members of the legislative branch are chosen. The legislative branch is made up 
of the House of Representatives and the Senate.]

Article II. 

Section 1. The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America. He shall hold 
his Office during the Term of four Years, and, together with the Vice President, chosen for the same Term, be 
elected, as follows….

[The rest of Article II outlines the structure, powers, and responsibilities of the executive branch. It also outlines 
how members of the executive branch are chosen and reasons they may be removed from office. The executive 
branch is made up of the president, the vice president, the president’s cabinet, and many departments and agen-
cies.]

Article III. 

Section 1. The judicial Power of the United States, shall be vested in one supreme Court, and in such infe-
rior Courts as the Congress may from time to time ordain and establish….

[The rest of Article III outlines the structure, powers, and responsibilities of the judicial branch—or, the nation’s 
courts. It also defines treason against the United States.]

Article IV. 

Section 1. Full Faith and Credit shall be given in each State to the public Acts, Records, and judicial Pro-
ceedings of every other State. And the Congress may by general Laws prescribe the Manner in which such Acts, 
Records and Proceedings shall be proved, and the Effect thereof….

[The rest of Article IV addresses the relationship between the states, the process for admitting new states, and 
the role of the national government in protecting the states.] 

Article V. 

The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall deem it necessary, shall propose Amendments to 
this Constitution, or, on the Application of the Legislatures of two thirds of the several States, shall call a Con-
vention for proposing Amendments….
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[The rest of Article V outlines the process for amending, or changing, the Constitution.]

Article VI. 

All Debts contracted and Engagements entered into, before the Adoption of this Constitution, shall be as 
valid against the United States under this Constitution, as under the Confederation….

[The rest of Article VI addresses the authority of national laws and treaties over the states and the loyalty of 
government officials to the Constitution.]

Article VII. 

The Ratification of the Conventions of nine States, shall be sufficient for the Establishment of this Constitu-
tion between the States so ratifying the Same.

done in Convention by the Unanimous Consent of the States present the Seventeenth Day of September in 
the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and Eighty seven....

[The delegates signed their names.]
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The Bill of Rights
Approved by the U.S. Congress in September 1789 and sent to the states for ratification. Of the twelve 

amendments sent, the following ten were ratified by the states by December 15, 1791. James Madison, a delegate 
from Virginia, wrote the amendments based on recommendations from various state conventions. The full text 
of the document is also available at <https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution#>

Amendment I—Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to as-
semble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

Amendment II—A well regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people 
to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed.

Amendment III—No soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the 
owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

Amendment IV—The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against 
unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, 
supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or 
things to be seized.

Amendment V—No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a 
presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the militia, 
when in actual service in time of war or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offense to 
be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against him-
self, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken 
for public use without just compensation.

Amendment VI—In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, 
by an impartial jury of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall 
have been previously ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be 
confronted with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and 
to have the assistance of counsel for his defense.

Amendment VII—In suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right 
of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury shall be otherwise reexamined in any court of the 
United States, than according to the rules of the common law.

Amendment VIII—Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual 
punishments inflicted.

Amendment IX—The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or 
disparage others retained by the people.

Amendment X—The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the 
States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.
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