
Introduction
The  evolution of America’s earliest colonies affected all aspects of what 
was to become the United States, including government structures and 
voting rights. Although by no means democratic by modern standards, 
the colonies did adopt limited democratic institutions, including 
popular voting on certain issues, which were later written into colonial 
constitutions and then into the U. S. Constitution. The   Jamestown 
Colony in particular progressed from a business venture of the British 
aristocracy to a self-governing body, moving away from the control of 
the  Virginia Company’s business charter.  Jamestown, which developed 
from commercial enterprise to residential colony, saw its fi rst 
democratic election in 1619; this was also the fi rst in English America. 
The controversies that arose from this election are ones that still 
plague voters’ rights today. A group of immigrant laborers were denied 
participation in the election, resulting in the fi rst worker’s rights 
movement and the fi rst labor strike in America. To keep the colony 
profi table, the laborers were granted the  right to vote. Meanwhile, the 
heavily theocratic colonies of  Plymouth and  Massachusetts Bay only 
extended the  right to vote to “freemen,” male members of the  Puritan 
Church, a small segment of the population. Although early laws in the 
Quaker  Pennsylvania Colony permitted women and non-whites to vote, 
this early experiment ended quickly, and only white, male Christians 
could vote. Disputes over whether voting should be restricted to 
property owners also arose in  Jamestown—this condition was briefl y 
overturned during the failed  Bacon’s Rebellion in 1670.
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The Right of Ownership
The First Elections in the Colonies (1584–1655)

The fi rst  British colony in what became the United States was not intend-
ed to be an egalitarian exercise in  democracy, nor were the members of 
this colony pioneers seeking to escape from the yoke of the British Em-
pire. The now famous   Jamestown Colony of  Virginia, a colony named for 
King James, was a business venture undertaken by the king and wealthy 
aristocrats hoping to profi t from the plunder of a newly opened territory 
rife with resources. This colony, and others that followed, imported the 
laws of monarchic  England, but the societies they created had drastic 
variations in political structure and processes. Subsequent colonies were 
founded by religious extremists seeking a place where they could practice 
their religion free from persecution by the  Church of  England, and these 
colonies developed political structures modeled after interpretations of 
Old Testament scripture. Other groups of religious radicals, the  Quakers 
and Universalists, also established colonies in America; the colony that 
became  Pennsylvania had a political system based on the unique univer-
salist approach to  New Testament  theology. The political systems created 
in these colonies all differed markedly from one another but were step-
ping-stones toward the unifi ed system that began to emerge during the 
Revolutionary War, ultimately giving rise to the  Declaration of Indepen-
dence, the  U.S. Constitution, and modern American society.

The colonies of the United States were oligarchies in which small num-
bers of aristocrats dominated politics and, as these colonies joined 
together to secede from the British Empire, a new national  oligarchy 
emerged. In some ways this was more equitable than the British Empire, 
but it was far from a manifestation of democratic principles imagined in 
the twenty-fi rst century. Although these societies were run by and operat-
ed primarily for the benefi t of local aristocrats, these miniature oligarchies 
sowed the seeds of America’s  democracy. Each colony adopted limited 
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democratic institutions as they formed their colonial governments, includ-
ing allowing popular voting on certain key issues. As the colonies grew 
in size and complexity, voting systems were integrated into  colonial laws 
and then into colonial constitutions, which were created in preparation for 
independence and used as guidelines for the construction of the nation’s 
fi rst, post-revolution, national government. How the colonies developed 
democratic systems provides a look at how the idea of democratic gov-
ernance became established in the colonies and thus how these same 
ideas came to affect the evolving American experiment. 

America Incorporated

The   Jamestown Colony of  Virginia was the result of decades-long ef-
fort by the British Empire to establish a productive commercial colony in 
North America. The British Empire fi rst sent a small group of explorers in 
1584 to map the region, and the following year, sent soldiers and scien-
tifi c explorers to complete a more direct estimate of commercial viability. 
The military/scientifi c expedition of 1585 ended in disaster, as the soldiers 
were driven from the continent by  Native Americans. 

Though the 1585 trip might have raised some concerns about the viabil-
ity of colonization,  Britain, competing with Spain and  France to develop 
the continent, was determined to gain a foothold in the region and dis-
patched the fi rst group of colonists—90 men, 17 women, and 11 chil-
dren—in 1587.  John White, the colony’s governor, was appointed by the 
British Crown and was, incidentally, the grandfather of   Virginia Dare, the 
fi rst English child born in the  New World. White left behind notes and a 
map from his colony’s expedition, depicting an area named “La Virginea 
Pars.” Much of what this fi rst colony encountered has been lost to his-
tory; hence the Roanoke Colony is popularly referred to as the “Lost 
Colony.” Whether because of disease or hostile encounters with  Native 
Americans, or both, the colonists perished, temporarily scuttling  Britain’s 
colonial ambitions on the continent.1 
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5The Right of Ownership

Map (1585) of the east coast of  North America from the 
Chesapeake Bay to Cape Lookout by  John White, leader of the 
“Lost Colony” of Roanoke. British Museum, via Wikimedia.
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6 VOTERS’ RIGHTS

The next attempt to form a colony began with three ships, the  Susan 
Constant, the  Godspeed, and the  Discovery, all of which left  England on 
December 6, 1606, and arrived in  North America in 1607. The colonists, 
initially 104 English men and boys, offi cially established their new colony 
on April 26, 1607, and named it  Jamestown after  King James I. An offi cial 
charter from  Britain stipulated that the colony was to be managed by a 
group of councilors, who were essentially the judiciary and legislature; 
from among these, one individual would be chosen as president. 

It is important to remember that  Jamestown was a corporate endeavor, 
initially funded entirely by the British Crown through the state treasury. 
This changed in 1609 after two years of losses. James I decided to invite 
public investment and created a second royal charter that allowed stocks 
in the company to be sold to investors. Back in  England, members of the 
wealthy elite invested in the colony, much like modern investors might 
invest in any publicly traded corporation.  Jamestown was, in fact, one of 
the fi rst examples of a public-investment company. If the colony failed, 
blame could be shared across the  aristocracy rather than being directed 
at the  monarchy alone. 

Over the fi rst century of the colony’s existence, poor laborers were sent 
to  Jamestown to pay their debts to the crown. In 1615, the English courts 
began sending convicts to the colonies to ease prison overcrowding back 
in  England. The growth of the English convict population was, in part, re-
lated to the conviction of the homeless or those who could not pay debts 
to companies or the state.  Virginia alone received 20,000 convict laborers 
between 1700 and 1775.2 As a commercial enterprise,  Jamestown was 
not a  democracy. The leaders of  Jamestown were expected to earn profi t 
and could be removed by  England, without any legal right of objection, 
if they failed to meet the expectations of the  Virginia Company and the 
aristocrats who controlled it.
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7The Right of Ownership

As a corporate  oligarchy, only a select few were afforded any input into 
the development of the colony. Their fi rst task was to select a president to 
lead the  Colonial Council. The English  monarchy provided the expedition 
with a sealed box, within which were the names of seven men who had 
been selected as potential presidents, with the colonists empowered to 
vote for an individual from within these colonists. This vote took place 18 
days after arrival, with only six of the colony’s men allowed to vote. Cap-
tain  John Smith, the leader of the expedition, was deemed ineligible for 
the presidency (though he was among the seven chosen by  England) be-
cause he had been accused of attempting to hide a  mutiny. So, America’s 
fi rst vote, with six  eligible voters, resulted in the election of  Edward Maria 
Wingfi eld as the colony’s fi rst president.3

From Corporation to Community

Over the next decade, as  Jamestown grew and the families living there 
settled into their lives, there emerged a growing sentiment that the 
  Jamestown Colony and, in fact, the entire effort to settle  Virginia and the 
New World, should be more than a corporate endeavor. Writings from a 
few pioneering independence-minded residents make it clear that there 
were some who believed they should not be tethered closely to  England 
but should endeavor to become at least partially independent; a commu-
nity of families rather than a corporation staffed mainly by men. The 1609 
company charter enabled a limited decentralization of powers by opening 
the endeavor to outside investors. Because the colony was not under the 
sole control of the  monarchy, there was a certain mutability to the laws 
that could be interpreted as permitting members of the colony to play a 
more active role in governing its development. 

The  Virginia Company did not want the colonists gravitating toward 
self-governance and attempted, on several occasions, to tighten its con-
trol. Part of this effort involved the appointments of Sir  Thomas Gates, 
who led the colony from 1611–1613, and Sir  Thomas Dale, who led the 
colony from 1614–1616. In 1612, the company drafted a new set of laws, 
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8 VOTERS’ RIGHTS

known as the  Lawes Devine, Morall, and Martiall. These laws went into 
effect during Gates’s time as leader, and continued under Dale, when they 
became known as “ Dale’s Code” because of Dale’s strict enforcement 
policies. The following text of the law shows just how far from the eventu-
al American ideal the  Jamestown colony was:

“FOR THE COLONY OF VIRGINEA 
BRITANNIA:  LAWES DEVINE, MORALL, 

AND MARTIALL”
1612

Source Document Excerpt

That no man speake impiously or 
maliciously, against the holy and 
blessed Trinitie, or any of the three 
persons, that is to syay, against God 
the Father, God the Son, and God the 
holy Ghost, or against the knowne 
Articles of the Christian faith, ypon 
paine of death.

That no man blaspheme Gods holy 
name upon paine of death, or use 
vnlawful oathes, taking the name of 
God in vaine, curse, or banne, vpon 
paine of seuere punishment for the 
fi rst offence so committed, and for 
the second, to haue a bodkin thrust 
through his tongue, and if he continue 
the blashemeing of Gods holy name, for 
the third time so offending, he shall be 
brought to a martiall court, and there 
receiue censure of death for his offense.

No man shall vse any traiterous 
words against his Maiesties Person, or 
royall authority vpon paine of death.

 . . . Nor shall any man vnworthily 
demeane himselfe vnto any Preacher, 
or Minister of the same, but generally 
hold them in all reuerent regard, and 
dutiful intreatie, otherwise be the 
offender shall openly be whipt three 
times, and ask publike forgiueness in 
the assembly of the congregation three 
seueral Saboth daies.

Euerie man and woman duly twice 
a day vpon the fi rst towling of the Bell 
shall vpon working daies repair vnto 
the Church, to hear deuine Service 
vpon pain of losing his or her dayes 
allowance for the fi rst omission, for the 
second to be whipt, and for the third 
to be condemned to the Dallies for six 
Moneths. . . .

He that vpon pretended malice, 
shall murther or take away the life 
of any man, shall bee punished with 
death.
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9The Right of Ownership

continued

. . . & he or she that can be lawfully 
conuict of Adultery shall be punished 
with death. No man shall rauish or 
force any woman, maid or Indian, or 
other, vpon paid of death, and know 
ye that he or shee, that shall commit 
fornication, and euident proofe made 
thereof, for their fi rst fault shall be 
whipt, for their second they shall 
be whipt, and for their third they 
shall be whipt three times a weeke 
for one mopnth, and aske publique 
forgiuenesse in the Assembly of the 
Congregation. . . .

Hee that shall take an oath vntruly, 
or beare false witnesse in any cause, or 
against any man whatsoeuer, shall be 
punished with death.

No manner of person whatsoeuer, 
shall dare to detract, slaunder, 
calumniate, or vtter veseemely, and 
vnfi tting speeches, either against his 
Maiesties Honourable Councell for this 
Colony, resident in  England, or against 
the Committies, Assistants vnto the 
said Councell, or against the zealous 
indeauors, & intentions of the whole 
body of Aduenturers for this pious 
and Christian Plantation, or against 
any publique booke, or bookes, which 
. . . shall be thought fi t, to be set foorth 
and publisht, for the avuancement 
of the good of this Colony, and the 
felicity thereof, vpon paine for the fi rst 
time so offending, to bee whipt three 
seuerall times, and vpon his knees to 

acknowledge his offence and to aske 
forgiuenesse vpon the Saboth day 
in the assembly of the congregation, 
and for the second time so offending 
to be condemned to the Galley for 
three yeares, and for the third time so 
offending to be punished with death.

No manner of Person whatsoeuer
. . . shall detract, slaunder, calumniate, 
murmur, mutenie, resist, disobey, or 
neglect the commaundments, either 
of the Lord Gouernour, and Captaine 
Generall, the Gieutenant Generall, 
the Martiall, the Councell, or any 
authorised Captaine, Commaunder or 
publike Offi cer, vpon paine for the fi rst 
time so offending to be whipt three 
seuerall times, and vpoin his knees to 
acknowledge his offence, with asking 
forgiuenesse vpoin the Saboth day in 
the assembly of the congregation, and 
for the second time so offending to 
be condemned to the Gally for three 
yeares: and for the thired time so 
offending to be punished with death
. . . .

No man of what condition soeuer 
shall barter, trucke, or trade with 
the Indians, except he be thereunto 
appointed by lawful authority, vpon 
paine of death.

No man shall rifl e or dispoile, by 
force or violence, take away any thing 
from any Indian comming to trade, or 
otherwise, vpon paine of death. . . .
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“For the Colony of  Virginea Britannia: Lawes Devine, Morall, 
and Martiall”

continued

. . . Now know yee therefore, these 
promises carefully considered, that it is 
our will and pleasure, that euery one, 
of what quality or condition soeuer hee 
bee, in this present Colony, to take due 
notice of this our Edict, whereby wee do 
strictly charge and command, that no 
man shall dare to kill, or destroy any 
Bull, Cow, Calfe, Mare, Horse, Colt, 
Goate, Swine, Cocke, Henne, Chicken, 
Dogge, Turkie, or any tame Cattel, 
or Poultry, of what condition soeuer; 
whether his owne, or appertaining to 
another man, without leaue from the 
Generall, upon paine of death in the 
Principall, and in the accessary, burning 
in the Hand, and losse of his eares, and 
unto the concealer of the same foure 
and twnety hourse whipping, with 
addition of further punishment, as 
shall be thought fi tte by the censure, 
and verdice of a Martiall Court.

There shall no man or woman, 
Launderer or Launderesse, dare to 
wash any vncleane Linnen, driue bucks, 
or throw out the water or suds of fowle 
cloathes, in the open streete, within 
the Pallizadoes, or within forty foote of 
the same, nor rench, and make cleane, 
any kettle, pot, or pan, or such like 
vessell within twenty foote of the olde 
well, or new Pumpe: nor shall any one 
aforesaid, within lesse then a quarter 
of one mile from the Pallizadoes, 
dare to doe the necessities of nature, 
since by these vnmanly, slothfull, and 
loathsome immodesties, the whole Fort 
may bee choaked, and poinsoned with 
ill aires, and so corrept (as in all reason 
cannot but much infect the same) and 
this shall they take notice of, as shall 
be thought meete, by the censure of a 
martiall Court.4
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11The Right of Ownership

Under  Dale’s Code, the colony was essentially under  martial law, but 
this did not increase the company’s infl uence. If anything, support for 
self-governance increased in reaction to the harsh  penal code and, in 
April of 1619, Governor  George Yeardley arrived with new directives from 
the company. Under the new corporate policy, the colony was empow-
ered to create its own legislature, the Legislative Assembly, which con-
vened once per year so that the governor and members of the council 
could meet with two burgesses (administrators of a borough) from each 
of the settlements of the plantation. 

By all accounts, 1619 was a major year in  American history. The very 
fi rst African  slaves arrived in the  Jamestown colony that year, marking 
the beginning of America’s moral struggle with  slavery, a challenge that 
nearly destroyed the union in the   Civil War. Also in 1619 a large number of 
women and children colonists were brought to  Jamestown, marking the 
turning point from commercial enterprise to residential colony. Moreover, 
1619 saw not only the fi rst democratic election in  Jamestown, but the 
fi rst in English America. This was a landmark event that paved the way for 
much of what was to come. The controversies that arose during the  Vir-
ginia elections of 1619 were harbingers of the political controversies and 
challenges that still affect America’s democratic system . 
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Detail of  John Smith from an illustration in The Generall Historie of  Virginia, 
 New  England, and the Summer Isles (1624); engraver uncertain, via Wikimedia.
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 John Smith: Mercenary Adventurer

John Smith, the famous captain who led the foundation of the   Jamestown Colony, 
had a storied history before becoming one of America’s mythologized founding 
explorers. Smith took an early interest in famed explorers like Sir Francis Drake, 
known for stealing gold from Spain, and pursued travel by becoming a mercenary 
in 1596. He fought for the Dutch in their war for independence from Spain. In 
1600, while en route to Turkey, Smith survived a shipwreck and washed up on a 
small island near Cannes. He was rescued by Captain La Roche, a French pirate 
and trader. Smith joined La Roche’s crew and also became a pirate, becoming rich 
in the process, largely from the plunder of a Greek ship carrying textiles, jewels, 
gold, and silver. In 1601, Smith, now wealthy, made his way to Austria where 
he signed on as a mercenary fi ghting against the Turkish empire. After using an 
illusion to help win an important battle, Smith was promoted to captain and placed 
in charge of a 250-horse battalion, and helped liberate the Hungarian capital of 
Alba Regalis. In Transylvania, as Smith was fi ghting in the siege of Alba Iulia and 
attempting to remove the Turks from the city, a Turkish captain suggested to the 
Transylvanian commanders that they hold a series of duels between Turkish and 
Transylvanian offi cers. The men drew lots and Smith was chosen to participate 
in the duels. Arriving in full dress uniform, Smith killed three Turkish soldiers in 
single-combat. The Turkish general awarded Smith a horse and a jewel-encrusted 
sword, and Prince Zsigmond Báthory of Transylvania made Smith a knight of the 
Transylvanian military.

In 1602, Smith was wounded in a battle with the Tartars and was found by a 
group of scavengers who healed his wounds but then sold him on the slave market. 
Smith was purchased by a Turkish nobleman, who gave Smith as a gift to his Greek 
mistress living in Constantinople, Charatza Trabigzanda (also Tragabigzanda). 
Trabigzanda sent Smith to her brother, who commanded a fi efdom on the Black Sea 
for the Ottoman Empire, where Smith was supposed to be trained as an Ottoman 
bureaucrat so that Trabigzanda could marry him. Her brother, however, did not 
hold Smith in high regard, and sentenced him to be a slave to the Christian- slaves 
(essentially a slave’s slave). One day, while Trabigzanda’s brother was inspecting 
Smith’s work, Smith rebelled and killed him. He stole the brother’s horse and rode 
into the desert. He returned to Transylvania, where he was given money, and from 
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 John Smith: Mercenary Adventurer

there traveled through  Germany,  France, Spain, and North  Africa, where he found 
a ship bound for  England. There, he befriended a group of bureaucrats interested 
in colonizing the “ New World” for profi t, and it was thus Smith who was chosen to 
lead the  Jamestown expedition.

Works Used

Hindley, Meredith. “Soldier of Fortune:  John Smith before  Jamestown.” Humanities. NEH, vol. 28, no. 
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The Selective Franchise

John Smith, who had been a freelance soldier before signing on to lead 
the  Jamestown expedition, was far more cosmopolitan than most of his 
fellow colonists. Smith had traveled widely through  Europe and  Africa, 
and he had learned to see value in other cultures. While in  Poland, Smith 
was impressed with Polish woodworking and craftsmanship, writing 
that there were “no better workers than the Poles.” After the colony was 
established in April of 1607, it needed to send for supplies from  Britain, 
and Smith suggested bringing some of the Polish workers he’d come to 
admire to assist the colony’s building efforts. The leaders of the colony 
agreed and, in 1608, a group of Polish craftsmen and other Eastern Euro-
peans (Slovaks, Armenians, and Germans) were brought to  Jamestown. 
These Eastern European  immigrants, the fi rst non-British  immigrants in 
what became the American colonies, established the nation’s earliest 
factories, manufacturing glassware, pottery, pitch, and tar. The pitch and 
tar were used for shipbuilding processes, the glassware was sent back to 
England as proof of the colony’s economic viability, and the pottery was 
used by the colonists for their daily needs.

The Eastern European  immigrants in the  Jamestown colony proved so 
valuable that more Polish craftspeople were brought in later years. Co-
lonial records include the names of individuals like  Michal Lowicki,  Zbig-
niew Stefanski,  Jur Mata,  Karol Zrenica, and  Stanislaw Sadowski, though 
their contributions to  Jamestown have been largely lost as the history of 
Virginia was Anglicized by historians adopting a British-centric approach. 
It is unclear how well these Eastern European workers integrated into 
Jamestown society. At the time, most of the colonists, and British people 
in general, were deeply anti-Catholic, resulting from the  English  Reforma-
tion. Many who most fervently embraced  anti- Catholicism believed that 
the  Catholic Church employed spies and saboteurs to damage Protestant 
institutions and communities. Like Holocaust-denial or the  “Deep State” 
conspiracy theories of the twenty-fi rst century, the centuries-long distrust 

Voters_Rights.indd   15Voters_Rights.indd   15 10/23/2019   10:14:21 AM10/23/2019   10:14:21 AM



16 VOTERS’ RIGHTS

of  Catholics was a manifestation of  xenophobia, encouraged by politi-
cians who used  Catholics as a scapegoat for the problems that plagued 
their societies. It was prohibited under  Jamestown law for residents to be 
Catholic, but most Poles, Germans, Slovaks, and Armenians were Cath-
olic, so it is unclear whether this law held true for  immigrants brought to 
Jamestown.

When it came time for  Jamestown to hold its fi rst public election to select 
burgesses from each of the colony’s  plantations, the Eastern European 
workers were prohibited from voting. This may have been because they 
were not British, or because they were Catholic. The decision to deny 
them  voting rights was among the fi rst political controversies in the  New 
World. When Governor Yeardley announced that only English citizens 
would be permitted to vote, mostly all the Poles refused to work. Thus, 
the 1619 election was not only the fi rst democratic election in An-
glo-America, but also inspired the fi rst worker’s rights movement and la-
bor strike in America. The strike took place on June 30, 1619, and caused 
serious problems as the entire economy of  Jamestown and the  Virginia 
Company’s profi ts were heavily dependent on the colony’s Eastern Euro-
pean laborers. Word of the strike rapidly reached London, resulting in a 
simple statement, dated July 21, 1619: “Upon some dispute of the Polo-
nians resident in  Virginia, it was now agreed (not withstanding any former 
order to contrary) that they shall be enfranchised, and made as free as 
any other inhabitant there whatsoever.”5

The American Microcosm

In many ways, the  evolution of  voting rights in  Virginia provides a more 
direct parallel to the  evolution of  voting rights in the United States than 
does the history of voting and the elective franchise in other colonies. 
Plymouth and  Massachusetts Bay were founded by religious radicals 
seeking profi t and economic opportunities, as well as to escape the op-
pressive Protestant government in  England. The  evolution of the elective 
franchise in these communities was dominated by interpretations of Bib-
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lical scripture. In  Massachusetts Bay, there is evidence that some portion 
of the population was given the opportunity to vote, but the colony was 
essentially a theocracy; only the “freemen,” citizens who belonged to the 
Puritan Church, were empowered to hold leadership positions, and were 
only about one-fi fth of the adult male population; the remaining men were 
denied the  right to vote.6 Even in this society, however, records indicate 
that voting was not uncommon and that non-Freemen were sometimes 
allowed to vote in certain colony-wide issues. 

Conversely, the  Pennsylvania Colony was founded by  Quakers, and early 
efforts at  democratization were guided by Quaker or Universalist belief 
that all humans were equal. The  Pennsylvania Colonies thus afforded 
women and non-whites the ability to take part in the elective franchise 
centuries before most Americans viewed this as the democratic ideal. 
This early experiment in true  democratization ended quickly, however, as 
America’s  economic  oligarchy reinstated the conservative hierarchy of 
power in which only white, male, Christians were afforded  voting rights. 

By contrast to the other early colonies,  Jamestown was commercial in 
nature and, thus, essentially secular. Certainly, the members of the colony 
saw themselves as religious and religion played a major role in the soci-
ety’s creation, but religious concerns were secondary to economic ones. 
This helps to explain why  Jamestown put the economic welfare of the 
colony ahead of the traditional  religious hierarchy of  England, and granted 
Eastern Europeans, who were likely Catholic, the right to colonial  citizen-
ship and  voting rights. When the colonies later united in the  American 
Revolution, the secular model that  Jamestown established was followed 
for the country’s national integration as well.

The historic  election of 1619 also demonstrates many of the ideas that 
later became key to the effort to create a new, unifi ed country. Records 
indicate that the fi rst meeting of the   Jamestown Representative Assembly 
occurred on July 30, 1619, in a local church, which was chosen not be-

Voters_Rights.indd   17Voters_Rights.indd   17 10/23/2019   10:14:21 AM10/23/2019   10:14:21 AM



18 VOTERS’ RIGHTS

cause the meeting had religious signifi cance but because, as one mem-
ber wrote, it was the “most convenient place” where everyone involved 
could sit. An English citizen named  John Pory, who had been a member 
of Parliament in  England, was chosen as Speaker of the Representative 
Assembly, and it was his role to communicate the assembly’s resolutions 
to the  monarchy. Among the issues covered was the adoption of new 
prohibitions against drunkenness, idleness, and gambling, as well as 
security measures to protect against Native American aggression and a 
variety of new farming regulations. It was also noted that one of the bur-
gesses died during the six-day meeting due to the oppressive heat and 
humidity.

On August 3, the Representative Assembly discussed something revolu-
tionary, described as “a thirde sorte of laws suche as might proceed out 
of every man’s private conceipt.” The assembly was considering whether 
or not the burgesses should be allowed to suggest their own laws, essen-
tially creating a representative  democracy in which citizens elected the 
burgesses and the burgesses suggested and voted on laws, a system not 
dissimilar from America’s legislative branch. Pory even warned the  Vir-
ginia Company’s stockholders that attempting to restrict the rights of the 
colonists too severely risked  rebellion.7

The further  evolution of the elective franchise in  Jamestown likewise 
demonstrated how  prejudice and hunger for privilege and power compli-
cated  democratization. Following in the tradition of  England, it was ar-
gued that only individuals who were prepared to invest in society should 
be empowered to take part in shaping society’s  political  evolution. Thus, 
only “freemen,” those who were not  slaves or indentured  servants, were 
allowed to vote. Some felt this too lenient and, in 1655, a  reform move-
ment changed the law so that only “housekeepers,” meaning individuals 
who owned property, were allowed to vote, although protests resulted in 
this law being rescinded. Again, in 1670, a change in the law restricted 
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voting to “freeholders” and “housekeepers,” or essentially  homeowners. 
The rules were relaxed again, empowering all citizens to vote, during  Ba-
con’s Rebellion—a settler’s  rebellion led by  Nathaniel Bacon against Gov-
ernor  William Berkeley and the  Tidewater Aristocrats, a group of wealthy 
planters and politicians who dominated colonial society in  Virginia. The 
rebellion failed, however, and the law restricting  voting rights to  property 
owners was reinstated and remained in effect until after the  Revolutionary 
War.8

The history of  voting rights in  Virginia thus reveals the  power struggle that 
has since characterized  voting rights in America, between those who be-
lieve that America should be controlled by those perceived as fi t because 
of their racial, economic, or ethnic heritage, and those who believe that 
all individuals should have infl uence over society’s  political  evolution. As 
in the modern world, the struggle over the elective franchise in the 1600s 
pitted the masses against the wealthy elite and the wealthy elite won, 
utilizing a series of laws and ordinances to restrict the political infl uence 
of the lower classes so that society could be shaped to predominantly 
benefi t the wealthy. Essentially, an aristocratic class was created, not 
entirely dissimilar from the one that dominated society in monarchic  Brit-
ain. Members of this elite then shaped their society to make it diffi cult for 
individuals from the lower classes to rise into elite society, hoarding the 
colony’s wealth by shaping taxation and other laws to their benefi t. 

This same phenomenon is still occurring in America, becoming a charac-
teristic of U.S. society and economics. In 2019, members of the wealthy 
elite use  redistricting,  gerrymandering, and  voter security laws to limit 
the  political power of individuals in the middle and lower classes. And 
they exploit their economic infl uence to secure the support of politicians 
who then shape legislation to their benefi t. The activities of companies 
in the fossil fuel industry today provide an excellent example of how the 
American  oligarchy is maintained. The fossil fuel industry is among the 
most profi table in America, and many high-level executives and owners 
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The Burning of  Jamestown by Howard Pyle, an illustration of the Bacon Rebellion for 
Harper’s Encyclopaedia of United States History, 1905, via Wikimedia.
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of oil and gas companies qualify as members of America’s elite  wealthy 
class. Scientists have warned that, to stop climate change, the nations of 
the world need to reduce the use of oil and gas and to invest in alterna-
tive sources of energy. This action would threaten the profi ts and power 
of individuals in the fossil fuel industry, so companies in this sector have 
spent billions to obstruct efforts to make changes necessary to control 
climate change, including supporting politicians who support the oil and 
gas industry.9

By infl uencing the political process, members of the elite class help 
ensure that their interests are prioritized, limiting any effort to change the 
political system to more equitably distribute wealth or power. This is a 
phenomenon that began in  Jamestown, where the colony’s wealthy aris-
tocrats ensured that the law allowed only persons in their class to have 
the  right to vote, ensuring that their interests would prevail.  Virginia thus 
serves not only as a precursor of America’s democratic franchise but also 
as the earliest battleground of America’s ongoing struggle between  de-
mocracy and  oligarchy. 
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CONCLUSION

The struggles that arose in the fi rst colonies between colonists 
and  immigrants and between the wealthy and working classes 
are still affecting the issue of voters’ rights into the modern era. 
Disenfranchisement based on race, gender, religion, or socioeconomic 
status resulted in determined attempts to extend the vote to as 
many people as possible. Efforts to control who gets to vote refl ect 
a continuing struggle over competing visions of what America 
was, is, and should be. The next chapter discusses the fi rst voting 
prohibitions placed on a particular religious group. The fi rst actual 
disenfranchisement of a population segment begins in the Colonies 
with  Catholics.
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 ♦ The more secular model established in the   Jamestown Colony 
ultimately prevailed when the colonies began to unite. Is this a good 
thing? Why or why not?

 ♦ How does a  democracy differ from an  oligarchy?
 ♦ How was the fi rst president of the  Colonial Council chosen? Do you 

think this was a fair way? Why or why not?
 ♦ Do you think  Jamestown would have been better served if they were 

independent rather than run as a corporation? Why or why not?
 ♦ What historic events occurred in  Jamestown in 1619?
 ♦ What are the similarities between the political struggles in 

 Jamestown and those in the United States today?
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