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Memorial of the Non-Freeholders of the City of Richmond (1829)1 

 
 
In the fall of 1829, a popular convention met in Richmond, Virginia, to draft a new state constitution. 
Constitutional reform had long been advocated by the western “backcountry” sections of the state since 
the 1776 constitution greatly favored the more settled coastal “Tidewater” region. The convention 
delegates included a remarkable collection of the state’s established and rising political and legal talents, 
including former presidents James Madison and James Monroe and Chief Justice John Marshall. At the 
opening of the convention, Marshall presented “a memorial from a numerous and respectable body of 
citizens,” who, he thought, made a persuasive case for “an extension of the right of suffrage.” The 
existing state constitution restricted suffrage to freeholders, adult white men who owned a specified 
amount of land. Although the freehold requirement had been loosened after the American Revolution to 
extend the franchise to a larger number of citizens, the basic principle remained and remained 
controversial. Thomas Jefferson had advocated for a more republican system that would have 
enfranchised most adult white males, but there was substantial resistance. The constitutional convention 
of 1829–1830 settled on a compromise measure that satisfied no one and expanded the franchise only 
modestly. The property requirement was not eliminated until the adoption of yet another constitution in 
1851. 

 
Your memorialists, as their designation in imports, belongs to that class of citizens, who not having the 
good fortune to possess a certain portion of land, are, for that cause only, debarred from the enjoyment 
of the right of suffrage. Experience has but too clearly evinced, what, indeed, reason had always 
foretold, by how frail a tenure they hold every other right, who are denied this, the highest prerogative 
of freemen. . . . Comprising a very large part, probably a majority of male citizens of mature age, they 
have been passed by, like aliens or slaves, as if destitute of interest, or unworthy of a voice, in measures 
involving their future political destiny; whilst the freeholders, sole possessors, under the existing 
Constitution, of the elective franchise, have, upon the strength of that possession alone, asserted and 
maintained themselves, the exclusive power of new-modelling the fundamental laws of the State; in 
other words, have seized upon the sovereign authority. 

It cannot be necessary, in addressing the Convention now assembled, to expatiate on the 
momentous importance of the right of suffrage, or to enumerate the evils consequent upon its unjust 
limitation. . . . Among the doctrines inculcated in the great charter handed down to us, as a declaration 
of the rights pertaining to the good people of Virginia and their posterity, “as the basis and foundation 
of Government,” we are taught, 

“That all men are by nature equally free and independent; and have certain inherent rights, of 
which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their 

                                                           
1 Excerpt taken from Proceedings and Debates of the Virginia State Convention of 1829-1830 (Richmond, VA: 
Ritchie & Cook, 1830), 25-31. 



2 
 

posterity: namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing 
property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

“That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people. 
“That a majority of the community hath an indisputable, unalienable, and indefeasible right to 

reform, alter or abolish the Government. 
“That no man, nor set of men, are entitled to exclusive or separate emoluments or privileges, 

but in consideration of public services. 
“That all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with, and attachment 

to, the community, have a right of suffrage, and cannot be taxed, or deprived of their property, without 
their consent, or that of their representative, nor bound by any law, to which they have not, in like 
manner, assented, for the public good.” 

How do the principles thus proclaimed, accord with the existing regulation of suffrage? A 
regulation, which, instead of the equality nature ordains, creates an odious distinction between 
members of the same community; robs of all share in the enactment of the laws, a large portion of the 
citizens, bound by them, and whose blood and treasure are pledged to maintain them, and vests in a 
favored class, not In consideration of their public services, but of their private possessions, the highest 
of all privileges: one which, as is now in flagrant proof, if it does not constitute, at least is held, 
practically to confer, absolute sovereignty. . . . Deliberating amid the din of arms, not merely on a plan of 
Government, but on the necessary means for conducting a most unequal struggle for national existence, 
it was not to be expected, that the relative rights of the citizens, could be maturely considered, or 
adjusted in detail. From any change of the regulation, in regard to suffrage, a subject prolific, always, of 
much dissention, they might have feared to generate feuds among those, upon whose harmony of 
feeling and concert of action, depended the salvation of their country. They left it, therefore, as they 
found it. The non-freeholders, moreover, unrepresented in the Convention, and for the most part, 
probably, engaged in resisting the common enemy, it is fair to infer, in the actual condition of the 
country, had neither the opportunity nor the inclination to press their claims. . . . 

If the Bill of rights may not challenge respect, the opinions of any individual, however eminent, 
will be still more lightly regarded. Yet your memorialists cannot but exult in the countenance their cause 
has received from him, who was ever foremost to assert the rights of his fellow men; the venerated 
author of the Declaration of Independence, and of the Act of Religious Freedom. When those rights are 
brought in question, they know of none whose sentiments are worthy of higher estimation. To none 
among the founders of our Republic, are we indebted for more in its institutions, that is admirable in 
theory, or valuable in practice. His name is identified with the independence of his country; with all that 
is liberal and enlightened in her policy. Never had liberty an advocate of more unaffected zeal; of more 
splendid abilities; of purer principles. Nor is there in ancient or modern times, an example to be found of 
one, who in his life, and conduct, more strongly exemplified the sincerity of his faith, or more brightly 
illustrated the beauty of its tenets. 

. . . 
Dreading the influence of the doctrines and opinions now adverted to, conscious of the futility 

of any attempt to reconcile with them their favorite policy, the enemies of extended suffrage have not 
hesitated to deride them as the crude conceptions of visionary politicians. The Bill of Rights, until it 
became necessary for their purposes to assail it, the theme of unqualified approbation, whilst they 
affect to admire the beauty of its theory, they paradoxically assert, tends in practice to mischievous 
results. Its principles, they cannot deny, are founded in truth and justice. But these practical politicians 
look to a higher sanction, and sacrifice without remorse both justice and truth on the altar of 
expediency. . . . 

. . . Surely it were much to be desired that every citizen should be qualified for the proper 
exercise of all his rights, and the due performance of all his duties. But the same qualifications that 
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entitle him to assume the management of his private affairs, and to claim all other privileges of 
citizenship, equally entitle him, in the judgment of your memorialists, to be entrusted with this, the 
d3earest of all his privileges, the most important of all his concerns. But if otherwise, still they cannot 
discern in the possession of land any evidence of peculiar merit, or superior title. To ascribe to landed 
possession, moral or intellectual endowments, would truly be regarded as ludicrous, were it not for the 
gravity with which the proposition is maintained, and still more for the grave consequences flowing 
from it. Such possession no more proves him who has it, wiser or better, than it proves him taller or 
stronger, than him who has it not. That cannot be a fit criterion for the exercise of any right, the 
possession of which does not indicate the existence, nor the want of it the absence, of any essential 
qualification. 

. . . 

. . . Virtue, intelligence, are not among the products of the soil. Attachment to property, often a 
sordid sentiment, is not to be confounded with the sacred flame of patriotism. The love of country, like 
that of parents and offspring, is engrafted in our nature. It exists in all climates, among all classes, under 
every possible form of Government. Riches oftener impair it than poverty. Who has it not is a monster. 

. . . The freeholders themselves know them to be unfounded: Why, else, are arms placed in the 
hands of a body of disaffected citizens, so ignorant, so depraved, and so numerous: In the hour of 
danger, they have drawn no invidious distinctions between the sons of Virginia. The muster rolls have 
undergone no scrutiny, no comparison with the land books, with a view to expunge those who have 
been struck from the ranks of freemen. If the landless citizens have been ignominiously driven from the 
polls, in time of peace, they have at least been generously summoned, in war, to the battlefield. Nor 
have they disobeyed the summons, or, less profusely than others, poured out their blood in the defense 
of that country which is asked to disown them. . . . Have they not an interest, a deep interest, in 
perpetuating the blessings they enjoy, and a right, consequently, to guard those blessings, not from 
foreign aggression merely, but from domestic encroachment? 

But, it is said, yield them this right, and they will abuse it: property, that is, landed property, will 
be rendered insecure, or at least overburdened, by those who possess it not. The freeholders, on the 
contrary, can pass no law to the injury of any other class, which will not more injuriously affect 
themselves. The alarm is sounded too, of danger from large manufacturing institutions, where one 
corrupt individual may away the corrupt votes of thousands. . . . The danger of abuse is a dangerous 
plea. . . . If we are sincerely republican, we must give our confidence to the principles we profess. We 
have been taught by our fathers, that all power is vested in, and derived from, the people; not the 
freeholders: that the majority of the community, in whom abides the physical force, have also the 
political right of creating and remolding at will, their civil institutions. Nor can this right be anywhere 
more safely deposited. The generality of mankind, doubtless, desire to become owners of property; left 
free to reap the fruits of their labors, they will seek to acquire it honestly. It can never be their interest 
to overburden, or render precarious, what they themselves desire to enjoy in peace. But should they 
ever prove as base as the argument supposes, force alone; arms, not votes, could effect their designs; 
and when that shall be attempted, what virtue is there in Constitutional restrictions, in mere wax and 
paper, to withstand it? . . . To give all power, or an undue share, to one, is obviously not to remedy but 
to ensure the evil. Its surest check its best corrective, is found in a general admission of all upon a 
footing of equality. So intimately are the interests of each class in society blended and interwoven, so 
indispensable is justice to all, that oppression in that case becomes less probable from any one, however 
powerful. Nor is this mere speculation. In our ecclesiastical polity, it has been reduced to practice; and 
the most opposed in doctrine, the most bitter in controversy, have forgotten their angry conflicts for 
power, and now mingle in harmony. 

The example of almost every other State in the Union, in which the patrician pretensions of the 
landholder have, since their foundation, been unknown or despised, in many of which, too, 
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manufacturing institutions exist on an extensive scale, ought alone to dispel these visionary fears of 
danger from the people. Indeed, all history demonstrates that the many have oftener been the victims 
than the oppressors. Cunning has proved an over-match for strength. The few have but too well 
succeeded in convincing them of their incapacity to manage their own affairs; and having persuaded 
them, for their own good, to submit to the curb, have generously taken the reins, and naturally enough 
converted them into beasts of burden. 

As to the danger from large manufacturing establishments in Virginia, when in their disastrous 
influence to be experienced/ Is it not apparent that such establishments must, for an indefinite period, 
be at the mercy of those who affect to dread them, and may be shackled or suppressed, as fear or fancy 
may dictate? . . . 

But if justice is not to be expected, if self-aggrandizement is to be assumed as the sole ruling 
principle of men in power, then, your memorialists conceive, the interest of the many deserve at least as 
much to be guarded as those of the few. Conceding the truth of the proposition assumed, what security, 
they would inquire, is there against the injustice of the freeholders? . . . What is there to prevent their 
imposing upon others undue burdens, and conferring on themselves unjust exemptions? Supplying the 
public exigencies by a capitation or other tax exclusively or oppressively operating on the other portions 
of the community? Extracting from the latter, in common with slaves, menial services? Placing around 
their own persons and property more efficient guards? Providing for their own injuries speedier 
remedies? Denying to the children of all other classes admission to the public seminaries of learning? . . . 

Still it is said, the non-freeholders have no just cause of complaint. A freehold is easily acquired. 
The right of suffrage, moreover, is not a natural right. Society may grant, modify, or withhold it, as 
expediency may require. . . . 

If a freehold be, as supposed, so easily acquired, it would seem highly impolitic, to say not more, 
to insist on retaining an odious regulation, calculated to produce no other effect than to excite 
discontent. But the fact is not so. The thousands expelled from the polls too well attest the severity of its 
operation. . . . 

. . . But say it is not a natural right. Whence did the freeholders derive it? How become its 
exclusive possessors? . . . Will they rely on the Constitutional provision? That was the act of men 
delegated by themselves. They exercised the very right in question in appointing the body from whom 
they profess to derive it, and indeed gave to that body all the power it possessed. What is this but to say 
they generously conferred the privilege upon themselves? . . . 

Let us concede that the right of suffrage is a social right; that it must of necessity be regulated 
by society. Still the question recurs, is the existing limitation proper? For obvious reasons, by almost 
universal consent, women and children, aliens and slaves, are excluded. It were useless to discuss the 
propriety of a rule that scarcely admits of diversity of opinion. What is concurred in by those who 
constitute the society, the body politic, must be taken to be right. But the exclusion of these classes for 
reasons peculiarly applicable to them, is no argument for excluding others to whom no one of those 
reasons applies. 

. . . 
Never can your memorialists agree that pecuniary burdens or personal violence are the sole 

injuries of which men may dare to complain. It may be that the freeholders have shown no disposition 
greatly to abuse the power they have assumed. They may have borne themselves with exemplary 
moderation. But their unrepresented brethren cannot submit to a degrading regulation which takes 
from them, on the supposition of mental inferiority or moral depravity, all share in the Government 
under which they live. They cannot yield to pretensions of political superiority founded on the 
possession of a bit of land of whatever dimensions. They cannot acquiescence in political bondage, 
because those who affect to sway over them the rod of empire, treat them leniently. The privilege which 
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they claim, they respectfully insist, is theirs as of right; and they are under no obligation to assign any 
reason whatever for claiming it, but that it is their own. 

. . . 


