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Abstract 

 How did the America’s Founding Fathers use historical knowledge to inform their actions 

and decisions that ultimately led to the creation of the Constitution?  This dissertation begins to 

answer this question by providing context to the Framers’ education on both colonial and personal 

levels.  Starting with exposure to historical content through learning Greek and Latin, this research 

explores the depth of historical knowledge possessed by the Founders and how they used that 

knowledge to explain their thoughts and ideas throughout the tumultuous years surrounding the 

American Revolutionary War.  This aspect of the Constitution’s formation is overshadowed by the 

prominence of eighteenth-century political theory as part of Enlightenment philosophies that 

emerged during the same time.  Historical analyses of the Constitution overlook the nuance of the 

Founders’ collective, and oftentimes shared, historical knowledge.  Grounded in historical content, 

the Founders’ education gave them readily available examples to cite as references when 

discussing matters of policy and governance throughout the last half of the eighteenth century.  

Thus, this dissertation intends to present historical application to the repertoire of interpreting the 

formation of the Constitution in addition to the previously established scholarship of 

Enlightenment philosophy and emerging political theory of eighteenth-century America. 
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Chapter 1: Historiography of the Constitution, Framers, and Education 

Despite the vast amount of research and analysis done on the Founders and the 

Constitution, very little scholarly attention has been given to how they understood history and 

applied it to the creation of the American government. Indeed, the foundations of the Constitution 

can be traced to English constitutional and political developments, including concepts of common 

law and the importance of balancing power and authority.1 Moreover, the difference in the 

education of the Constitution’s Framers help to explain how their views on the Constitution 

diverged, including the disagreements on the Constitution.2 Although there have been works 

written on the divergence of the education of the contributors, there has not been an exploration of 

how the content of their diverging educational formation shaped their ideas and contributions to 

the Constitution. Understanding the Constitutional Framers’ relationship with history 

contextualizes their applications of such understandings of history to the creation of the 

Constitution. Although much has been written on the development of the Constitution and its 

contributors, the connection between the work of the Founders and their educational background 

is a component that has been overlooked. The lives of the Founders and their background, namely 

their academic background no doubt influenced the creation of the Constitution. Within a period 

in which a public education structure was largely absent, the Founders developed their academic 

foundation through private tutoring and apprenticeships. Through a review of the literature, the 

aim of this research is to explore the academic background of the contributors of the Constitution 

and how reference to such background was evident in their contributions.  

 
1Ellis Sandoz, The Roots of Liberty: Magna Carta, Ancient Constitution, and the Anglo-American Tradition 

of Rule of Law (Indianapolis, Ind.: Amagi/Liberty Fund, 2008). 
2Andrew H. Browning, Schools for Statesmen: The Divergent Educations of the Constitution’s 

Framers (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 2022). 
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Of course, when analyzing the implications of influences on the Framers’ expressions of 

their ideas it is necessary to also examine their individual and collective educational backgrounds.  

How was history taught in the American colonies during the eighteenth century?  The role of 

narrative in the way history was taught in late colonial America is especially important to consider. 

In addition to detailed biographies that relay this information in summary, archived records of 

American universities the Founders attended shed light on the Constitutional debate reflecting the 

curricula and methodologies employed at these institutions.  Investigating these elements leads to 

a closer examination of how the Constitutional Framers understood history and applied it to their 

social and political activities.  How did the Founders’ historical understandings shape the language 

and intentions/expectations of the Constitution and their commentary surrounding its adoption?  

How do the Framers’ previous experiences in government contextualize the sources used to create 

the Constitution? 

Invoking the Constitution, and its underlying principles, is a timeless staple of American 

sociopolitical discourse; an activity that also serves as a testament to its durability through its 

flexibility in operation while retaining the overarching structure outlined within it. Just as most of 

its contents have gone unchallenged since its adoption, there is little about the American 

Constitution’s historical importance that has not been said.  As the meaning and interpretations of 

the United States’ founding document change with each generation’s understanding of its contents, 

the basis from which it is derived are equally important in understanding its application to the 

present.  This has caused historical interpretations of the United States Constitution to be 

understood through the Constitutional framers’ relationship to history, not their relationship with 

history. The aim of this research is to explore how the Founder’s relationship with history can be 

traced to their academic formation and later contributions to the development of the Constitution. 
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The Constitutional framers’ relationship with history is reflected in their writings, as demonstrated 

in James Madison’s historical interpretation of authority in new government, in the Federalist. 

One of the least cited Federalist essays is No. 18, which describes the Amphictyonic 

Council failing due to its confederation governance structure’s inability to prevent domination of 

more powerful states and infighting amongst its members.3  The Amphictyonic Council was a 

body of representatives from Greek city-states who met at a place of significant religious 

importance to make “court decisions, dispersing judgments, punishments, and rewards on any 

individual Greek or Greek city-state deemed fit for the action.”4  Madison cautioned that the former 

was a possible development if the current Articles of Confederation remained in place and the 

latter was an immediate danger upon the new republic.5  In No. 45, James Madison refutes the 

concern over a concentration of authority in the new government by claiming that the most 

historically similar examples--the Achaean and Lycian leagues--fell due to “the incapacity of the 

federal authority to prevent the dissensions, and finally the disunion of the subordinate authorities” 

instead of degenerating “into one consolidated government.”6  These references to ancient 

governments in the essays created to defend the Constitution and rally support for it, in conjunction 

with the recent developments before, during, and after the Revolutionary War, demonstrate a need 

to understand how the Founding Fathers came to apply their historical understanding to the 

emerging philosophies of government.   

 
3Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, James Madison, The Federalist (Gideon Edition). George W. Carey and 

James McClellan, eds., (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), pp. 84-9.  The editors also note that this was originally 
much shorter when written by Hamilton and practically re-written by Madison to include far more detail. 

4Kate Mower, “Creating Greek Identity: How Philip II of Macedon used the Third Sacred War to Infiltrate 
Greek Politics and Establish Macedonia as a Greek State.” Thesis, The University of Utah, 2016, p. 7; For more 
information in other political activities in the Amphictyonic Council prior to Philip II of Macedon’s involvement see 
Kristin M. Heineman, The Decadence of Delphi : The Oracle in the Second Century AD and Beyond. (New York: 
Routledge, 2017). 

5Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, James Madison, The Federalist (Gideon Edition), pp. 84-9.   
6Ibid., p. 239. 
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Although it is well established that the Framers knew the Bible very well and were well 

acquainted with various historical accounts, ascertaining their understanding of that reading is far 

more elusive.  Proving the influence of Montesquieu and Locke, among others, is more easily done 

because they are referred to both explicitly by name and implicitly in phrases that rarely apply to 

multiple writers.  Piecing together biblical and historical references in explanatory and 

argumentative contextual sources throughout Revolutionary and Early Republican texts is 

imperative to explaining the creation and defense of Constitutional provisions.   Just as important 

as identifying historical examples that were applied to the creation and ratification of the 

Constitution is understanding the founders’ religious perspectives when drafting and defending the 

Constitution.  Investigating these facets will be done by examining and analyzing a variety of 

private and public letters found in the Federalist Papers, Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, 

and document collections of key constitutional delegates, including but not limited to: James 

Madison, John Adams, George Washington, and Alexander Hamilton. 

A Call for Historical Exploration 

One of the earliest explanations of the American Constitution was written by Harvard Law 

Professor and Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story who, in his Commentaries on the Constitution 

of the United States (1833), dedicated his two volume work to Chief Justice John Marshall for his 

role in “framing and supporting the Constitution” and devotion “to the task of unfolding its powers, 

and illustrating its principles.”7   In addition to highlighting an inspiration for writing this book, 

Story’s dedication also summarizes its main purpose of explaining how the Constitution works in 

practice.In a later work, Bacon’s Guide to American Politics (1863), G.W. Bacon delivers a brief 

 
7Joseph Story. Commentaries on the Constitution of the United States: With a Preliminary Review of the 

Constitutional History of the Colonies and States Before the Adoption of the Constitution, v.  1, (Boston: Charles C. 
Little and James Brown 1851), p. v. 
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explanation of the theory of government to argue for secession as the “Federal and Confederate 

Constitutions are based on the same theory of government” and that the separation is occurring 

because the federal government violated its contract with the states by refusing to honor its own 

provisions.8  Although these two works present an explanation of the Constitution, they present 

only the outcomes of the development of the Constitution, which was to separate the powers of 

government after the perception that the federal government did not fulfill its contract with state 

powers without such separation.  

In a similar vein, Charles Chauncey Burr’s The History of the Union and of the Constitution 

(1863) presents local government as the foundation of a successful national governance structure 

but goes beyond Bacon by holding up the ancient Saxon government style as the original example 

for the Constitution.  He presents America’s formation as a reclamation of the ancestral Saxon 

government of autonomous regional polities that cooperate for mutual benefit and collective 

security.  William the Conqueror of Normandy ended this when he took over Saxony and instituted 

a monarchical government that became increasingly centralized. The deteriorating relationship 

with Great Britain is a manifestation of the colonists’ Saxon heritage culminating in the creation 

of a separate country.  By claiming America’s formation as a direct result of ancestral culture, Burr 

is among the first to present the progressive view of history.9 A progressive view of history places 

the development of the Constitution as an event occurring from reflections on previous historical 

events. In the explanation provided by Burr, for instance, the development of the Constitution in 

the United States could be connected to the issue of the autonomy of America from Britain, just 

 
8G. W. Bacon, Bacon’s Guide to American Politics; or, A Complete View of the National and State 

Governments, (London: Sampson Low, Son & Co., 1863), p. 53. 
9Charles Chauncey Burr, The History of the Union and of the Constitution: Being the Substance of Three 

Lectures on the Colonial, Revolutionary, and Constitutional Periods of American History: With an Appendix 
Containing the Constitution of the United States, and the Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions of '98 (New York: Van 
Evrie, Horton, 1863), pp. 11-16 provide a brief chronology of English documents granting personal rights and their 
impact on both English citizens and colonization. 
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as was the case of the Saxon’s desire for autonomy under William the Conqueror of Normandy.   

Nathaniel C. Towle, in 1871, solidified the progressive view of history by accounting for 

sociocultural decline in this viewpoint through a brief summary of the rise and fall of various 

civilizations.  According to Towle, civilizations such as Greece and Rome dissolved or were 

overtaken due to cultural stagnation because remaining in the same geographic location inhibited 

progress through expansion, decreasing their vitality.  He concluded that “upward development of 

the human race, must be taken upon a virgin soil,” which occurred in America via colonization 

and is why it needed to become its own nation.10  Another aspect of the progressive view of 

American History is direct comparison to past civilizations and their government structures.  

George Bancroft’s History of the Formation of the Constitution of the United States of America 

(1889), for example, romanticizes the accomplishment of creating the United States’ Constitution 

as a culmination of civilizational development on top of various governmental and institutional 

building blocks. 

Additionally, The Story of the Constitution of the United States (1891) by Francis Newton 

Thorpe elaborates on the progressive view in conjunction with American exceptionalism by 

comparing American colonial governance to ancient Rome.  Colonial legislatures were “an 

anomaly of history” because such local assemblies were not known to operate with such autonomy 

from Rome all the way to the establishment of England.11  One overarching theme of the 

Progressive Era, especially as it relates to America’s Founding Era, is the development of 

government institutions.  Historians of the first half of the twentieth century present an 

 
10Nathaniel C. Towle, A History and Analysis of the Constitution of the United States, (Boston: Little, Brown, 

and Company 1871), p. 300. 
11Francis Newton Thorpe, The Story of the Constitution of the United States, (New York: Chautauqua Press, 

1891), p. 15 states “no Roman province had its own elected legislature; no American colony was without its own 
popular assembly” and continues to focus on the central authority of Parliament in England in comparing that 
government to the colonial structure in subsequent pages. 
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exceptionalist viewpoint through citing a variety of historical examples and comparisons to prove 

the uniqueness of America’s founding.  The Origin and Growth of the American Constitution: An 

Historical Treatise (1911) by Hannis Taylor, for instance, goes out of its way to decry the lack of 

praise for the emergence of “a new federal fabric without a prototype in history” by previous 

historians because they focus on the events surrounding the Constitutional Convention and the 

essential aspects of the government’s structure instead of the novelty associated with the plan put 

forth to the delegates.12  He further attempts to separate Federalist authors James Madison’s and 

Alexander Hamilton’s historical understanding from the Constitution by referencing self-

confessed “meagerness of their knowledge of Greek federalism.”13  However, this did not prevent 

them from applying what they did know to drafting the Constitution.  Other progressive 

exceptionalists compare historical relationships to the Constitution by analyzing them through the 

results rather than its formation. 

In 1913 Charles Beard published his landmark An Economic Interpretation of the 

Constitution, in which he determined that the Framers crafted the Constitution for their own selfish 

purposes, so that they and others like them could enrich themselves by reshaping the government 

under the Articles of Confederation.14  Although he received criticism for his methodology and 

conclusions, Beard paved the way for ascribing personal motives to the Constitutional Framers.  

Other scholars, however, did not view the Constitution’s effect in such a bleak manner.  A decade 

after Beard’s Economic Interpretation, Randolph Leigh, in A Series of Studies on the Growth of 

the American Constitution (1924), presents the Constitution as a step beyond the English example 

 
12Hannis Taylor, The Origin and Growth of the American Constitution: An Historical Treatise, (Boston and 

New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1911), p. 4. 
13Ibid., p. 20. 
14Charles A. Beard and Inc NetLibrary. An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States, 

(New Brunswick, N.J: Transaction Publishers, 1998), p. 324. 
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due to it being “devoid of many essential checks upon the passions of the multitude.” 

Comparatively, the American government distributes powers more evenly across branches than its 

English counterpart, while also holding the actions of those in power more accountable to the 

people.15  Continuing the legacy of thematic and structural comparisons, the end of progressive 

historical scholarship is shaped by presenting historical events as deterministically leading to 

America’s founding and instituting the Constitutional government. 

Marcus Wilson Jernegan’s The American Colonies, 1492-1750: A Study of their Political, 

Economic and Social Development (1929) elaborates on the context of American colonial culture 

being unique in its creation and development in that each colony’s founding and progression 

differed from the others.  As this was due to a variety of factors related to the location and 

conditions of each colony, it was only natural that they would identify more with each other than 

the mother country. Hence, the colonies’ eventual desire to separate from Great Britain.16  In 1937 

the Exhibition of Books and Manuscripts in Commemoration of the One Hundred and Fiftieth 

Anniversary of the Signing of the Constitution of the United States of America, created and 

published by the Library Company of Philadelphia, presents European governance documents, the 

treasured political science treatises of Enlightenment thinkers, and select publications asserting the 

rights of American colonists within the British constitutional framework in chronological sequence 

“to illustrate the development of the Constitution through the ages.”17  Here, too, there is no 

commentary on the Founders’ understanding of history.  Recognizing these progressive trends, the 

 
15Randolph Leigh, A Series of Studies on the Growth of the American Constitution. Chicago: Chicago Daily 

News, 1924), p. 33 for direct quote and 7 for the list of American Constitutional elements that are viewed as unique 
for its time. 

16Marcus Wilson Jernegan, The American Colonies, 1492-1750: A Study of their Political, Economic and 
Social Development, v. 1, (London, New York: Longmans, Green and Co, 1929), pp. ix-x. 

17Library Company of Philadelphia, Exhibition of Books and Manuscripts in Commemoration of the One 
Hundred and Fiftieth Anniversary of the Signing of the Constitution of the United States of America, (Philadelphia: 
Library Company of Philadelphia, 1937), p. 5. 
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1940’s began a new examination of constitutional history through a consensus understanding of 

broad themes. 

An article from 1943, “Roman Precedents and British Colonial Policy in 1770” written by 

Robert Mackintosh and Charles Mullett provides a short introduction to supporting swift action to 

subjugate the colonies in 1770 before they openly rebel.  Identifying the concept of incompatible 

interests and the result of failing to act or compromise being present in ancient commentaries on 

colonial governance through Roman examples highlights the move towards thematic 

understanding of the Constitution compared to previous interpretations through events.18  By 1956 

this approach was used to analyze, and rebut, Beard’s Economic Interpretation.  Although Robert 

Eldon Brown recognizes the criticism Beard received in his own time, in Charles Beard and the 

Constitution (1956) he disputes Beard by condensing Economic Interpretation’s theses to two 

main points and providing his own alternative conclusions. Whereas Beard surmises that “the 

Constitution originated with and was carried through by personalty interests” and “was put over 

undemocratically in an undemocratic society,” Brown asserts that it “was adopted in a society 

which was fundamentally democratic, not undemocratic; and it was adopted by a people who were 

primarily middle-class property owners.”19  While these interpretations analyze cultural contexts 

of America’s Founding Era, little is made of the extent of historical understanding of the time.  

This scholarship gap is further compounded in the New Left and conservative response of the 

1960’s-’70’s where progressive perspectives are synthesized with the thematic approach of 

consensus interpretations. 

 
18Robert Mackintosh and Charles F. Mullett. “Roman Precedents and British Colonial Policy in 1770,” The 

Huntington Library Quarterly 7, no. 1 (1943): p. 98. 
19Robert Eldon Brown, Charles Beard and the Constitution: A Critical Analysis of “an Economic 

Interpretation of the Constitution,” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1956), p. 194 and p. 200. 
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Forrest McDonald’s E Pluribus Unum (1965) outlines the divergence of opinions among 

the Founders regarding the plan for fighting the Revolutionary War, the general differences of the 

war among the colonial regions, and the opposing viewpoints surrounding the Constitution.  

Prefacing this work with the assertion that the depth of his factual exploration renders his 

conclusions indisputable, McDonald situates the Constitutional question under a central theme of 

whether the newly independent colonies should be sovereign states in and of themselves or a 

single, cohesive unit.20  Through its heavy use of placing historical materials in broad categories, 

Bernard Bailyn’s The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (1967) embodies the 

consensus school in summarizing the colonial struggle and the nature of the Constitution: “the 

colonists had no doubt about what power was and about its central, dynamic role in any political 

system.”21  In categorizing the various influences on the American Revolution and Constitutional 

development, Bailyn also displays progressive tendencies in tracing the ideas behind America’s 

founding.  While monumental and impressive in its overall synthesis, Ideological Origins 

completely disregards the Founders’ historical understanding, despite its heavy use in many of 

their writings. 

Representative of a viewpoint contrary to the consensus view, Murray Rothbard’s The New 

Republic: 1784-1791 represents the New Left perspective by presenting the Constitutional 

Convention itself as a conspiracy of the delegates to centralize government power for their own 

political gain.22  Rothbard does an excellent job in describing the sociopolitical events immediately 

preceding the Constitutional Convention, and their relevance to the delegates’ activities.  

 
20Forrest McDonald, E Pluribus Unum: The Formation of the American Republic, (Boston: Houghton-

Mifflin, 1965), pp. ix-xv. 
21Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins, p. 55. 
22Although not published until 2019, The New Republic is a product of Rothbard’s research for his 

commission to write the Conceived in Liberty series in the 1970’s. Because he died before completing the final volume, 
it was left unpublished until Patrick Newman was able to compile and analyze Rothbard’s notes and present them as 
a published work. 
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Exclusively focusing on the present history of the Founders, however, ignores the reasons 

Constitutionalists believed restructuring the government was necessary for the country’s survival.  

As the Cold War’s thaw progressed, the consensus and New Left viewpoints were shortly 

thereafter replaced by the revisionist school in the 1980’s and 1990’s, which shifted Founding Era 

interpretations to the contextual meaning of its various facets. 

One aspect of revisionist history is the redefinition of, or expounding upon, the themes and 

concepts that comprise collective historical understanding.  John Phillip Reid’s four-volume set of 

the Constitutional History of the American Revolution (1986) does just that by focusing on the 

colonial understanding of law, rights, and constitutionalism.  Essentially, Reid espouses that rights 

apply to what the government had the authority to do in relation to governance and the people.  

When this came at the expense of personal liberty for the colonists, the issue escalated into the 

Revolutionary War and became an issue to be addressed in the formation of a government in both 

the Articles of Confederation and Constitution.23  Reid thoroughly explains the American rebellion 

via contextualizing the geopolitical framework of that generation’s understanding of historical 

parallels, but it is based on modern understandings of governmental theory and policy.  Thus, 

Constitutional History also neglects the historical understanding of the participants.  Focusing on 

a historical analysis of semantics, Donald Pickens and G. L. Seligmann conclude that property as 

mentioned in the Constitution “was usually a farm,” whereas the modern meaning of property 

defines it as general wealth associated with greedy accumulation.  This misunderstanding has led 

to both misinterpretations of the Constitution and its Framers, and new understandings of its 

 
23John Phillip Reid, Constitutional History of the American Revolution, 4 vols., (Madison, WI: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 1986), v. 1, pp. 4-6. 
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nature.24  Additional revisionist works give renewed attention to the content of the opposition and 

revisit the intellectual and cultural lineage of Constitutional elements.  

Lance Banning’s “The Practicable Sphere of a Republic” (1987) appears in a collection of 

essays illuminating the necessity and process of America’s transition from a confederation to a 

strong, centralized republic.  Because historians had already established James Madison’s 

prominence at the Constitutional Convention, Banning focuses on recognizing “how much 

[Madison] learned, how much [Madison] changed” as a result of the delegates revising his original 

ideas.25   This has more to do with Madison’s reflections on comparing the goals he had for the 

Constitutional Convention to its result than Madison’s contributions to the Constitution itself.  

Additionally, Peter S. Onuf’s article, “Reflections on the Founding” (1989), demonstrate the 

increased attention towards a nuanced understanding of the Constitution in relation to the 

opposition it faced.  Despite the lack of new insights in the wake of the bicentennial celebrations, 

renewed commentary on the nature of the Constitutional debate reimagines it as both sides arguing 

“each other into a moderate middle ground.”26  This is an excellent observation that deserves 

detailed analysis on the content and methodology, and influences thereupon, associated with 

Constitutional debates.  The millennial era of constitutional interpretation, arbitrarily starting 

around 1990, is characterized by contextual approaches to understanding the surrounding 

influences of the document’s framers, creation, adoption, and implementation. 

 
24Donald K. Pickens and G. L. Seligmann, “‘Unworthy Motives’: Property, the Historian, and the Federal 

constitution—a Historiography Speculation.” Social Science Quarterly 68, no. 4 (1987): p. 856. 
25Lance Banning. “The Practicable Sphere of a Republic: James Madison, the Constitutional Convention, 

and the Emergence of Revolutionary Federalism,” in Beyond Confederation: Origins of the Constitution and 
American National Identity. edited by Richard R. Beeman, Stephen Botein, and Edward Carlos Carter, (Chapel Hill, 
NC: UNC Press), pp. 162-187. 

26Peter S. Onuf, “Reflections on the Founding: Constitutional Historiography in Bicentennial Perspective.” 
The William and Mary Quarterly 46, no. 2 (1989): pp. 341 and 375. 
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Greece, Rome, and the Bill of Rights (1992) by Susan Ford Wiltshire combines progressive 

and revisionist interpretations by presenting constitutional themes in classical terms to show the 

similarities between the two.27  Max A. Edling, in A Revolution in Favor of Government (2008), 

argues that the American Founders’ understanding of European state building and statecraft 

influenced the nature of the new government so that it could be seen as a legitimate and reputable 

country on the world stage.28  A good start, to be sure, but still lacking in rationale for how the 

Framers perceived that as something to be modeled compared to the historical examples from 

which they drew inspiration.  Other comprehensivists turn to viewing the Constitution through the 

Framers’ syntax and language.29  Arguing in favor of an originalist approach to constitutional 

jurisprudence, as well as historical interpretation, Gary McDowell’s The Language of Law and the 

Foundations of American Constitutionalism (2012) states that the intentionality of the 

Constitution’s language and the Founders’ choice of structure generate the “moral grounds of 

originalism as the standard of interpretation,” contrary to the opposing viewpoint of more 

flexibility as society and culture change.30  Conversely, James D. Moseley’s article, “The U.S. 

Constitution of 1787, Based on Reason and Revelation” (2018) equates the rationality of the 

Constitution for practical application with spiritual revelation due to the freedom of conscience all 

people have in relation to the religious milieu of the founders.31  Therefore, even presenting the 

 
27Susan Ford Wiltshire and Inc NetLibrary, Greece, Rome, and the Bill of Rights, (Norman, OK: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 1992), p. 184 makes the distinction between individual rights and natural by reiterating her point 
that natural law was first proposed by the Greeks and evolved into Jefferson’s “inalienable rights.” 

28 Max M. Edling, A Revolution in Favor of Government: Origins of the U.S. Constitution and the Making of 
the American State, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 219-20. 

29Comprehensivist is a word invented here to describe historical scholarship intended to provide a 
comprehensive view of a given topic by analyzing multiple viewpoints and providing an analytical summary in how 
those ideas fit into the topic being discussed. 

30Gary L. McDowell, The Language of Law and the Foundations of American Constitutionalism, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 54. 

31James D. Moseley, “The U.S. Constitution of 1787, Based on Reason and Revelation.” Journal of 
Interdisciplinary Studies 30, no. 1-2 (2018): p. 167. 
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Founders’ frames of reference using only the content of the Constitution yields conflicting 

interpretations of its practical applications. 

As contrary and complicated interpretations of the Constitution arise, new scholarship 

seeks to bridge these multiple gaps simultaneously by comparing the conclusions put forth 

alongside comparisons of founders that represent these interpretations.  Jefferson, Madison, and 

the Making of the Constitution (2019) is just one example of such an endeavor in its desire to 

compare two different Founders who worked together to accomplish the same goal.  Furthermore, 

the simple observation is made that the documents supporting the American Republic are 

drastically different because they serve different purposes.32  As a final stepping stone to relating 

the Founding Fathers’ past and present historical understandings to shaping the Constitution, 

Thomas E. Ricks’s First Principles: What America's Founders Learned from the Greeks and 

Romans and how that Shaped our Country (2020) devotes 386 pages to summarizing the classical 

educational experiences of the first four presidents.33  Although such approaches are becoming 

more comprehensive and insightful through multi-disciplinary analyses, there remains much to be 

discussed regarding the founders’ understanding of historical examples and applications thereof. 

Chapter 2 provides the context of the Framers’ historical knowledge and interpretations by 

examining educational materials, curricula, and pedagogy of the late colonial period.  University 

documents corresponding to the attendance dates of the Framers will be used to analyze the impact 

these instructional facets had on the information available to them as well as how they were 

expected to present their knowledge and understanding. Additionally, education initiatives for 

children, as they are available, showcase the value the Framers placed on education--such as 

 
32Jeff Broadwater, Jefferson, Madison, and the Making of the Constitution, (Chapel Hill: The University of 

North Carolina Press, 2019), pp. xiii-xiv. 
33Ricks, Thomas E. First Principles: What America's Founders Learned from the Greeks and Romans and 

how that Shaped our Country. New York, NY: Harper, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers, 2020. 
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Benjamin Franklin’s 1749 Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pensilvania.  From 

here, the application of colonial instruction and presentation is examined through the use of 

historical references in public discourse. The methodology used to identify the documents relevant 

to this topic is further detailed in Chapter 2. 

 Chapter 3 analyzes the use of historical examples in opinions expressed throughout the 

Revolutionary Era (1765-1783) leading to the historical developments surrounding the creation of 

the Constitution.  As many of these writings cite recent events, the main purpose of this chapter is 

to explain the parallels colonists drew between their understanding of their situation and 

similarities to events in the past.  Furthermore, the language and presentation styles used in these 

allow for a determination to be made regarding the authors adherence, or lack thereof, to 

educational standards of arguing a position.  While education was by no means uniform throughout 

the colonies, including among the Convention delegates, trends in writing illuminate broad trends 

in the relationship between institutional practices and individual application.  Essentially, this 

serves as a bridge from colonial education to principle applications via the formation of the 

Constitution out of the turmoil of the Revolutionary War. 

Chapter 4 outlines how the Framers used historical events--from ancient to recent--as a 

basis for various Constitutional elements, starting with the need for amending the Articles of 

Confederation.  The Framers’ experiences in colonial government and the Revolutionary War gave 

them unique perspectives that shaped their understanding of how states should interact while 

providing for a unified government for collective security and prosperity.  This chapter will end 

by examining the presence of historical references in the Federalist Papers in how they are used 

to justify the increased power of the federal government. 
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The fifth chapter includes a description of the structure and rhetoric presented by the Anti 

Federalists in the Constitutional debate, focusing on the conversations after the development of 

the Constitution.  This includes documents and publications from, and about, the state ratifying 

conventions.  Counter arguments made by Federalists during these discussions will also be 

provided as a means of comparing the two sides’ approaches as well as analyzing how much they 

reflect the educational practices from which the participants learned.  Interspersed throughout the 

debated points are relevant aspects of state Constitutions insomuch as they served as an example, 

positive or negative, for the federal Constitution.  Additionally, the compromise of adding the Bill 

of Rights is included as the fear of the federal government acting similar to England’s tyrannical 

style concerned the Anti Federalists.  An important undertone of this chapter is the awareness 

authors on both sides of the debate had on the potential effects of the various Constitutional 

provisions, which can only be understood by understanding the Framers’ historical interpretations. 

The sixth and final chapter synthesizes the themes of the Framers’ historical interpretations 

by reiterating the relevance of their experiences and implications for the development of the 

Constitution. The role of their educational formation, including ideological and religious 

influences will also be revisited.  The beliefs of the Founders, formed based on their educational 

background, including religious and ideological underpinnings, predisposed them to view the 

present much differently than people do today.  That is how they were able to consider the 

ramifications of Constitutional elements long before they became contentious issues. The sixth 

chapter will provide a summary of the links between the Framers’ factual knowledge of history 

and the meaning they drew from it, as evident in their writings and actions.    

Separating the Framers’ knowledge of historical events from their beliefs regarding the 

nature of existence and the means by which people are governed is a daunting task, but paramount 
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to understanding how they perceived the purpose, role, and future of the Constitution.  Ancient 

narratives were read alongside philosophical treatises, which were accompanied by poetry, plays, 

and a host of other works across a range of literary genres.34  Such eclectic reading collections 

present intriguing implications for the Framers’ use of history in defending and attacking the 

Constitution.  At its core, this research connects the historical information available to the Framers, 

how they learned this information, the methods for presenting their interpretations of it, and how 

they came to both disagree on various parts of the Constitution and compromise to agree on its 

ratification. 

 
34Forrest McDonald, Alexander Hamilton: A Biography, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1982), 

p. xiii. 
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Chapter 2: History Education of the Founders 

Understanding the historical content available to the Founders first requires an 

understanding of the educational context in which they were raised.  While the printing press and 

Protestant Reformation provided unprecedented levels of literary production in both content and 

quantity, distribution was far from uniform.  The distance of the colonies from continental Europe 

further delayed American access to literary materials, requiring the earliest settlements to rely on 

resources brought with them and, when possible, create their own.  Thus, the Founders’ education 

of history begins with the history of their education and an overview of the system in which they 

were educated. To provide this overview, literature and documents from the university library and 

archives were identified, with a focus on political publications and documents leading up to the 

development of the Constitution. These documents were supplemented using literature including 

a description of the biographical histories of the founders. A summary of the identified documents 

and literature is included in Table 1.  

In this chapter, these documents will be presented in chronological order based on the birth 

year of the Founders, beginning with Benjamin Franklin. In Chapter 3, the documents beyond the 

educational formation of the Founders will be presented to provide an overview of the historical 

developments in the creation of the Constitution and connections to the educational formation of 

the Founders. In presenting the history of the founders, the relationships with other notable actors 

will be described to demonstrate the potential means in which these interactions may have 

influenced their academic formation and understanding of history. 
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Table 1. Summary of Documents and Publications 

Author(s) Title Date 

King John I Magna Carta 1215 

A. Cowley A Proposition for the Advancement of Experimental Philosophy 1661 

John Locke Some Thoughts Concerning Education  1693 
 

Act of Settlement 1701 

Society of Friends Some Advices in the Yearly Meeting Epistle 1709 1712 
 

Fitted unto the Youngest and Lowest Capacities, and Children 1713 

Paul Dudley A Projection for Erecting a Bank of Credit in Boston, New England 1714 

Josiah Smith  The Duty of Parents, to Instruct their Children 1730 

Benjamin Franklin Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pensilvania 1759 

George Canning Right Honourable Earl of Hillsborough 1766 

Jared Ingersoll Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act 1766 

John Adams The Earl of Clarendon to William Pym, Part I 1766 

Wills Hill and George 
Canning 

A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, on the Present 
Situation of Affairs in America 

1769 

James Burgh Political Disquisitions 1775 

Benjamin Franklin and 
Thomas Jefferson 

Jefferson’s Annotated Copy of Franklin’s Proposed Articles of 
Confederation 

1775 

Thomas Jefferson Declaration of Independence 1776 

John Adams The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition 1777 

John Jay Resolutions of the Continental Congress 1779 

Philip Schuyler et al. From the Committee of Congress at Headquarters 1780 

Thomas Jefferson To the Committee of Congress at Headquarters 1780 
James Madison Notes for Debate on Commercial Regulations by Congress 1785 

Thomas Jefferson Draft of Resolutions on Foreign Trade 1785 

Noah Webster  An Examination into the Leading Principles of the Federal Constitution 1787 
 

Answer to the Objections to the New Constitution 1787 

A Jerseyman Address to the Citizens of New Jersey on the New Constitution 1787 

Agrippa Massachusetts Gazette 1787 

Americanus (John Stevens, 
Jr.) 

Daily Advertiser 1787 
 

A Cumberland County Mutual Improvement Society Addresses the 
Pennsylvania Minority  

1788 

Major Martin Kinsley Major Martin Kinsley on the Executive Powers of Congress 1788 

Hugh Henry Breckenridge Cursory Remarks on the Federal Constitution. Ascribed to Hugh Henry 
Brackenridge, esq 

1788 
 

Review of “An Address to the People of the State of New York: Shewing 
the Necessity of Making Amendments to the Constitution Proposed by the 
United States, Previous to its Adoption 

1788 
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Author(s) Title Date 

Dr. Ramsay Address to the Freemen of South Carolina, on the Federal Constitution 1788 

John Jay Address to the People of the State of New York, on the Subject of the 
Proposed Constitution: by the hon. John Jay, esq. Minister for Foreign 
Affairs to the United States Congress Assembled 

1788 

Melancton Smith Melancton Smith Speech Given Before the New York Ratifying 
Convention 20, June, 1788 

1788 

John Witherspoon  Letters on the Education of Children, and on Marriage 1817 

Joseph Story  Commentaries on the Constitution of the United States 1833 

Joseph Story Commentaries on the Constitution of the United States: With a 
Preliminary Review of the Constitutional History of the Colonies and 
States Before the Adoption of the Constitution 

1851 

G. W. Bacon Bacon’s Guide to American Politics  1863 

Charles Chauncey Burr The History of the Union and of the Constitution 1863 

Nathaniel C. Towle A History and Analysis of the Constitution of the United States 1871 

George Bancroft History of the Formation of the Constitution of the United States of 
America 

1889 

Francis Newton Thorpe The Story of the Constitution of the United States  1891 

Hannis Taylor The Origin and Growth of the American Constitution: An Historical 
Treatise 

1911 

United States Constitutional 
Convention 

The Records of the Federal convention of 1787 1911 

Benjamin Franklin Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin 1912 

Charles Beard  An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution 1913 

Randolph Leigh A Series of Studies on the Growth of the American Constitution  1924 

Marcus Wilson Jergegan The American Colonies, 1492-1750: A Study of their Political, Economic 
and Social Development 

1929 

Library Company of 
Philadelphia 

Exhibition of Books and Manuscripts in Commemoration of the One 
Hundred and Fiftieth Anniversary of the Signing of the Constitution of the 
United States of America 

1937 

Roger Sherman Boardman Roger Sherman: Signer and Statesman 1938 

Robert Mackintosh and 
Charles F. Mullett 

Roman Precedents and British Colonial Policy in 1770 1943 

Beard Economic Interpretation 1943 

Robert Eldon Brown Charles Beard and the Constitution 1956 

Forrest McDonald E Pluribus Unum  1965 

  The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution  1967 
Lawrence A. Cremin American Education: The Colonial Experience, 1607-1783 1970 
John Phillip Reid Constitutional History of the American Revolution 1986 
Emory Elliott Revolutionary Writers: Literature and Authority in the New Republic, 

1725-1810 
1986 

Donald Pickens and G. L. 
Seligmann  

Unworthy Motives’: Property, the Historian, and the Federal 
constitution—a Historiography Speculation 

1987 



21 

  
 

Lance Banning The Practicable Sphere of a Republic: James Madison, the Constitutional 
Convention, and the Emergence of Revolutionary Federalism 

1987 

Peter S. Onuf Reflections on the Founding: Constitutional Historiography in 
Bicentennial Perspective 

1989 

Susan Ford Wiltshire  Greece, Rome, and the Bill of Rights  1992 

Author(s) Title Date 

Bernard Bailyn The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution 2004 

Max A. Edling A Revolution in Favor of Government  2008 

Josiah Smith  The Duty of Parents to Instruct their Children 2011 

Gary McDowell The Language of Law and the Foundations of American Constitutionalism 2012 

Mark David Hall Roger Sherman and the Creation of the American  2012 

James D. Moseley The U.S. Constitution of 1787, Based on Reason and Revelation 2018 

Murray Rothbard  The New Republic: 1784-1791 2019 

Rothbard The New Republic  2019 

Jeff Broadwater Jefferson, Madison, and the Making of the Constitution  2019 

Thomas E. Ricks First Principles: What America’s Founders Learned from the Greeks and 
Romans and how that Shaped our Country 

2020 

  Bill of Rights   

 James Madison, John 
Adams, George 
Washington, Alexander 
Hamilton 

Federalist essay No. 18 (discussing the Amphictyonic Council)   

 James Madison, John 
Adams, George 
Washington, Alexander 
Hamilton 
Bernard Bailyn 

Federalist essay No. 45 (discussing James Madison’s concern over a 
concentration of authority) 

  

 James Madison, John 
Adams, George 
Washington, Alexander 
Hamilton 
Bernard Bailyn 
Paul Bunyan  

Federalist Papers, Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania   

 
 
 
Ideological Origins  

  

especially Pilgrim’s Progress 
 

R. Burton Historical Collections 
 

David Fordyce Dialogues Concerning Education 
 

Benjamin Franklin Proposal Relating to the Education of Youth 
 

John Dickinson Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania 
 

William Blackstone Commentaries on the Laws of England  
 

House of Burgesses 
(Virginia) 

Virginia Nonimportation Resolutions 
 

John Adams Notes for an Oration at Braintree, Spring 1772 
 

Centinel Letters III, IV, VII, and VIII 
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Robert Yates and John 
Lansing 

Letter from the hon. Robert Yates and the hon. John Lansing, esquires, to 
the Governor of New York, Containing their Reasons for not Subscribing 
to the Federal Constitution 

 

   

   

 

Overview of Colonial Education 

The defining component of colonial education is the high degree of literacy found among 

initial settlers, followed by fluctuations in rates based on available data, and culminating in a rough 

average of 75% by the Revolutionary period.  The causes of literacy rate variations include factors 

of setting (urban or rural), generation (immigrant or American-born), and geographic area, with 

higher literacy evident in New England.  These findings indicate that the primary methods of 

education during America’s early colonial period occurred in the home via families educating their 

children.  Due to the gaps in literacy, and education by extension, ministers of the early 1700’s 

made it a point to reach as many people as they could by stressing the importance of parents 

educating their children.1  Although their emphasis is on the teaching of religious matters, the 

methods presented are the foundations of early colonial education.  In 1702 Cotton Mather 

published a pair of essays, one for parents on how to instruct their children and the other for how 

children can continue their education on their own. At the heart of his lessons are catechisms, 

which he defines as “any teaching by word of mouth.”2  Both the method and the content are 

elaborated on to provide parents with enough information to engage their children in education 

and be able to adapt the material to match their children's comprehension skills.3  

 
1F. W. Grubb, “Growth of Literacy in Colonial America: Longitudinal Patterns, Economic Models, and the 

Direction of Future Research.” Social Science History 14, no. 4 (1990): pp. 459-462. 
2Cotton Mather, Cares About the Nurseries, (Boston: Printed by T. Green for Benjamin Elsor), 1702. 
3Ibid., p. 21 advises parents to break catechisms into questions with yes or no answers and to only move on 

after children can answer satisfactorily. 
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This pattern of individual and familial instruction expands to a general level in 1713 with 

a publication intended for those “Fitted unto the Youngest and Lowest Capacities, and Children,” 

which begins with three basic catechisms that are then elaborated upon for over forty pages to 

signify that everyone can understand basic Christian truths.4  A lack of consistency in transmitting 

such information is the very reason Josiah Smith published his sermon “The Duty of Parents, to 

Instruct their Children” almost three decades later.5  Both documents emphasize the simplicity of 

basic Christian truths to present an understanding of the necessity and methods of applying the 

lessons being conveyed.   

Regarding education, Smith’s Duty of Parents to Instruct Their Children encourages 

parents to teach with both affection and direction, which requires paying special attention to both 

“age and capacity.” Another area of concern for parents, according to Smith, should be a genuine 

desire for their children to be successful.6   These suggestions represent a bridge between classical 

(aka scholastic) and a liberal arts education by way of encouraging adjustments on the part of the 

instructor based on the needs and abilities of the students.  While the intended audience is parents 

of younger children and older children who do not travel from home to get their education, the 

content speaks of a broader transition from doing as one is told to discovering what one should do 

based on information provided to them.  This subtle, but significant shift, is partially attributed to 

American educators being educated themselves in America, as opposed to England where 

university tutors, teachers, and professors attained their credentials.7   

 
4The A, B, C of Religion, (Boston: Printed and Sold by Timothy Green, at the Lower end of Middle-Street), 

p. 1-2. 
5Josiah Smith, “The Duty of Parents to Instruct their Children,” (Boston: Printed for D. Henchman in 

Cornhil., 1730), p. I. 
6Josiah Smith, Duty of Parents, pp. 9-12. 
7 Ibid 
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Taking a somewhat middle position between the classical and, for lack of a better word, 

modern approach to education, David Fordyce summarizes the different types of educational 

formation provided as “one kind of knowledge has been thought necessary to furnish a learned 

head, and quite another to form a gentleman.”  Preceding this analysis, Fordyce presents a character 

representing wholehearted devotion to antiquity who is described as disheveled, socially awkward, 

arrogant, and disagreeable.  After this comment is made, however, other characters discussing this 

matter bemoan the generalizations made by the public about book learning when they experience 

such extremes.8  Thus, education is about understanding past knowledge while applying it to the 

present.  Later in his Dialogues, Fordyce introduces the concept of students’ minds being seeds 

that need nurturing to grow without obstructive boundaries.  The balance lay in providing a 

student’s mind with “just Opinions without weakening its Capacity of Thinking.”9   

Despite being vague and concise, the Society of Friends’ description of childhood 

education includes a declared responsibility by all members to be aware of what and how families 

are teaching their children.  First, parents are reminded to set a good example for their children by 

the way they exercise their faith and display virtuous traits.  This is immediately followed by 

children being “frequent in reading the Holy Scriptures” to be “an incumbent duty on Friends.”10  

While the wording implies parental primacy in child-rearing and education, the inclusive semantics 

also imply community participation as a means of ensuring that standards and customs are upheld 

in a way that would not negatively impact both the group and the individuals within it.  Although 

a great deal of early American educational literature focuses on home instruction, concerted efforts 

for common education grow into community and government endeavors. 

 
8David Fordyce, Dialogues Concerning Education, p. 98. 
9Ibid., p. 117. 
10Society of Friends. Some Advices in the Yearly Meeting Epistle 1709. Philadelphia, 1712. 
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By 1650 there were at least a dozen schools in New England that taught Latin in addition 

to basic reading, writing, and arithmetic.  Additionally, Connecticut and Massachusetts were 

among the first colonies to require schools in all their larger communities.11  A short time later, a 

Philosophical University was proposed in Virginia, and included a school for “about two hundred 

boys” split into four groups.  The accepted age was thirteen and they were expected to have been 

“initiated in things as well as words, ought to have past [sic] the first two or three first,” along with 

“being already well advanced in the Latin grammar, and some authors.”12  New England polities 

were the first to take it upon themselves to legislate the creation of schools and appoint qualified 

individuals to the post of schoolmaster, including funding from city revenue sources.13  As early 

as 1714 a group of Boston financiers decided to create their own credit bank and included a 

provision to provide four hundred pounds a year from their profits to “an hospital or charity school” 

and be distributed as the institution’s trustees see fit.  The only caveat was that their self-produced 

currency and/or bills of credit had to be accepted by the Treasurer by March 1, 1715, which only 

the General Assembly could order.14  However, little is known regarding the fate of these intended 

institutions due to a lack of consistency and cooperation among conflicting parties. Nevertheless, 

in New England, the formation of formal education systems, including opportunities for higher 

education was evident beginning even in the mid-1600s, with the formation of Harvard University. 

Although Harvard’s earliest records are incomplete, the available programs for theses 

presentations are remarkably numerous given the amount of time that has passed since its founding 

and the various perils such documents face over such a long period of time.  The presentations 

 
11Lawrence A. Cremin, American Education: The Colonial Experience, 1607-1783. New York: Harper & 

Row, 1970. p 181. 
12A. Cowley, A Proposition for the Advancement of Experimental Philosophy. London: J.M., 1661: p. 43. 
13Lawrence A. Cremin, American Education, p. 180. 
14Paul Dudley (esq.), A Projection for Erecting a Bank of Credit in Boston, New England. Founded on Land 

Security. 1714: pp. 17-18. 
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delivered in the college’s first few commencement show students answering questions in the fields 

of Ethics, Grammar, Logic, Metaphysics, Physics, and Rhetoric from 1643-1647.15  In this context, 

Physics does not refer to the specific topic of object interactions and the principles thereof, but 

rather a broader term referring to the “physical sciences.”16  By 1653, the next available record, 

Ethics is removed while Arithmetic, Geometry, and Technology remained discussion topics.17  

Within twenty years Ethics returned as a topic--with Technology remaining to replace 

Metaphysics[?]--and Arithmetic and Geometry being combined into the more general 

Mathematical category.18  After another gap of seventeen years, the 1687 commencement program 

has again removed Ethics while maintaining the other changes; starting in 1687, the Harvard 

commencement disciplines included Grammar, Logic, Mathematics, Physics, Rhetoric, and 

Technology.  The impact these changes had were subtle, but significant. 

Starting with the most obvious change, Technology as a subject represents a distinguishing 

of categories of learning ”like an attempt—mostly pedagogical it seems—to create a science of 

education.”19  Technology as a subject comes from Peter Ramus’s sixteenth century Technologia 

in which he presents an ”all-encompassing system of logic” that reduces ”all knowledge to 1,267 

propositions” intended to progressively reveal ”the mind of God.”20  Difficulties arose in 

expressing this distinction because this consolidation of subjects expanded the range of topics 

 
15Quaestiones, 1653-1791. Commencement Theses, Quaestiones, and Orders of Exercises, HUC 6642. 

Harvard University Archives: 1642-1647.  All date ranges are from the first records with that information and 
conclude with the last year that exact same information was present. 

16Edward Kennard Rand, “Liberal Education in Seventeenth-Century Harvard.” The New England 
Quarterly, 6 , no. 3 (September 1933): p. 533. 

17Quaestiones, Harvard University Archives (1653). 
18Quaestiones (1670); there is a seventeen-year gap from 1653 to 1670 in the records, making it likely that 

this change occurred somewhere during that time.  It is also possible that other changes were experimented with 
during this time, but there is no way to know for certain without these records or extant sources indicating such. 

19Edward Kennard Rand, “Liberal Education in Seventeenth-Century Harvard,” p. 540. 
20Roger L. Geiger, The History of American Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the Founding to 

World War II, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), p. 28. 
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within it.21  Although they formed the basis of Logic taught at Harvard (and all other colleges), 

”Aristotle’s three philosophies--mental, moral, and natural--and subsequent elaborations...played 

a limited role” in college instruction.22 Therefore, the replacement of philosophy with technology 

reflects a gradual shift away from topics traditionally based in religion.  

From 1708, and onward, Harvard’s commencement records are far more available than the 

preceding years, which give more precise information as to later changes in the subjects prioritized 

at the university.  For over sixty years, the 1687 program of subjects remained unchanged until its 

modification in 1751 to not only bring back Metaphysics, but also Ethics and introducing Theology 

as its own distinct subject.23  Despite the sectarian affiliation of the first colonial colleges, there 

was a uniform trend that ”college-educated ministers, the largest group, were shrinking 

demographically.”24  Given the sectarian affiliations of each colonial college, there was some 

intentional urgency in promoting their religious viewpoints through maintaining a strong and well-

trained clergy.  Increased delinquency, coupled with the competition wrought by increased 

religious pluralism, created a heightened awareness of the fragility of established religious precepts 

by college leaders who attempted to counter these influences, in part, by including Theology as a 

commencement exercise.  The shift away from religion is important to note given that the 

ideological platform of professors was originally based on the Bible.  

Because newly hired “professors at the turn of the eighteenth century were some of the first 

to have been born and educated within the colonies,” they presented an “ideological platform” that 

“led to a transforming curriculum.”25 These professors therefore played a role in selecting and 

 
21Edward Kennard Rand, “Liberal Education in Seventeenth-Century Harvard,” p. 547. 
22Roger L. Geiger, The History of American Higher Education, p. 29. 
23Quaestiones (1687-1751), the programs available for these years show an exact match in terms of subjects 

until the change mentioned. 
24Roger L. Geiger, The History of American Higher Education, p. 80. 
25Josua Owens, “Enlightenment and Education”, p. 533. 
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delivering the teachings that would shape the thinking of those educated in the colonies.  This falls 

in line with John Locke‘s 1693 Some Thoughts Concerning Education where he considers the use 

of the Bible as a literacy tool to be ”in some men, as the very reason why they had never clear and 

distinct thoughts of it all their Lifetime.”26  While the scientific aspect of the Enlightenment is seen 

by some as a ”counter-religious movement” to the Great Awakening, it is actually the other side 

of the same self-exploratory coin advocated by Enlightenment philosophers and scientists.27  

Whereas religious experiences of the Great Awakening were based on emotional and personal 

connections participants had to the religious messages being given, so too did people experience 

similar intellectual connections when investigating broader educational content for themselves.  

Although he gets ahead of himself in his educational commentary, Locke notes that when children 

are able to learn more independently they can, ”in the sciences, where their reason is to be 

exercised...difficulties proposed on purpose to excite industry, and accustom the mind to employ 

its own strength and sagacity in reasoning.”28 In sum, the shift away from religious teaching and 

towards the sciences was reflected and important for the academic formation of the Founders in 

the colonies.  

Although New England had unprecedented access to near-universal education compared 

to England and her sister colonial regions, ample schools with qualified masters were “a thing so 

often, so often unsuccessfully petitioned for.”29  Southern prerogatives to increase 

English/Colonial trade advantages with Indians, and threats from other European powers created 

a dynamic shift in priorities where “education was no longer seen as an efficient method of 

 
26John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, 10th ed., (London, 1738), p. 237-238. 
27 Josua Owens, “Enlightenment and Education,” p. 533. 
28Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, p. 249. 
29Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America. New York: Penguin Books, 2001: p. 352; 

Cotton Mather, Corderius Americanus: An Essay upon the good Education of Children and what may Hopefully be 
Attempted, for the hope of the flock: In a Funeral Sermon upon Mr. Ezekiel Cheever. Boston: Printed by John Allen, 
for Nicholas Boone, 1708: p. 20. 
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advancing the government’s primary goals.”30  While New Haven, Connecticut, set the standard 

for a below-subsistence salary for the schoolmaster due to a lack of skill being supplemented by 

requesting payments from families, Southern teachers did their best to make ends meet by also 

holding additional salaried positions, such as rector or appointees to executive offices.31  

Early concerns of community schoolmasters, public or private, centered on them being 

“more devoted to their own interest, than to the good of their pupils, undertake more than they 

have time to manage; so by taking in more pupils they send out fewer scholars.”32  Additionally, 

denominational contrasts rendered the establishment of common education centers nearly 

impossible.33  The revivals of the Great Awakening further divided people along religious lines as 

those against the emotional spectacles wrought by the meetings quarreled with fellow members 

about appropriate practices and decorum.  This led to church splits that also impacted educational 

practices and colonists’ resistance to intermingle with the opposite minded.34  For instance, the 

Presbyterian schism from 1741 to 1758 left lasting impacts on the history of the church and 

American Presbyterianism due to theological differences, leading to disagreements within the 

Presbyterian Church. The Presbyterian schism left a rivalry between the New Side and Old Side 

factions, characteristic of religious revival during the Great Awakening.35 The relevance of this 
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schism is in its location - in 1741, the conflict reached a peak when the Synod of Philadelphia, the 

highest governing body of the Presbyterian Church in the colonies, issued a resolution advising 

ministers to exercise caution and moderation in conducting revival meetings. This resolution was 

seen as restrictive by a group of ministers who strongly supported the revivalist movement, leading 

to the development of the New Side faction. In contrast, the Old Side faction, comprising more 

traditionalist ministers, held a skeptical view of the revival and preferred a more cautious approach, 

leading to a split between the two factions that remained until the 1758 resolution between the 

faction and the formation of the Synod of New York and Philadelphia. Although these differences 

of opinion did not stop people on both sides of the Atlantic from presenting ideas and models for 

community schools, the role of the church did influence the integration of religious teachings 

within education institutions and private teachings. 

Early colonial education was considered a knock-off, rather than a respectable emulation, 

of English gentry standards.36  Benjamin Franklin noted that American children exhibit lower 

motivation for learning compared to their European counterparts. This observation was based on 

his speculation that colonial children may perceive advanced education as less necessary due to a 

lower level of competition for prestigious careers in the United States, particularly when compared 

to Europe.37  Shortly before Franklin’s observation, however, paradigm shifts were already 

occurring when describing ideal educational circumstances.  In 1745 David Fordyce envisions an 

Academy where all students have access to all subjects without being forced into any so that 

”Youth are trained, not merely for this or that profession, but for being sober, honest, and 
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beneficent Creatures, in any Rank or Station of Life, in which Providence may place them.”38  This 

a far cry from education being considered a means to “educate the youth” for disseminating 

pertinent information on newly passed legislation, just fifty years prior.39  

Summarily, the communal educational environment in pre-1750 colonial America was 

inconsistent in both availability and quality, with the major focus being basic literacy with some 

emphasis on numeracy.  Therefore, the early education of the Founders was rooted in familial 

responsibility for instruction based on the means and content available to them.  These conditions 

varied based on each Founder’s location, upbringing, and financial means throughout their life.  

While standard formal education focused on Christian-based moral principles through Greek and 

Latin texts, informal exposure to various histories within this context provided the Founders with 

additional perspectives from which they could draw in their future endeavors. 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) & Roger Sherman (1721-1793) 

It should be no surprise that the early education of the Founders, especially their exposure 

to history, is just as varied as the instructional conditions outlined above.  Franklin (born 1706), 

the oldest of the Founders, starts the description of his childhood in his autobiography with his 

voracious appetite for acquiring knowledge.  Although he initially expresses it as a desire to read, 

selling his collection of John Bunyan works--especially Pilgrim’s Progress--to make his first 

purchase of “R. Burton’s Historical Collections; they were chapmen’s books, and cheap, 40 or 50 

in all” exemplifies having “such a thirst for knowledge.”40  In a similar vein approximately fifteen 

years later, Roger Sherman (born 1721) is believed to have read whatever book he had with him 
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while practicing as a cobbler under his father’s professional tutelage.41  Given his family’s 

membership and consistency in attending the same Congregationalist Church, it is believed that 

his minister, Samuel Dunbar, played a significant role in Sherman's early education.42  Unlike 

Franklin, who despised his father’s collection of ”polemic divinity” as his only reading material 

before his ability to build up his own, Sherman had access to the largest private book collection in 

his entire colony—if not the Northeast, or even all the colonies—at the time.43 

Throughout their teenage years, both Franklin and Sherman expanded their intellectual and 

professional horizons.  Franklin moved from reading to attempting poetry after exposure to artistic 

writing guides and was subsequently dissuaded from pursuing this line further by his father, which 

Franklin reflected as benefiting his progress.44  Because Dunbar was classically trained in Latin 

and Greek, the local school’s limited instruction did not inhibit Sherman‘s ability to ”find means 

to secure a considerable education in mathematics, physics, history, economics, logic, and 

philosophical and theological subjects” while continuing his work as a cobbler.45  Both men 

eventually found their calling through their self-study and continual striving to improve.  Franklin 

began apprenticing at his brother’s printing press where he formed relationships that gave him 

access to a broader literary range, which quickly led to him participating in public, written debates.  

Next, his initial difficulties in defeating opponents caused him to seek published works regarding 

vocabulary and eloquent expressions.46  Sherman, on the other hand, found his calling in 

mathematics when he was able to become a certified surveyor in 1745 and, seven years later, 
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express an opinion regarding a financial crisis.47  While both of these men were establishing 

themselves in their careers and communities, other Founders were just starting their educational 

journeys. 

Samuel Adams (1722-1803) & George Mason (1725-1792) 

Samuel Adams was born and baptized at New South Congregationalist Church on the same 

day—September 6, 1722—into a family with respectable means and a quality reputation.48    

Despite several siblings dying during his first fear years of life, his mother, Mary, taught him to 

read and write well enough to pass the entrance exam to get into the Boston Latin School.49 where 

the first three years were spent in becoming “proficient in Latin" through “the writings of Marcus 

Porcius Cato, the Roman statesman famous for promoting the moral integrity and simplicity of 

manners,” and Aesop’s Fables with an introduction “to the intricacies of Greek.”50  Whereas 

Adams’s pedigree came from his father’s reputation as a judge and civil activist provided an 

inherited reputation, George Mason was born in 1725 with the same respect due to the abundance 

of his family’s land and corresponding wealth in Virginia.51  Mason’s earliest years were spent 

learning through experience, such as the geography of his homeland and the skills needed to 

flourish as a respected Southern gentleman.  These days were short lived, however, as his father 

drowned in the Potomac River when he was nine years old.52  While the grief of such an event can 
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only be assumed, the ramifications are evident in him never forgetting that “it was better to be due 

a pound than owe a shilling.”53 

As Mason was dealing with his father’s death, Adams was continuing his primary 

education in Boston under a rigid schoolmaster.  John Lovell “demanded that his students approach 

their Greek and Roman texts with discipline and dedication,” because only then could even the 

best colonial stock equate themselves with well-bred Englishmen.54  Once Adams mastered Latin 

under Lovell, his fourth year “began with Erasmus’s Colloquies” and ended with ”Ovid’s elegies 

about his banishment from Rome and subsequent sufferings.”55  The purpose of these studies was 

to discover the wealth of ”poetry, philosophy, and history.”56  This list seems to be a relative order 

of importance, after the first three years of secular morality found in the simpler Latin texts.  Ovid 

and Cicero were added the following three years with increasing complexity, which also included 

introductions to “Virgil, Homer, Horace, and Isocrates as well as Justin Martyr’s writings on the 

Old Testament.”57   

Mason’s formative education was exactly opposite to that of Adams; whereas Adams had 

a consistent instructor provide a variety of content, Mason learned a smaller array of subjects from 

a much wider range of instructors. The reason for this difference is due to the availability of more 

formal education structures in New England, compared to the South, at the time. In addition to 

ensuring Mason’s memorization of educational material, his mother, Ann, also hired private tutors 

to maximize his learning.  Although his uncle, John Mercer, disliked this arrangement, he 

begrudgingly accepted it as this was the customary practice of Southern gentlemen at the time.  
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Ann formally making him one of Mason’s legal caretakers most likely softened the issue, as it 

gave Mercer opportunities to teach the boy himself.58 However, this arrangement was established 

to make Mercer a guardian after the death of Mason’s father. From 1736 to 1740, Mason is known 

to have been taught by three different instructors: a Master Williams who most likely ran a one-

room schoolhouse, a Dr. Bridges who privately tutored him in “grammar, Latin, and mathematics,“ 

and Alexander Scott--“rector of Overton Parish who...ordered books for Mason from England.“59  

These men undoubtedly provided Mason with a variety of perspectives as he learned from them 

and practiced with his mother.  However, his most lasting and consistent influence was his uncle-

guardian as both men “looked upon books as their most valued possession.”60  Mason most likely 

learned to appreciate books due to his unfettered access to his uncle’s eclectic and massive 

collection that ranged from various legal commentaries to ancient classics (i.e. Homer and Plato) 

to “more pedestrian handbooks on farming, gardening, and medicine.”61  By the time Adams and 

Mason were beginning their careers and building their own reputations, another pair of Founders 

were starting their initial educational forays. 

John Dickinson (1732-1808) & George Washington (1732-1799) 

Born in the same year, 1732, George Washington and John Dickinson, despite having 

remarkably similar circumstances in upbringing, could not have been more different even if they 

tried.  Both of their lives began similarly enough, being born into large families held in high esteem 

by their respective communities.  But where the Dickinson name was a borderline outcast among 
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the local Quaker community, the Washingtons maintained the demeanor of a respectable family.62  

While Washington was familiarizing himself with the land and responsibilities of his family’s 

Virginia homes, Dickinson was heavily informed of the rules and norms of Quaker society.63  A 

paternal presence is one key difference between these two historical figures; Dickinson grew up 

with his father present throughout his formative years, and beyond, whereas Washington’s father 

died suddenly when he was just eleven years old.64  The important similarity in their lives is the 

nature of their early education. 

Although Dickinson was just three years old when his parents hired a Presbyterian 

postulate named Francis Alison to tutor his older siblings, the presence of a future school founder, 

university vice-president and respectable scholar shows that his family held education in high 

esteem.65  In addition to these early years, though most likely informal studies, young Dickinson 

engaged in boyhood activities such as “rides and romps.”  However, it was observed that even 

during this rambunctious period he took to his academic lessons with “special keenness.”66 Alison 

later formed a formal education institution, an academy in New London, Pennsylvania in 1743.  

Due to Alison moving on with his professional career, and Dickinson’s father moving the family 

to Dover in the late 1730’s, it is suspected that his mother, Mary, was his first tutor.  It is also 

surmised that his father, Samuel, discussed personal business affairs and professional legal matters 

with his son after a long day of providing for his family and working as a lawyer.  
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James Orr was hired to teach Dickinson, along with his siblings, when he was around 

thirteen years old.  Over the next few years, the Dickinson household welcomed other boys into 

their home at various times to learn under Orr, with one of them, William Killen, assisting in 

Dickinson’s lessons--mainly Latin.67  It is through this later instruction that Dickinson not only 

learned the Greco-Roman classics, but also learned to discern their differences in style.  In addition 

to being “imbibed a love of classical literature,” he learned a “comprehensiveness of view and 

those forms of expression which are characteristics of the ancient classical authors.”68  This is a 

great deal of information compared to what is known of Washington’s formative education years. 

Although he was old enough to remember his father at the time of his death, Washington 

never mentions him in any of his writings.  This is presumed to be due to his father’s devotion to 

collecting wealth and acquiring land, both of which provided enough means to give Washington 

an education.  Despite his family’s financial ability to do so, very few resources, comparatively 

speaking, went towards Washington’s education.  Tutors were hired off and on to provide basic 

instruction, and he spent a short time at one or two local schools, but he was not given a modern 

classical education.69  In addition to familiarizing himself with Don Quixote and Tristam Shandy, 

the bulk of Washington’s lessons focused on mathematics.70  Although he was not instructed in 

the ways of Latin and Greek, Washington’s mother did see that her son gave basic attention to 

various subjects within the social sciences, including history. 

Another important facet of his life, that Washington himself commonly acknowledged, was 

his mother’s insistence on learning calmness and self-restraint.  This was accomplished, in part, 
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through his mother’s daily reading of the Bible and/or printed sermons.71  This is the singular 

difference between him and Dickinson, who was known for stubbornly questioning various aspects 

of the Quaker faith and being treated accordingly by the rest of the Society.72  This seems to have 

been the more common trait among the Founders, especially those younger at the time of the 

Constitution’s ratification. 

John Adams (1735-1826) & Patrick Henry (1736-1799) 

Born within a year of each other, John Adams (1735) and Patrick Henry (1736), obtained 

remarkably similar educations in drastically contrasting environments—and both had reputations 

for passionately arguing their positions.  They grew up in separate, staunchly religious 

communities; Adams was raised in a rigorous Puritan community whose family maintained a 

presence in one of the most prominent pews while Henry’s family found the likes of Samuel 

Davies, an orthodox Presbyterian clergyman, to be more to their liking.  While the Virginia of 

Henry was in the throes of the Great Awakening accepting individual considerations of faith and 

doctrine, the Braintree, Massachusetts Puritans of Adams strictly enforced meeting attendance and 

codes of obedience through two services every Sunday and church leaders performing the same 

duties as public servants for local governance.73  The advantage in studying the early education of 

these men is that, though the descriptions themselves are brief, more details are available compared 

to other Founders discussed thus far. 

Even before Adams was born, his parents determined that their first-born son would receive 

the best education possible, which was a great deal considering their legacy, wealth, and overall 
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status.74  After being taught to read by his father, “John was dispatched at an early age to the town’s 

primary school” run by “Moses Belcher’s mother.”  Although she was not highly educated, and 

likely not professionally trained, Adams learned basic reading, writing, arithmetic, and ciphering 

through instruction.  The primary delivery method was memorization, copying, and recitation of 

the famous New England Primer, which used biblical references for every single lesson.75  Upon 

mastering these rudimentary skills, Adams was enrolled by his father into the local Latin school 

where he loathed Joseph Cleverly, his Harvard graduate teacher.  The combination of his obstinate 

nature and substandard instruction by Cleverly caused Adams to attempt to quit school and become 

a farmer.  Although his attempts to use reverse psychology to steer Adams onto the desired path 

failed, Adams’s father decreed that the boy would continue his education regardless of his personal 

desires.  However, Adams was able to progress much more efficiently once the responsibility of 

his education was handed over to Joseph Marsh, a local minister’s son with scholarly abilities.76  

Adams’s childhood education is remarkably similar in characteristics, if not specific 

circumstances, to that of Henry’s. 

Just like Adams, Henry was fond of playing, fishing, hunting, and otherwise amusing 

himself outdoors, even if that meant neglecting his academic lessons at his community 

schoolhouse.  Henry learned basic reading and writing at “a common English school” until he 

outgrew its instruction at ten years old.  Because “no preparatory academy existed” in Henry’s 

hometown of Hanover, VA “until 1778...he learned Latin, Greek, and advanced mathematics from 

his father.”77  While Adams‘s father is considered the primary driver of his education, both of 
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Henry‘s parents provided him, and his siblings, with abundant instruction.  In addition to the 

classical languages, Henry learned French and science from his father as well as “the histories of 

Rome, England, and the American colonies.”  At the same time, his mother “improved their skills 

in reading and writing and exposed them to English literature.”78  Nature and nurture both played 

their roles in the development of Adams’s and Henry’s formative education. 

Whereas Adams actively sabotaged his own learning for various reasons, Henry was 

merely diverted from it for his own reasons.  The authoritative nature of his father’s insistence on 

his education is the only reason that Adams continued his studies, to not disappoint his father and 

ruin his family’s legacy.  Henry’s parents, on the other hand, engaged with Henry throughout his 

early years, which no doubt instilled an appreciation for topical exploration.  This contrast of 

outcomes despite relative similarities of experience is best displayed in the results of their 

academic progress: “By the time Patrick Henry was fifteen, he and his brother had read the 

Odyssey in Greek, mastered Horace, Virgil, and Livy in Latin, and conversed well enough in 

colloquial Latin to chat with educated Europeans who could not speak English.”79  When Adams 

was faced with translating an English text into Latin ”his heart sank” because “it contained words 

whose Latin equivalents he did not know.  He foresaw the debacle in one frightening vision—

failure disgrace, his father’s bitter but unreproachful disappointment, his mother’s distress for him 

and for his father, and Mr. Marsh’s chagrin.”80  It was only by being given a dictionary and an 

unlimited time allotment that Adams was able to pass his entrance exam into Harvard.81  Other 
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Founders were equally, if not similarly, exposed to the rigors and stress of early academic 

requirements. 

Thomas Paine (1737-1809) & John Hancock (1737-1793) 

Thomas Paine and John Hancock were born in 1737 across the Atlantic Ocean from each 

other—the former in England and the latter in New England.  Both men were raised in Christian 

households by moderately wealthy parents who laid out paths for their respective sons to ensure 

their future success.  Paine received diverse religious lessons in England due to his parents 

belonging to different Christian denominations and learned his father’s trade of staymaking while 

attending school.  Receiving less direct attention from his parents, Hancock was nonetheless aware 

of Christianity due to coming from a line of ministers, a lineage he was expected to continue via a 

proper education at Harvard.82  Fittingly, both men learned just as much from their boyhood 

schooling as they did from their familial upbringing. 

Paine’s father, Joseph, was a staymaker, a reputable artisan who made the stays of women’s 

corsets from “whalebone or steel” to give them an hourglass shape when wearing a dress.  This 

profession earned Joseph enough money to sustain an income to provide for his family and allow 

his son to attend school.83  Growing up with a Quaker father prevented Paine from learning Latin 

at the local grammar school due to the sect being against its use, “but this did not prevent him from 

being acquainted with the subject matter of all the Latin books used in the school.” Although he 

“respected the Quakers for their humanitarianism,” their drabness caused him to question its value 

as a belief system.  Furthermore, the forced indoctrination of his Anglican mother baptizing him 
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and sending him away to practice catechisms with an aunt caused an early abhorrence in Paine 

towards strict, dogmatic approaches to religion.84  However, this did not prevent him from seeing 

the value in understanding what he was being taught. 

In addition to poetry, Paine enjoyed science as a boy to the point of inventing things such 

as “flameless candles.”  Although his lack of exposure to Latin prevented him from furthering his 

education and career, he turned his inquisitive mind to thoughts of adventurous travels.  This is 

credited to one of his schoolmasters, Reverend William Knowles, who told this young, “spunky 

lad” about “his own escapades as a naval captain” all over the world.  After reading a book on 

Virginia history, most likely provided by Knowles, Paine attempted to join a vessel to the Americas 

to satisfy his adventurous spirit but was thwarted by his father.85  Despite a lack of a formal, 

classical education, Paine was taught content through a Quaker school and Anglican catechisms, 

but gained his historic notoriety by observing the issues related to conflicting ideas.  In some ways, 

John Hancock had to learn just as much from experience as Paine did, even if the former received 

a more sophisticated education. 

Hancock was born into the same community as John Adams—Braintree, Massachusetts—

where they attended the same school run by Mrs. Belcher out of her home.  When Hancock was 

seven years old his father died, forcing his mother to find a better place to live as she could not 

sustain herself and her children as a minister’s widow in their small community.  Although this 

unfortunate turn prevented him from attending the local Latin school, his grandfather was very 

wealthy and desired Hancock’s family to live with him.  Additionally, his uncle Thomas returned 

shortly afterward as an indentured servant turned wealthy conglomerate merchant.  Guaranteeing 

“lifelong security in the most generous fashion” to the entire Hancock family, Thomas only asked 
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that he be allowed to raise John as his own.  Since there were no other options, Hancock’s mother 

agreed, so Thomas took John to Boston with him.86 

As he absorbed his new environment, Hancock noticed that important people—merchants, 

politicians, officers—were constantly visiting his uncle.  As would have been expected of him in 

Braintree, Hancock was enrolled into a Latin School.  However, instead of being required to 

translate Latin as Adams was, the young Founder was only required to prove his literacy by reading 

a given passage from the King James Bible.  Once admitted, it was determined that he begin with 

the third-year students due to his age and the continuation of his education via private tutors upon 

his arrival in Boston.87  Hancock‘s schedule was rigorous, with four days from seven in the 

morning until late in the afternoon, being off only on Thursdays, half of Saturdays, and Sundays.  

Fast days, one week each for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and three weeks in August were the 

only days off from the rigorous lessons overseen by the forty-year tenure of John Lovell.88 

Lovell was an unrelenting and unforgiving drillmaster while in charge at the Latin school 

where “almost as much stress was laid upon penmanship as upon Greek and Roman culture.”89  

Despite receiving the occasional ferule slap on his hands or wrists, Hancock proved himself an 

adequate student through being promoted from the reading chair to the writing table where he 

translated the Old and New Testaments from Latin and Greek, “to read and cite the works of” 

classic authors: Cicero, Julius Caesar, Virgil, Xenophon, and Virgil.90  Although he learned 

“history, philosophy, and theology” through his classical language studies, “Arithmetic, reading, 

and spelling” were learned elsewhere for one hour each day.  In addition to these extracurricular 

 
86Harlan G. Unger, John Hancock, pp. 15-7. 
87William M. Fowler, The Baron of Beacon Hill: A Biography of John Hancock, (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1980), pp. 18-20 
88Harlow G. Unger, John Hancock, p. 24. 
89Herbert Sanford Allan, John Hancock: Patriot in Purple, (New York Beechhurst Press, 1953), p. 32. 
90 Ibid., Harlow G. Unger, John Hancock, p. 24. 
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lessons from a man who spent seven years writing the twenty-six page pamphlet Demonstration 

of Penmanship, Hancock observed the social and political events of Boston as wars and economics 

brought people from all over Britain’s vast empire.91  Just he synthesized the facts of his education 

with the events around him, more Founders were making their way during the increased tensions 

of colonial America. 

Summary 

 As reflected in this chapter, the similarities and differences in the Founder's education is 

linked not only to the difference in timeline but the contextual factors influencing their educational 

formation. Geographic differences resulted in differences in access to a formal education structure, 

with those outside of New England more likely to receive private tutoring. Differences in the rigor 

of the educational formation is also evident, with some of the Founders experiencing gaps in their 

education, whereas others, such as Hancock, receiving rigorous training. The influence of the 

religion and surrounding events impacted the views of the Founders, with those in New England 

exposed to the changes in the social and political climate.  

 

 
 

 

 
91William M. Fowler, The Baron of Beacon Hill, p. 21. 
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Chapter 3: Pre-Revolution Events 

With an overview of the educational formation of each of the Founders, it is important to 

reflect upon the historical context leading to the development of the Constitution. Chronological 

proximity shapes peoples’ experiences and understandings of the world. Further, the historical 

context surrounding the Founders can help to explore the factors that shaped their  actions in 

promoting the Revolution and creating the Constitution. In this chapter, we examine responses to 

British policy in the colonies to provide framing for the events leading to the development of the 

Constitution. In this overview, reflections on the role of education in shaping the Founders’ 

positioning on these policies is described. 

Responding to British Colonial Policy 

Three separate sets of correspondence written 1766-1769 by Jared Ingersoll, John 

Dickinson, and George Canning illustrate this dynamic through addressing their audience as a 

response to specific aspects of British colonial policy presented to them.  Ingersoll, a devout 

Loyalist residing in Connecticut, is inquired by a friend who serves in Parliament regarding 

attitudes colonists have regarding current and possible upcoming taxes.1  John Dickinson, 

perceiving taxes like the Stamp Act to be an overreach of English governmental authority, seeks 

to make his countrymen aware of the dangers in allowing such actions occur without resistance.  

Writing to local newspapers for public view represents a more observational approach.2  Lastly, 

the prime minister of Great Britain is directly addressed regarding the illegitimacy of his iron-

fisted approach to colonial governance due to the unique circumstances of American colonization 

compared to the reasons and practices of governing colonies documented in historical 

 
1Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, (New Haven, CT: Printed and Sold by 

Samuel Green, in the old State-House, 1766), p. 4. 
2John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies, edited 

by Richard Townley Haines, (New York: The Outlook Company, 1903), p. 7. 
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civilizations.3  While the reasons for the authors to produce their writings, and their intended 

audience, differ, all three express their opinions with a remarkably similar structure. 

Ingersoll’s response to his friend in Parliament regarding the latter’s inquiry of colonial 

attitudes towards taxation and related policies is presented openly and honestly from the 

perspective of a keen observer.  He makes it abundantly clear that his analysis of the propositions 

laid before him are based on conversations with other colonists who are participants in the affected 

areas of commerce.  Additionally, he applies his knowledge of geography and current trading 

trends to present an accurate assessment of the lack of enforceability of trade duties via the navy.4  

Since Dickinson offered his perspective immediately to the masses unsolicited, he cites his 

legitimacy in his education, access to literary content, patriotism, morality, and his patience in 

waiting for others to address the issue that caused him to write his introductory letter to the public.  

The implication comes from his perception that England’s requirement of the dissolution of New 

York’s legislature is a dangerous precedent because permitting that action to occur grants, by 

precedent, the mother country power to require anything of the colonies without any recourse.  He 

further argues that suspending the New York legislature was an arbitrary decision solely based on 

its lack of compliance with Parliamentary taxation, which is problematic—for “if the parliament 

may lawfully deprive New-York of any of its rights, it may deprive any, or all the other colonies 

of their rights.”5  Addressing the prime minister of his time, Canning’s introduction is far shorter 

because of an implied familiarity with the intended recipient, which requires less exposition 

regarding the validity of the speaker’s expertise regarding the argument being presented.  Using 

 
3George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, on the Present Situation of 

Affairs in America, (London: Printed, Boston: Re-Printed, and sold by Edes and Gill, in Queen Street, 1769), pp. 3-
4. 

4Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 6. 
5John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, p. 10. 
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the founding, and surprising success, of Virginia, the Earl of Hillsborough is entreated to consider 

the various factors that have led to the colonies beginning, and being validated, “as free distinct 

states” because they were expressly permitted to operate as such while still owing allegiance to 

the crown.6  These opening pages of each document proceed to lay out the distinction between 

Parliamentary suppositions and colonial prerogatives much like university scholars present their 

disputation arguments. 

Expounding on Parliamentary overreach in his second letter to his fellow colonists, 

Dickinson concludes that pre-Stamp Act taxation was “imposed with design to refrain the 

commerce of one part, that was injurious to another, and thus promote the general welfare” of the 

empire as a whole.7  Acquiring national revenue was merely a side-effect of English policies 

maximizing individual earnings, increasing profits for everybody.  Thus, the offense taken by the 

Stamp Act is not just the lack of Parliamentary consideration for colonial self-governance, but also 

in the audacity of Parliament to suggest that colonists should be taxed to pay for England troops 

to defend them when England has its own vested interests in keeping its colonists safe because of 

the economic prosperity they contribute.8  Meanwhile, Canning’s next example to the prime 

minister notes that Massachusetts's current charter—established upon its founding and revised by 

William and Mary more recently—directly states the colony’s general autonomy which can be 

superseded, only within three years, by the highest local executives, which are appointed by the 

crown.9  Legitimacy of colonial legislative prerogative is demonstrated scholastically by citing 

relevant sources pertaining to the topic at hand precisely due to the staunchness of the opposition.  

Additionally, the point laid out is that the crown’s prerogative is represented by the royally 

 
6George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 8. 
7John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, p. 15. 
8Ibid., p. 17. 
9George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 11. 
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appointed governor.  Although Ingersoll is more diplomatic in his reports of English policies 

towards the colonies, in that he does not overtly express his own opinion, he does an excellent job 

of presenting the rationales for both sides of the issues he discusses.  When relaying the content of 

colonial speech surrounding the Stamp Act, one particularly astute legislator noted that the 

“County of Palitine of Chester, and the Bishphoric of Durham” were granted Parliamentary 

representation because their lack of it made taxes “Hard and Injurious”.10  Equating the colonial 

position with recent English historical examples is a subtle, but effective, approach that forces the 

contrary opinion to contradict itself if it wishes to support its current position.  This causes a 

significant loss of credibility for the opposition, which is the ultimate hope of any debater. 

In like manner, Canning explicitly quotes the charters of Connecticut and Rhode Island as 

the basis for Parliament’s lack of jurisdiction over colonial legislation, policies, and all other 

internal matters.  While Ingersoll uses the historical example to imply the similarity of the colonies’ 

situation, Canning’s Letter to the Earl of Hillsborough implies the contradiction of imperial 

policies by reminding the prime minister that “the colonies in general, who were abandoned to 

their own fate, till their successful industry, and increase, rendered them objects worthy of our 

attention.”11  Current acts of Parliament are in direct opposition to both the legal standing of the 

colonies via the documented charters and the lack of consideration they were given until their 

prosperity benefited those in power, which they now wish to exploit.  Prior to the enactment of 

these taxes, Ingersoll’s vivid description of Parliamentary debates surrounding the inclusion of the 

colonies in the matter accentuate the inherent contradictions perceived by colonial opponents of 

these policies.  Multiple petitions from a variety of parties--all of which directly connected to 

American colonial interests--against the Stamp were refused to be heard before the House of 

 
10Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 14. 
11George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 12. 
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Commons on the grounds that debating tax bills results in procedural stagnation due to strong 

personal attitudes on both sides of the issue.12  In addition to refusing to hear opinions from the 

locations that would be most affected by the proposed taxes, Parliamentary discussions amount to 

assuming colonists, and their governments, would find supporting their own representatives to be 

too burdensome to be worth doing.  This line of reasoning extends to Parliament simply choosing 

to believe that they are acting with just cause and reason with the ability to alleviate hardship so 

long as the colonies “are well able to represent to us their affairs, and who, if they do it with 

Integrity and Candor, will be sure to meet with our fullest Confidence.”13  The irony, of course, is 

that colonial concerns regarding an extremely impactful tax were not considered because they were 

not able to represent themselves in person through representatives.  Dickinson’s opinion that 

British taxes are unconstitutionally imposed on the colonies, as well as the broader theme of 

government overreach into colonial affairs, is further attested by other experiences he and the 

colonial witnesses describe. 

In his fourth letter to the colonial public, Dickinson expounds on the idea of representation 

being the validity of taxation by directly confronting the opposition’s counterclaim that Parliament 

can tax the colonies on imports and exports because those activities are beyond the jurisdiction of 

colonial governments.14  Using specific definitions of terms and current laws, Dickinson proves 

the illegitimacy of Parliament taxing the colonies because the word tax specifically denotes the 

collecting of money for funding the government.  According to English law, this cannot be done 

without the consent of the people through those who represent them.  Since colonists are not 

represented in Parliament, but solely in their local legislatures, and a large portion of their 

 
12Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, pp. 20-23 include petitions from the 

Merchants of London, the colony of Virginia, and the Massachussetts Colony. 
13Ibid., pp. 26-27. 
14John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, p. 37. 
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executive officials, Parliament cannot require them to raise money without colonial governmental 

approvals.15  The contradiction uncovered here is the position supporting import/export taxation 

because of the apparent sovereignty of the English government over inter-imperial activity.  This, 

however, is a false extrapolation of legal and political authority being assumed to include revenue 

gathering because of the nature of the activity being targeted for the tax.  In contrast, Dickinson’s 

point is that the population affected by taxation regardless of the origins or destinations of the 

items targeted takes precedence in the matter. The purpose of university disputations is to prove 

thorough knowledge and practical application of information related to a given question, making 

multiple rounds of debate unnecessary.  By continuing to engage in the same matter, Dickinson is 

elevating scholastic disputation through narrowly focusing on the opposition’s counterclaim and 

providing additional commentary to refute that through another disputation that continues his main 

argument. 

While colonial citizens and English sympathizers are quick to point out both the rationality 

and practicality of colonial autonomy, Parliament and English government officials consider their 

relationship as a fluid arrangement.  The necessity of the Stamp Act takes on broader meaning 

when positions like “America is at this Time too important to itself, as well as to the Mother 

Country” imply that England cannot afford to lose what the colonies provide.16  This realization is 

hidden beneath a veneer of authority because Parliament is confident that colonists would not want 

to risk their lives and prosperity through defiance of the measures dictated to them.17    In addition 

to the blatant disregard for the colonial autonomy--especially related to taxation--expressly granted 

in those charters, and implied in all the others, the English government contradicts its reasoning 

 
15Ibid., pp. 40-42. 
16Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 34. 
17Ibid., p. 32. 
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for forcing the burden of taxation on the colonies by considering them during the conflict 

necessitating it.  Not only were colonists’ properties damaged during the French and Indian War, 

but neither were those active in the conflict given any of the territory acquired through their 

victory.18  This observation negates the English position that the colonies needed to provide more 

to the Empire has a whole because they had less with which to pay the taxes, via the destruction 

of their livelihoods, and they were insultingly not given any spoils of the English victory.  Why 

should they contribute to paying for something from which they received no reward but debt and 

decimation?  Here, the colonial position is laid via the duplicity of English government officials 

who constantly place themselves above those to whom they are responsible. 

Parliament’s failure to recognize the validity of the colonial argument lies partly with its 

insistent perception that they required supervision, rather than support.  Despite the ease with 

which the meaning of these words can be conflated, the socioeconomic status of the legislators 

alone should indicate an education worthy enough for them to know better.  Part of this discrepancy 

in competency can be traced in the desire to promote imperial uniformity, as Ingersoll notes that 

Parliament believed “that there must be some one Eye to see over, and some one Hand to guide 

and direct, the Whole of its Defence [sic] and Protection.”19  Although such a perspective is well-

intended in improving consistency across the British Empire, doing so is unnecessary, and 

arguably detrimental, to preserving its colonial holdings.  America’s relationship with England, 

and its place within Great Britain, is based on the mutual advantage of the colonies providing 

natural resources and England providing manufactured products.  This was done first by custom, 

then gradually by laws through trial and error with the fundamental understanding that colonists’ 

“property, acquired with so much pain and hazard, should not be disposed of by any one but 

 
18George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 15. 
19Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 34. 
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themselves.”20  Not only does tradition and precedent vindicate the colonial standing regarding 

self-taxation, but this right has also been earned through blood, sweat, and tears by making it 

possible for England to benefit from their resources.  While valid in context, arguing this point 

falls prey to Parliament’s false belief in its own authoritative supremacy. 

Parliament believed the needs of its administration were more important than the 

established rights and privileges of the colonial governments, making “the Measure necessary, that 

the Parliament has constitutional Authority, and that they must enforce, because there is no other 

power that can.”21  After the repeal of the Stamp Act Parliament retraced its steps only to the point 

before the law was passed to declare itself the direct legislators of the colonies, resulting in a 

stronger presence of English authority rife with “insolence of delegated power, and its attendant 

pomp, rendered more odious by the poignant reflection, that it is all maintained by the property 

cruelly extorted from the vitals of an impoverished people.”22  From the colonial perspective, 

Parliamentary actions were nothing more than jealousy of their prosperity manifesting as 

ostensible authority via original jurisdiction to disguise unobstructed erosion of liberty as a right 

because of power wielded.  Thus, the rational weight behind America’s Revolutionary War is the 

failure of logically structured arguments, as taught to colonists through their education, undeniable 

in their correctness failing against the selfish desires of the English government‘s inflated 

collective ego. 

Acrimonious sentiments towards the English government are partially based on the 

theoretical implications of colonial submission to laws such as the Stamp Act if discontent with 

those measures was not made known.  Comparing the colonies’ standing in relation to their mother 

 
20John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, pp. 49-51 (direct quote on p. 51). 
21Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 34. 
22George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 18. 
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country, Dickinson recalls “thus the Caesars ruined Roman liberty, under the titles of tribunical 

and dictatorial authorities.”23  His concern is not just political jurisdiction, but also that of the 

extent to which such claims can encroach upon the self-governing colonies if this first one is 

permitted.  Another point of concern relating to the lack of colonial representation in Parliament 

is the number of free land holders who qualify to be represented--by their own vote towards said 

representative--but are not due to a lack of accommodating infrastructure.24  Even if Parliament 

possessed the rightful authority they claim over colonial taxation, their lack of consideration for 

their subjects’ representation is enough to cause forcible resistance to wanton abuses of power and 

authority.  Despite the propriety with which Ingersoll claims to have navigated the appointment of 

Stamp Duty Officer and his knowledge of the colonial attitudes towards what that position 

represented, colonists balked at him for taking up that mantle. 

When the Stamp Act passed and the officers sworn to collect according to it arrived in the 

colonies, there was extreme discontent to the point of aggressive threats against Stamp duty 

collectors and occasional instances of violent activity against those in office who so much as 

appeared to support collection of the tax. Violent outbursts not only prevented Ingersoll from 

performing his duty the way Parliament expected, which he foreknew to be the case, but also 

hindered his standing within his own community and, more importantly, relationships with people 

he once called friends.25  Emerging from this scene, based on the arguments presented against 

Parliamentary taxation of the colonies, is a gradual—not sudden—escalation of discontent based 

on the English government’s lack of conceding to the superiority of colonial arguments proving 

their infrastructural autonomy.  Essential to identifying the underlying tension is the direct nature 

 
23John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, p. 62. 
24George Canning. A Letter to the Right Honourable the Earl of Hillsborough, p. 20. 
25Jared Ingersoll. Mr. Ingersoll’s Letters Related to the Stamp-Act, p. 40. 
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of the Stamp Act (and similar laws) compared to previous duties imposed on the colonies.  

Whereas general duties applied throughout the Empire “proportionably raise the price of goods” 

so that “duties must be paid by the consumers…whenever a statute imposes duties on commodities, 

to be paid only upon their exportation from Great Britain to these colonies, it is not a regulation of 

trade, but a design to raise a revenue upon us.”26  The perception of unfair treatment goes beyond 

representation, as important as that is, in that forcing the colonies to pay extra for items for which 

other Imperial citizens do not have to pay is equally egregious.  Not only do colonists not have a 

say in the legislature that claims to represent their interests, but they are also told that they must 

pay extra for that lack of voice simply because the English government spent money and resources 

protecting it for its own selfish reasons. 

Throughout the entire process of the Stamp Act’s existence, the colonists expressed their 

concerns over the law itself, Parliament’s legitimacy of requiring and enforcing it, and the 

implications of acquiescing to its terms were both requested by Parliament (though the seriousness 

members would give the responses to these inquiries is questionable) and expressed unsolicited by 

concerned citizens to the general public in a variety of contexts.  The arguments laid out against 

the Stamp Act used strong, cohesive arguments supplemented by recent historical examples—

some of which being compared to earlier events learned through a classical education.  Further 

analysis of the selected documents illuminates the overlapping connectivity of the colonial position 

through a lack of representation and legal documentation corresponding to their relative autonomy.  

Despite the thoroughness and accuracy of colonial arguments presented in formal, cogent models 

of disputation, Parliament completely disregarded them based on a superiority complex wrought 

by collective and individual greed of Parliament and its members, respectively.  The magnitude of 

 
26John Dickinson. Letters From a Farmer in Pennsylvania, p. 59, p. 66. 
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these observations is attested by the variety of authors who perceive the same problem with 

individual arguments as ideologically separate from each other as their originators were 

geographically.  Each argument alone is sufficient to seriously consider the illegitimacy of 

Parliament’s actions related to taxing the colonies via the Stamp Act; all of them together are 

downright irrefutable.  Yet, they were ignored.  Such disparity can be explained when one 

considers the historical context of English governmental tradition, and the relatively new 

application of historical examples to make a case against keeping said tradition. 

Within this context of emerging discussions of rationality and political debate, William 

Blackstone published his Commentaries on the Laws of England in which he thoroughly explains 

legal precedents via a synthesis of custom and application.  At this time English law was built 

around formal legislation (Parliamentary laws and royal decrees) and customary practices followed 

by individual communities (common law).  Blackstone cohesively explains how both types of legal 

practices are applicable because they inform each other; formal legislation is enforced, in part, 

based on custom and common law is based on rules set forth in formal legislation.27  During the 

same time that Blackstone was writing, publishing, and updating his Commentaries, James Burgh 

was doing the exact same in reference to debates occurring about the increasingly strained 

relationship between Great Britain and the American colonies via his Political Disquisitions. This 

second work elevates history to “the inexhaustible mine, out of which political knowledge is to be 

brought up” by comparing Parliamentary behaviors--both the legislative body and individual 

members—to historical examples and its duty to the people its members are supposed to 

 
27Andrew J. Cecchinato, “The Nature of Custom: Legal Science and Comparative Legal History in 

Blackstone’s Commentaries.” In Common Law, Civil Law, and Colonial Law: Essays in Comparative Legal History 
from the Twelfth to the Twentieth Centuries, edited by William Eves, Sarah B. White, Ingrid Ivarsen, and John 
Hudson, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 143. 
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represent.28  Together, these compilations of legal and political analyses mark a synthesis of 

applying classical education to Enlightenment ideals that lead to using historical examples, both 

ancient and modern, to prove the legitimacy of a given stance on a particular topic. 

Part of Blackstone’s motivation for presenting thorough explanations of English laws is 

the lack of awareness his countrymen have regarding the contents of both imperial and municipal 

laws.  Although he holds English imperial law with such regard as “to transport the growing hopes 

of this island to foreign universities,” he also commends foreign countries for their “better 

nurseries of the civil, or (which is nearly the same) of their own municipal law.”  Hence, one of 

the major reasons Englishmen attend universities in countries like Switzerland, Germany, and 

Holland.29  Just as Blackstone believes in tempering the veneration of classical legal theory with 

modern constitutional and representative government due to the despotic governments existing 

with the former, Burgh highlights this same spectrum of influences via listing ancient histories in 

their original languages being just as influential on his commentary as modern works such as 

”Magazines of the last 10 years; Parliamentary History, 24 volumes; Debates of the Lords and 

Commons, 30 volumes” among many others.30  The transformative nature of these publications is 

their dedication to convincing the reader that every relevant piece of information related to the 

topic discussed exists in events of the past, regardless of the chronological distance between them 

and the present. 

When discussing Britain’s use of its military to enforce imperial policies in the colonies, 

Burgh compares the king’s reliance on it to a situation in Rome where “the consul Octavius was 

 
28James Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 1 of 3, (Philadelphia: Robert Bell, in Thira Street; and William 

Woodhouse, in Front Street, 1775), p. vi.  
29William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, 3rd ed., v.1 of 4 (Oxford: Printed at the 

Clarendon Press, 1775), p. 5. 
30Ibid.; James Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 1, p. vii. 
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advised to arm slaves for the preservation of the republic” when Marius and Sylla were vying for 

supremacy.31  Contrasted against Octavius’s rejection of this advice, Burgh asserts that every 

soldier in the British army is a slave based on the strict definition of having the function of 

following orders, submitting to discipline, and going wherever is demanded regardless of the peril 

in which one is placed when complying with any of these commands.  Whereas Sylla armed ten 

thousand slaves and promised citizenship to them upon his victory, Britain’s soldiers are armed 

slaves without being provided incentives for loyalty.32  Using the earliest known reference of a 

national debt via 1344 Florence, Blackstone summarizes the culmination of royal revenues from 

ancient specific types into aggregated categories to make collection more efficient and easier to 

allocate.  Because the Crown is responsible for appointing officers and paying all military 

expenses, it has the power to hire and fire military officers at will.  However, it does not have full 

discretion over all public funds due to the gradual increase in Parliamentary control over 

government spending.33  Lack of freedom for British soldiers is not due to a lack of the 

government’s ability to incentivize, but rather to the nature of the erosion of monarchical power 

to offer no more than financial compensation for services rendered. 

One of the most important principles of the English constitution, according to Blackstone, 

is the fundamental inerrancy of its executive ruler, which is belabored to the point of identifying 

exactly one scenario where the Crown would be directly involved in a civil suit—regarding the 

rights to a given property.  This type of suit is subdivided into two major categories: 1. Subjects 

petitioning against the Crown for return of seized property, and 2. The monarch laying claim to 

 
31The word “military” is used to refer to all branches of the armed forces as an aggregate body in reference 

to the entity being discussed; distinctions among branches will be labeled as such. 
32Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 2, p. 362. 
33Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 1, pp. 326-336 
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property obtained by a subject.34  Blackstone regards the procedures governing subject versus 

Crown adjudication as a synthesis of common law because of its previous “very immethodical 

arrangement, too justly complained of in our antient writers.”35  With clearly defined courses of 

action outlined in a constitutional framework there is little to fear from governmental overreach as 

new rulers cannot simply command new rules to be put in place.36  Burgh asserts that the position 

of the monarchy is, in fact, a tainted view of power and authority as a result of Tiberius’s use of 

Rome’s constitution to protect himself from the people, leading to citizens criticizing bad 

leadership without acting.37  While expounding on historical examples of representative 

governments, Burgh uses Spain to contrast its more authoritarian approach with the success and 

virtue of a representative model from ancient Greece to the present day.38  Within a fair system of 

representation, government overreach is limited insofar as the limitations are accepted by those in 

government. 

The Role of Parliamentary Governance 

Governance issues within England during the eighteenth century partly arise from the 

convoluted pre-eminence of the monarch and the Crown’s implied responsibility to rule for the 

good of the people.  Rather than holding the royal person accountable for wrongdoing or 

irresponsible behavior, Blackstone asserts that those who advised and/or permitted these actions 

to occur are to be faulted.  In such rare instances where the monarch undeniably acts against the 

interest of the people for their own personal gain, Parliament can declare the throne vacant by way 

of the ruler’s abdication by default due to wanton selfish pursuits.39  This, however, supposes 

 
34Ibid., v. 3, pp. 254-257. 
35Ibid., p. 265. 
36Ibid., p. 267. 
37Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 1, p. 5. 
38Ibid., pp. 18-19 intersperses the Spanish condition whereas pp. 6-20 is an overview of historical 

representative governments spanning the known entirety of human civilization. 
39Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 1, p. 246. 
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inherently unbiased judgement on the part of all Parliamentary members, something Burgh is quick 

to criticize.  Starting with Edward I in 1290, Parliament acted as champions of the people through 

“a set of unjust judges mulcted by parliament, to the amount of 100,000 marks.”40  As the 

legislative body increased their influence through the acquisition of administrative powers its 

members became more interested in personal gains wrought from receiving payments for acting 

on the interests of others instead of the people.  Although a minority of Parliamentary members 

“held very profitable places“ in 1648, the ability of this group to prevent the self-denying ordinance 

“shows, that the effect of places and pensions given to parliament-men extends much wider than 

the places and pensions themselves reach to.“41  Through limiting the authoritative power of the 

monarch, and the monarch’s acquiescence to these limitations, members of Parliament operate 

alongside the crown to oppress the people rather than to support them--as is their supposed duty. 

Parliament as an authoritative legal body has its origins among the various civilizations 

that inhabited Europe after Rome’s demise, in that leaders of various tribes would convene to make 

agreements consistent with the stabilization of all groups simultaneously.  In describing this 

historical overview, Blackstone implies a haphazard approach to legislative action by England’s 

inclusion of such activity under the permission of the ruler.  At first, Parliamentary meetings only 

occurred at the expressed behest of the monarch; then, it became a requirement for it to be held 

within three years of the previous meeting.  Finally, when James I acted against the constitution, 

Parliament acted on its own to declare the throne vacant, administering the executive branch of 

government until the restoration.42  Parliamentary usurpation of monarchical power occurred by 

members’ artificially increasing their entitlement to this legislative body by means of inheritance 

 
40Burgh, Political Disquisition, v. 2., p. 3. 
41Ibid., pp. 41-42. 
42Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 1, pp. 147-151. 
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from when earlier monarchs called for representatives from their respective polities.43  Further 

complications arise from “the number of house of commons is almost doubled in about 300 years 

by our kings and queens giving privilege of election to new places.”44  Parliament began acting in 

the best interests of the people because the people’s representatives were impacted in the same 

way by the monarch, which led to bypassing royal authority via its foundation of the people.  

Growth in corporate power corrupted individual members of Parliament to act in the interests of 

those who provided incentives for certain courses of action rather than what is best for the people, 

generating friction between the legislature and citizens. 

Part of this confusion comes from the intertwined relationships between the royal and 

Parliamentary prerogatives.  Although Parliament gained power through individual members’ 

expanding their personal gains, these same members have a vested interest in maintaining 

Parliamentary and citizenry loyalty to the Crown.  Conceptually, “praemunire seem to have kept 

within the proper bounds of their original institution, the depressing the power of the pope” by 

preventing and continuously disallowing all outside influences to supersede royal authority.45  

Statutes concerning praemunire build upon royal authoritative supremacy by making any 

hampering of royal activity—including publicly claiming Parliament as the supreme authority—

punishable of all property and title forfeiture and permanent standing without recourse against 

injuries committed upon them by others.46  To legally remain in Parliament members had to concur 

with royal authority and prevent activities that sought to supersede it. Alliances of this nature have 

no shortage of critics as seventeenth and eighteenth century England was rife with published 

 
43Burgh, Political Disquisition, v. 1, p. 55. 
44Ibid., p. 60. 
45Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 4, p. 115; several preceding pages detail circumstances under which 

various kings and parliaments instituted various means and measures to prevent Papal influence overriding English 
laws and procedures, leading to the summarizing statement referred to on p. 115. 

46Ibid., pp. 115-118. 
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commentaries on the invalidity of government actions, most of which being condemned by the 

monarch.47  Contrasting Caesar Augustus’s view that free speech should be characteristic of a free 

state with governmental prosecutions of libel, Burgh complains that “while ministers have a 

scheme of iniquity to carry on, it is not to be wondered that they endeavor, by all manner of 

severities, to drive away those who come with prying eyes to inquire into their proceedings.”48  

Additionally, anything that goes against the expressed monarch’s prerogative—including 

disobeying an act of Parliament—is considered a high misdemeanor, implying that any action that 

goes against the interests of those in power is a violation of the law.49  The inextricable link 

between royal authority and Parliamentary power is connected through their complimentary 

interests in preventing English citizens from acting in discontent against either.  Redress of 

grievances against the monarch are handled through Parliament, complaints against Parliament, 

either as a body or individual members, is prosecuted as libel or high misdemeanor against the 

national prerogative (aka the monarch), and praemunire covers all ostensible legal grounds in 

between for any action that prevents either from accomplishing their goals. 

Governmental power is further criticized for individuals consolidating their power through 

acquiring and holding multiple positions simultaneously.  Burgh highlights this inconsistency by 

first introducing Aristotle’s assertion that Carthage’s downfall was partially due to giving the same 

men multiple public duties.  Such wisdom is reinforced via the Gauls’ rule in France preventing 

any man from holding more than one office at a time, which was received very well by the 

country’s inhabitants.  More recent English history shows contradictory activities that has since 

muddled the distinctions between positions.  Although medieval English law prevented knights 

 
47Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 3, pp. 63-64. 
48Ibid., p. 266. 
49Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 4, p. 122. 
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from being elected sheriff while enlisted to fight for their lord, the more recent Henry IV’s land 

tax merely disallowed members of Parliament from holding any position involved in the collection 

of this newly established tax.  Modern times have seen complete erasure of position lines to the 

point of the Duke of Buckingham serving in more offices than possible to perform effectively 

where “he had too much power to do mischief; and too little to do good.”  Moreover, the Duke of 

Shrewsbury is given no less than five responsibilities ranging from palace upkeep to governing 

Ireland.50  This is a scathing analysis of English governance functioning compared to Blackstone’s 

assessment of its distinctions and overlapping countermeasures against corruption. 

Since Blackstone focuses exclusively on English law, it is necessary to glean his 

perceptions on public office from what he says about them in relation to the law.  However, his 

adulation of English government is exhibited when introducing the nature of Parliamentary 

representation as a balance between the extremes of only property holders and of all people 

regardless of property holdings.  By using both property and citizenship, every qualified individual 

can vote based on how much land they have and the locations in which said property resides.51  

Voting itself is free based on statutes preventing undue influence on voters by way of disallowing 

soldiers within two miles of the polity in which an election is taking place, and any public official 

who does anything to promote a parliamentary candidate or persuade a voter in any way is heavily 

fined and no longer allowed to ever serve in a governmental capacity: “Thus are the electors of 

one branch of the legislature secured from any undue influence from either of the other two, and 

from all external violence and compulsion.”52  Furthermore, English citizens can bring cases 

against public officials should those officials willingly and conscientiously act against the duty of 

 
50Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 2, pp. 76-77 gives the full list as: lord treasurer, lord chamberlain, lord 

lieutenant of Ireland, an English peer, and voting in the greatest national concerns. 
51Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 1, pp. 171-172. 
52Ibid., p. 178. 
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their station.  However, this only applies to proof of personal detriment and the only remedy 

Blackstone supplies is damages determined by a jury.53  Lastly, high level officials can be 

impeached by Parliament if proven to have embezzled or otherwise misappropriated funds, and 

“by some arrogant and undutiful behaviour towards the king and government.”54  Despite the 

interlocking mechanisms by which Parliament interacts with officials from other governmental 

branches, there are no provisions against individuals serving in multiple capacities.  This inherent 

flaw enables conditions that prevent effective governance due to conflicting interests of those 

operating in official capacities compelling obedience on behalf of higher authorities because of 

their station, rather than the validity of the laws themselves. 

One point of agreement between the two commentators is the appropriateness and 

effectiveness of criminal punishments; not about whether criminals should be punished for crimes 

committed, but rather how they should be punished and how well England’s laws deter people 

from committing crimes.  Both men agree that the primary function of punishment is deter 

violation of the law by others; Burgh remarks “our laws are grown to be very sanguinary” while 

Blackstone contends that “there may be unlawful methods of enforcing obedience even to the 

justest laws.”55  Blackstone implies that a great deal of moderation exists in current English law 

via its application to preventing future crimes by: 1. ”Amendment of the offender himself,” 2. 

”Deterring others by the dread of his example from offending in the like way ’ut poena (as Tully 

expresses it) ad paucos, metus ad omnes pervanti,’” and 3. “Lastly, depriving the party injuring of 

the power to do future mischief.”56  Burgh echoes this sentiment by complementing these effects 

 
53Ibid., v. 3, p. 163. 
54Ibid., v. 4, pp. 121-122. 
55Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 3, p. 163; Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 4, p. 10. 
56Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 4, p. 11-12; Tully here refers to Cicero, and the quote translates to “as 

punishment to a few, fear reaching all.” 
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of legal consequences for criminal actions by adding that “it is not the severity of punishments, 

but the certainty of not escaping, that restrains licentiousness.”57  Hence, his conclusion that “the 

shame of being punished ought always to be the principal part of an offender’s punishment.”58  

Further comparisons of their perspectives on this topic show a particular concern regarding the 

prevalence and ineptitude of capital punishment. 

Despite the advantage of having gradations in punishments based on the severity of the 

type of crime, “we shall find it more difficult to justify the frequency of capital punishment to be 

found” in English law.59  Part of this issue, according to Burgh quoting Blackstone’s statistic of 

160 laws punishable by death without the benefit of clergy, is that “when an offender is hanged, 

he is made an example of to a few hundred, and is forgotten.”60  The nature of legal judgment 

stems from the fear of retribution by the criminal due to the prejudice against him for violating the 

rules of society.  Thus, in calling for a supreme power to pronounce judgement the temptation of 

vengeance on the part of citizens is stifled and the fear of unrelenting punishment on the part of 

the violator is alleviated without exempting him from the consequences of his action, even for the 

most abhorred crime of murder.61  However wise it is to create systems of impartial justice, such 

systems can only be as impartial as its officers are separate.  When a naval officer was tried twice 

by his peers for cowardice, with a guilty consequence of hanging, he was found not guilty both 

times.  Upon his third trial before William of Orange, several officers, and half a dozen judges this 

same officer was found guilty, but nearly received an exemption from hanging--due to the level of 

his station--before it was ultimately decided by the House of Lords to follow through with the 

 
57Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 3, p. 165. 
58Ibid., p. 167. 
59Blackstone, Commentaries, v. 4, p. 18. 
60Ibid.; Burgh, Political Disquisitions, v. 3, p. 169. 
61Blackstone, Commentaries v. 4, pp. 7-8 uses the biblical story of Cain seeking refuge in God after killing 

his brother Abel as the origin of impartial judgment against those who commit crimes. 
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punishment, lest such a reprieve set a bad example for posterity.62  Just as England punishes “many 

very atrocious crimes too slightly, as well as several inconsiderable crimes too severely,”  the 

inconsistency inherent in the system creates “so many chances of escaping, the needy and hardy 

offender overlooks...those laws...which long impunity has taught him to contemn.”63  Contempt 

for laws originates in the failure of government officials to operate under the laws upon which 

their positions are rooted, maintained, and created. 

At this juncture the issue becomes the contempt government officials have for the very 

laws intended to prevent their corruption.  For people to be fit for public service they must have a 

large quantity of high-quality attributes.  Aristotle’s observation that “those particular 

qualifications which are necessary for the successful discharge of their respective duties” is the 

cornerstone of Burgh’s argument against the English method of choosing leaders.64  Blackstone, 

on the other hand, focuses on describing the mechanisms in place that prevent corruption without 

identifying how best to choose government leaders.  Although he acknowledges “the depravity of 

mankind” (in parentheses, no less), he considers various oaths taken by all parties involved to 

satisfy the conditions required for fair elections.  Granted, this specific commentary on sheriffs 

and electors taking oaths against bribery and corruption and candidates swearing to their 

qualifications are specifically related to elected officials.65  However, the fact that “we consider 

chiefly whether the place, that is the salary, is fit” for a candidate applies the same way to non-

elected officials.66  Despite the appropriate punishment of forfeiting the bribe payment as well as 

facing the monarch himself for any public official convicted of bribery, there is no indication that 

 
62Burgh, Political Disquisitions v. 3, p. 170. 
63Ibid.; Blackstone, Commentaries v. 4, p. 19. 
64Burgh, Political Disquisition v. 2, p. 80. 
65Blackstone, Commentaries v. 1, p. 179. 
66Burgh, Political Disquisition v. 2, p. 80. 
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the briber is punished as well.67  This seems to be mitigated by the fact that “no public office shall 

be sold, under pain of disability to dispose of or hold it,” but is found wanting when one considers 

that “the barbarous Assyrians have a better notion of encouraging merit, than the civilized English.  

They do not allow a youth to cut his hair in the manly form, till he has done some feat of valour.”68 

Blackstone’s implied criticism of the Roman exception to bribery of allowing magistrates 

to receive small gifts under a maximum annual sum leads him to compliment “that by the laws of 

Athens he that offered was also prosecuted, as well as he that received a bribe.”69  Albeit, English 

law did make it more difficult to financially acquire public offices as it “presumes that he, who 

buys an office, will by bribery, extortion, or other unlawful means make his purchase good, to the 

manifest detriment of the public.”70  This presumption, however, does not account for human 

ingenuity.  For, instead of simply using money to buy positions as many various examples 

illustrate, eighteenth century Englishmen resorted to relationships to obtain power they desired.  

While condemning Lord Bacon for writing to James I personally to convince the monarch that he 

was more deserving of the position of chancellor than the person occupying that post, Burgh 

highlights the virtue of several individuals who sought to receive less compensation for their 

services so that the remainder could be returned to service the needs of the people.  Sir Henry Vane 

is contrasted against “several of our bloodsuckers, I mean commissaries, in the late German war 

got from 50,000 l. to 500,000 l. and have never shewn any compunction on account of robbing the 

public.”71  It is “the insinuating nature and gigantic progress of this vice, when once admitted,” 

that befalls the English government regarding its inability to govern consistently.72 

 
67Blackstone, Commentaries v. 4, p. 139. 
68Ibid., v. 2, p. 6.; Burgh, Political Disquisitions v. 2, p. 83. 
69Blackstone, Commentaries v. 4, p. 139. 
70Ibid., v. 2, pp. 36-37. 
71Burgh, Political Disquisitions v. 2, p. 85. 
72Blackstone, Commentaries v. 4, p. 139. 



67 

  
 

Blackstone devotes two entire chapters to specifically discuss the different types of tenure 

(ancient and modern)—“the manner of possession” of a piece of land beholden to a person of 

higher rank.73  In all the various descriptions, the focus is on the land and the legal status of the 

various stakeholders based on the circumstances of their relationship to each other and the land 

itself.  Burgh’s thesis directly contradicts that such arrangements are purely legal because “the 

exorbitant voraciousness of the court-tools...with the consciousness, that they hold their places by 

the tenure of interest, and not of merit; that has lately misled our ministry into the most fatal 

measure of” taxing the colonies when they are not represented in the House of Commons, which 

is responsible for the taxes placed upon them.74  This is a scathing indictment of corruption against 

Parliament because it, as a body, beholds political officials to their stations, thus requiring 

supporting their actions regardless of their virtue, legality, or even constitutionality.  In describing 

the broad nature of colonial legal development (in short, by way of adapting English legislative 

procedures to the circumstances in which colonies find themselves), Blackstone ironically presents 

the colonial case.  It was not until William and Mary declared all colonial laws contrary to English 

laws to be null and void that any mention was made of English authority over colonial legislative 

activities.  Furthermore, it was not until King George III that the English government declares 

“that all his majesty’s colonies and plantations in America have been, are, and of right ought to be, 

subordinate to and dependent upon the imperial crown and parliament of Great Britain.”75 

While both measures indicating supreme authority are accurate in a general sense, the 

implications of the authority described encroach upon colonial rights because they do not consider 

previously established measures still in effect.  In addition to showing “a suspicion of loyalty” by 

 
73Ibid., v. 2, p. 59. 
74Burgh, Political Disquisition v. 2, p. 274—emphasis in original. 
75Blackstone, Commentaries v. 1, pp. 107-109. 
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“compelling the colonies to pay money for their own defence, without their consent,” the colonists 

already pay taxes by being forced to buy British merchandise and selling their raw materials at 

lower prices to the mother country.76  Remarking on the necessity of colonies having their own, 

fully functioning local governments, Blackstone goes further by equating colonial legislatures with 

England’s: “Their general assemblies which are their house of commons, together with their 

council of state being their upper house.”77  Although this comparison does not come from a 

position of any political authority or weight of governance, Blackstone’s analogy makes it clear 

that the people are represented in their colonies while Burgh accurately represents the colonial 

preference for their political position to remain as such.  Colonial governments have original 

jurisdiction that, while “subject to the revision and control of the king in counsel, the whole of 

their constitution being also liable to be new-modelled and reformed, by the general superintending 

power of the legislature in the mother country,” deserve the rights of representation via their 

original possession of the property upon which they now reside.78  It is colonial representation in 

Parliament that, Burgh argues, will make colonists more amenable to policies presented by the 

English government, if only ”Grenville would have considered, had he been a man of conceptions 

large enough for a tradesman’s clerk.”79 

As displayed in Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England and Burgh’s Political 

Disquisitions, educated men used historical content to present their arguments using analytical 

techniques present in the education system.  Although neither author is known to have visited—

much less resided in—the colonies, their presentations are the hallmark of classical argumentative 

presentation.  Blackstone neatly categorizes England's legal system, followed by giving an 

 
76Burgh, Political Disquisitions v. 2, p. 278. 
77Blackstone, Commentaries v. 1, p. 108. 
78Ibid.; Ibid., v. 2, pp. 8-9. 
79Burgh, Political Disquisitions v. 2, p. 280. 
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overview of its nature.  At the beginning of each section, he presents the earliest known customs 

that reflect the current state of said category, proceeding to illuminate the specific applications 

under English law of that category.  Exceptions are provided, along with commentary on those 

exceptions and their relationships to the application of the law.  Burgh uses a similar process of 

identifying current practice and explanations for their existence through both history and 

practicality, but with one key difference—he expounds on how those in governance use the law to 

their own advantage instead of the people’s.  His evidence is the behavior of the English 

government towards its citizens, both past and present, and compares the positive and negative to 

similar occurrences in earlier and contemporary histories.  Whereas Blackstone venerates the entire 

English system and how it operates based on how it is constructed without regard to application, 

Burgh criticizes the establishment for its members’ wanton use of political offices for personal 

gains. 

Summary 

Just as Blackstone and Burgh discuss English governance towards the colonies in broad 

perspectives from the mother country, colonial familiars Ingersoll, Dickinson, and Canning 

explain the discontent of the colonies resulting from the issues presented in Burgh compared to 

Blackstone’s ideal as represented by Parliament and its members.  Although the positions argued 

are opinions, they are grounded in the facts of legal, political, and pragmatic examples throughout 

history and carefully organized for consideration by those with the power to influence decisions.  

These examples of attempts at soliciting change through persuasive argument—in the country’s 

native language, no less—is exactly what Franklin envisioned when he created his Academy.  

What should have been a successful prevention of injurious and insulting colonial taxation became 

searingly contentious issue precisely because the “gentlemen” of England refused to consider 
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viewpoints contrary to their desire for power and control.  Since “Truth is to be found and 

supported by a due Consideration of Things themselves, and not by artificial Terms and Ways of 

arguing,” it is the folly of a gentleman to be intransigent “unless he will pass for a poor baffled 

wretch, and lie under the Disgrace of not being able to maintain whatever he has once affirmed, 

which is the great Aim and Glory in Disputing.”80  Herein lies the fundamental controversy of 

American colonial governance: authority not recognized by breach of lawful action requires 

disobedience to said authority due to its inherent illegality despite the requirement of obedience to 

that authority because of its position regardless of the lawfulness of its actions. Within this 

controversy, Revolution advanced and the Constitution developed. In Chapter 4, the development 

of the Constitution will be described within context, within connections to the contributions and 

views of the Founders. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
80John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, p. 287. 
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Chapter 4: Revolution to the Failed Confederation 

Considering the educational formation and teachings of the Founders, their rationale for 

participating in the activities that led to the Revolutionary War becomes clearer.  Similarly, the 

motivations for developing the Constitution, a written document establishing the new governance 

structure for the states, is placed within context. When the Framers created the Constitution they 

used their vast historical knowledge—ancient and modern—to present their views on a given 

matter during the Convention and in expressing their opinion of the Constitution once it was 

drafted and made available to the public. The influence of this historical knowledge is reflected in 

the historical references used by the Framers in their discussions during the development of the 

Constitution. In this chapter, contextualization of the development of the Constitution and the role 

of the Founders in the events leading up its development, are discussed. 

Arguments in Support of Revolution 

The most accessible examples of the Framers’ Revolutionary arguments occur in their 

personally authored editorials submitted to various printers for distribution among their regular 

editions and their participation in colonial governments enacting laws to directly contradict 

Parliamentary measures.  Despite their lack of literary allure, Bernard Bailyn says “Adams, 

seemingly so stolid and unimaginative an embodiment of prosaic virtues, had a basically sensuous 

apprehension of experience which he expressed in brilliantly idiomatic and figurative prose — but 

in diary notations and in letters” and Jefferson had a “straightforward if gracefully written political 

policy statement.”1  In 1766 Adams uses Parliamentary oversight of monarchical overstepping to 

prove the unconstitutionality of the newly established admiralty court policies applied to the 

colonies.  According to Adams, Henry VII took advantage of a “timid, ignorant or weak” 

 
1Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins, p. 16. 
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Parliament to allow abuses of power by appointing judges when a grand jury cannot be convened.2  

In accordance with this law, Sir Richard Empson and Edmund Dudley were appointed judges to 

serve as a jury when none could be found until the law was declared unconstitutional by Henry 

VIII “and those two vile oppressors fell a sacrifice to the righteous indignation of an injured and 

exasperated nation.”3 Using this recent event in England’s history, Adams asks rhetorical questions 

to show that a  similar lack of judicial procedure exists under the newly formed admiralty courts: 

“Is there any grand jury there to find presentments or indictments? Is there any pettit jury to try 

the fact guilty or not? Is there not a judge appointed or to be appointed over all America? Is not 

this a much more expensive jurisdiction than that of Empson and Dudley as justices over all 

England?.”4  He then references renowned legal scholar Edward Coke who declared that allowing 

such debasements of justice were unconstitutional and the reason those who allowed them to occur 

were removed from governmental authority.  Henry VIII restoring proper procedures should be a 

warning to others who dare attempt to similarly pervert justice.5  The continued insistence of 

Parliament’s original and superseding jurisdiction over the colonies forced colonial governments 

to choose between acquiescence to Parliament and deliberate insubordination. 

The significance of the colonies choosing deliberate insubordination to Parliamentary laws 

is their explanations of their rationales for doing so.  Not only did colonial governments actively 

defy Parliament’s statutes, but they also explained why they refuse to follow laws such as enforcing 

taxes in British goods imported to the colonies.  Identifying “fatal consequences certainly to follow 

from the arbitrary imposition of taxes on the people of America, for the purpose of raising a 

 
2John Adams, The Earl of Clarendon to William Pym, Part I, Rotunda Project (Online): University of 

Virginia Press, Reprinted from the Boston Gazette January 13, 1766. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid. 
5Ibid., 
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revenue from them, without the consent of their representatives,” the Virginia Nonimportation 

Resolutions of 1770 call on every merchant and trader to abstain from buying and selling anything 

related to Britain that involves a revenue tax.6  The third paragraph alone lists dozens of various 

items that will no longer be accepted into the colony for sale, while details related to wine and 

slaves are explained separately. Although this seems like a straightforward reiteration of political 

rhetoric from the previous decade, it summarizes the entire main argument of the Revolutionary 

position.  Beyond the explicitly stated opposition to Parliamentary taxation on the colonies without 

them being represented in the legislature, there is an implied sense of duty and responsibility.  By 

considering “it to be the indispensable duty of every virtuous member of society to prevent the 

ruin, and promote the happiness, of his country, by every lawful means,” the Virginia House of 

Burgesses is also expressing their fundamental belief that they represent the people and are thus 

acting in their best interests—something Parliament does not appear to be doing.7  Furthermore, 

the list of the items no longer to be imported into Virginia from Britain are specific to those, and 

their derivatives, that were taxed in the colonies.  While not written by a single person, it was 

signed with approval by both Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, along with three 

members of the Randolph family.  As the conflict between the colonies and Great Britain escalated, 

individual Framers continued to boldly state their position.  

Although only the notes exist for his speech given at Braintree in the Spring of 1772, John 

Adams’s ideas regarding his support of the colonial position rest on his understanding of history.  

While the first half references modern education by equating the study of aggregate human 

interactions to scientific observations of natural phenomenon, he transitions to discussing the 

 
6House of Burgesses (Virginia), Virginia Nonimportation Resolutions, Rotunda Project (Online): University 

of Virginia Press, June 22, 1770. 
7Ibid. 
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specific issues through general statements of the struggle between government leaders and their 

people.  After asking rhetorical questions to point out Parliament’s unfair treatment of the colonies, 

Adams introduces greed and power as the motivations for the present situation.  This is by no 

means unique to England, as “even in the simple Democracies of ancient Greece, Jealous as they 

were of Power, even their Ostracism could not always preserve them from the grasping Desires 

and Designs, from the overbearing Popularity, of their great Men.”  Equally susceptible was 

“Rome, in her wisest and most virtuous Period, from the Expulsion of her Kings to the Overthrow 

of the Commonwealth, was always in Danger from the Power of some and the Turbulence, Faction 

and Popularity of others.”8  Comparing classical civilizations to modern events showcases 

Adams’s knowledge of history and his training in rhetoric, but what really sets these statements 

apart is the implication that the same fate can befall England.  If the cultures that produced some 

of the greatest examples of thinkers, philosophers, politicians, and orators, then even a country as 

advanced and civilized as England could be susceptible to the same kinds of human error.   

Immediately following this allusion to the governmental difficulties of classical 

civilizations, Adams gives specific examples of Englishmen who seek their own glory and 

consolidation of power by “making clamorous Professions of Patriotism, in early Life, to secure a 

great Popularity, and to ride upon that Popularity, into the highest Offices of State” where they are 

“generally found, as little zealous to preserve the Constitution, as their Predecessors whom they 

have hunted down.”9  He lists three individuals to whom this statement applies: “The Earl of 

Strafford, in early Life, was a mighty Patriot and Anti-courtier.  Sir Robert Walpole. Commited to 

the Tower the Father of Corruption.  Harley also, a great and bold Advocate for the Constitution 

 
8John Adams, “Notes for an Oration at Braintree, Spring 1772,” in The Adams Papers Digital Edition, 

edited by Sara Martin. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2023. 
9Ibid. 
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and Liberties of his Country.”10 Ascribing personal ambitions to those making the decisions 

affecting colonists is given legitimacy when comparing it to what happened to Greece and Rome 

when their rulers could no longer be held accountable by the people or any other aspect of their 

government.  The present colonial developments are then contrasted with the perception of the 

tyranny already occurring in other European countries whose kings have successfully consolidated 

their power to the point of citizens losing “their Liberties, by the Ignorance, the Weakness, the 

Inconsistency, and Disunion of the People.”11  This is a call to action to prevent further erosion of 

not just colonial governance autonomy, but the ability of the people to be of any consideration to 

those that govern them.  The passion of individual patriotic speeches and the formal explanations 

of colonial legislation contradicting Parliament were joined together in targeted public 

commentaries addressing the issues and sentiments thereof. 

Due to their versatility of content and convenience of size, pamphlets were the most 

common type of publication in the colonies during the Revolutionary War.  Ranging from a few 

pages to eighty, but most commonly between five and twenty-five thousand words, this medium 

“was perfectly suited to the needs of the Revolutionary writers” because they were small but 

“spacious enough to allow for the full development of an argument.”12    Historians familiar with 

American Revolutionary literature make excellent points regarding the lack of sophistication in 

American pamphlets compared to the likes of Jonathan Swift’s Modest Proposal and the quantity 

of opinions written by Daniel Defoe.13  There is something to be said, however, about the quickness 

with which colonial writers responded to events that directly impacted them and their 

communities. After the passage of the Port Act, Jefferson called for a day of fasting and John 

 
10Ibid. 
11Ibid. 
12Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins, pp. 2-3. 
13Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins, pp. 12-13. 
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Adams suggested to ministers that they preach on ”America and Israel in their times of trial.”14  

Despite their relatively hasty production, American Revolutionary pamphlets are ”decorous and 

reasonable” and rose above the vitriolic tradition of their English origins in that “they sought to 

convince their opponents, not, like the English pamphleteers of the eighteenth century to annihilate 

them.”15  Since the purpose of Revolutionary writers differed from that of English authors, they 

had to sacrifice eloquence of delivery for clarity of argument. 

The Articles of Confederation (1781-1789) 

Although the Articles of Confederation were not discussed in the same concentrated 

manner as the later Constitution due to the Revolutionary War, the document itself was discussed 

thoroughly for several years until it was finally adopted as America’s first outline of government.16  

Although not in force until 1781, the Articles of Confederation were initially adopted by the 

Continental Congress in 1777, serving as the first constitution until the ratification of the United 

States Constitution in 1789. The issues that proceeded from adhering to its guidelines were not 

due to ignorance or ineptitude of the Framers, but rather the serious consideration they gave to the 

events that led to the Revolution in the first place.17  Among the Framers’ whose documents 

survived America’s Revolutionary wartime government, Thomas Jefferson’s stand as one of the 

most robust collections available for analyzing the progression of debate to ratifying  the Articles 

of Confederation.  His first commentary comes in a copied draft of Benjamin Franklin’s initial 

proposal for the colonies to formally “enter into a firm league of friendship with each other binding 

on themselves and their posterity for their common defence against their enemies for the security 

 
14Emory Elliott, Revolutionary Writers: Literature and Authority in the New Republic, 1725-1810, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 19-20. 
15Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins, pp. 17-19 (direct quotes on p. 17, and bottom of 18 to top of 19). 
16National Archives, Articles of Confederation, 1777. 
17Stephen W. Stathis, Landmark Debates in Congress: From the Declaration of Independence to the War in 

Iraq, (Washington, D.C: CQ Press, 2009), p. 17. 
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of their liberties and properties, the safety of their persons and families and their mutual and 

general welfare.”18  The phrase “league of friendship” is important here because it connotes a sense 

of equality among the colonial governments so that they will not perceive this new government as 

hostile to their autonomy.  This is reinforced by the next article, which states “that each colony 

shall enjoy and retain as much as it may think fit of it’s o[wn]” government and can be changed 

upon each colony’s discretion.19  Along with these broadly worded rights retained by the local 

governments, the described attributes of the national government were severely altered from the 

original proposal to the one eventually adopted. 

Franklin’s initial draft of the Articles included broad powers of the national government 

that essentially gave it permission to handle all issues that pertained to the colonies as a whole 

such as, but not limited to: “determining on war and peace, the entering into alliances, the 

reconciliation with Great-Britain; the settling all disputes and differences between colony and 

colony if such should arise; and the planting of new colonies when proper” and to “make such 

general ordinances as, tho’ necessary to the general welfare” to handle “general commerce, or 

general currency, to the establishment of posts, the regulation of our common forces” and “the 

appointment of all officers civil and military appurtaining [sic] to the General confederacy.”20  

Additionally, the nature of fighting the looming war caused Franklin to propose that all colonies 

would contribute to a national treasury to fund it, along with funding the various administrative 

needs of a national government upon the war’s conclusion.21  This was abolished, however, by the 

time the Articles of Confederation was adopted, restricting Congress “from making treaties that 

 
18Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, “Jefferson’s Annotated Copy of Franklin’s Proposed Articles of 

Confederation” in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, edited by James P. McClure and J. Jefferson, 
(Looney. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2023), June-July 1775. 

19Ibid., articles are not numbered in the printed text because they were added by Jefferson in the margins of 
his notes on his own copy of the document. 

20Ibid. 
21Ibid. 
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prohibited imports and exports, or from prohibiting a state from imposing retaliatory taxes” and 

redirecting funding responsibility to each state individually.22 

The issue at stake regarding the Articles is local governance autonomy, but there is also a 

concern regarding consistency of policy implementation.  Franklin’s initial desire for Congress to 

have the authority to regulate trade, interstate commerce, and imports and exports stems from the 

unfair targeting of specific colonies when they refused to submit to Parliamentary measures.  

However, the fear of tyranny resulting from possibly allowing such consistency outweighed the 

logic of including it.  Furthermore, the expressed prohibition of interfering with “retaliatory taxes” 

is a way for the colonies to gain even more control than they had over Parliament because allowing 

this practice places a check on all the colonies through the threat of increase costs and, by 

extension, decreased profits.  As population is tied to money via taxes, there is a constant concern 

regarding the fairness of calculating the former and how that impacted the latter with respect to 

each colony’s responsibility to contribute to the communal good.  Again, Jefferson’s writings 

demonstrate the issues plaguing the government under the Articles, even before they were 

officially adopted as the governmental framework of the United States. 

One of the more contentious issues related to the Continental Congress’s acceptance of the 

Articles of Confederation was the level of representation by the states on all matters for which the 

legislature was responsible.  In discussing the concerns of population versus equality, a point was 

made by Dr. John Witherspoon regarding how smaller parts of historical alliances—“the Helots of 

Sparta & the provinces of Rome”—were persuaded into allying with their government’s enemies 

because of the lack of consideration they received from the central authority.  This was followed 

by a discussion on how “in the East India company they voted by persons, & not by their proportion 

 
22“Thomas Jefferson’s Notes of Proceedings in Congress,” from Stephen W. Stathis, Landmark Debates in 

Congress, p. 17. 
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of stock. That the Belgic confederacy voted by provinces.”23  As it was paramount to the success 

of the Revolution for all colonies to agree on this matter, lest the people lose confidence in the 

cause due to the inability of their leaders to agree on a method of governance, the debate over 

representation continued via the referencing of more recently established systems of government.  

Dr. Witherspoon is noted to have remarked that Scotland suffered due to an unfair representation 

to taxation ratio because of their incorporation into England.  When John Adams used the analogy 

of investment returns being weighted to the amount contributed by everyone to account for the 

fairness of voting based on population, Dr. Benjamin Rush agreed by citing equal representation 

as a contributing factor to the downfall of the Dutch republic.24 

The fear of a tyranny by representatives of a majority induced Mr. Stephen Hopkins to 

advocate for a middle ground of having a vote as the Germanic, Helvetic, and Belgic societies do 

because “history affords no instance of such a thing as equal representation.”25  Reiterating 

Adams’s argument of proportionality, James Wilson argues against Hopkins’s examples because 

the Germans are “burlesque on government” and cannot be taken seriously because the interests 

of the national government rests with the states, not the provinces.26  The array of historical and 

contemporary references to structures of national legislatures demonstrates the Framers’ 

knowledge of history and understanding of political theory over a decade prior to the 

Constitutional Convention.  Furthermore, the same historical content was used to prove the validity 

of both sides, along with rationales from specific examples of the results of a country using their 

own system of government.   

 
23Ibid., p. 20. 
24Ibid., p. 21. 
25Ibid. 
26Ibid. 
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Despite conversing on essential matters such as representation in the national government 

for three weeks in the summer of 1776, a consensus on the matter was not reached until over a 

year later.  In May of 1777, Adams is hopeful that the small and large states will find common 

ground due, in part, to Jefferson’s suggestion that “any Proposition may be negatived, by the 

Representatives of a Majority of the People, or of a Majority of States.”27  By promising Jefferson 

that he will attend to introducing the modification to the Articles of Confederation, Adams is 

proving himself a gentleman by recognizing a suggestion better than all others—including his 

own—that will hopefully lead to unanimous agreement and adoption of the Articles of 

Confederation.  The Framers’ unwillingness to trust in any group to have more influence than 

another was influenced by legislatures and executive leaders having various powers taken away.  

Just as historical examples became a basis for representation under the Articles of Confederation, 

the experiences people had under its governance would prove the necessity of the Constitutional 

Convention. 

Challenges to the Articles of Confederation 

Upon the proposal and initial meeting regarding the Articles of Confederation, Virginia 

opted to draft a trigger bill in December of 1777 that would give them the force of law upon 

Congressional approval via official ratification.28  Demonstrating great faith in the ability of 

congressional delegates to agree on the various matters needing refinement, this bill focuses on 

the application of laws as they relate to their conformity to the Articles.  It says nothing about the 

responsibility of Virginia’s support of, or interactions with, the other colonies or the national 

 
27John Adams, “From John Adams”, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, edited by James P. 

McClure and J. Jefferson Looney, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2023), May 26, 
1777. 

28“Draft of a Bill to Give the Articles of Confederation the Force of Law,” The Papers of Thomas Jefferson 
Digital Edition, ed. James P. McClure and J. Jefferson Looney. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
Rotunda, 2008–2023. 
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government.  Virginia’s focus on the effect of the Articles on Virginia laws showcases how 

governmentally separate the colonies expected to be from each other under the Articles of 

Confederation.  This became an issue in 1779 when citizens from colonies bordering the “New 

Hampshire Land Grants” became unruly and refused to follow the legal enforcement of the laws 

from Massachusetts, New York, and New Hampshire.  Congress attempted to intervene but was 

severely limited in their capacity to a state of near impotency.29 

To solve the issue of civil unrest among the citizens of the affected colonies, the Articles 

of Confederation forced Congress to ask permission from the states to be given the authority to 

investigate the situation and come up with a resolution to solve it.  This was intended to prevent 

internal anarchy as the colonies were still fighting against Britain for their independence.  

Congress’s proposal was rejected on the grounds that, while it was prudent to prioritize wartime 

administrative duties, such interference did not align with the intent of the Articles to be strictly 

for communal defense against foreign threats.  Because the people residing in the contested lands 

decided they would rather form their own state of Vermont, it was feared that any judgment 

requiring them to be under another state’s jurisdiction might induce them to ally themselves with 

Great Britain.30  Considering that tensions in the Vermont area got tight enough to make Congress 

concerned over its effect on national security, an outright refusal to allow national representatives 

to investigate the issue and offer solutions would be irresponsible.  In addition to the fear of 

national oversight of local affairs, however, there loomed the issue of voting blocs within Congress 

associated with common interests of the various states.  This was mitigated by John Jay who 

 
29John Jay, (Enclosure of “Resolutions of the Continental Congress” dated September 24, 1779) “To 

George Clinton”, The Selected Papers of John Jay Digital Edition, edited by Elizabeth M. Nuxoll editor, 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2014–2023), September 25, 1779; included in the letter is 
the original document of Congress’s resolutions relating to the matter. 

30John Jay, “To George Clinton”, September 25, 1779. 



82 

  
 

offered that the citizens of the newly proposed state of Vermont get to present their case of creation 

to Congress while all three states involved in jurisdictional disputes over these lands are 

mandatorily exempt from voting on the matter.31  This situation highlights the limitations of 

Congress under the Articles to mitigate problems between states over common property, such as 

land grants, but also the willingness of state and national leaders to work together to generate 

solutions.  Such aspirations faced great difficulty under the strain of providing for an army during 

a war occurring at home. 

Communications from the Continental Army’s base of operations to the Continental 

Congress contain implications of the shortfalls of the loose affiliation implemented by the Articles.  

In June 1780 Thomas Jefferson, as governor of Virginia, received three letters imploring him to 

send troops and supplies to aid the Northern campaign.  The first of these letters, dated June 2nd, 

uses Washington’s own words to explain what Congress is asking for and why.  This is followed 

by a reference to directives passed on May 19 whereby each state was apportioned quotas to 

provide for the national army.32  This initial request reveals Washington’s understanding that 

Congress has no power to compel the states to give provisions and/or soldiers by its own authority.  

Because the Confederation is strictly for a common defense Washington must go to Congress for 

his needs.  However, Congress can only request to each state that they provide the necessities 

described and the rationale for making such a request; the desired quotas cannot be enforced, but 

rather serve as a guideline based on the information Congress has available of each states’ available 

resources.  The request is made using extremely humble language due to some states lacking an 

ability to provide any resources and urgently expresses the certainty of defeat should the minimal 

 
31Ibid. 
32Philip Schuyler, John Mathews, and Nathaniel Peabody, “From the Committee of Congress at 

Headquarters,” The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, edited by James P. McClure and J. Jefferson 
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requirements fail to reach Washington in time, implying a lack of cooperation being the most 

serious threat to the preservation of their desired independence.33 

The second letter describes a victory of circumstance allowing the Continental Army to be 

“possesed [sic] of the means wherewith to expel the enemy from every part of the continent” only 

because Britain did not pursue “our heavy Cannon and stores,” which “would inevitably have 

fallen into their hands, as our Military force was incompetent to their protection, and the means of 

conveying them to places more distant, for want of horses and Carriages, out of our power.”  

Despite this relatively good news, the Southern colonies of Maryland and Carolina were destroyed.  

This second entreaty also invokes the ideal spirit freedom by calling on Jefferson, and his fellow 

Virginians, to display “that virtue which distinguished the Citizens of Rome when their State was, 

as ours now is, on the brink of ruin.”34  The implication here is not that the new America will be 

ruined by British armies, but by the failure of its citizens to unify despite the difficulties in 

providing for the cause.  Equating the struggle for independence to the most virtuous aspects of 

the highly regarded Roman citizenry is a call to Jefferson to act for the sake of all colonies and not 

merely for the immediate comfort of Virginia.  Not receiving a response after such an allusion 

caused great worry in the Congress, prompting a third letter only a week after the second one. 

The third request, dated June 19, is much shorter than the previous two, as it is intended to 

reiterate the urgency of the matter at hand and the absolute necessity of Virginia’s contribution to 

ensure the victory as British reinforcements have arrived and the Continental Army must have its 

own reserves in play to survive.35  Jefferson’s reply comes over a week after this attempt to procure 

soldiers and supplies from him.  The reason Jefferson gives is that, just as Congress must ask the 
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34Ibid., June 12, 1780. 
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states, he, as governor, must ask the legislature to pass laws that allow for the enlistment of soldiers 

to serve in the national military and send food and supplies for that same entity.  Although he does 

not specify exactly when he presented Congress’s request, by immediately laying the quotas before 

the General Assembly it is implied that Jefferson did it after receiving the first letter.36  This means 

that it took the Virginia legislature a month to agree on the terms on which it would provide soldiers 

and supplies to the national government.  If, on the offchance, Jefferson made the request of his 

legislature after the second or third letter then that means it took a great deal of time to get Virginian 

on board with the national agenda.  Either way, the dire situation of making a simple request of 

goods and men for the preservation of independence showcases the governance difficulties 

inherent in America under the Articles of Confederation. 

Shays’s Rebellion (1786-1787) 

Due to mounting debt compounded by high inflation and lack of established trade 

agreements as an independent country, the newly formed United States struggled to maintain order 

in the years following the Revolutionary War. Massachusetts was hit especially hard by the 

depression of the 1780’s and responded by punishing debtors unable to pay with prison time and/or 

forced servitude to pay off debt.  It also raised various taxes, driving up the cost of living for the 

state as well as significantly increasing the incarceration rate of the population.  Public outcry 

against these policies, and enforcements thereof, caused various towns to meet to take action to 

prevent further arrest and imprisonment of those unable to pay the ridiculously high taxes as well 

as to call on the legislature to modify its current system to be more bearable.  Although these 

protests were intended to be peaceful, the sheer number of people supporting these changes forced 
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the courts to close which became a matter of civil unrest.37  The act of preventing enforcement of 

the law and the judicial process, however well intentioned, does not solve the issues that caused 

the Massachusetts government to issue their tax and punishment policies.  It could have started out 

better, but the use of force by citizens against a government favoring independence from Great 

Britain is a very serious situation. 

This event, known as Shays’s Rebellion, encompasses multiple states with similar policies 

as that of Massachusetts, and the closure of courts for the same reasons. Moreover, Shays’s 

Rebellion served as a catalyst for discussions on developing a stable government structure in the 

United States. Alarmed by the spread of this insurgency, Congress immediately set to raise an 

army from all the states to quell the violence under the guise of suppressing hostile Native 

Americans—partially out of a concern for the safety of a federal armory.  Because implementing 

this plan took too long, wealthy members of the various affected communities fronted the money 

needed to raise soldiers and provide for them as they sought to restore order.  The actions of the 

oppressed lifted the heavier aspects of the burdensome tax policies and caused a fundamental shift 

in state governments towards a more moderate liberal political ideology.38  Although Murray 

Rothbard treats Shays’s Rebellion with the utmost respect as a true representative of America’s 

original values of liberty, the situation itself partially explains the rationale for the Constitutional 

Convention.  Under the Articles of Confederation Congress was not able to raise an army to protect 

citizens from each other in time to settle the matter.  Furthermore, wealthy citizens financing local 

 
37Rothbard, Murray. The New Republic: 1784-1791, edited by Patrick Newman, v. 5 of 5, Conceived in 
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soldiers is unsustainable and reduces revenue as they will have less available to be taxed.  The 

issue Shays’s Rebellion displayed is not the fear of local influence on government, nor the beauty 

of local autonomy, but the consequences of internal disunity.  Just as the states deemed themselves 

nearly autonomous entities under the Articles of Confederation, cities and towns within each state 

began operating with that same idea of autonomy.  This nearly caused the states to revert to the 

ancient governments of nation-states, which would significantly limit America’s ability to interact 

with the world. 

The turning point leading to the Constitutional Convention is the necessity of multiple 

states using the same bodies of water for trade and transportation.  Commissioners from 

Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia met to discuss arrangements pertaining to usage rights and 

financial details related to collecting and receiving payments for people to use the Potomac River 

and Chesapeake Bay.  Such meetings were common during the mid-1780's as multiple states 

negotiated with each other regarding the use and funding of various shared rivers, especially those 

acting as natural borders between them.  After the Potomac-Chesapeake agreement, James 

Madison introduced proposals in the Virginia legislature to expand Congressional authority over 

interstate commerce.39  While noted historian Murray Rothbard sees this as a power grab by a 

nationalist minority, Madison’s notes for his speech to his fellow lawmakers indicate a more 

practical rationale.  The overarching concern with separate agreements among states is consistency 

of application, which if left unchecked could have negative repercussions.  For example, certain 

treaties with other countries either include or require Congressional regulation of trade with those 
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countries, which means that states—theoretically—must abide by Congressional policy on those 

matters.40 

Jefferson also foresaw similar issues, nearly a month prior, when he drafted resolutions 

that relinquished Virginia’s regulation of trade with other states and foreign countries to 

Congressional oversight because “the unrestrained exercise of the powers possessed by each State 

over its own commerce may be productive of discord among the parties to the Union.”41  While 

this draft makes allowances for greater input by the States regarding Congressional trade policies, 

it highlights the concurrence among lawmakers of the necessity of policy consistency regarding 

activities that transcend state borders.  Madison’s notes add the issues of smuggling and a divided 

economy being an easy target for Great Britain.  He also references how the states would still have 

great liberty within this framework like the ancient Greeks and modern Switzerland, while 

America is described as in a “peculiar situation.”42  While Madison’s nationalistic tendencies begin 

to be displayed in public, his rationale also becomes clear—the United States needs a central 

government capable of acting quickly and decisively in the event of a national crisis.  For the 

national government to be effective it must be the arbiter with the final say on matters between the 

states.  The agreements among the various states sharing waterways are excellent examples of 

early cooperation, but the details negotiated are subject to change.  Without intervention from an 

authoritative party, disputes could easily turn into retaliatory political battles—at best—or end in 

an all-out war between states at the very worst.  Thus, the Constitutional Convention was not 

 
40James Madison, “Notes for Debate on Commercial Regulations by Congress,” The Papers of James 
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political scheming for a few to grab power, but a preventative measure against interstate conflict 

and foreign threats. 

Reframing the Articles of Confederation 

Shays's Rebellion served as a foundation for discussions on the balance of power, the need 

for a standing army, and the role of the federal government in maintaining order.  The issues 

presented by the Constitutional Convention and the inability to maintain order underscored the 

importance of a stable government and influenced the push for a stronger federal system in the 

United States. While serving as ambassador in Europe with John Adams, Jefferson frequently 

communicated with Madison regarding the situation in America.  This correspondence, along with 

observations while abroad, caused both Jefferson and Madison to see the need for a stronger central 

government.  Adams and Jefferson could not get favorable trade deals with European countries, 

especially Great Britain, because America’s Congress was unable to procure revenue from the 

states to pay its debts.  Nor could it enforce the policy of allowing British creditors to seek payment 

of debts from American citizens after the Revolutionary War.  This created an extremely negative 

image of America, which caused Jefferson and Madison to link America’s financial crisis to its 

political structure under the Articles of Confederation.43  However, this bird’s eye view of 

American solidarity had little effect on the citizenry as, to them, it “made little difference whether 

the convention met or not” as they were more concerned with their day-to-day living and most of 

them—after the Revolution and Depression—“had it better than they had ever had it before.”44  

Although the original convention called at Annapolis failed due to lack of attendance by delegates, 

Alexander Hamilton was able to use New Jersey’s broadening of their representatives' 
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prerogative—which allowed them to decide on other matters pertaining to improving the national 

government’s structure—to suggest postponing the Annapolis Convention for more 

comprehensive changes in Philadelphia.45 For the Philadelphia Convention to be successful it 

required pushing the states to send delegates for the purposes of changing the Articles of 

Confederation.  

This delay gave Madison time to think and consider how to reframe America’s government 

and, more importantly, how to justify its necessity in a way that would convince his fellow 

delegates to continue discussing the matter.  First, Madison drafted a memorandum entitled “Vices 

of the Political System of the United States” in which he details the issues, and their causes, 

plaguing the national government’s effectiveness.  These ruminations also provided the starting 

point from which the Convention could begin discussing rules of procedures and conduct followed 

by introducing proposals to changing the Articles of Confederation.46  Arriving in Philadelphia 

first, along with his six colleagues representing Virginia, gave him a chance to discuss his general 

concepts with delegates from other states as they trickled into the city over the course of a few 

weeks.47  The meeting of the Philadelphia Convention is a manifestation of synthesizing 

Enlightenment political theory to the development of a nation with historical understanding of 

what caused similar governments to fail when they prioritized the rights of individual member 

provinces over the needs of the allied group. 

 After electing George Washington president over the Convention’s proceedings and 

agreeing on the appointment of his secretary, the delegates then formed a committee to specify 
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procedural guidelines that the Convention would follow.  Although this took longer than it should 

have, once the policies were decided it was well established that four states would most likely be 

in favor of completely abolishing the Articles of Confederation in favor of replacing it with a 

stronger national government. For this to be accomplished, however, it would require the assent 

of each state as Delaware refused to acquiesce abolishing equal representation in Congress as 

outlined in the Articles of Confederation.48  After the initial questions of procedures and policies 

were answered, modified, and solidified, Edmund Randolph opened the discussion of the 

Convention’s purpose by identifying the need for changing how the national government 

functions.  In his introductory remarks, Randolph notes that the Articles of Confederation were 

created when the internal struggles now threatening the country did not exist.  Now that 

independence was won and states were having difficulties amongst themselves and Congress, the 

inability of the United States to be united, he argues, is preventing the country’s success.49  This 

reasoning, combined with the details of his examples, convinced the delegates to formally agree 

to replace the Articles of Confederation with an entirely new system of government.50  Randolph 

convincing his peers to agree via direct examples is the first example of the application of historical 

knowledge, through education and professional experiences during the Revolution, to the 

proceedings—which also set the tone for the rest of the Convention. 

Within the discussion of how to structure the executive leadership of the country, one of 

the first major issues to be discussed by the Convention, history-based reasons were presented 

from both sides: a single executive or multiple executive leaders.51  James Wilson claims an 
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executive committee “would probably produce a tyranny as bad as the thirty Tyrants of Athens, or 

as the Decemvirs of Rome.”52  Those who supported any of the various executive models with 

multiple, simultaneous leaders used general reasoning and suppositions as their evidence.  Parallel 

to Wilson’s concern over an executive committee becoming an authoritarian oligarchy, Pierce 

Butler commented that having multiple military leaders in Holland led to dissention of troop 

directions due to each leader desiring to defend their local communities rather than focus on the 

country as a whole.53  For this issue, concrete historical evidence and personal observational 

experience carried the vote to the side of the executive leader being a single person rather than an 

entity of multiple leaders. 

While Benjamin Franklin remained mute on the issue of the structure of executive 

leadership, he was more concerned with the issue of providing a salary to the executive. Because 

of a fear of forgetting the details of his rationale for a resolution for the president being given no 

more than living expenses, he provided a letter to be read aloud for the consideration of the 

delegates.  Franklin references “avarice and ambition” as the “two passions which have a powerful 

influence on the affairs of men” in conjunction with how the combination of the two caused British 

leaders to acquire their positions for personal selfish matters.  He also, more generally, describes 

how governmental leaders increase their wealth to the point of oppression via a cause-and-effect 

of needing more money to enforce the plundering of citizens.  Concluding the historical point with 

the specific example of Pharoah who first got “all the peoples money, then all their lands, and then 

make them and their children servants forever.”54 
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Upon further discussion of this same issue, Franklin provides firsthand experience with the 

reasons for which he is against providing the president with a salary.  While serving in the 

Pennsylvania legislature, the governor would constantly require salary increases—through private 

bargaining with lawmakers—to agree with legislation needing his approval.  It did not matter that 

Pennsylvanians were struggling with debt or Native American attacks; money was that governor’s 

objective.55  When discussing the dangers of a one-house legislature, James Wilson compares it to 

the need of restraining the vices of a single executive leader.  Just as “the first triumvirate of Rome 

combined, without law, was fatal to its liberties; and the second, by the usurpation of Augustus, 

ended in despotism. — The two kings of Sparta and the consuls of Rome, by sharing the executive, 

distracted their governments.”56 Although Franklin’s argument is rejected, as perfectly suited for 

the question of a presidential salary as it is,  his voracious reading throughout his life and 

experiences as a printer and legislator prove invaluable to connecting governance with action. 57  

As the Convention progressed to various issues, historical references continue to be made as the 

primary reason for or against a given proposition. 

The next major issue of the Convention of the federal legislature is rife with debate over 

how representation should be decided.  While the common summary of the Framers’ creation of 

Congress involves the Great Compromise of equalizing Congressional power between the more 

and less populous states, it is important to understand how that was possible in the first place.  

Excluding the two extremes of Virginia and Delaware being the most and least populous states, 

respectively, the average population of the “large” states was 307,000 and the “small” states, was 

278,000—a mere ten percent difference.58  This explains why both groups would be willing to 

 
55Ibid., p. 99. 
56Ibid., p. 261. 
57Ibid., p. 101. 
58Forrest McDonald, E Pluribus Unum, p. 164. 
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consider alternative options to the one-house legislature based solely on a primary characteristic 

of the states.  Furthermore, alignments on this issue had less to do with population or even land 

quantities, but rather the amount of strife present within each state because that determined, in part, 

their delegates’ level of power they were willing to give to the central government.59  The point, 

then, of discussing the structure and components of the new Congress, is to determine the best way 

to centralize governmental authority while giving the people the power over that authority.  The 

provisions discussed put the Framers’ historical knowledge and practical experience on full 

display. 

When debating on electing members to the House of Representatives, many proposals are 

made that involve the people electing others to make the ultimate decision of who will represent 

them at the national level.  However, George Mason makes the subtle point that the people should 

elect those who are to represent them in Congress for the House of Representatives.  His reasoning 

centers on the fact that under the Articles of Confederation, Congress is represented by the states; 

if the people are to be represented in Congress, then they should be directly responsible for 

choosing who is going to represent them.60  Madison agrees by expounding on the multitude as a 

check against majority control.  In referencing the different socioeconomic classes of Greece and 

Rome controlling the population through one-sided legislation and enforcements thereof, he 

asserts that “the only remedy is to enlarge the sphere, & thereby divide the community into so 

great a number of interests & parties” that any overwhelming majority opinion would be in the 

best interests of the whole country, including the minority, and a slim majority would prevent 

unification enough to oppress others.61  A combination of philosophical observation and practical 

 
59Ibid., p. 165. 
60United States Constitutional Convention, The Records, v. 1, pp. 133-134. 
61Ibid., p. 136. 
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historical understanding generates a strong argument in favor of the people directly electing 

representatives to Congress.  Criticisms of structuring Congress via representing the people 

directly and the states simultaneously arose from concerns over states being able to maintain their 

autonomy without being absorbed into the national authority.  Wilson responded with historical 

evidence that the opposite was true in that “all confederated systems antient [sic] & modern the 

reverse had happened; the Generality being destroyed gradually by the usurpations of the parts 

composing it.”62 

These historical references being applied to debates over governmental structure are only 

as effective as they are relevant to both the topic and the audience’s understanding of both the 

topic and the reference(s) being made.  Meaning and rationale are expounded upon in tandem to 

simplify the process of electing representatives to Congress.  This is done to be both efficient and, 

more importantly, cognizant of the needs of the people.  The recent difficulties of debt—for both 

the states and individuals within them—and interstate disputes created serious issues that the states 

barely survived intact governance-wise.  Understanding the similarities of these events to previous 

governments, in conjunction with Great Britain’s treatment of the colonies, prompted the 

consideration of changing the national government to something more stable and secure.  

Referencing the results of too much and not enough central authority provided the Framers with a 

continuum of extremes from which to present solutions to the previous, current, and foreseeable 

issues with which they are confronted.  Purposefully seeking a difference from failed historical 

governments and the rigidity of British rule is why the Convention settled on state legislatures 

choosing members of the Senate. 

 
62Ibid., p. 137. 



95 

  
 

As with the House of Representatives, various resolutions were proposed regarding the 

number of members and how they were to be chosen.  The more popular notion was to have a set 

number of senators from each state, but the initial numbers were far greater than was ultimately 

decided.  Believing that the size of America’s population required a sizeable legislature, many 

proposed senatorial numbers from twenty-five to one hundred and sixty.63  Madison rejected the 

larger numbers on the grounds that a larger quantity of senators would inversely affect their 

influence.  Just as the expansion of the Roman Tribunal system caused it to fall prey to factional 

divisions and strife, a senate intended to “consist in its proceeding with more coolness, with more 

system, & with more wisdom” would serve its purpose much better if it was much smaller.64  

Dickenson countered Madison’s evidence by claiming that following this literal example would 

only allow for ten senators, as that was the maximum number of Tribunes in Rome.65  The majority 

of the Convention sided with Madison in having state legislatures elect senators because  direct 

elections of legislatures proved disastrous in the states.  Since there was nothing on the national 

level with which to compare those situations, the delegates would rather try with something 

different than go with what was not working in the states.66  This was not set in stone, however, as 

the particulars of the overall arrangement of the national government became lengthy talking 

points among the delegates. 

  As the Virginia and New Jersey Plans unfolded into cohesive outlines for a national 

government, delegates at the Convention extended their remarks to include extremely specific 

reasons for the faults and strengths of each plans’ attributes.67  Beginning with pointing out the 

 
63Ibid., pp. 150-151 clearly identifies the numbers proposed, but the notes do not specify whether they are 

per state or total. 
64Ibid., pp. 151-152. 
65Ibid., p. 153. 
66Ibid., p. 156. 
67The Virginia Plan favors a national government based on a states’ population whereas the New Jersey 

Plan emphasizes state equality in national governance. 
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flaws in both plans, Hamilton references the ability of stronger Greek militaries to subject their 

confederated “allies” to their own preferences, the German states focusing more on their regional 

interests than mutual protection against foreign threats, and the Swiss cantons getting along so 

poorly that they fight each other regularly.68  This drew concern over the ability of states to govern 

themselves.  Charles Pinckney picked up on Hamilton’s and Madison’s references to ancient 

civilizations and modern countries, but twisted the focus to what made the United States different.  

Instead of drawing comparisons, because America would not thrive under the law of Solon or need 

to battle as Spartans, America’s government should focus on what would be best for the people 

that live here based on their societal characteristics.69  Although they are expressed in different 

ways, both sets of statements express the same need: that the national government needs to be 

stable for Americans to be themselves.  Hamilton, like Madison, uses history to explain how not 

to structure the government and Pinckney picks up on what is needed for the national government 

to safeguard the people against abuses of power.  Although this discussion did not settle every 

aspect of this part of the Constitutional debate, it does indicate a mutual understanding and 

progression of agreement based on the application of historical knowledge. 

 When addressing the recurring objection to unequal representation in Congress, Madison 

responds by first stating how the interests for the more populous states are vastly different from 

each other based on their primary contribution to the country.  Then, he elaborates on how 

“Carthage & Rome tore one another to pieces instead of uniting their forces to devour the weaker 

nations of the Earth. The Houses of Austria & France were hostile if they remained the greatest 

 
68Ibid., p. 285, 296. Max Farrand’s notes include the various accounts by all delegates whose writings are 

available.  They are organized by date, and different delegates focused on different elements of their colleagues’ 
speeches.  Thus, the same speech can be found in several different notes that emphasize details differently. 

69Ibid., pp. 401-404. 
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powers of Europe.”70  Moving chronologically forward, he claims that the rivalry between England 

and France enabled America’s independence, for if they had been united against it then the United 

States would still be under colonial rule without recourse.  Madison’s point is that quantity of 

representation does not, and in fact rarely, equals alliance.71  As the issue developed into debates 

over state sovereignty, Madison addressed that as well by noting that Roman patricians distracted 

plebians from encroaching on senatorial power by engaging in wars abroad.  Hamilton supports 

this point by adding that members of the Convention were against Parliament’s encroachment of 

the colonies’ rights because they were not fairly represented there.  Thus, it would be unfair to 

only have the states represented in the national government lest the people respond to the delegates 

just as they had all responded to Britain’s tightening control over their affairs.72  Not only did 

Hamilton and Madison use historical knowledge to provide a cogent rationale for including state 

population for deciding representation in Congress, but they corroborated each other using the 

same civilizations and contexts in which they fit.  They follow the methodology of disputation 

presenting their arguments, and supplementing them with relevant information with which the 

majority of delegates are familiar. 

Summary 

The historical knowledge and professional experience of the Framers coalesced in the 

summer of 1786 to create a new institutional organism. These conversations surrounding the 

structure of the new government were catalyzed by Shays’s Rebellion and maintained by new 

considerations surrounding power, stability, and rights in the newly independent colonies.  

Meeting with comprehending the need for drastic change to the national government’s structure, 

 
70Ibid., p. 447. 
71Ibid., p. 447 lists the primary exports of Massachusetts (fish), Pennsylvania (flour), and Virginia (tobacco) 

as being inherently in opposition to the interests and development of the others; p. 448 lists the historical references. 
72Ibid., p. 472. 
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the Constitutional delegates came with an open mind to openly discuss in “a cooperative endeavor 

to achieve a better understanding of the nation’s needs and to resolve its problems in accord with 

its ideals.”73  Although quantitative data based on the available documentary evidence shows a 

bias towards more ideologically extreme delegates due to their higher rate of speaking at the 

Convention, the analysis states that both sides of the debates were equally represented on the 

debate floor.74  Equally vocal members on both sides of the issues—mainly Congressional 

representation—extended the Convention much longer than it could have taken because Madison 

was adamantly opposed to equal representation anywhere on the national level.75  Despite the 

defeat of his overarching goals, Madison’s participation was nonetheless vital to creating the 

Constitution.  Since delegates with more moderate views were the deciding factor at the 

Convention, they got to hear the best arguments on both sides of the issues presented.76  It was 

also a way for everyone to find common ground, such as when Madison’s idea for popular election 

of the president seemed to fade that John Dickinson reignited support for the proposal.77  

Establishing a structure through a combination of historical analysis and practical understanding 

of government enabled the Convention delegates to agree on a consensus of terms upon which 

they could build a foundation of authoritative stability with libertarian flexibility. As will be 

reflected in Chapter 5 to follow, the creation of the Constitution, however, only resulted in further 

historical developments and discussions surrounding the government structure. 

 
73Lance Banning, Founding Visions: The Ideas, Individuals, and Intersections that Created America, edited 

by Todd Estes, (University Press of Kentucky, 2014), p. 116. 
74David A. Gelman, “Ideology and Participation: Examining the Constitutional Convention of 1787.” 

Political Research Quarterly 71, no. 3 (2018): p. 554. 
75Jeff Broadwater, Jefferson, Madison, pp. 140-143 summarizes Congressional representation from 

Madison’s point of view and it being very frustrating for him for several of his ideas to be heavily modified or flat-
out rejected. 

76David A. Gelman, “Ideology and Participation: Examining the Constitutional Convention of 1787.” 
Political Research Quarterly 71, no. 3 (2018): p. 554. 

77Jeff Broadwater, Jefferson, Madison, p. 148. 
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Chapter 5: Constitution and Debate 

To keep the focus on the relevance historical knowledge played in the debates over 

ratifying the Constitution, it is first necessary to understand that, upon its completion, the United 

States Constitution was barely a majority agreement on all points.  Gouverneur Morris, who was 

considered by his colleagues to be the most qualified to organize and write the final draft, included 

his own preferences where he was able. By the time of its official drafting in September of 1787, 

four delegates had left the Convention in frustration over its final terms, and others who remained 

present refused to sign it.1  Despite the criticism and ultimate opposition to the Constitution, its 

contents have remained the foundation of America’s government for almost three centuries.  Every 

item of concern to anybody of importance was expressed accordingly, and a reply was ready by 

those in favor of adopting the Constitution.  What made ratification difficult was the nature of the 

Convention itself and how much the government would change under the Constitution.  Under 

British rule, Parliament and, by extension, the Crown had little practical control over the colonies 

because the colonists controlled their economy.  Although colonial governors represented Britain, 

they were beholden to the people for their actions towards them.2  Regarding presidential power, 

George Mason was one of the most vocal opponents of an independent executive due to fears of 

“corruption and abuses of power” accumulating in America’s government—over time—like the 

current state of Britain’s government.3   

Contending the Ratification of the Constitution (1787-1789): The Influence of History 

 
1Forrest McDonald, E Pluribus Unum, p. 186-188; Jeff Broadwater, Jefferson, Madison, p. 154. 
2Sean Gailmard, “Building a New Imperial State: The Strategic Foundations of Separation of Powers in 

America,” American Political Science Review 111, no. 4 (2017): p. 683. 
3Jordan T. Cash, “George Mason and the Ambiguity of Executive Power.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 

48, no. 4 (2018): p. 755. 
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Upon the Constitution’s dissemination to the members of Congress and political leaders of 

each state, Madison was immediately urged to attend the legislative sessions of Congress in New 

York.  Opinions on the legitimacy of the document were divided, and Madison was the tiebreaking 

vote within his legislative group.4  Patrick Henry, who refused to attend the Constitutional 

Convention as a delegate due to his concern over other matters, staunchly opposed the Constitution 

as it stood due to a lack of provisions for state and individual rights.5  A similar opinion is espoused 

by Mason, also from Virginia, specifically regarding broad powers of the executive who is in no 

way beholden to the people due to a “lack of institutional checks, distance from the democratic 

House and too much connection with the aristocratic Senate, and general powers that were far too 

expansive.”6  Multiple states had government leaders who strongly opposed ratification 

conventions with legislatures of the same opinion or narrowly in favor of meeting the demand for 

convening, resulting in a scramble for supporters and strategic scheduling of state ratification 

votes.  The margins were so slim that convincing a small number of influential political activists 

not fully convinced of either position—namely Samuel Adams and John Hancock—could tip the 

balance to favor one side or the other.7  Among the reasons given for adopting or rejecting the 

Constitution, historical references are made regarding key provisions because of their relevance to 

the topic at hand and the audiences’ understanding of the said references’ applicability to the point 

being made.  Part of the reason historical references have largely been ignored in Constitutional 

ratification history is that many of them are allusions to historical concepts rather than specific 

historical events, although these are present as well. 

 
4Lance Banning, Founding Visions, p. 133; Jeff Broadwater, Jefferson, Madison, p. 154. 
5William Wirt Henry, Patrick Henry, life, correspondence and speeches, v. 2, (New York: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, 1891), pp. 312-313, pp. 322-323. 
6Jordan T. Cash, “George Mason,” p. 758. 
7Forrest McDonald, E Pluribus Unum, pp. 213-215. 
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In his published letter detailing his reasons for supporting the intent of the Constitutional 

Convention while refusing to sign the finished product, Virginian Edmund Randolph expounds on 

the defects of the national government under the Articles of Confederation in reference to its 

inability to furnish the army with money and supplies to carry it out its function of defending 

colonists’ liberty.  Not only did this cause difficulties when fighting against Britain, but this same 

governmental structure has no remedy for violent civil unrest as even a stated power for Congress 

to subdue internal fighting would be of no use because they would not be able to get the supplies 

and money for the soldiers needed to quell such discord.8  Poignantly stating “to these defects of 

congressional power, the history of man has subjoined others, not less alarming,” Randolph is 

claiming that the American government is the opposite extreme of what the Revolution was 

fighting against.  This remark is immediately followed by the prosperity possible with practical 

applications of Congress’s ability to ensure national standards of trade and taxation.9  Following 

this line of reasoning, he moves to elaborating on the dangers of dissension among the states in 

that they can only culminate in the Union’s dissolution.  For “the annals have abounded so much 

with instances of a divided people being a prey to foreign influence, that I shall not restrain my 

apprehension of it, should our union be torn asunder.”10  Concluding an analysis of interstate 

conflicts as they have occurred, and are likely to occur again, under the Articles of Confederation 

with a historical summation of the ultimate outcome of such relationships highlights Randolph’s 

support of a stronger national government.  In doing so, followed by proposing amendments in 

Virginia and his rationale for adding them, he advances the Federalist case by appealing to the 

 
8Edmund Randolph, “A Letter of his Excellency Edmund Randolph, esq. on the Federal Constitution.” The 

American Museum, or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, January 1, 1788, 
p. 63-64. 

9Ibid., p. 64. 
10Ibid., p. 68. 
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reason of moderates.11  Other explanations favoring the Constitution respond to objections by 

explaining how Constitutional provisions balance concerns of extended authority to the national 

government with both sides referencing history in their discussion. 

An early advocation on the grounds of structural balance is given by Noah Webster on 

October 17, 1787 when he shows how the Constitution exists in between the extremes of the 

Roman election system and England’s hereditary system of leadership.  Summarizing hereditary 

monarchal leadership as too long and the Roman consulship of one year too short, Webster presents 

the four-year term of president with eligibility for re-election as a reasonable medium between the 

two.  Since the abuse of power by the Crown is so fresh in American minds, he does not bother 

detailing the reasons for the presidency being non-hereditary but does explain that extending the 

term of office—from the one year Roman model—is suitable for the president because it gives 

him enough time to understand the state of the Union, act accordingly, and evaluate the results.  

Even the Roman and Constitutional difference in age qualifications is defended due to men in the 

modern age having greater access to more information earlier in their lives than Romans during 

their own times.  Furthermore, he asserts that presidential powers are more like Roman consuls 

than English kings; this is except for the presidential ability to appoint justices, which was done 

via election by the people in Rome.12  Observing that the American Senate under the Constitution 

resembles the Roman Senate via members being elected, Webster also points out that Roman 

senators were elected for life whereas American senators have a fixed term.13  These analytical 

 
11 Ibid. 
12A Citizen of America (Noah Webster), “An Examination into the Leading Principles of the Federal 

Constitution,” Philadelphia (October 17, 1787); From Bernard Bailyn, The Debate on the Constitution: Federalist 
and Antifederalist Speeches, Articles, and Letters During the Struggle over Ratification, (New York: Library of 
America: Distributed to the trade in the U.S. and Canada by Viking Press, 1993), pp. 134-136. 

13Ibid., p. 137 includes a lengthy footnote detailing the limitations on senator qualifications based on 
multiple historical and contemporary writings on the subject. 
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comparisons are made to draw attention to the credibility of Constitutional provisions through their 

uniqueness. 

One of the most helpful sources of the Constitutional debate is a letter submitted to a 

newspaper entitled “Answer to the Objections to the New Constitution” because the objections are 

listed in the order from the original publication with the answers posted next to each one.  The first 

historical reference comes in response to objection number seven, which complains that state 

sovereignty is practically eliminated under the proposed Constitution.  Although the response is 

indicative of the Social Contract Theory in that it references people giving up their right to judge 

and punish themselves in exchange for security against wrongs committed against them, it is also 

a poignant summary of human history when the author says that “state sovereignty (as I have 

before observed) is as incompatible with the federal union, as the natural right of human vengeance 

is, with the peace of society.”14  Without referencing a particular incident, this comment reminds 

the reader of historical events to which this statement applies, including the recent turmoil under 

the Articles of Confederation..  Objection nine condemns the lack of a free press being expressly 

given in the Constitution because Congress, through its power of trying libel cases, could 

eventually prevent quality, oppositional viewpoints from being published.  The response to this 

criticism is that the states govern such matters, so that it was unnecessary to include it, and—more 

importantly—Great Britain failed to control the press despite the strength of its legislative and 

executive branches to do so; thus, “none but a madman could think of ever controuling [sic] it in 

America.”15  A concrete, though more recent, example is given as a reason for the lack of 

something deemed necessary by those opposed to the Constitution as it stood.  Because the failure 

 
14“Answer to the Objections to the New Constitution,” The American Museum, or, Repository of Ancient 

and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, November 1, 1787, pp. 424-425. 
15Ibid., pp. 425-426. 
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of British policies against its own press is proof enough to Constitutionalists that providing for it 

is unnecessary, and the people having inherently more freedom, it would be far more difficult to 

contain printed opposition.  This discussion then transitions from policy concerns to governmental 

structure. 

Criticism twelve argues that the English sovereign has only a partial negative on laws 

passed by Parliament since the ascension of William and Mary, and it had never been used.  It is 

asserted that the veto power of the president provides the executive with excessive power because 

the author perceives that the president acts in concert with the senate, which could be used to 

oppress the people.  On the contrary, according to this objection, the English monarch has absolute 

authority to reject laws and did so repeatedly against the colonies.  Furthermore, the veto power 

can be overturned by a two-thirds majority of both houses—effectively negating both the English 

reference and fear of executive power.16  Understanding the history of English government 

changes and how they were applied in the eighteenth century allows the Federalist to defend the 

Constitution’s provisions to prevent the occurrence of the tyranny the colonies fought against.  The 

last historical reference is objection sixteen, which expresses a concern of foreign influence in the 

Senate—as it represents the states—just as Sweden was politically assaulted by its neighbors in 

the hopes of destroying it.  For that reason its citizens had to take refuge in its executive and 

military leaders, which implies an unreasonable extension of power given to them.  While the 

analogy is relevant to the fear presented, the Constitutional defender argues that America’s 

distance from European affairs nulls the applicability of this concern.17  Correctly assessing the 

lack of validity this historical event holds shows a concrete understanding of how the Framers’ 

knowledge of America’s place in the world, historically and geographically, fits with 

 
16Ibid., pp. 426-427. 
17Ibid., p. 428. 
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Constitutional provisions.  Embedded in the concerns of Constitutional contents and political 

theory, awareness of these factors becomes the hallmark references within Constitutional debates. 

Shorter comments usually focus on using recent events or the more distant past, rarely 

mixing the two.  Using an anonymous moniker, “A Jerseyman” constantly references interstate 

conflict related to America’s financial situation.  He first mentions that Congressional regulation 

of trade would have all but paid for the debt incurred from foreign financial loans to fund the 

Revolutionary War, then immediately follows with the advantages of a national currency because 

the lack thereof has caused great confusion and difficulty surrounding loans and debt payments 

between people residing in different states.18  Later, he decries the supposition of states adding 

amendments due to the biased nature each amendment would have towards the state offering it 

rather than being designed for the welfare of the country as a whole.19  While this observation 

reflects current events, it is based on the history of state interests superseding national benefits. 

From November, 1787 through February, 1788 a man known only as “Agrippa” published 

a series of letters opposing the Constitution by showing an “especial ability in arguing the dangers 

and defects of a plan of government.”20  Resting his argument on the mutually beneficial 

arrangements between states, as opposed to a national arrangement under the Constitution, 

Agrippa faults arguments describing the causes of Greco-Roman failures with not realizing that 

those civilizations’ motivations differ from America’s.  In Greece and Rome “war was the 

employment which they considered as most becoming freemen,” whereas all other essential 

endeavors such as ”agriculture, arts, and most domestick [sic] employment were committed chiefly 

 
18A Jerseyman, “Address to the Citizens of New Jersey on the New Constitution.” The American Museum, 

or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, November 1, 1787, pp. 437-438. 
19Ibid., p. 440. 
20Paul Leicester Ford, Essays on the Constitution of the United States: Published during its Discussion by 

the People 1787-1788, (Brooklyn: Historical Printing Club, 1892), p. 51; pp. 51-52 also explain that although it was 
widely believed at the time that John Winthrop was the author, Agrippa himself refers to disagreeing with Winthrop 
and declares rumors of his identity to be false. 
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to slaves.”21  Not only did Carthage rival Rome for power and have a very similar governmental 

structure, it also “retained her freedom longer than Rome, and was never disturbed by sedition 

during the long period of her duration“ because its success was based on trade and commerce.22  

Thus, the nature of a mutually vested interest in prosperity through business furnishes relationships 

that promote peace and stability because everyone desires their wealth, and ability to obtain it, to 

remain secure.23  The implication here is that the economic relationships between states will foster 

comradery more than they will generate conflict because every other state affected by any potential 

conflict will have more to gain by preventing said conflict than by participating in or completely 

neglecting it. 

Agrippa is so certain of the logic on this point that he brings it up again in letter number 

thirteen to extend its application to colonial development under England and, separately, how 

England’s government ultimately failed the colonies.  Because the colonies were able to trade 

relatively freely in the first one and a half centuries of their development there was very little 

conflict, and the people flourished economically.  Refuting the idea that a republic and “no other 

government is subject to be disturbed,” contends that a “limited monarchy is more friendly to 

commerce, because more friendly to the rights of the subject, than an absolute government; and 

that it is more liable to be disturbed than a republick [sic], because less friendly to trade and the 

rights of individuals.”24  Essentially, a republican government that focuses on individual freedom 

will promote economic development, which will, in turn, foster relationships strong enough to 

overcome political differences.  Promoting a Carthaginian model of government requires 

 
21Agrippa, “I,” Massachusetts Gazette, November 23, 1787, (From Paul Leicester Ford, Essays on the 

Constitution of the United States), p. 55. 
22Ibid. 
23Ibid. 
24Agrippa, “XIII,” Massachusetts Gazette, January 14, 1788, (From Paul Leicester Ford, Essays on the 

Constitution of the United States), p. 94. 
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significant understanding of its history, as well as its differences compared to Rome, which is 

displayed further in identifying the possibility of strong leaders taking advantage of the 

Constitution’s governmental structure. 

Agrippa’s second letter, published on November 27, 1787 in the Massachusetts Gazette, 

uses colonial histories to show how governors abused their power using royal authority with 

relatively minor consequences.  Upon independence, states were able to suppress civil unrest on 

their own, only needing national assistance when a revolt seemed to be on the verge of success.  

However, in every instance—according to Agrippa--state militias either took care of their 

situations or appropriately accepted national assistance when it was needed.  Furthermore, Agrippa 

suggests that all judicial matters and legal disputes have been settled appropriately, with mercy 

being granted “in those cases indeed, where the government was more particularly interested.”25  

Purposefully following descriptions of colonial executive power abuses with the ability of states 

to defend themselves from internal revolt is intended to demonstrate that a national government is 

not needed to oversee state affairs.  Adding the efficiency of the local justice system is made more 

poignant when the only leniency is shown towards the government, while this is not criticized, 

most likely due to the necessity of state governments running smoothly, it does imply that 

instituting similar practices on a national level would hinder the country by passively allowing 

corruption to occur at higher levels for the sake of government efficiency. 

Letter number seventeen goes further back in time to express the folly of making radical 

changes to the government so quickly.  After mentioning Adam’s existence upon being created, 

Agrippa cites Native Americans as existing in the most natural state via communal decisions and 

personal reputations of bravery being the hallmark of their government structure and individual 

 
25Agrippa, “II,” Massachusetts Gazette, November 27, 1787, (From Paul Leicester Ford, Essays on the 
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credibility.  The concept of royalty was not present in the Bible until the mention of Nimrod, from 

which most other nations followed in adopting aristocratic and/or monarchal rule.  Moving on to 

Moses leading the Jewish people out of Egypt, Agrippa comments that Moses was the first to 

attempt systemizing republican government, which was done by appointing elders of the various 

tribes to settle small disputes so Moses would not have to judge the people all day every day.26  

Despite this system working for hundreds of years, the Israelites eventually demanded a king be 

placed over them so that they could be like all the other nations.  This led to them first being 

tyrannized by their kings until they fell “under a foreign yoke.”27  Agrippa’s issue is that when 

there is a conflict between a government that has expanded its powers and the people, “in all 

doubtful cases the decision is in favour of the government.”28  Starting with man’s creation and 

the assumption that Native Americans employ a more natural government introduce his point that 

the only governments that need to exist are those that service the local community.  The Israelite 

example shows that once a governmental structure goes beyond local preferences the people 

disassociate from investing in their governance, leaving it to others who will eventually become 

corrupt.  Agrippa’s overarching concern, using historical examples, is that the people’s distance 

from governance leads to abuses of power and irreconcilable tyranny.  In creating a system of 

national governance that limits the people’s participation, the Constitution is opening a path 

towards national overreaches of power. 

This concern is relevant to the time in, and conditions under, which the Constitution was 

framed because there was no single model upon which it could be based or adapted.  Although 

Greece and Rome served as examples, they mostly provided information on what not to do rather 

 
26Agrippa, “XVII,” Massachusetts Gazette, January 20, 1788, (From Paul Leicester Ford, Essays on the 

Constitution of the United States), p. 111-112; Exodus 18:17-27. 
27Ibid., p. 112. 
28Ibid. 
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than on what to do.  To keep their democracies alive, Greek citizens abandoned “every thing [sic] 

in short which renders life desirable” because, to them, “either the people collectively must retain 

to themselves a voice in the management of public affairs, or all pretensions to liberty must be 

resigned.”29  Opposite this governmental spectrum lie the Romans who appointed magistrates to 

ensure that the people were following the rules and customs of the country; appearance via 

adherence to manners was of paramount importance rather than public political participation.  

Whereas the Greeks voluntarily denied themselves personal attachments and life pleasures to 

govern themselves, Romans permitted authorities to force patriotic conformity for the sake of unity 

and security.30  Contrasting these two extremes is done to promote the genius of the compromise 

of the people electing representatives to act on their behalf, thereby freeing the populace from the 

burden of constantly governing themselves while simultaneously preventing the imposition of 

conformity by appointed officials.31  Separating the Greek and Roman systems into extremes 

allows Americanus to place the Constitutional representative system in the exact middle to show 

that it balances between the overwhelming concerns of constant individual governance and fears 

of outright tyranny.  However appealing this may be to Constitutional supporters, it is dependent 

on the commitment of future leaders to maintain this balance—something that is far from 

guaranteed. 

Another objector to adopting the Constitution views Convention delegates as scheming 

members of the upper-class intent on instituting a rule of the few in a national government because 

they were unable to achieve this goal in their individual states.  The claim centers around the people 

clamoring for solutions and leadership amidst the chaos of the recent financial revolutionary 

 
29Americanus (John Stevens, Jr.), “III,” Daily Advertiser (New York), November 30, 1787; (From Bernard 

Bailyn, The Debate on the Constitution, p. 438.) 
30Ibid. 
31Ibid., p. 439. 
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activities that were barely corrected before permanent damage was done to the Union.  In contrast 

to the usual analyses of his time, Centinel likens the Constitution more towards Venetian 

aristocracy than Greco-Roman democracy or republicanism because of Julius Caesar’s ability to 

change “Rome from the most free to the most tyrannical government in the world” despite the 

continued presence of all the forms of Rome’s republican governmental system.32  Rome’s 

institutional checks did not prevent Caesar from becoming a dictator.  Centinel is reasoning that 

the men who took it upon themselves to have the Constitutional Convention are being permitted 

to create their own elite group of government leaders.  Instead of one man becoming a dictator, 

dozens of men are instituting oligarchical rule that could be reminiscent of Renaissance Venice 

rather than the republic they claim they are attempting to build.  Building up Convention delegates 

as a politically unified elite group is essential to equating them with the tyranny of Ceasar’s 

absolute rule of Rome during his brief tenure as emperor.  The overall conclusion is that the 

Constitution cannot guarantee individual rights because no provisions for them are included in the 

framework.  If Julius Caesar can become emperor within the Roman Republic, and Constitutional 

provisions were adapted from that structure, then, eventually, a significant leader could easily 

manipulate the governmental structure to gain absolute power over it. 

This same possibility is described with more elaboration in Pennsylvania where 

Constitutional critics purport that tyranny will be the result if the document is ratified by the states 

because freedoms and liberty are gradually eroded imperceptibly until autocratic rulers place 

themselves as sole leaders.  Calling themselves a Mutual Improvement Society, a group of citizens 

in Cumberland County Pennsylvania drafted a letter to the Carlisle Gazette claiming that Rome 

 
32Centinel, “Letters III, IV, VII, and VIII,” Independent Gazette (Philadelphia), 8 and 30 November, 17 and 

29 December, 1787; From Allen, W. B., Gordon Lloyd, and Margie Lloyd (editors), The Essential Antifederalist, 
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985), pp. 244-245. 
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found itself at the mercy of Nero and Caligula, among others, due to a preoccupation with factional 

divisions.  Again, the structure of the Roman government is considered advantageous to this 

culminating event.  The same is said about the eventual rise of the Venetian aristocracy through 

encroachments on individual freedom being made incrementally by powerful nobles to the point 

of gaining control of the entire government.33  Without specific guarantees of individual rights, 

government encroachments on individual liberties are inevitable and will lead to tyranny when the 

people, and the politicians who represent them, concern themselves with advancing their own 

factions while thwarting the others.  Historical analysis leads to the conclusion that subversion of 

Constitutional provisions is possible by shrewd leaders who declare that security is more important 

than legality—or constitutionality—of a given action. 

Considering this possibility is even more telling when Rome’s Decimviri is brought up in 

the Connecticut ratification convention by Major Martin Kingsley to attest to the possibility of the 

establishment of a dictatorship.  Even though this group of ten men was selected to govern Rome 

after a war and were elected twice, they felt compelled to maintain their positions even though 

they did not retain them on a third election bid.  Instead of voluntarily relinquishing their authority, 

“they declared themselves masters of Rome, impoverished the city, and deprived the people of 

their rights.”34  The question raised is: what will be left for the people if those who advocate for 

the Constitution have all the means of governing and controlling the people?  If the government is 

the sole distributor of money and able to raise a standing army, then there is nothing that can stop 

them from trampling on the rights of the American people.35  Using a specific historical example 

 
33“A Cumberland County Mutual Improvement Society Addresses the Pennsylvania Minority,” Carlisle 

Gazette, January 2, 1788; From Bernard Bailyn, The Debate on the Constitution, v. 1, p. 563. 
34Major Martin Kingsley, “Major Martin Kinsley on the Executive Powers of Congress,” January 21, 1788; 

(From Bernard Bailyn, The Debate on the Constitution, v. 1, p. 902.) 
35Ibid. 



112 

  
 

to convey the fear of not just government overreach, but of government controlling the people, 

conveys the worry over returning to a local version of England’s tightening measures against the 

colonies.   

Nowhere is the Constitution more vehemently attacked than in Hugh Henry Breckenridge’s 

diatribe against the Constitution for its lack of exclusive language in reference to personal 

characteristics.  His very first condemnation is that the Constitution does not limit the presidency 

to white men, or even to men in general, thus leaving it possible for “an old woman at the head of 

our affairs.”  This should be remedied by following the example of “the Salii, a tribe of the 

Burgundians” who prevented women from becoming leaders in the eleventh century by law.36  The 

point of this reference is to contrast the law of an obscure civilization to imply the Constitution 

lacked consideration for the current patriarchal social order.  Another complaint is the size of the 

House of Representatives, which he laments would be larger than the ancient city of Babylon--

excluding its suburbs.37  Comparing the House of Representatives to Babylon alludes to the fear 

of the government succumbing to the vices of the powerful through its opulence, just as Babylon 

became the biblical symbol for wanton licentiousness.  Although Breckridge’s claims are 

somewhat outlandish, such as when he states “that under this constitution all weavers are to be put 

to death,” his assertion that the instincts of individual citizens is far more valuable than the reason 

of the likes of Washington and Franklin is the reason A Jerseyman has to appeal to the moderates 

because “it is high time to shake off unmanly fears and sneaking jealousies—you have, my 

 
36Hugh Henry Breckenridge, (esq.), “Cursory Remarks on the Federal Constitution. Ascribed to Hugh 

Henry Brackenridge, esq.” The American Museum, or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose 
and Poetical, April 1, 1788, p. 364 (emphasis in original). 

37Ibid. 
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countrymen, long been sensible of the insufficiencies of our present government.”38  For some, 

though, the limitations of the new Constitution had more to do with its practicality than division. 

Two of the three Convention delegates from New York, Robert Yates and John Lansing, 

left Philadelphia before the document was created to their absolute condemnation of the delegates’ 

rejecting the Articles of Confederation to create a whole new government.  Using succinctly 

explained reasons, they state that creating the Constitution was beyond the purview granted to 

them by the state legislature in their appointment; and the nature of the Constitution goes beyond 

what they believe is beneficial to the Union.  Furthermore, they contend that creating such a 

government would be impossible because a few men would have great power without the ability 

to control everyone because of America’s geographic vastness.39 While their reasoning seems 

logical at first glance, from an analytical standpoint of America’s current state affairs it also 

directly correlates to the issues America had as colonies under Great Britain.  This becomes evident 

when they claim that a national legislature representing all of America would be too large and 

burdensome to be supported by the people and “if a few only were vested with the power of 

legislation, the interests of a great majority of the inhabitants of the United States must necessarily 

be unknown; or if known, even in the first stages of operations of the new government, unattended 

to.”40  This is exactly what caused the colonies to break with Britain—the failure of the government 

to recognize the needs of its citizens.  Yates and Lansing are raising the concern of repeating 

history within their newly created country, which they believed would eventually lead to anarchy.  

 
38Ibid., p. 365; A Jerseyman, “Address to the Citizens of New Jersey on the New Constitution,” p. 440. 
39Robert Yates and John Lansing, “Letter from the hon. Robert Yates and the hon. John Lansing, esquires, 

to the Governor of New York, Containing their Reasons for not Subscribing to the Federal Constitution.” The 
American Museum, or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, February 1, 
1788, p. 157. 

40Ibid., p. 158. 
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The coming of Spring in 1788 brought fresh perspectives to both sides of the debate over the 

Constitution. 

Because of a desire to quickly make their point, shorter editorials regarding the 

Constitution tend to reference more recent events than those long past.  A constitutional critic in 

New York claims that citizens of New York are prosperous enough without the Constitution.  This 

assertion is strongly and succinctly rejected by an anonymous reviewer.  Quoting the critic’s 

supposition that “the farmer and mechanic reap the fruits of their labor,” the reviewer  concludes 

that the difficulties of Revolutionary soldiers getting paid “a fourth or a fifth of their value” of 

service, “while the number of mechanics have no employment,” the inflation of paper currency, 

and commerce restrictions due to concerns over the payment of foreign debts are all reasons “the 

public will not be disposed to believe themselves very happy.”41  Using the fresh effects of recent 

events to counter the opposition’s claims of contentment in New York so long as the Constitution 

is amended to protect individual freedom invokes fear and uncertainty regarding what could 

happen if the Constitution is not adopted.  Despite it being a simple and recent historical reference, 

this counterargument favoring the Constitution against modifications for the sake of stability 

shows a deep understanding of cause-and-effect of events by showing how the present state of 

New Yorkers differs from that described by “A Plebian”. 

Dr. Ramsay, a South Carolinian in favor of his state adopting the Constitution, goes a step 

further by elaborating on the benefits his state will receive by becoming part of the unification of 

the states under a single government.42  Outlining the progression of family members giving up 

 
41 (Review of) “An Address to the People of the State of New-York: Shewing the Necessity of Making 

Amendments to the Constitution Proposed by the United States, Previous to its Adoption.” The American Magazine 
[New York], April 1, 1788, p. 342. 

42Dr. Ramsay. “Address to the Freemen of South Carolina, on the Federal Constitution,” The American 
Museum, or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, May 1, 1788, p. 413 states 
that the comments are “attributed to Dr. Ramsay.”  
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their rights to harm their own kin all the way to states agreeing to bind themselves to cooperate 

with each other so that all of them may be at peace amongst each other and within themselves is 

another standard explanation of the social contract reason for adopting the Constitution.43  It is 

also a summation of human interaction, making the unification of the states the final step in 

realizing the ultimate satisfaction under a proper form of government because states retain some 

of their sovereignty because states “only give up a right of injuring others, and in return, strength 

to secure itself in the peaceable enjoyment of all remaining rights.”44  After a page of speculating 

on the positive effects of various Constitutional provisions, Ramsay references the necessity of 

navigation acts that “give a preference, though not a monopoly, to our own shipping.”45  The 

reference here is two-fold with the first being the British laws that heavily restricted American 

colonial trade, and the second being the stifling effect it had on American merchants that was still 

a concern during the Constitutional debates.  What follows is the mutually beneficial relationship 

interstate trade has because the states who survive off shipping and its related industries have a 

vested interest in protecting states from whom they get raw materials and other necessary products 

for their operations.46  This is made even more poignant by the understood difficulties the 

Continental Army had in supplying and feeding its troops to literally sustain them in fighting 

against the British.  Consequently, allowing Americans more access to worldwide trade benefits 

the national government because it benefits each state according to their primary economic 

activity.  As the people of South Carolina contemplated Dr. Ramsay’s remarks, the Virginia 

legislature was busy debating whether to support the new Constitution. 

 
43Ibid. 
44Ibid., p. 414. 
45Ibid., p. 415-416. 
46Ibid., p. 416. 
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John Jay published his speech before Congress favoring the Constitution as an “Address to 

the People of the State of New York,” using a sophisticated blend of historical allusions in the 

process.  After abstractly introducing the nature of the discord present in the United States, Jay 

reminds his audience about the reasons the Revolutionary War was fought in the first place, which 

was partly due to “the king of Great Britain” being enticed by “misguided men who did not merit 

his confidence” to “obtain our submission by force.”47  Next, he summarizes the outcome of the 

war and the difficulties the country faced once the violence had settled and the states looked to 

govern themselves due to the ineffectiveness of the national government under the Articles of 

Confederation.  Transitioning from the recent past to the present, Jay criticizes Antifederalists who 

“flatter themselves that the people of America only required to know what ought to be done, to do 

it.”  Because even “the garden of Paradise required to be dressed” by humans, Jay asserts that 

people also need guidance on general level..48  Concern of overreaching power caused the colonies 

to create a government without a central authority having power to do anything; the drawback was 

that the citizens suffered due to the chaos it wrought when the government was unable to stop civil 

unrest.  The biblical reference ties this entire point together. 

Referring to the Garden of Eden in the book of Genesis alludes to the necessity of a stronger 

central government. In stating “then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of 

Eden to cultivate it and keep it,” this verse implies that God had a purpose for mankind when 

everything was still perfect because this statement occurs in the Bible before the Fall.49  Jay 

explains the understandable rationale for limiting the national government because of Great 

 
47John Jay, “Address to the People of the State of New York, on the Subject of the Proposed Constitution: 

by the hon. John Jay, esq. Minister for Foreign Affairs to the United States Congress Assembled.” The American 
Museum, or, Repository of Ancient and Modern Fugitive Pieces, &c. Prose and Poetical, v. 3, no. 6, 1 June 1788, p. 
554-555. 

48Ibid., p. 555. 
49Genesis 2:15, NASB (1985). 
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Britain’s actions, but he also proves that negating any higher level of government is just as 

disastrous.  If God designed the Garden of Eden to be tended, then even the most natural state of 

human existence requires guidance and pruning.  Because humans are naturally flawed, people 

need to be guided because they will not do what is needed for the general welfare if there is no 

power behind the request to do so, while those doing the guiding are kept from going wayward 

through the Constitutional checks and balances.  After making this reference he goes back to 

speaking in generalities to bring his audience’s mind to the most relevant example of poignantly 

stating that “the advice of even the all-wise and best of beings, has been always disregarded by a 

great majority of all the men that have ever lived.”50  It is with the understanding that not everyone 

will be persuaded by his words that Jay continues to appeal to his audience’s understanding of 

human nature through quick references to historical trends that apply to the benefits offered in the 

Constitution. 

The major contention against the Constitution is the lack of a guarantee of individual 

liberties, which Jay claims to be unnecessary.  Stemming from the British understanding of 

Constitutionally protected rights, this fear is inherently unfounded because the guaranteeing of 

rights had to be insisted on by a populace due to being oppressed by the nobility and/or the 

monarch.  Since America had no inherited titles or wealth on the same scale, individual rights are 

guaranteed other than what is specified to the national government for the purpose of governing 

effectively.51  Although this historical reference is mainly for recent events to include the king and 

Parliament, with the former and many seats of the latter being legacy positions rather than earned 

through voting, it is another summation of centuries of European history.  Personal and natural 

 
50John Jay, “Address to the People of the State of New York, on the Subject of the Proposed Constitution,” 

p. 556. 
51Ibid., p. 559. 
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rights were not automatically afforded citizens of England during the Middle Ages, Renaissance, 

or even during the current times; they had to be gained incrementally through actions and reactions 

by all parties involved. 

By 1100, English people enjoyed general liberty in that they could live their lives as they 

saw fit if they stayed within their station.  However, the king still held ultimate authority in all 

matters—both great and small.  Upon ascending the throne, Henry I generated a list of decrees 

involving the social order, including what should happen to women should the men in their lives 

die prematurely and how property is to be handled compared to recent kings.52  Although he 

professes religious duties of responsible governance, much of Henry’s language in his “Coronation 

Charter” uses the first person, signifying his ultimate authority over the people.  Over a century 

later John signed the Magna Carta ”granted as underwritten by advice of our venerable fathers” 

specific rights of English citizens, town, and counties, along with expressly ranting local 

authorities the right to perform their duties.53  Towards the end of this famous document, it is 

revealed that “we have granted all these concessions,” implying that all of the rights and 

responsibilities being enumerated were subject to the will of the Crown prior to the publication of 

these policies.54 Later documents show, however, that the king still had an abundance of authority 

so long as it did not impede the rights and privileges established by the Magna Carta. 

King Richard II, in 1397, called Parliament to assert his royal authority and to claim that 

various misdeeds carried out against him—and, by extension, England itself—shall be forgiven, 

except the most grievous offenses made by fifty members who were then immediately impeached 

by the king.  This claim rests—through referencing Ezekiel 37:22—on the basis that power and 

 
52David C. Douglas (general editor), English Historical Documents, v. 2 of 13, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1953), pp. 399-401. 
53King John I (of England), Magna Carta, Yale Avalon Project, 1215 (Direct quote in Preamble). 
54Ibid., #61. 
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authority vested in a single person are necessary for governance to be effective.55  This is a clear 

indication that kings still held enormous power over its citizens via controlling the legislature in 

calling and disbanding it at will, and censuring members for whatever offense is deemed worthy 

of such a consequences.  Fast forwarding two hundred years shows a firm royal prerogative with 

a hint of respect for Parliamentary law and established legal procedures.  In 1523 Henry VIII 

declared his ability “by his letters patent under his great to reverse annul repeal and avoid the 

attainders “of all those charged with “high treason by authority of parliament or common law“ 

during a specific timeframe.56  Although the king declares that this pardon is equivalent to the 

power of a law passed by Parliament, declaring their charge of high treason null and void signifies 

his recognition of both that lawmaking body and a respect for the laws that his subjects follow 

because his letter is used as proof that those who possess it can no longer be prosecuted for that 

charge.  By the turn of the eighteenth century, the rights of English citizens were firmly established. 

Although the Act of Settlement of 1701 is more about denouncing Catholicism and 

reinforcing England’s religious sovereignty, it includes language that refer to the expansion of 

guaranteed rights and the necessity of royal cooperations with government institutions.  First, it 

legally prohibits a Catholic from ruling England as a Catholic because they must recite a 

coronation oath upholding England above all else, which is a direct limitation of the monarch’s 

power as they are bound by the oath.57   The final point also states that “the laws of England are 

the birth-right of the people thereof, and all the Kings and Queens, who should ascend the throne 

of this Realm, ought to administer the government of the same according to the said laws” with 

the advice of qualified advisors and confidants.58  Making England’s executive leader responsible 

 
55David C. Douglas (general editor), English Historical Documents, v. 4 of 13, pp. 405-406. 
56Ibid., v. 5 of 13, p. 254. 
57 “Act of Settlement, 1701.” Yale Avalon Project, II. 
58Ibid., IV. 
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for administering the government is a subtle change from creating laws and actively enforcing 

policy.  Furthermore, the birthright of legal protection for English citizens means that any 

encroachment on those established rights allows citizens recourse should they be violated—even 

by the Crown.  Granted, such recourse is limited, but it is still possible.  Lastly, the nature of the 

Act of Settlement comes with the concern over turmoil that could occur after the death of William 

and Mary due to the situation that caused them to be enthroned in the first place. 

While it is nigh impossible to determine exactly with which historical documents the 

Framers were most familiar, they were familiar with the trajectory of English Constitutional law 

and precedents.  This cursory snapshot of English documentary history illustrates the breadth and 

depth of the content familiar to the Framers and other defenders of the Constitution.  The 

prevalence of this content in public discussions is another reason the specifics of these documents 

are not explained in detail—it is simply not necessary to do so.  In his “Address to the People of 

the State of New York,” Jay is reminding his audience of the historical journey taken by the English 

to get them from being subjects to the whims of a single monarch to being freemen capable of 

making decisions about their lives for themselves.  Continuing this journey as Americans is the 

point of the Constitution; because the monarchy is joined in its pursuit of power by Parliament, 

the colonies had to unite against oppression to fulfill the promise being denied to them by the 

mother country.  Hence, it is their duty to consider the benefits of a medium between oppressive 

aristocracy and interstate disunity offered by the Constitution through the lens of England’s history 

of citizens chipping away at a resistant system of hereditary rule. 

Jay spends the second half of his reasoning on the biases that would be inherent in the 

delegates should a second Convention be called to rehash the issues associated with the 

Constitution before them.  Partisan dispositions of delegate electors would lead to factional 
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representation, which would most likely completely undo the work manifested in the Constitution.  

This possibility is compared to when Solomon’s successor to the throne of Israel claims to burden 

his people more than his father to show his authority and the people responded by simply ignoring 

him and looking after their own households and communities.59  Referencing the incident causing 

the kingdom of Israel to split into Judah and Israel expresses the gravity of the decision before the 

American people.  God allowed His own chosen people to divide themselves because their leaders 

failed to both follow Him and listen to the counsel of wise men, which means the only thing 

stopping America from becoming a united country is its own citizens.60  The only difference 

between America and Israel is that Americans are making the decisions for themselves about how 

to continue their governance; in Israel the king decided for himself how to approach running the 

country.  However, this difference is crucial because it is a chance for Americans to carefully 

determine how to proceed with their opinions relating to the Constitution.  Immediately following 

this comment is another deep summation of European history. 

Continuing the hypothetical doomsday scenario of the proposal for a second Convention, 

Jay contends the ultimate result “would arise mutual restrictions and fears, and standing armies, 

and all those dreadful evils which for so many years plagued England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland, 

while they continued disunited, and were played off against each other.”61  Although this is a vague 

reference to turmoil associated with the formation and expansion of the United Kingdom, it also 

speaks to the various pieces of knowledge individual hearers and readers have of these events.  

Rather than linking the situation to specific instance of imperial strife, a general statement prevents 

 
59John Jay, “Address to the People of the State of New York, on the Subject of the Proposed Constitution,” 

p. 556-563 detail this line of reasoning, while p. 563 quotes 1 Kings 12:16: “To your tents O Israel/Now look after 
your own house, David.” (NASB, 1985). 

60Ibid.; 1 Kings, Chapter 12. 
61John Jay, “Address to the People of the State of New York, on the Subject of the Proposed Constitution, p. 

563. 
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Jay from losing his audience in the descriptions necessary for those unfamiliar with the content he 

is referencing.  Furthermore, beginning with British actions that directly affected his readers 

(restrictions and standing armies) establishes the relevance of the connection regardless of 

individual knowledge and understanding of earlier history.  Following this up with the names of 

the various places most affected by England’s activities strengthens his point because those with 

familial connections to those cultures will mentally link the historical events they know to what 

Jay is describing.  Though few in this “Address”, Jay’s placements of historical references are 

sophisticatedly located and succinctly worded to maximize their effects with minimal space, 

preventing his audience from dismissing the logic of his argument. 

Just a few days after Jay’s editorial, Patrick Henry was busy in Virginia urging his 

colleagues to vote against adopting the Constitution.  Contrary to the assertion that the 

Revolutionary War was mishandled due to the Articles of Confederation, Henry extolls its ability 

to gain the victory needed for gaining independence.  Because “revolutions like this have happened 

in almost every country in Europe” and “similar examples are to be found in ancient Greece and 

ancient Rome,” they should be careful to not fall in the same pit of readily changing their 

government because of the war.62  Just as America’s situation bears similarities to historical 

civilizations, so to can it become another of the “instances of the people losing their liberty by their 

own carelessness and the ambition of a few.”63  This powerful analogy connotes the danger of 

hastily moving to doing something different because crises have recently occurred.  According to 

Henry’s analogy, tyranny results from ambitious leaders advocating for changes advantageous to 

them on the grounds that the people will reap the benefits of stability and security.  Not recognizing 

 
62Patrick Henry, “Patrick Henry Speeches Given Before the Virginia Ratifying Convention” 4 and 5 June, 

1788; From Allen, W. B., Gordon Lloyd, and Margie Lloyd (editors), The Essential Antifederalist, (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1985), p. 127. 

63Ibid. 
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the potential for oppression under their conditions, people are eager for change to attempt 

preventing similar crises from occurring in the future; just one of many reasons objections were 

made to adopting the Constitution in the summer of 1788. 

In the middle of June, 1788, Melancton Smith conveyed his negative sentiments towards 

ratification via a universal, but as of yet unrecognized, truth.  In the discussions surrounding 

previous governments and their applicability to America’s situation, Smith discounts the examples 

of ancient historical confederations because all ancient governments failed.   Thus, holding any of 

those examples above others is meaningless to him.  Whereas the Germanic confederacy is not 

worth considering because it is more of a geographic collection of autocratic estates than a group 

of aligned territories, with all of Holland’s constitutional “defects, she yet existed; she had under 

her confederacy made a principal figure among the nations of Europe, and he believed few 

countries had experienced a greater share of internal peace and prosperity.”64  Additionally, the 

Israelites failed to recognize that their misfortunes under the judges were due to their own 

behaviors rather than a defect in their governance structure under God‘s guidance through His 

prophet Samuel.65  Combined, these historical references point to a necessity of considering how 

the country can best implement and enforce the provisions of the Articles of Confederation instead 

of completely changing their mode of government.  It takes a relatively astute observer, who is 

also familiar with multiple historical accounts, to make such connections and apply them to the 

discussion of ratifying the Constitution.  By the time of Henry’s passionately delivered eloquence, 

 
64Melancton Smith, “Melancton Smith Speech Given Before the New York Ratifying Convention 20, June, 

1788; From Allen, W. B., Gordon Lloyd, and Margie Lloyd (editors), The Essential Antifederalist, p. 172.  The 
narration in third person suggests that it is actually a written summary of Smith’s speech as opposed to Smith’s own 
words. 

65Ibid., p. 73. 
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however, there was little opponents of the Constitution could do but alleviate the degree of severity 

with which individual rights could be limited. 

Within the first week of 1788 five states ratified the Constitution by considerably wide 

margins.66  Federalist victories in other states throughout the first half of 1788 marked official 

adoption of the Constitution on June, 25, but Virginia played a big role in full adoption.  In addition 

to promising Antifederalists amendments for securing individual rights upon ratification, the 

clinching vote in Virginia was decided by western residents of the state who were more concerned 

with the foreign threat of Britain orchestrating Native American attacks against them than 

Congressional control of trade.67  The last significant holdout, New York, involved heated 

discussions that resulted in nothing more than the undoing of the Antifederalist bloc—partially 

due to Virginia’s acceptance of the Constitution under the condition of guaranteeing personal 

rights.68  Although North Carolina and Rhode Island rejected the Constitution, they were no match 

for the other eleven operating in concert under the new plan of government.  Begrudgingly, they 

eventually joined the Union because there was no other viable option to ensure their continued 

security and vitality.69  However, the opposition was not in vain as the Federalists had to follow 

through with their promise of adding amendments to mollify their recent ratification opponents.  

Historical analysis is also contained within the discussions of which rights to include, and how. 

The Bill of Rights became a solution to the ongoing Constitutional debate. As will be 

demonstrated, the introduction of the Bill of Rights was again inspired by historical political 

teachings known to the Founders.  

 
66Forrest McDonald, E Pluribus Unum, p. 212. 
67Jackson Turner Main, The Antifederalists: Critics of the Constitution, 1781-1788, (Charlotte: North 

Carolina University Press, 1961), pp. 225-229. 
68For the details surrounding the political maneuverings of both sides see: Ibid., p. 234-242, and Forrest 

McDonald, E Pluribus Unum, pp. 228-230. 
69Jackson Turner Main, The Antifederalists, pp. 242-248 detail the political events surrounding North 

Carolina and Rhode Island. 
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Developing the Bill of Rights 

In her book Greece, Rome, and the Bill of Rights, Susan Wiltshire traces the core thoughts 

of individual freedom from Ancient Greece to the Roman Republic and Empire, and through the 

Middle Ages to eighteenth century England to explain how the idea for a Bill of Rights came to 

the forefront of the Constitutional debate in the first place.  Because “even in the early, 

predemocratic Greek cities, the assumption was that political business was public business and 

that the laws, though perhaps somehow attributable to the gods, were promulgated under the 

authority of the city,” it is easy to see why the Framers focused on creating a unified government.70  

From here, Aristotle considered human laws based their accordance with, or in opposition to, 

nature while the Stoics added to this by contemplating the virtue of individual actions based on 

their alignment with the natural law.71  Rome took this idea and expanded it to make law ”the 

standard of justice; that there is a necessary connection between power and responsibility; that law 

rises out of community traditions in an organic manner; that power resides in the people; and that 

there is an intimate connection between the rule of law and high moral character.”72  Although 

Rome did not proceed to guarantee rights of people as individuals, as it cared more about public 

order, its government did create the foundation of equal accountability to the law.73  This is 

important because future generations would eventually equate this accountability with personal 

rights. 

Individual rights stemming from English common law are rooted in Medieval feudalism 

due to the personal nature of contracts between vassals and lords.  Common law was common 

 
70Susan Ford Wiltshire and Inc NetLibrary, Greece, Rome, and the Bill of Rights, (Norman, OK: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 1992), p. 10. 
71Ibid., pp. 14-16. 
72Ibid., p. 24. 
73Ibid., p. 28. 
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“because it was earthbound and daily instead of speculative and abstract, it tended to pay greater 

respect to the rights of individuals.”74  This also explains the emergence of the Magna Carta as 

expansion of monarchal power was seen as a threat to long-established feudal relationships that 

could be superseded by royal whims.75  As legal theorists proposed their own ideas of law in 

relation to nature, Wiltshire credits Dante with first expressing that “liberty was the guarantee that 

human beings would be happy on this earth since freedom means that human beings exist for their 

own sake, not for the sake of something or someone else.”76  A few centuries later, Locke comes 

up with the idea that “property is the direct outcome of ego and therefore not an arbitrary 

fabrication but a natural extension of personality.”77  Thus, rights of individuals to exist 

unmolested by others includes their possessions because those possessions represent their lives 

and, in many cases, their livelihoods.  Upon this premise, alongside other similar premises by other 

equally influential philosophers, the English Bill of Rights of the Glorious Revolution “did not 

contain new laws but was instead aimed at preventing the arbitrary practices of James II and the 

other Stuart monarchs.”78  The lack of original statutes partially explains the Federalist resistance 

to including a Bill of Rights; safeguards were already placed in the Constitution to prevent these 

same abuses of power.  However, the possibility of circumventing these safeguards would be much 

more difficult if individual rights were specifically listed in a series of amendments.  Therefore, 

America’s Bill of Rights was discussed with just as much attention to history as the ratification 

debates over the Constitution. 

 
74Ibid., p. 52. 
75Ibid., pp. 54-56. 
76Ibid., p. 65. 
77Ibid., p. 81. 
78Ibid., p. 85. 
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Although the Bill of Rights itself was added to the Constitution after officially being 

ratified, their contents were debated throughout the ratification process—hence the inclusion of 

ratification debate content in the discussion of the Bill of Rights.  During the North Carolina 

ratification convention, on July 30, 1788, Henry Abbot expresses a concern over the lack of 

protecting religious freedom in the United States should Congress, for example, make a treaty with 

a foreign country that requires everyone to convert to Roman Catholicism.  Abbot also suggests 

that the populace would be wary of elected officials not willing to confirm their Christian faith, 

leaving room for pagans and Muslims to take office.  Mr. Iredell responds by reminding his 

colleagues of the horrors committed in religious persecutions, resulting in the bloodiest conflicts 

of recent history due to each sect believing themselves to be the ultimate religious authority.  He 

continues by referencing the progressivism of religious toleration in Europe and lamenting any 

measures contrary to the principles of such freedoms.  Furthermore, anyone elected without 

religious convictions would have no compunction with feigning spiritual conduct for the sake of 

gaining and maintaining a base of constituents.  Excluding citizens based on their religion opens 

the door for other, more egregious violations of individual rights.  Thus, it is best for all elected 

officials to promote the efficiency and efficacy of the government to which they are elected to 

serve rather than a statement of faith that may or may not be true.79  Moving immediately to the 

next topic, uninterrupted, a significant historical and educational statement is made. 

Based on Iredell’s statement, Abbot also asked about the necessity of including the 

requirement of states to have republican government.  Iredell responds to the logic of this provision 

by saying “this must strike the mind of every person here, who recollects the history of Greece, 

when she had confederated governments.  The king of Macedon, by his arts and intrigues, got 

 
79Neil H. Cogan, The Complete Bill of Rights: The Drafts, Debates, Sources, and Origins, (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 62-64. 
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himself admitted a member of the Amphictyonic [sic] council...and in a short time he became 

master of them all.”80  The first part of this statement presumes a general common knowledge of 

historical content while briefly summarizing the example recalls the exact point he is making.  Any 

government other than a republic present in any of the states inherently threatens the safety of the 

Union because the aberrate government is more likely to seek dominance and control of the other 

states and, eventually, the entire country.  Citing the Macedonian takeover because of the 

expansive nature of autocratic rule speaks to the point being made as well as the contemporary 

example of the English monarchy doing the same within its own empire through coercing colonies 

into submission. 

This is further illustrated in discussions related to including a trial by jury in the Bill of 

Rights via brief summaries and a keen observation.  In a commentary published on March 21, 

1788, “A Farmer” declares that a trial by jury is all that is left of the people’s power in England.  

This is primarily due to “the usurpations of the few, gradually effected by artifice and force, have 

robbed the many, of that power which formed the basis of those governments, so celebrated by 

mankind.”81  Despite England‘s setbacks, however, it remains recognizably republican due to the 

representative nature of its Parliament via the House of Commons.  Other governments with 

greater degrees of royal power that are “applauded by Tacitus and Machiavelli,” such as ”the 

Saxons and other Germans,” existed because their rulers were given their power by the people 

themselves.82  The people are the best suited entity to judge individuals within their communities.  

If they put their trust in others to do so, that is their decision; it is not something that should be 

assumed without the expressed consent of the people.  Showing the general similarity between an 

 
80Ibid., p. 65. 
81Neil H. Cogan, The Complete Bill of Rights, p. 469. 
82Ibid., p. 470. 
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ancient historian and relatively modern political commentator demonstrates the consistency of the 

principle being expressed.  It also highlights the necessity of preserving individual freedoms 

through trial by jury because this judicial process creates the standards upon which future cases 

will be tried and legislation will be considered.  Guaranteeing its existence also prevents the lesser 

considered problem of judicial tyranny. 

Treadwell goes on to astutely observe that “the trial by jury is—the democratic branch of 

the judiciary power.”83  Starting broadly with Spain’s “Justizia of Arragon” usurping 

governmental power via erecting ”themselves into a frightful tyranny,” he goes on to relate some 

of the “numerous examples of the greatest and best men in all countries, who have been driven to 

despair, by vexatious lawsuits, commenced at the instigation of the court, of favorites and of 

minions, and all from the loss of juries.“84  A French noblewoman took a man for all he was worth, 

through connections to the judiciary, because he refused to marry her.  In Denmark, a man who 

gained favor with the new ruler, Frederick III, successfully vexed a man with lawsuits because he 

refused to sell his estate.  The victim was forced to sell at a fraction of the price and leave the 

country because he had no ability to present evidence to his peers.85  Not expressly granting the 

right of trial by jury leaves room for usurpations of individual rights by the socioeconomic elite.  

Although Treadwell could have likely used ancient examples as well, focusing his content on 

European events highlights the probability that such problems could arise in America because of 

its European heritage.  Getting away from European threats is part of the necessity for unity; to 

remain free of internal threats inherent in Europe requires expressed rights upon which individuals 

can rely to prevent becoming victims of a social hierarchy.  Historical lessons, and practical 
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applications thereof, are less clear and more theoretical when discussing the relationship between 

the federal government and the states. 

On July 1, 1788, during New York’s ratification debate, Mr. Treadwell argues in favor of 

a trial by jury—in addition to many other attributes in the Bill of Rights—based on a lack of 

limitations on the federal government should the people vest their power into a strong leader who 

eventually gains total rule over the country.  Mentioning “whether the commission of a Roman 

dictator, which was in these few words — to take care that the state received no harm — does not 

come up fully to their ideas of an energetic government” contains an extremely high poignancy to 

succinctness ratio.86  Since most of his colleagues would already know to what he is referring, 

Treadwell has no need to elaborate that the best of intentions can lead to the worst of results.  

Roman dictatorship was intended to be limited for the sake of quick, decisive action in the face of 

an immediate threat, but it could also lead to tyranny as the position is based on the willingness of 

the leader to relinquish authority.  For the government espoused in the Constitution, the central 

authority could extend its powers throughout the country on the basis of its powers enumerated in 

the document.  There is nothing to stop any leader, or coordinated body of leaders, from enforcing 

their own agenda without protections guaranteed to the citizenry.  These legal protections provide 

a recourse against unfair actions by the national government, maintaining the desired serenity, 

stability, and security.   

Summary 

The above examples of historical analysis in the Constitutional ratification debates, along 

with the Bill of Rights, are by no means exhaustive, but representative of the Framers’ historical 

knowledge as well as their ability to incorporate it into the arguments favoring or opposing 
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ratification. These examples also reflect differences and similarities in the Founders’ thinking and 

ideology surrounding the development of the new governance structure. Identifying historical 

analysis among the Constitutional debates requires inferring the links between the topic being 

discussed by the author and the implications of the historical references in relation to that topic.  

Referencing multiple civilizations across every chronological section of human civilization proves 

that the Framers possessed a breadth of historical knowledge, while their ability to support 

different points from the same historical content demonstrates deep understanding of the events 

being referenced.  Moreover, the references to past civilizations demonstrates a reflection upon 

learnings of such civilizations in the educational formation of the Founders. Some more obscure 

than others, but all being more descriptive, are the various historical references in the most famous 

extant Constitutional records—all conveniently packed into a series easily identified and labeled 

at their creation. These historical references also led to the ultimate ratification of the Constitution, 

with the introduction of the Bill of Rights as a means of mitigating ongoing debates surrounding 

the power and structure established within the Constitution. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

As presented in this dissertation, the educational backgrounds of the Founders played a 

crucial role in shaping their perspectives and approaches. The differences in their education were 

not only influenced by the timeframe in which they lived but also by contextual factors that 

impacted their learning experiences. Such differences are also evident in the arguments and 

positioning of each of the Founders in both the Revolution and development of the Constitution. 

Specifically, the context of their educational formation, including the role of religion, played a role 

in how the Founders attributed meaning to the historical texts presented to them. However, 

educational formation was not the only influence on the Founders at the time. 

  As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, the changing role of religion and the events of the time 

also exerted a significant influence on the perspectives of the Founders. Sociopolitical changes 

shaped their views on governance and society, causing them to establish their own positions on 

why the Revolution was necessary and how the new government should be formed in the wake of 

independence. For instance, the Founders described and justified the discontent of the colonies 

based on their views of the legitimacy of Parliament and the issue of Britain’s distance from the 

colonies.  Britain’s governmental overreach prompted the lack of central authority present in the 

Articles of Confederation, the effects of which caused them to re-examine their governmental 

structure.  Although the Founders had different opinions on the details of various courses of action, 

their arguments were grounded in legal, political, and pragmatic examples from history..  

Regardless of the argument presented, the challenge that emerged was due to the refusal of 

the English to consider alternative viewpoints and the grievances presented by the colonists. 

Conflict ensued due to this lack of consideration, compounded by England’s desire for power and 

control. The Revolution, in turn, escalated from the contentious issue of colonial taxation, which 
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further fueled contentions between the colonists and Britain. Importantly, these contentions 

yielded conversations not only about Revolution but presented differing views in how to justify 

the Revolution in opposition to British authority. At its core, resisting the British was based on the 

controversy over authority, lawfulness, and the colonialists’ obedience to authority. These 

conversations, informed by the views of each of the Founders, played a significant role in the 

Revolution and the subsequent development of the Constitution. 

 Beginning in Chapter 3 and continuing onto Chapter 4, the role of the Founders, and their 

positioning, becomes clear in their writings and statements on how the government should be 

formed in the independent colonies. The positioning of the Founders was also shaped by their 

understanding of the conflicts that emerged due to the lack of structure at the conclusion of the 

Revolution. Amidst unrest, which reached a peak during Shay's Rebellion, the Founders faced 

pressure to develop a government structure that included considerations of power, stability, and 

rights in the newly independent colonies. What was also evident was the central government 

established by the Articles of Confederation, would not be sufficient. It was in this context that the 

Constitutional delegates came together to engage in discussions on how to address the nation's 

needs and problems. Unsurprisingly, their views and solutions were again based on their 

understandings of the needs, which were influenced by their interpretations of historical events 

and the role of government.  

Through a combination of historical analysis and practical understanding, the Convention 

delegates established a structure that could achieve both authoritative stability and libertarian 

flexibility. The historical examples and interpretations described in Chapter 4 served as a rationale 

for developing the elements of the Constitution. As reflected in Chapter 5, however, the basis for 

these conversations also served as a platform for ongoing debates in the ratification of the 
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Constitution. Concerned with issues such as government power, balance, and how to introduce 

Federalism, the discussions surrounding the government structure did not end at developing the 

Constitution.  

The historical analysis in the Constitutional ratification debates, as well as the inclusion of 

the Bill of Rights, exemplify the Framers' ability to incorporate historical knowledge into their 

arguments for or against ratification. These discussions demonstrate their breadth and depth of 

historical understanding and their reflections on the lessons learned from past civilizations. 

Ultimately, the inclusion of the Bill of Rights helped mitigate ongoing debates surrounding the 

power and structure established in the Constitution, leading to its ratification. As was the aim of 

this paper, the discussions surrounding the development and ratification of the Constitution can be 

traced back to the academic formation of each of the Founders, which was influenced by factors 

including religion, pedagogy, and the concept of learning. These connections demonstrate the 

importance of considering not only the context in which historical events emerge, but the role of 

individuals and significance of their own background as a contributing factor to such events. As 

demonstrated, the academic, religious, social, and political influences on each of the Founders 

shaped their positioning and understanding of the world, including events past and present. By 

exploring these connections, the subsequent involvement and actions of the Founders in both the 

Revolutionary era and in the development and ratification of the Constitution serve as the 

fundamental framework for the structure of the United States government.  
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