
From: Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, 1784

…Our rulers can have authority over such natural rights only as we have submitted to them. The rights

of conscience we never submitted, we could not submit. We are answerable for them to our God. The

legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it does me no

injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks

my leg. If it be said, his testimony in a court of justice cannot be relied on, reject it then, and be the

stigma on him. Constraint may make him worse by making him a hypocrite, but it will never make him a

truer man. It may fix him obstinately in his errors, but will not cure them. Reason and free enquiry are

the only effectual agents against error. Give a loose to them, they will support the true religion, by

bringing every false one to their tribunal, to the test of their investigation. They are the natural enemies

of error, and of error only.

Galileo was sent to the inquisition for affirming that the earth was a sphere: the government had

declared it to be as flat as a trencher, and Galileo was obliged to abjure his error.  This error however at

length prevailed, the earth became a globe, and Descartes declared it was whirled round its axis by a

vortex.  The government in which he lived was wise enough to see that this was no question of civil

jurisdiction, or we should all have been involved by authority in vortices.  In fact, the vortices have been

exploded, and the Newtonian principle of gravitation is now more firmly established, on the basis of

reason, than it would be were the government to step in, and to make it an article of necessary faith. 

Reason and experiment have been indulged, and error has fled before them.  It is error alone which

needs the support of government.  Truth can stand by itself.   Reason and persuasion are the only

practicable instruments.  To make way for these, free enquiry must be indulged; and how can we wish

others to indulge it while we refuse it ourselves. 

Thomas Jefferson was the author of the Declaration of Independence and the 3rd President of the United

States. This writing is often cited as the most important American “book” published before 1800 and,

among other purposes, serves to support the principle of the separation of church and state, though

Jefferson himself saw the discussion as a broader one about the balance of individual rights within any

system of government.

Liberalism: political doctrine that takes protecting and enhancing the freedom of the individual to be the

central problem of politics. Liberals typically believe that government is necessary to protect individuals

from being harmed by others; but they also recognize that government itself can pose a threat to liberty.

Laws, judges, and police are needed to secure the individual’s life and liberty, but their coercive power

must be limited to the public sphere.


