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Every state chose representatives, except for
independent-minded Rhode Island (still “Rogues’
Island”), a stronghold of paper-moneyites. These leaders
were all appointed by the state legislatures, whose mem-
bers had been elected by voters who could qualify as
property holders. This double distillation inevitably
brought together a select group of propertied men—
though it is a grotesque distortion to claim that they
shaped the Constitution primarily to protect their per-
sonal financial interests. When one of them did suggest
restricting federal office to major property owners, he
was promptly denounced for the unwisdom of “inter-
weaving into a republican constitution a veneration for
wealth.”

A quorum of the fifty-five emissaries from twelve
states finally convened at Philadelphia on May 25, 1787,
in the imposing red-brick statehouse. The smallness of
the assemblage facilitated intimate acquaintance and
hence compromise. Sessions were held in complete
secrecy, with armed sentinels posted at the doors. Dele-
gates knew that they would generate heated differences,
and they did not want to advertise their own dissensions
or put the ammunition of harmful arguments into the
mouths of the opposition.

The caliber of the participants was extraordinarily
high—*“demigods,” Jefferson called them. The crisis was
such as to induce the ablest men to drop their personal
pursuits and come to the aid of their country. Most of
the members were lawyers, and most of them fortu-
nately were old hands at constitution making in their
own states.

George Washington, towering austere and aloof
among the “demigods,” was unanimously elected chair-
man. His enormous prestige, as “the Swor >f the Revolu-
tion,” served to quiet overheated tempers. Benjamin
Franklin, then eigl rone, added the urbanity of an
elder statesman, though he was inclined to be indis-
creetly talkative in his declining years. Concerned for the
secrecy of their deliberations, the convention assigned
chaperones to accompany Franklin to dinner parties
and make sure he held his tongue. James Madison, then
thirty-six and a profound student of government, made
contributions so notable that he has been dubbed “the
Father of the Constitution.” Alexander Hamilton, then
only thirty-two, was present as an advocate of a super-
powerful central government. His five-hour speech in
behalf of his plan, though the most eloquent of the
convention, left only one delegate convinced—himself.

Most of the fiery Revolutionary leaders of 1776 were
absent. Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Thomas

Rising Sun Symbol at the Top of Washington's Chair
This brass sun adorned the chair in which George
Washington sat during the Constitutional Convention.
Pondering the symbol, Benjamin Franklin observed,

“I have the happiness to know it is a rising and not

a setting sun.”

Paine were in Europe; Samuel Adams and John Hancock
were not elected by Massachusetts. Patrick Henry,
ardent champion of states’ rights, was chosen as a
delegate from Virginia but declined to serve, declaring
that he “smelled a rat.” It was perhaps well that these
architects of revolution were absent. The time had come
to yield the stage to leaders interested in fashioning
solid political systems.

The fifty-five delegates were a conservative, well-to-do
body: lawyers, merchants, shippers, land speculators,
and moneylenders. Not a single spokesperson was
present from the poorer debtor groups. Nineteen of the
fifty-five owned slaves. They were young (the average
age was about forty-two) but experienced statesmen.
Above all, they were nationalists, more interested in pre-
serving and strengthening the young Republic than in
further stirring the roiling cauldron of popular democracy.

The delegates hoped to crystallize the last evaporating
pools of revolutionary idealism into a stable political
structure that would endure. They strongly desired
a firm, dignified, and respected government. They
believed in republicanism but sought to protect the
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Strengthening the Central Government

uvLluer Aruclies o1 vonreaeraton

under Federal Constitution

A loose confederation of states
1 vote in Congress for each state

Vote of 9 states in Congress for all important
measures

Laws administered loosely by committees of Congress

No congressional power over commerce

No congressional power to levy taxes

Limited federal courts
1imity of states for amendr 1t
No authority to act directly upon individuals
and no power to coerce states

A firm union of people

2 votes in Senate for each state; representation by
population in House (see Art. I, Secs. 11, III)

Simple majority vote in Congress, subject to presidential
veto (see Art. [, Sec. VII, para. 2)

Laws executed by powerful president (see Art. II, Secs. II, III)

Congress to regulate both foreign and interstate
commerce (see Art. I, Sec. VIII, para. 3)

Extensive power in Congress to levy taxes (see Art. I, Sec.
VIII, para. 1)

Federal courts, capped by Supreme Court (see Art. III)

Amendment less difficult (see Art. V)

Ample power to enforce laws by coercion of individuals
and to some extent of states

governed, and that the powers of government should be
limited—in this case specifically limited by a written
constitution. The virtue of the people, not the authority
of the state, was to be the ultimate guarantor of liberty,
justice, and order. “We the people,” the preamble began,
in aringing affirmation of these republican doctrines.

At the end of seventeen muggy weeks—May 25 to
September 17, 1787—only forty-two of the original fifty-
five members remained to sign the Constitution. Three
of the forty-two, refusing to do so, returned to their
states to resist ratification. The remainder, adjourning to
the City Tavern, celebrated the toastworthy occasion.
But no members of the convention were completely
happy about the result. They were too near their work—
and too weary. Whatever their personal desires, they
finally had to compromise and adopt what was accept-
able to the entire body, and what presumably would be
acceptable to the entire country.

The Framing Fathers early foresaw that nationwide
acceptance of the Constitution would not be easy to
obtain. A formidable barrier was unanimous ratification
by all thirteen states, as required for amendment by the
still-standing Articles of Confederation. But since absent
Rhode Island was certain to veto the Constitution, the
delegates boldly adopted a different scheme. They

stipulated that when nine states had registered their
approval through specially elected conventions, the
Constitution would become the supreme law of the land
in those states ratifying (see Art. VII).

This was extraordinary, even revolutionary. It was in
effect an appeal over the heads of the Congress that had
called the convention, and over the heads of the legisla-
tures that had chosen its members, to the people—or
those of the people who could vote. In this way the
framers could claim greater popular sanction for their
handiwork. A divided Congress submitted e document
to the states on this basis, without recommendation of
any kind.

The American people were somewhat astonished,
so well had the secrets of the convention been con-
cealed. The public had expected the old Articles of
Confederation to be patched up; now it was handed a
startling new document in which, many thought, the
precious jewel of state sovereignty was swallowed up.
One of the hottest debates of American history forthwith
erupted. The antifederalists, who opposed the stronger
federal government, were arrayed against the federalists,
who obviously favored it.

A motley crew gathered in the antifederalist camp.
Its leaders included prominent revolutionaries like
Samuel Adams, Patrick Henry, and Richard Henry Lee.
Their followers consisted primarily, though not exclu-
sively, of states’ rights devotees, backcountry dwellers,
and one-horse farmers—in general, the poorest classes.
They were joined by paper-moneyites 1d debtors,
many of whom feared that a potent central government
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Vote in Rank in 1790
State Date Convention Population Population
1. Delaware Dec. 7, 1787 Unanimous 13 59,096
2. Pennsylvania Dec. 12,1787 46 to 23 3 433,611
3. New Jersey Dec. 18, 1787 Unanimous 9 184,139
4. Georgia Jan. 2, 1788 Unanimous 11 82,548
5. Connecticut Jan. 9, 1788 128 to 40 8 237,655
6. Massachusetts Feb. 7, 1788 187 to 168 2 475,199
(incl. Maine)
7. Maryland Apr. 28, 1788 63to 11 319,728
8. South Carolina May 23, 1788 149to 73 249,073
9. New Hampshire June 21, 1788 57 to 46 1 141,899
10. Virginia June 26, 1788 89to 79 747,610
11. New York July 26, 1788 30 to 27 340,241
12. North Carolina Nowv. 21, 1789 195 to 77 395,005
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would force them to pay off their debts—and at
full value. Large numbers of antifederalists saw in the
Constitution a plot by the upper crust to steal power
back from the common folk.

Silver-buckled federalists had power and influence
on their side. They enjoyed the support of such com-
manding figures as George Washington and Benjamin
Franklin. Most of them lived in the settled areas along
the seaboard, not in the raw backcountry. Overall, they
were wealt r than the antifederalists, more educated,
and better rganized. They also controlled the press.
More than « hundred newspapers were published in
America in the 1780s; only a dozen supported the
antifederalist cause.

Antifederalists voiced vehement objections to the
“gilded traj ~ known as the Constitution. They cried with
much truth. .aat it had been drawn up by the aristocratic
elements and hence was antidemocratic. They likewise
charged th the sovereignty of the states was being sub-
merged a . that the freedoms of the individual
were jeopa ized by the absence of a bill of rights. They
decried th. JIropping of annual elections for congres-
sional representatives, the erecting of a federal strong-
hold ten miles square (later the District of Columbia),
the creatic of a standing army, the omission of any
reference - God, and the highly questionable proce-
dure of ra..ying with only two-thirds of the states. A
Philadelphia newspaper added that Benjamin . .anklin
was “a fool from age” and George Washington “a fool
from nature.”
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Special elections, some apathetic but others hotly con-
tested, were held in the various states for members of
the ratifying conventions. The candidates—federalist
or antifederalist—were elected on the basis of their
pledges for or against the Constitution.

With the ink barely dry on the parchment, four
small states quickly accepted the Constitution, for
they had come off much better than they expected.
Pennsylvania, number two on the list of ratifiers, was
the first large state to act, but not until high-handed
irregularities had been employed by the federalist leg-
islature in calling a convention. These included the
forcible seating of two antifederalist members, their
clothes torn and their faces red with rage, in order to
complete a quorum.

Massachusetts, the second most populous state,
provided an acid test. If the Constitution had failed in
Massachusetts, the entire movement might easily have
bogged down. The Boston ratifying convention at first
contained an antifederalist majority. It included grudg-
ing Shaysites and the aging Samuel Adams, as suspi-
cious of government power in 1787 as he had been in
1776. The assembly buzzed with dismaying talk of sum-
moning another constitutional convention. as though
the nation had not already shot its bolt. _.zarly the
choice was not between this Constitution and a better
one, but between this Constitution and the creaking





















