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New England Colonies Political Systems Document: 
Mayflower Compact

Primary Source Contemporary English

This day, before we came into harbor, 
observing some not well affected to unity 
and concord, but gave some appearance of 
faction, it was thought good there should be 
an association and agreement that we should 
combine together in one body, and to submit 
to such government and governors as we 
should be common consent agree to make 
and choose, and set our hands to this that 
follows word for word.

In the name of God, Amen. We whose names 
are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our 
dread sovereign lord, King James …

Having undertaken for the glory of God, and 
advancement of the Christian faith and honor 
of our king and country, a voyage to plant the 
first colony in the northern parts of Virginia, do 
by these present, solemnly and mutually, in the 
presence of God and one of another, covenant 
and combine ourselves together into a civil 
body politic … ; and by virtue hereof to enact, 
constitute, and frame such just and equal 
laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, offices 
from time to time as shall be thought most 
meet and convenient for the general good of 
the colony; unto which we promise all due 
submission and obedience …

On the day we came into harbor some of our 
people are upset that we have not landed 
in Virginia. Since they may cause trouble we 
thought it would be good for all to agree that 
we should vote for our leaders and to make 
laws to govern us. We agree to the following, 
word for word.

In the name of God, Amen. We whose names 
are signed below, all loyal subjects of our 
respected and admired lord, King James …

Having made this voyage to set up a colony 
in Northern Virginia for the glory of God, and 
the spread of the Christian faith and honor of 
our king and country. We do all agree in the 
presence of God and one of another, promise 
to work together to set up a government to 
make laws for the good of all. We will elect 
persons from time to time to run the colony for 
the good of us all. We promise to follow the 
laws that are made for the good of the colony.

Settlement of the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay Colonies of New England 
The Huntington Library Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens
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New England Colonies Political Systems Document: 
Government of New Haven Colony

October 27/November 6, 1643

Primary Source Contemporary English

It was agreed and concluded as a 
foundamentall order nott to be disputed or 
questioned hereafter, thatt none shall be 
admitted to be free burgesses in any of the 
plantations within this jurisdiction for the 
future, butt such planters as are members 
of some or other of the approved churches 
of New England, nor shall any butt such free 
burgesses have any vote in any election, (the 
six present freemen aft Milforde enjoying the 
liberty with the cautions agreed,) nor shall 
any power or trust in the ordering of any civill 
affayres, be aft any time putt into the hands 
of any other than such church members, 
though as free planters, all have right to their 
inherritance & to comerce, according to such 
grants, orders and lawes as shall be made 
concerning the same.

It has been agreed and decided and will not 
be argued about or questioned after this 
point, that no one will be named a free citizen 
within this colony except for land owners who 
are members of an approved church in New 
England. No one but these citizens will be 
allowed to vote in any election. No one but 
these church members shall be given rights 
or property. As free land owners, all of these 
citizens have the right to anything they inherit 
or earn according to the law.

The Avalon Project 
Yale Law School
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Southern Colonies Political Systems Documents: 
Slavery and the Law in Virginia

 
Slave Laws Passed in Virginia

1640–1660:  The Critical Period: Custom to Law when Status Changed to 
“Servant for Life”

1639/40 Blacks excluded from the requirement of possessing arms.

1662 Possibility of life servitude for blacks.

1660–1680:  Slave Laws Further Restrict Freedom of Blacks and  
Legalize Different Treatment for Blacks and Whites

1667 Baptism does not bring freedom to Blacks.

1669 An act about the “casual killing of slaves” establishes that “if any 
slave resist his master and by the extremity of the correction should 
chance to die, that his death not be accompted Felony.”

1670 Servant for life: the “normal” condition judged for Blacks.

1670 Forbade free Blacks and Native Americans, “though baptised,” to 
own Christian servants.

1680–1705:  Slave Laws Reflect Racism and the Deliberate Separation of 
Blacks and Whites. Color becomes the Determining Factor.  
Conscious Efforts to Rigidly Police Slave Conduct.

1680 Prescription of thirty lashes on the bare back “if any negroe or 
other slave shall presume to lift up his hand against any Christian.”

1680s Development of a separate legal code providing distinct trial 
procedures and harsher punishments for negroes.

1680s Status of the child is determined by the status or condition of the 
mother.

1680s Severe punishment prescribed for slaves who leave their master’s 
property or for hiding or resisting capture.

1691 Banishment for any white person married to a negro or mulatto and 
a systematic plan to capture “outlying slaves” is approved.

1705 All negro, mulatto, and Indian slaves are considered real estate.

1705 Dismemberment of unruly slaves is made legal.

Courtesy of The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation 

The Growth of the 
Black Population

Year Total

1625 23

1648 300

1671 2,000

1680 3,000

1700 16,390

1720 26,559

1730 30,000

1740 60,000

1775 210,000
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Southern Colonies Political Systems Document: 
Maryland Slave Law (1664)

An act concerning Negroes and other slaves 

Be it enacted by the Right Honorable the Lord Proprietary by the advise and consent of 
the upper and lower house of this present Generall Assembly, that all Negroes or other 
slaves already within the province, and all Negroes and other slaves to be hereafter 
imported into the province, shall serve durante vita [hard labor for life]. And all children 
born of any Negro or other slave shall be slaves as their fathers were, for the term of their 
lives. And forasmuch as divers freeborn English women, forgetful of their free condition 
and to the disgrace of our nation, marry Negro slaves, by which also divers suits may 
arise touching the issue of such women, and a great damage befalls the masters of such 
Negroes for prevention whereof, for deterring such freeborn women from such shameful 
matches. Be it further enacted by the authority, advise, and consent aforesaid. That 
whatsoever freeborn woman shall marry any slave from and after the last day of this 
present Assembly shall serve the master of such slave during the life of her husband. 
And that all the issue of such freeborn women so married shall be slaves as their fathers 
were. And be it further enacted, that all the issues of English or other freeborn women 
that have already married Negroes shall serve the masters of their parents till they be 
thirty years of age and no longer.

Proceedings and Acts of the General Assembly of Maryland (September 1664) 
Archives of Maryland Online
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Middle Colonies Political Systems Documents

William Penn and the Indians 

The Treaty of Penn with the Indians

by Constantino Brumidi, Filippo Costaggini,  
and Allyn Cox

by Benjamin West
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Middle Colonies Political Systems Document: 
Letter to Lenape (Munsee) Nation (October 1681) 

London, 18 October 1681
William Penn wrote this letter to the chiefs of the Lenape (Munsee), known by the Colonists as the 
Delaware Indians, shortly after being given permission by England to colonize that land.  

My Friends, 
 
There is one great God and power that has made the world and all things therein, to 
whom you and I and all people owe their being and well-being, and to whom you and I 
must one day give an account for all that we do in this world. This great God has written 
his law in our hearts, by which we are taught and commanded to love and help and do 
good to one another, and not to do harm and mischief one unto another. Now this great 
God has been pleased to make me concerned in your parts of the world, and the king of 
the country where I live has given unto me a great province therein, but I desire to enjoy 
it with your friends, else what would the great God say to us, who has made us not to 
devour and destroy one another, but live soberly and kindly together in the world. 
 
Now I would have you well observe, that I am very sensible of the unkindness and 
injustice that has been too much exercised towards you by the people of these parts of 
the world, who have sought themselves, and to make great advantages by you, rather 
than be examples of justice and goodness unto you; which I hear has been matter of 
trouble to you and caused great grudgings and animosities, sometimes to the shedding 
of blood, which has made the great god angry. But I am not such man as is well known 
in my own country. I have great love and regard toward you, and I desire to win and gain 
your love and friendship by a kind just, and peaceable life; and the people I send are of 
the same mind, and shall in all things behave themselves accordingly. And if in anything 
any shall offend you or your people, you shall have a full and speedy satisfaction for the 
same by an equal number of honest men on both sides, that by no means you may have 
just occasion of being offended against them.

William Penn and the Founding of Pennsylvania 1680–1684 
Editor: Jean R. Soderlund


